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The Office of Fair Trading seems to think that the computer
industry is supporting its customers well enough, but the
future isn’t half as rosy as its report suggests

ust before Christmas, the OFT (Office of Fair Trading) issued a report on the
consumer IT market. Called Consumer IT Goods and Services, the study rather
surprisingly concluded that vendors are doing a good job of serving their customers.

No one can deny that modern PCs represent tremendous value for money when it
comes to the performance and functionality you get for the price. And while it’s true
that the PC suppliers do a great job when it comes to the price and performance of
the products they sell, what about the quality of support?

Ever-cheaper gigahertz and megabytes mean nothing when you’re listening to hold
music in a customer services queue or
waiting for a courier who never arrives.

The OFT has acknowledged that aftersales
support is variable across the industry, and
that the quality and price of support is far
from transparent to consumers when they
buy a PC. But astonishingly the research
concluded that as thousands of reliable
PCs are sold every year with only a few
customers experiencing bad support, the
industry must be working well.

The future is a blue screen
But these ‘few’ bad experiences will grow
in number. Take it from us, dissatisfied

Any hopes that

the OFT would

play the role of fairy
godmother and
restore the fortunes
of PC support have
been dashed by its
wimpy report

PC buyers are not about to become an
endangered species. Why? Because while
on the one hand PC technology is getting
more complex, allowing us increasingly to
do a whole lot more than just word
processing, while the audience is getting
broader and less knowledgeable of the inner
workings of these powerful devices.

Support, therefore, is more important
than ever, but shrinking profit margins put
pressure on suppliers to cut corners — and
support is expensive with no tangible return,
so it’s the first corner to be cut.

Aftersales support is the Cinderella of
the consumer PC business: sidelined by suppliers focused on building bigger, faster
ever more powerful machines and kept poor by ever-decreasing hardware profit margins.
Any hopes that the OFT would play the role of fairy godmother and restore Cinderella’s
fortunes have been dashed by its wimpy report.

If customers want good support they will have to get used to paying for it, and that
will increase the cost of owning a PC far beyond just the capital cost of acquiring one
at present prices. They will either have to pay a higher price for the PC in the first place,
which is hardly fair on those who don’t need the support, or, a better solution, buy
themselves a support contract.

The corporate market has known for more than a decade that the cost of owning
a PC is far more than the purchase price. But it could come as quite a shock in the
consumer market. m
Andrew Charlesworth
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Competition rules of entry

The following rules and conditions apply to all competitions and
giveaway offers in the magazine. The judge’s decision is final
and no correspondence will be entered into. There is no cash
alternative to the prize or prizes offered. Employees of IDG
Communications, the company or companies donating prizes

and their relatives are not eligible for entry. Winners® details will
be printed in the next available issue of the magazine. Neither

PC Advisor nor IDG Communications can be held responsible in
the unlikely event that a company is not able to fulfil its obligation

and provide a prize, for whatever reason.

Liability

While every conceivable effort is taken to ensure that all
details printed in the magazine are correct at the time of
going to press, the publishers cannot accept any responsibility
for the accuracy of the information contained in the editorial,
nor for the consequences of any actions taken as a result of
this information. The views of contributors do not necessarily

reflect those of the publisher.

Cover disc

The publisher shall have no liability without limitation for any
losses or damage arising from using this software, including
any loss of profit, damage to equipment or data, interruption
of business, or any other damage, direct or accidental. It is
recommended that you make a full backup of all the programs
and data on your hard disk before installing any new software.
Telephone numbers given for cover disc software registration
may only be valid for a limited period. If you experience
problems with the disc call our cover disc helpline on

0870 739 7630.

Product reviews

Products submitted for reviews in PC Advisor are accepted on
the basis that the same product will be available to the
consumer. This ensures we give our readers the most accurate
analysis of commercially available products. If, after reading a
review in PC Advisor, you contact the manufacturer or vendor
and find the specific model is not being offered, please let us
know at reviews@idg.com. Prices quoted throughout the
magazine exclude VAT except where otherwise stated.

Technical helpline

We cannot answer technical queries over the phone, except

via our Expert Advice Hotline (see page 165). Calls are charged
at £1.50 per minute, up to a maximum of six minutes. PC Advisor
offers a full money-back guarantee if you are dissatisfied with

the service.

Consumer hotline

Whether it's consumer-related or a more general enquiry, our
experts can help with all your legal problems. The PC Advisor
Consumer Hotline costs £1.50 per minute. Call 0906 906 0276,
8am to 10pm, seven days a week. English law apples to all

advice given.

December competition winners
Brother HL-4000: Mr P Shelton, Macclesfield, Cheshire.
Steinberg Cubasis Clean, Go 3.0 and My MP3 3.0:

Mr W Murray, Bristol; Mr K Lees, Worcestershire; Mr C Bell,
Herefordshire; Mr C Ball, Cornwall; Miss J Aitken, Inverclyde;
Mr M Barnes, Sheffield; Mr D Woodhouse, Reading;

Mr S Slade, Lancashire; Mr M Taylor, Essex; Mr T Wheeler,
Rugby.

Xara Webstyle, Xara X, Xara 3D: Ms H Davies, Bridgend;

Mr | Kirkcaldy, Fife; Mr R Coles, Cornwall; Mrs A Baker, Devon.
Trust Spycam 500 Flash: Mr J Rickard, West Midlands;

Mr C Johnston, Aberdeen; Mrs C Rayner, Northampton;

Mr N Booth, Grimsby.
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