Deciphering system requirements

So you’ve purchased a new game for your system.  You take it home, it won’t run, and you keep wondering, why not?  When you purchase new software, you need to make sure your computer is updated properly to run it, and this can mean more than just the hardware!  

On the front or side of the package is a list of “system requirements”.  This list is what your system needs to meet or exceed in order to run this software.  So how do you find out what it in your computer?  Note: I am using Windows 98SE for this example, but most other versions will be similar.

Operating system – Check this first.  If the item won’t work with your OS, you won’t need to check anything else.  Boot up the system, and a logo screen will display the general version of Windows you are running.  Sometimes you need more specific information, such as a Windows 95 program that requires USB will only work on version 2.11 or 2.5 OEM.  Right click on My Computer, then select properties.  If this is still not specific enough, open a DOS window and type VER.  You can compare these numbers to Microsoft’s website to get the exact revision number.

Processor – This is the type and speed of your CPU.  You should be given this information at the time of purchase, but what if your system was bought used?  Many systems will display this data on the top of the screen when you perform a cold boot (booting up from a complete power off).  The brand name of the CPU is also on the system properties window we looked at above, but the speed is often not shown.  As a last resort, a technician may be able to run a diagnostic utility on the system, or remove the CPU and fan to view the speed (which is printed on the chip itself).  But be warned, many of the newer chips run at very high temperatures, and removing the fan will void your warranty.

Ram – When your computer cold boots, you will notice a fast counter running on one part of the screen.  When it stops, the final number is the amount of ram in your system.   The amount of ram available for running programs will be reduced on systems with integrated video by the amount allocated to handle the video functions.  Right click my computer, and select properties.  If your system has integrated video, this number should read a few megs less than the amount of ram on the boot screen.  On some operating systems, you can run the program MEM from a DOS prompt to get this information without a reboot.  Compare the amount of useable ram to the amount required by the program to see if it should run.  Keep in mind your useable ram will also be reduced by any memory resident programs and programs loading at startup.

Video Ram – This ram deals with the requirements for running graphic-rich things such as DVD’s, video games, CAD software, scanning and photo editing software, etc.

To check this number, right click anywhere on the desktop and select properties, settings, advanced, adapter.  Some games may require Direct3D, Glide, or other graphic software or accelerators to operate properly.

Hard Disk Space – Programs need drive space to install, even if they run from the CD.  

Open My Computer, highlight the hard drive’s icon, right click and select properties.

The drive’s capacity, free, and used space will be displayed there.  Always keep a few megs more than the program require free for creating of temp and swap files.

Sound Card – sometimes just having a sound card isn’t enough.  Certain programs use half-duplex rather than full-duplex for communications (this can also apply to voice modems) while others may look for an optical port or require you to test the speakers and microphone before proceeding.  

Companion software – This is something many people overlook.  A new game or graphic program may not only need certain hardware and OS specifications, but may require a download of a new version of DirectX, a Java add-on, or a more current version of Internet Explorer.  Others need certain Microsoft service packs to be downloaded and installed for your operating system.  Check with the program’s support pages for possible required updates.

Modem – some software will only run while you are connected to the Internet!  If you have a high-speed non-dialup connection, some older programs may not run at all as they were written to work with a modem only for access.

A rule of thumb, the program should run fine if you meet, or exceed the requirements.  With the operating system, this is not always true, as some older software may not run on the newer version.  

If you meet all the obvious requirements and the program still won’t run, it just might not be compatible with a component in your system.  This is most common with video and audio cards.  Programmers can’t test their wares on every possible combination of components on the market past or present, nor can they guess the future.  It is entirely possible that a program will just not run, or may need an update.  When in doubt, ask the manufacturer, and happy computing!

