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A Guide to the Prospective Purchaser 

The decision to purchase a household computer can be 

like buying an automobile: the machine is complex, the 

total cost approaches the price of a late-model car, but 

unlike an automobile, a computer is not among the 

necessities of life. There is always the question, "Do we 

need one at all?," as well as the other questions relevant to 

major purchases. 

Do we need one at all? 
It has been noted that "many people know that they 

want or need a computer, but they are not sure why". 1 

This attitude is not what is expected of a rational informed 

consumer. Recognizing that the computer is an expensive 

substitute for many familiar processes, both manual and 

electronic, helps to understand its potential and to assess 

the benefits it offers relative to its cost. 

Household financial records and Christmas card 

mailing lists can be kept with pencil and paper by 

those inclined to keep records-electronic storage is 

faster and neater, but not significantly different in func

tion. The director of one software company acknowledges 

that "most people's budgeting can be handled adequately 

by a folder with 16 envelopes in it." 2 

Arithmetic calculation is the computer's forte, so it is 

an apt substitute for a hand-held calculator, but an 

expensive and rather inconvenient one, compared to 

today's checkbook-sized models. A computer, however, 

has advantages over a calculator because it can be 

programmed to prompt the user for the appropriate entry, 

to edit for errors , and to present answers with word clues 

as well as numbers. 
Electronic and video games for entertainment and 

education are available in small, special purpose devices 

that may lack the sophistication of the personal computer 

variety, but have the convenience of portability (for 

example, entertaining children in the automobile) and do 

not require a sizeable expenditure. Needless to say, 

children can also be taught and entertained with non

electronic devices. Flash cards for multiplication tables 

and a checkers set have done the job for generations and 

one might ask if the computer can really substitute for the 

interaction with the teacher or opponent or even for the 

aesthetic experience of handling dominoes or chesspieces. 

The informed consumer will recognize that not all of 

the wonders touted as potential benefits of the electronic 

revolution are available in the "computers" sold at the 

neighborhood shopping center. The microcomputers 

marketed for personal and household use do not have 

built-in capacity for electronic monitoring and control of 

household appliances . These applications must be custom

made or purchased as separate devices. Advances in 

communication and information, another promise of the 

electronic revolution, will likely be realized through 

improvements in telephone and cable television rather 

than through the household or personal computer as now 

marketed. 
The optimum situation for a satisfied household 

computer user would likely be one where there is some 

business (or similar venture such as a non-profit organiza

tion) operating out of the home and the individual 

involved is comfortable with using electronic technology 

in the process. The machine can then pay its way in the 

business operation and other functions that benefit the 

family members (entertainment, education, household 

record keeping) are a bonus. 

What's available in the 
household computer market? 

The computer shopper will see machines with 

typewriter-like keyboards which provide the user with a 

means to communicate to the computer. Some keyboards 

have "number pads" with numeric keys arranged like a 
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ten-key calculator for added convenience in entering 
numbers. Some keyboards have no mechanical action at all 
but are activated with only the lightest of touch. The 
computer itself (the brain called the processor) is attached 
to the keyboard. The next component in the computer 
system is a screen display for the computer to communi
cate to the user. The screen may be any ordinary television 
(color or black and white) or a monitor specifically 
designed to offer greater clarity for computer displays. 

These three components constitute a computer but do 
not offer much convenience . The next obvious component 
to add to the system is a storage device to store and read 
information and programs (instructions) into the com
puter when needed. Obviously, you would not want to 
enter everything on the keyboard. The storage device 
might be an ordinary cassette tape recorder or a more 
sophisticated disk storage . Disks are like phonograph 
records ; they are faster to read than tape and less 
susceptible to error. The disks are inserted in disk drives 
for reading and writing . One drive is sufficient for most 
purposes, but two drives make it easier to copy data or to 
use a program in one drive and data in another. 

A printer is the next component chat a computer 
buyer is ape to be eyeing . Without a printer, the output 
from the computer is only on the screen and nothing is 
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permanent. With a printer, "hard copy" is produced on 
paper. The printer is likely to be the most difficult 
purchase decision of all the hardware components
quality and prices vary widely, maintenance and repair 
create more problems with printers than any ocher device 
because they have more mechanical parts, and printer 
technology is undergoing rapid change at chis time. 

For the nor-so-serious user, ocher devices will add co 
the enjoyment. Game-playing requires "paddles" for 
ping-pong type games and a "joy stick" for directing 
missiles around the screen and firing on the enemy. 

