Cleanup / Troubleshoot Your Computer
by Glenn Doney

The most common causes for computer slowdowns include malware, registry problems and unnecessary processes/software running in the background and a fragmented hard drive (C:).  Of course, a current, “always on” anti-virus program must be used to regularly (daily) to scan your computer for viruses, Trojans and worms.  Also, keep in mind that as software advances, hardware must be upgraded to keep pace.
As long as you have at least 10% free storage space on your hard drive, slowdowns will not be caused by file storage issues.  But, as of 2008, 512MB is the minimum RAM needed to run Windows XP, and 2-3 GB is necessary to run Vista and/or memory-demanding software tools like video and graphic editors.

The following are simple diagnostic/treatment steps (suitable even for beginners) to take when attempting to solve computer slowdowns and various strange behaviors.  Often, these 4 steps are all that will be needed to improve your computer’s performance.  These steps will provide a baseline from which to diagnose and solve more serious problems:

1.  Advanced System Optimizer (shareware) – run “Registry Cleaner/Fixer”, “System/Disk Cleaner” and “Startup Cleaner & Autorun Manager” (remove unnecessary startup items, Googling each item to confirm its importance)   OR/AND   SystemWorks Basic (run WinDoctor and DiskDoctor) – (recommended $40 purchase)
2.  Spybot Search & Destroy (free malware scanner/remover) – http://safer-networking.org 
3.  Add/Remove Programs (Vista calls it “Programs & Features”) in Control Panel, to remove unused programs
4.  Defragment your hard drive (Start Menu/Accessories/SystemTools/Defragment)

More Helpful Tools:

Process Explorer (displays all processes currently running, along with the manufacturer) - free
DiskData (displays bar charts of where large files are stored, useful when your hard drive fills up and you don’t know why) – shareware

HijackThis (reveals ALL startup items and running processes and allows their removal; online tech sites often request information from this tool to diagnose your computer problems)
Spyware Blaster (prevents/filters out incoming spyware)
Ultimate Troubleshooter (another process explorer but also gives lots of information and advice about each item) – shareware

Zone Alarm (free software firewall to prevent infections)
