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Quick Solutions When the Mouse or Trackpad
Won’t Work Reliably

Most of the time it just works and you barely think
about it. But when the mouse is giving you grief,
it’s hard to think about much else! Since so much
of our computing depends on moving that little
pointer around the screen, any quirk in the
behaviour of the mouse (or its equivalent on a
notebook PC, the trackpad) becomes a real
distraction.

Fortunately, most of these problems have easy solutions
once you’ve identified the cause. Read on to learn what
can go wrong and how to put it right.
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This article shows you how to:
• Correct erratic mouse movement
• Improve pointer speed and make double-clicks

easier
• Solve annoyances with notebook trackpads
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Stuttering, Jumping or Staying Still

When you slide the mouse around your desk, you
naturally expect the pointer on the screen to follow the
same smooth motion. The most common mouse problem
you’ll encounter is that it does nothing of the sort! It takes
a sudden lurch and then stops, it stutters along in a series
of little hops, it pays an impromptu visit to one corner of
your screen and sits there sulking, or it doesn’t move at all.

There are five possible reasons for this behaviour, so let’s
investigate them in a logical order:

Reason 1: The mouse is too far from its receiver

If your mouse doesn’t have a cable trailing from its rear
and connecting it directly to your computer, it will be
sending radio signals to a receiver that’s either built into
your PC or (more likely) plugged into it. One possible
reason for the mouse’s erratic behaviour is that it’s too
far from this receiver, and your PC therefore isn’t
receiving all the signals.

Most wireless mice should still work reliably when
they’re a good few yards away from their receiver, but
I’ve had at least one that had to be within a couple of
feet to work. To check whether yours is one of these
‘poor performers’, move the mouse as close as you can
to its receiver (even if that’s some distance from where
you sit, since this is just a test) and see whether the on-
screen pointer then becomes more responsive.

If it does, the distance from the receiver probably is the
cause. If the receiver is at the end of a USB cable
(something that looks rather like a wired mouse itself),
put the receiver as close as you can to where you place
the mouse on your desk. If the receiver is just a small
device that plugs into your PC, try plugging it into a
different USB socket – perhaps moving it from the back
of the PC to a socket on the top or front.
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If it is the distance between the mouse and its receiver
that’s the cause, but you can’t get the two any closer, a
solution would be to buy a USB hub. Plug its cable into
your PC, plug the mouse’s receiver into one of the
sockets it provides, and place the hub as close as you
can to the mouse.

Reason 2: An unsuitable surface for laser and
optical mice

Are you using the mouse on a surface that’s reflective,
featureless or transparent? While this type of surface is
fine for a mechanical mouse, whose signals are
generated by a rolling ball in its base, laser mice and
(especially) optical mice may struggle to recognise
when they’ve been moved and by how far.

Try placing the mouse on a surface with a pattern or
grain, such as a piece of wood or a sheet of paper.

Reason 3: Electrical interference

Like wireless devices in general, wireless mice are
susceptible to interference. Make sure your mouse’s
receiver is at least a foot away from mobile or cordless
phones, power supplies and transformers, computer
screens and audio speakers, and power cables.

That’s quite a lot to avoid, but you may well find that
just clearing the best space you can around the receiver
will help.

Another possible (but less likely) cause of interference
is that you’re using two wireless mice of the same
make and model within close proximity to one
another – perhaps because you have two PCs in the
same room and they’re in use at the same time.
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Reason 4: The mouse needs a clean!
Unsurprisingly for something that spends its time
sliding around your desk, the underside of the mouse
can get quite grubby. Fluff, dust and hairs do a great
job of bringing the mouse to a standstill. Indeed, with
optical/laser mice, one little hair over its sensor is all
it takes.

To clean a mechanical mouse, remove the cover from
its base and pop out the rubber ball. The ball itself
usually won’t need cleaning (although a rub with a
lint-free cloth won’t hurt). Blow into the base of the
mouse a few times to remove any dust and crumbs,
then carefully use tweezers or the end of a paperclip
to remove hairs and fluff from the two rollers that sit
at right-angles to each other. Pop the ball back in and
replace the cover.