Manufacturers of personal computers are aggressive in 
promotion techniques . Packages of equipment and pro
grams are offered at discount prices . Ir should not be 
surprising that the items most likely to be needed may be 
left our of the special package. For example, the current 
"family starter package" of a best-selling manufacturer 
offers a wide range of programs chat will certainly enhance 
the beginning user's enjoyment, bur does not include a 
monitor (the family television sec must be used) or a 
printer (no paper copy of the computer output can be 
made) . The purchaser who likes his computer will soon be 
back to the score to add these two desirable devices to his 
system, adding at lease another $1,000 to the initial cost 
of $2,500. 



On the other hand, the consumer who carries home 

nothing but hardware from his initial purchase may be 

baffled at how to make this expensive equipment perform. 

The software (programs and manuals) are an essential, and 

costly, part of the investment for all users except the 

hobbyist who intends to custom-program the machine. 

Attractively priced models (as low as $300) are widely 

advertised, but such machines, although worthy of the 

name computers, are likely to be merely entertainment 

devices . Models that hook up to the home television set 

are appealing in price, but force a choice at any moment 

between viewing television and using the computer, 

something no family with children needs. A system that 

offers potential for keeping household records demands 

more equipment than these game-playing machines 

provide. It should have data storage devices, a printer to 

provide hard copy records, and a monitor of its own rather 

than only a link to the television set . Now the cost 

becomes two or three times that of the "stripped-down" 

model. 
Access to information networks or to financial institu

tions for electronic banking requires a telephone hookup 

which adds $200 or more, and ties up the home telephone 

when in use, perhaps calling for the installation of a 

second telephone . Telephone line charges and hookups to 

information services cost $25 to $75 a month. 3 

The total cost is not only the initial investment in 

hardware, it includes the software and supplies required 

for the system to deliver on its promises. To use all the 

potential in a household computer system, you may need 

to spend $4,000 to $5,000. At that level of investment 

the only limitation will be the user, not the hardware or 

software . Sylvia Porter agrees that a complete household 

computer system cannot be obtained for less than 

$4,000. 4 

The variety of hardware available makes the selection 

process a challenging one, but there are even more 

comparisons to make among the multitude of software 

packages marketed. The serious home computer user 

would be advised to resist the temptation to buy a variety 

of special-purpose programs for household use. Most 

household applications can be developed on three 

general-purpose software packages: a word processor (cost 

$75 to $150); a filing system ($75 to $150); and a widely 

used calculation package, VISICALC. This latter pro

gram costs $150, and has wide application to any numeric 

record keeping and calculation purpose-it is the best 

selling microcomputer software package. For this total 

expenditure of less than $500, a computer owner can 

develop individualized household applications without 

learning a programming language. However, programs 

for entertainment and education would require additional 

expenditures for software. 

How much care must be exercised 
in handling and using the equipment? 

A natural question from the prospective buyer relates 

to the use and care of the computer. Certainly, warranty 

coverage and dealer service are matters of significance for 

such a costly purchase. The established products have 

generally survived the test of household use although 

failures of individual components are possible . 

Certainly one of the matters that deserves close 

attention in the owner's manual before purchase is how 

much care must be taken with the hardware, particularly 

if children will be among the users . Although the 

uninitiated are often afraid of ruining something if they 

press the wrong button at the keyboard, this need not be 

of concern . A matter of greater concern is the use and care 

of software, the manuals and diskettes or cassette tapes . 

The diskettes must be kept away from dust, heat, and 

magnetic fields. Children will find their computer games 

must be treated more carefully than board games. A single 

one of these packages may cost close to or over $100, and 

yet have no backup copy of the program tape or disk . In 

order to protect the manufacturer, these programs are 

packaged in such a way that they cannot be copied. 

Therefore, if a disk is damaged or lost, a replacement at 

full cost (or in some instances a backup at reduced, but far 

from minimal cost) must be purchased . For example, the 

best-selling VISICALC software package costs $150 and 

has no backup program disk ; a backup can be requested 

for $65. 
If many individuals are using the machine, each must 

take care to not destroy another's work. A cartoon in a 

recent Wall St. Journal depicts a father demanding to 

know "Who erased my investment portfolio with Space 

Invaders?" It is possible that a year of family financial 

records could be accidentally erased, unless all such data is 

kept in duplicate on backup disks . 
Concern over home security should influence the 

consumer who is considering the purchase of a piece of 

equipment costing several thousand dollars that is so 

easily removed from the premises and so easily disposed of 

on the underground market . A new owner would be well 

advised to avoid publicity of his status as a household 

computer user. Similarly, the local clubs of computer users 

should not allow their membership lists to be distributed. 

