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Computer Purchase Trends

There was a time when buying a cheap computer was simple.  You looked in the Sunday paper or a huge Computer Shopper Magazine and checked to see what was on sale.  If you had time, you could even build one yourself.  The competition between Intel and Advanced Micro Devices has increased computer speeds while also bringing down computer prices.  The ongoing battles between Dell, IBM, Gateway, HP, and Compaq have also brought prices down and increased features such as bigger hard drives.  This article is not meant to sway the decision making process to any particular company, it is only meant to inform you of the many choices available.

Some major points to focus on when buying your next computer system:

· Does the computer meet or exceed your specifications?  If you do not know what your specifications are, where can you go to get your needs analyzed?

· What can I afford?  Should I buy the extended warranty? With this economy, will this manufacturer even be around 3 years from now to fix my computer?

· How were they rated for reliability?  Try PC Magazine Aug. 2001 “Best and Worst.” Research as much as you can about the product you are buying.

· Do you have a PC savvy staff that can actually put the PC together and recognize the difference between hardware or user problems?

Every one has different computer needs.  Will your staff be on a network?  What type of network?  Will they need Internet access?  Will they use CD’s as a training tool?  Will there be multiple users per computer?  Is this for home or office use?  Some resources can be found in your local library.  Many books have been written about this subject.  Consultants who will bid for your job will also give free advice.  If you already have Internet access, there are many sites that offer helpful hints.  Type in the search area of your browser, “How to buy a computer” and several good articles will appear.  Associations and trade groups can also assist in your questions.  They have a wide variety of resources and can even match you up with a peer that is planning the same technology goals.  

Another important question revolves around money.  What can you afford and will a cheap computer actually increase my cost in the future with downtime and incompatibility?  In the August 2001 issue of PC Magazine (http://www.pcmag.com/article/0,2997,s%253D1579%2526a%253D7558,00.asp) you will find a great survey on reliability and tech support that was polled directly from readers.  In that survey, Dell was the only major computer manufacturer with a “significantly better than average” rating.  First hand account at CCA and conversations from other techs working in medium sized businesses have identified Dell as very responsive in taking your order but rated them “terrible” on their service to change or cancel an order.  The computers that followed second in good ratings are described as Locally Built.  Locally Built was defined as computers built by local vendors.   These local computer/service companies probably have a good relationship with the Technology Staff that was surveyed.  Local businesses tend to provide great service in order to create repeat customers.  They will even install the computer for you onsite for a minimal fee.  Yet this brings about a longevity question. Will your local vendor be in business 3 years from now?   If you choose to go the local vendor route, it is important to obtain many references, and even evaluate their fiscal health.  

For 2002, what was once considered to be top end computers are now priced at the lower $800 range.  17-inch monitors are now below $200.  Some computer vendors are even offering free delivery, which saves the consumers around $150!  Remember that most business class quality machines will cost more than a home computer.  Every computer has a predicted life span.  Computer companies can build computers as ruggedly as they want to, or as cheap and flimsy as they want to.  Do not take a salesman’s word as gold when you are at a department store. Do your own research to see if that Dell, Gateway, Compaq or HP model is a business grade machine or if it’s just a fancy home computer.  Most business grade computers come with bigger and more robust power supplies, CPU cooling fans, and premium hard drives and components.  All the computer manufacturers have identified their machines abilities on their website.  Although it takes time to research what you are buying, it will be well worth it.  There is nothing more agonizing than losing time, data, and money because of a broken computer.

Here are some recent advertised computer prices:
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www.dell.com
	Dell 4300S

Pentium 4 – 1.4GHZ

128 MB RAM

10/100 Network Card

XP Operating System

MS Office XP Small Bus.

3 yr Tech Support

17 inch Monitor

48X CD, 20G Hard Drive

$1,176 plus delivery
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www.compaq.com
	EVO D500

Pentium 4 – 1.5GHZ

128 MB RAM

10/100 Network Card

XP Operating System

3 yr Tech Support

17 inch Monitor

48X CD, 20G Hard Drive

$1,232 plus delivery 

Note: MS Office is extra
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www.ibm.com
	NetVista M Series

Pentium 4 – 1.6GHZ

128 MB RAM

10/100 Network Card

Win 2000 Prof

3 yr Tech Support

17 inch Non Flat Monitor 

48X CD, 20G Hard Drive

$1,417 plus delivery

Note: MS Office is extra
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