Cleaning a laser or optical mouse is simpler still: just
remove any hairs or fluff covering the circular sensor
in its base using a dry cloth or a dampened cotton
bud. While you’re at it, clear any other fluff from the
base as it would otherwise probably migrate to the
sensor in time.

When you clean the underside of a wireless mouse,
remember that there’s probably an on/off switch under
there too. You might switch it off purposely while
cleaning it to prevent pointer moves and clicks, or do so
accidentally, but make sure it’s switched back on when
you finish!

Reason 5: Flat batteries
If you use a wireless mouse, Windows may warn you
when its batteries are getting low, but the first sign
may be the stuttering, unco-operative behaviour I
mentioned at the start.
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The Pointer Keeps Wandering Around!

You’re not touching the mouse, you’re just typing or
reading. Suddenly and rather eerily, the pointer starts to
crawl across the screen of its own accord.

Poltergeist activity? Or is there a more mundane
explanation?

There are actually several mundane explanations. A
strong possibility is that the mouse needs a clean
(particularly for optical and laser mice), and a lesser
possibility is that the mouse is at the outer reaches of its
receiver’s range (or it’s being hampered by interference).

More likely still, for optical and laser mice, is that the
mouse is under a bright lamp or in strong sunlight: this
can confuse its sensor into generating these phantom
movements. (Likewise, placing the mouse on transparent
or shiny surfaces can produce the same peculiar effect.)

A similar problem can afflict the trackpad used on a
notebook computer in place of a mouse – and worse, it
can even generate phantom clicks – but this has a
different cause which we’ll explore in the section on
trackpads starting on page 11.

The Mouse Won’t Work at All
However you wiggle the mouse, the pointer obstinately
refuses to move. What’s the problem?

Well, there are several possible causes, so let’s have a
quick run through them:

• The mouse has a little on/off switch in its base and it’s
currently switched off.

• The batteries in the mouse are dead, or have been
inserted wrongly.
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• There’s a problem with the USB socket (or hub) into
which the receiver or mouse is plugged, or perhaps a
USB connection has come loose or been unplugged.
Try unplugging the receiver (and hub if applicable)
and plugging them back in again. Failing that, try
plugging the receiver into a different USB socket. If
you are using a USB hub, try connecting the receiver
directly to the PC to find out whether it's the hub or
the receiver that's faulty.  

It may also be that the wireless connection between the
mouse and its receiver has been lost. This could happen
while you’re changing the batteries in the mouse.
Reconnecting the two should be straightforward:

1. Press the ‘Connect’ button on the receiver (if it has
one). This puts the receiver into listening mode,
waiting for a signal from the mouse.

2. Press and hold the tiny ‘Connect’ button in the
underside of the mouse for about five seconds. You
may need to use the point of a pencil or paperclip to
do this.

3. Wait a few seconds more, and then try moving your
mouse and you should find that it’s now working.

Prevent a Bluetooth mouse from being put to sleep
If you use a mouse that connects via a type of wireless
technology named Bluetooth, perhaps you find that
your mouse has stopped working whenever you return
to your PC after taking a break? The probable reason
for this is that Windows is set to put the mouse (and
perhaps other Bluetooth devices) to sleep when
they’re idle in order to save power.

To prevent this from happening, follow these steps:

1. Press the key combination Win+R to open the Run
dialog.
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2. Type the command devmgmt.msc and press Enter.
This opens a window titled Device Manager.

3. Click the little arrowhead or + symbol to the left of
Bluetooth to expand it and reveal its contents.

4. I can’t tell you exactly what you’ll find in this
‘Bluetooth’ section because it varies according to
your own PC. However, the process is a straight-
forward one: double-click each of these items in turn

and see whether the
dialog that opens cont-
ains a Power Manage-
ment tab at the top. If it
doesn’t, click Cancel to
close it and move on to
the next item in the list. If
it does, switch to the
Power Management tab:
if there’s a tick beside
Allow the computer to turn off this device to save
power, remove the tick and click OK. (If there’s no
tick, that saves you the trouble; just click Cancel.)