Little thought has been given by manufacturers to 

protecting the devices from theft . The main processing 

units might be bolted to a table, but it is more difficult to 

permanently attach the peripheral devices. 

What questions should I ask when I shop? 

You should have no trouble finding someone to sell 

you a microcomputer. Electronics stores that specialize in 



car stereos are now devoting space to microcomputer 
equipment. But, unfortunately, not all stores devote any 
time and money ro training their sales staff. 

A software consultant , Abby Gelles, says, "Most 
retailers have never before sold anything even remotely 
resembling a computer and are unable to respond ro the 
simplest inquiries. Insufficient dealer education remains a 
strong sales obstacle roday. Hobbyists are still the only 
customers prepared ro walk into a store and buy a micro 
off the shelf." 5 

Be sure the seller is able and willing to help you get 
the system going when you have trouble. Ask specifically 
about repair procedures for each component. Does equip
ment have to be sent away' Is a replacement available 
while it is gone' Is there a flat charge for diagnostic 
services' (One major brand printer demands a $ 100 fee for 
even the most minor repa ir work.) Service contracts are 
available, for which you are likely to pay 10 percent of the 
price of your system annually. " If you anticipate $800 
worth of repai rs every year on your $8, 000 microcomputer 
system, maybe you're buying the wrong system."6 

It is perfectly appropriate to ask for plenty of time for 
" test-driving" the computer in the store. Be particularly 
sensitive to comfort in seeing the screen display. Think in 
terms of hours of uninterrupted use-will you be com
fortable at the keyboard, H ave in mind certain specific 
tasks for the computer to do for you and ask the seller to 
select appropriate software for those tasks. Then ask to 
have it demonstrated and try to operate the sys tem 
yourself. You cannot select a good household record 
keeping system by playing a few games with a joy stick or 
paddles . 

When purchasing software, it seems reasonable to ask 
to see a program demonstrated. Software is generally 
packaged tightly in plastic wrap to discourage in-store 
testing and assure the purchaser of an unspoiled program. 
However, a service oriented store will make demonstration 
packages available for testing . A store that does not allow 

customers to test software would seem to be overly 
concerned with minimizi ng costs at the expense of 
customer service. 

Is now the best time to buy? 
Despite predictions of mass market penetration for 

household computers, sales for home use have lagged, a 
failure attributed to absence of software for household 
applications. It has been said that some computer 
producers committed a blunder comparable to se lling 
stereos without a record industry. 7 Until very recentl y, the 
market was primaril y one for hobbyis ts , those users who 
delight in the electronic circuitry and who cons ider failure 
in hardware or software an engag ing challenge. The 

pragmatic user who wants " bang for his bucks" perceives 
the same failure as an annoying frustrati on . Recent 
improvements have made the product , the hardware and 
particularly the manuals and programs accompanying it , 
more " friendly " to the users who wants IT to work for 
them , not vice versa, but it hardly seems to have 
developed to the level of the mass market. 

A typical response from the consumer is that the price 
of these machines will fall precipitously in the near future, 
so it is best to wait. Certainly, there is reason ro expect 
downward pressure on prices for electronic products 
unlike the pattern for most other consumer goods of 
recent years. Some years from now these systems will be 
available at lower real costs than are found today. 
However, the more successful of the personal computer 
manufacturers will take advantage of their market advan
tage and tend to maintain firm prices. The "soft" prices 
will be found among the less successful competitors and a 
purchase of a lesser-known brand is hazardous. And the 
consumer who waits forfeits the use of the machine in the 
meantime. At least one expert predicts that "You're go ing 
to see increased capability for the money rather than 
decreased prices. "8 

That leads to the question, "Will the machine I buy 
today be obsolete tomorrow," New and improved models 
will be available but with respect to functional obsoles
cence, "A microcomputer that will do a job well today will 
still do it well tomorrow. And by tomorrow, today's users 
will have found a dozen new applications for it. "9 

Prospective purchasers would be advised to observe 
the market (read microcomputer magaz ines, join a 
computer club and visit computer stores) to determine 
when the product has developed to the point where it is 
"friendly" enough for them rouse (for some people, that 
time is now; for others, more development must rake 
place) and the price is right for them. For the optimum 
household situations with business operations, returns 
will be realized even at today's prices. For the ordinary 
household , that day has probably not arrived. 
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