A Guide to Smart Shopping

The microprocessor

The capability of a PC is determined by the microprocessor on which it is based, and thus the microprocessor is the first component in the purchase decision.  Although Windows 95 will run on an 80486 series microprocessor, prices have fallen to such an extent that you would be wise to consider a Pentium.  Microprocessors are also characterized by their clock speed which is measured in megahertz (Mhz); the higher the clock speed the faster the machine.

Don't skimp on memory
The more memory a system has, the better its overall performance.  Windows applications are memory intensive and you should do not buy a system with less than 8Mb of RAM; 16Mb is even better.  If your existing system has less than 8Mb, consider an upgrade; at current prices of about $50 per megabyte, you can upgrade a 4Mb system to 8Mb for less than the price of an average application.

Buy the largest disk you can
The typical Windows application takes approximately 15 - 20 Mb of disk space or more, and thus you can run out of space very quickly.  The best advice is to buy a bigger disk than you think you need.  A 500 Mb disk is a minimum.  You might also check that the system unit has room for a second hard disk that can be added in the future.

The finer points of choosing a monitor
Do some monitors produce a sharper, crisper picture than others, even at the same resolution?  Does the image on one monitor appear to flicker while the image on another remains constant?  The differences are due to information that is often buried in the fine print of an advertisement


The dot pitch is the distance between adjacent pixels; the smaller the dot pitch the crisper the image, or conversely, the larger the dot pitch the more grainy the picture.  Choose a monitor with a dot pitch of .28 or less.


The vertical refresh rate (vertical scan rate) determines how frequently the screen is repainted from top to bottom.  A rate which is too slow causes the screen to flicker because it is not being redrawn fast enough to fool the eye into seeing a constant pattern.  A rate of 70Hz (70 cycles per second) is the minimum you should accept. 


A non-interlaced monitor repaints every line whenever the electron gun moves down the screen whereas an interlaced monitor scans every other line; all even lines are drawn on the first pass and all odd lines on the next pass.  An interlaced monitors is unacceptable in today's environment because the pixels have more time to fade and thus flicker is more common

Let your fingers do the walking
A single issue of a computer magazine contains advertisements from many vendors making it possible to comparison shop from multiple mail-order vendors from the convenience of home.  Computer magazines are also the source of the latest technical information, and thus a subscription to a magazine is a must for the serious user.  Our three favorites (PC Computing, PC Magazine, and Windows Magazine) have monthly publishing cycles and are found on most newsstands.

Buying by mail
Confirm all orders in writing, stating exactly what you are expecting to receive and when.  Include the specific brands and/or model numbers and the agreed upon price, including shipping and handling, and indicate that the seller may not deviate from the terms in your letter without prior written agreement.


Look for a steady advertising history by the mail-order firm, searching back issues of the magazine to see if the company has been in business over time.  Avoid companies that appear to be in financial difficulty; e.g., a company that previously ran four page full-color ads and now runs a half-page, black and white advertisement  Check out service in advance, by calling the toll-free technical support number to determine the level of service you can expect.

Double your Warranty
Always pay with a credit card that offers a buyer protection plan to double the manufacturer's warranty (up to an additional year). The use of a credit card also gives you additional leverage if you are dissatisfied with an item.  If you are purchasing by mail, make sure the charge is not entered until you receive the merchandise.  Do not buy from anyone, retail store or mail-order, that insists all sales are final, that offers a store credit in lieu of a refund, or that charges a restocking fee on returned items.  Settle for nothing less than a no-strings attached, 30-day, money-back guarantee and be sure the vendor guarantees in writing a rebate if the price goes down within 30 days.
Check out a notebook before you buy
The purchase of a notebook computer has additional considerations beyond those of a desktop configuration: weight, size, battery life, keyboard, and screen.  Is the computer light enough so that you won't leave it behind when you travel?  Is the life of the battery sufficient to accomplish what you need to do?  Can you type comfortably on the keyboard over long periods of time?  Is the screen readable in different levels of light?  Is the hard disk large enough to accommodate all of your applications?  Does it have a modem so that you can communicate when you take the machine on the road?  Be sure to see the machine and test it before you buy so that you won't be disappointed later.

Don't be frustrated when prices drop
The system you buy today will invariably cost less tomorrow, and to add insult to injury, tomorrow's machine will run circles around today's most powerful system.  The IBM/XT, with an 8088 microprocessor, a 10Mb hard disk, 128Kb of RAM, and monochrome monitor, sold for $5,000 in 1983; today you can buy a Pentium 100MHz processor that is 1000 times as powerful, with a 1Gb hard drive, 8Mb of memory, a quad-speed CD-ROM, and a super-VGA monitor, for approximately $2500.  The point of this example is that you should enjoy the machine you buy today without concern for what it will cost tomorrow. 