5. What you’ve done is to tell Windows that none of
these Bluetooth-related items should be turned off.
As a result, Windows should never turn off your
Bluetooth mouse when you leave it unused for a time.
Close the Device Manager window by clicking the x
button in its top-right corner and you’re done.

1

2
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I Have to Pick Up the Mouse and Move it
In an ideal situation, you should be able to move the
pointer gracefully from the left edge to the right edge of
your screen (and from top to bottom) with one smooth
movement of your wrist. But perhaps you find that
whenever you try to move the mouse any distance, you
bump into something on your desk (such as the
keyboard), so you have to keep picking up the mouse
and moving it away to continue moving the pointer
across the screen.

That may be a sign that the area around your mouse is a
little too cluttered, but it may also be that your mouse
isn’t set up optimally. The solution is to adjust the
Windows setting for your pointer speed so that it takes a
smaller movement of the mouse itself to make the
pointer travel a greater distance.

Here’s how to adjust the pointer speed:

1. Windows 11 or 10: press Win+R to open the Run
dialog, type main.cpl and press Enter.

Windows 8.1: press Win+C to open the Charms bar,
click Settings and then click Control Panel. In the
Control Panel window, click Hardware and Sound
and then Mouse.

Windows 7: open the Start menu and click Control
Panel. In the Control Panel window, click Hardware
and Sound and then Mouse.

2. In the Mouse Properties dialog that appears, switch
to the Pointer Options tab .

3. Tick the box beside Enhance pointer precision if
it isn’t already ticked. What this vaguely-named
option does is to accelerate the mouse, making the
pointer move more quickly and cover more ground
when you move the mouse more quickly, but to

1

2
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allow greater precision when you move the mouse
slowly.

4. Drag the slider closer to the Fast end of the scale.
The further to the right you set this slider, the
greater the pointer speed: in other words, it will
take less movement of the mouse itself to move the
pointer by the same distance.

5. Click the Apply button at the bottom of the dialog
to put these settings into effect, then move the
mouse around a little to experience the result.

6. Adjust this slider as you like (and click Apply again
to test) until you’re happy with the result, then click
OK to close the Mouse Properties dialog.

If you drag this slider several notches closer to the
Fast end, producing quite an increase in speed, you
may find that you struggle to position the pointer
for a few days – you’ll tend to keep overshooting
because the pointer moves much further than
you’re expecting. You’ll get used to it, of course, but
you may prefer to increase the speed by just one
notch to begin with, spend a day or so getting used
to it, and then follow the steps again to add
another notch to the speed.

3
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Double-clicks Are Often Ignored
If you find that an ordinary click of the left mouse button
works, but a double-click frequently doesn’t, there’s a
setting in Windows to blame for that: it’s expecting a
shorter gap between the two clicks. That’s no problem,
though – just show Windows how you like to double-click:

1. Start by following step 1 on page 8 to reach the
Mouse Properties dialog.

2. Select the Buttons tab in the Mouse Properties dialog
(or, if you don’t have this tab but you do have an
Activities tab, select that).

3. In the section headed ‘Double-click speed’, drag the
slider back towards Slow by a notch or two. Now
try a few double-clicks in the test area to the right
: each double-click should open or close the folder

pictured.

At this point, you’ll probably naturally do a series of
double-clicks that are all much the same speed, and
are perhaps a little faster than you would usually
perform them because you’re concentrating on
them. While testing, slow yourself down a little and
see whether the double-clicks still work every time.

Incidentally, you might wonder why you shouldn’t
just drag the slider all the way to the ‘Slow’ end to
ensure that you’ll always be fast enough. It’s
because there will be times when you want to click
twice in fairly-quick succession, and Windows will
interpret this as a double-click instead, despite the

1

2
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long gap between the clicks. That could waste far
more of your time than the occasional need to
repeat a failed double-click! Aim to have the slider
set as far to the right as you can while still ensuring
that your double-clicks work.

4. Tweak the slider and test the result as much as you
like until you feel you’re double-clicking successfully
all (or most) of the time, then click OK to close the
Mouse Properties dialog.

Tame the Trackpad on a 
Notebook PC
On a notebook computer, you don’t use a mouse
(although you certainly could, and I’ll come back to that
point later on). Instead you use a trackpad, a plastic
rectangle in front of the keyboard.

Sliding your finger around the trackpad moves the
pointer, and a tap on the pad generates a click. At least,
that’s what is supposed to happen, but things don’t
always work out that way…

The pointer keeps moving of its own accord!
A common problem with the trackpad is that the mou-
se pointer starts moving of its own accord, often while
you’re typing. Needless to say, it can be distracting to see
the pointer wandering around the screen while you
type, but the problem can be worse than that: sometim-
es clicks can be generated too, with frustrating results:

• The pointer moves to a random point on the screen,
issues a click, and suddenly your typing is being
directed somewhere else – into a different area of the
document, or perhaps even into a different window!

• The trackpad produces a click and a move at the same
time, highlighting a block of text. And, because
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you’re typing, that block of text suddenly vanishes,
being replaced by the next character you type.

There are two common causes of this. The first is that
the sensitivity of the trackpad is too high, and it reacts
to the vibrations of your fingers on the keyboard. The
second is that a sleeve brushes over the trackpad while
you type, or a cuff-button taps it.

Solution 1: Turn down the trackpad sensitivity
If the pointer moves without your touching the
trackpad, this should help. Somewhere within the
settings for your trackpad, you should find a slider (or
something similar) that allows you to reduce its
sensitivity so that it takes more pressure to make it
respond.

Exactly where you’ll find the trackpad settings will
depend upon the make of trackpad, but there are two
places to look:

• Check the tray area of the taskbar, to the left of the
clock, to see whether a trackpad-related icon app-
ears there (and remember to click the chevron at
the left of the tray to see any hidden icons too). If it
does, a click or double-click on that icon should lead
to its settings.

• Follow step 1 on page 8 to open the Mouse Pro-
perties dialog: you’ll quite likely find at least one tab
in this dialog that relates to your trackpad. For
example, one of the most popular makes of
trackpad, Synaptics, adds a Device Settings tab to
the Mouse Properties dialog, and a click on its
Settings button leads you to all the trackpad-
related settings.
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The settings themselves will also vary from one
trackpad manufacturer to another, so I can’t tell you
exactly what you’ll find, but look for a setting
related to ‘Sensitivity’. When you find it, reduce the
sensitivity by a notch or two (or set it to require a
heavier touch, depending on how the option
is presented).

Solution 2: Disable the trackpad when typing

Another way around the problem is to make the
trackpad switch off as soon as you start typing, ensuring
that vibrations from the keyboard and brushes from a
sleeve can’t generate any pointer movement or mouse-
clicks. Have a look in your trackpad’s settings to see
whether this option is offered.

If it isn’t, a free program named Touchpad Pal can do
the job. Use your favourite web browser to visit
http://tpp.desofto.com and click the small Download
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button near the top of the page (not the large ‘Start
Download’ button) to download it. After installation,
Touchpad Pal starts running and begins blocking the
trackpad while you type – there’s nothing that has to be
set up or changed.

Solution 3: Disable the trackpad altogether!

One option you should certainly find in your trackpad’s
settings is the ability to disable the trackpad completely.
Of course, that robs you of any pointer control at all,
but you might choose to do it temporarily if you’re
about to embark on a large amount of typing and want
to ensure the trackpad can’t disturb you.

If you do decide to disable the trackpad in order to do
some undisturbed typing, keep its settings window
open so that you can return to it and re-enable the
trackpad with the minimum of difficulty. Remember
that you’ll have to do that using only the keyboard,
without the benefit of the mouse pointer! 

Perhaps a better alternative is to switch to using a
mouse instead. You can plug an ordinary USB mouse
into one of your PC’s USB sockets, and this should make
pointer control much more reliable and easier too.

Your trackpad’s settings will probably offer an option
to disable the trackpad automatically whenever a USB
mouse is plugged in. If you enable this option, you can
plug in and unplug the mouse whenever you like and
the trackpad will always be available when the
mouse is removed.

If your trackpad doesn’t offer this auto-disable option,
you can plug in a mouse, then visit your trackpad’s
settings and disable the trackpad. Then, before unpl-
ugging the mouse, use it to re-enable the trackpad.
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