
5 Essential Tips to Help You Store 
and Transfer Data Successfully 
with a Flash Drive

These tiny devices are cheap, reliable and
easy to use, whether you want to transfer
files from one device to another or store
backups of your personal documents
somewhere safe. But, as with any computing
gadget, things don’t always go smoothly:
how should you take care of a flash drive?
What can you do if Windows suddenly says
the drive is unusable? And is it really true that you no longer
need to ‘safely remove’ a flash drive when you’ve finished
working with it? Read on to find all the answers!

35

This article shows you how to:

� Make the right choice when buying a flash drive

� Ensure your flash drives continue working reliably

� Fix problems and recover data if a flash drive goes haywire
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Tip 1: Keep Your Flash Drives 
Working Reliably!
Compared to other types of removable media, such as
CDs/DVDs or external hard drives, flash drives are hard to
beat. They can store vast quantities of data (up to 1,000
gigabytes), they’re robust (having no mechanical parts),
they’re affordable (a branded 64 GB drive costs as little as
£12), they’re fast, and they get their power supply directly
from the USB socket to which they’re connected, so you
don’t have to find a mains socket when you want to use one.

The perfect device, then? Not quite. Although they look quite
robust, it’s important to remember they’re far from
indestructible! To keep your flash drives working fault-lessly
for years to come, remember these three rules:

•   Protect the plug and contacts: like any electronic device,
flash drives don’t like dust, moisture or rough handling.
Always keep the cap on the device when it’s not in
use, partly to prevent muck and rubbish from getting into
its plug and partly to keep its contacts clean and
intact. You should also avoid squeezing or crushing the
device when you’re carrying it around to avoid causing
damage to the device’s delicate circuitry.

A

B

They’re useful 
and rugged…

…but look 
after them!

Keep their
contacts clean
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•   Be careful when plugging in a flash drive: don’t be too
brutal with it – this is one of the most common causes of
damage! If you don’t have the drive the right way round,
or it’s tilted at a slight angle to the USB socket, you could
damage the flash drive, the socket, or both. The same can
occur if you try to plug in two flash drives (or similar-
sized devices) in adjacent sockets when there isn’t
quite enough space.

    A related danger lurks in notebook and tablet comp-
uters: since these PCs are portable, there’s the risk of an
accidental jolt to the flash drive poking out of the PC’s
case, possibly resulting in damage to the flash drive or
socket. If you do plan to
use a flash drive regularly
with a portable computer,
it’s well worth looking for
a mini flash drive, like the
one pictured above,
which pokes out less than
a centimetre.

•   Don’t leave it permanently connected to your PC:
although it’s comparatively rare, it’s possible that a
sudden power surge to the drive when you switch on the
PC could damage its circuitry and make it (and the files
it contains) unusable.

Tip 2: Get the Best Speed from 
a Flash Drive
You’ve bought a brand new USB 3.0 flash drive, but when
you put it to use, the copying of photos, videos and music
files seems to take just as long as it ever did. Why’s that?

C
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Be gentle 
with them…

…especially in
portable PCs

Unplug them
when not in use

Not as fast 
as expected?
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What kind of
USB sockets do
you have?
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The simple answer is that it’s not just the drive that matters,
it’s the computer too – specifically, its support for the
various USB standards. Like everything in computing, USB
has changed and improved dramatically over the years. The
table below shows the various standards and their vastly-
different speeds:

Standard Max Transfer
Speed

Description Year Logo

USB 1.0 0.2 MB/sec Low Speed 1996

USB 1.0 1.5 MB/sec Full Speed 1996

USB 1.1 1.5 MB/sec Full Speed 1998

USB 2.0 60 MB/sec (= 40
times as fast as its
predecessor)

Hi-Speed 2000

USB 3.0 (aka
USB 3.1 Gen 1)

500 MB/sec (= 8
times as fast as its
predecessor)

SuperSpeed 2008

USB 3.1 Gen 2 1,200 MB/sec (=
2.5 times as fast as
its predecessor)

SuperSpeed+ 2013

USB 3.2 2,500 MB/sec
(=twice as fast as
its predecessor)

SuperSpeed+ 2017

The standards
are inter-
changeable

Fortunately, the various standards listed above are all compat-
ible with one another. You can use a new USB 3.0 or 3.1 flash
drive in a USB 2.0 socket, or plug an old USB 2.0 flash drive
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into the USB 3.0 socket on a much-newer computer.
However, the speed of the flash drive is determined by the
slowest link in the chain:

•   How to achieve top speed? Your flash drive works at its
maximum speed only when it’s plugged into a socket
that uses the same (or a higher) standard. So, to get the
advertised speed from a USB 3.0 flash drive, you need
to plug it into a USB 3.0 socket. If you plug it into a USB
2.0 socket, it still works – but only at USB 2.0 speeds.

•   How can you tell the difference between sockets? The
colour of the plastic ‘tongue’ in the plugs and sockets
tells you at a glance: with USB 2.0, the tongue is black
or white (or, very occasionally, yellow); with USB 3.0
and 3.1, it’s blue. So, if you plug a flash drive with a
blue tongue into a socket with a blue tongue, the drive
should work at maximum speed. 

•   What type of flash drive should I buy?Whether or not
your PC has USB 3.0 sockets, it’s well worth buying a
USB 3.0 flash drive. There isn’t a great deal of difference

Plug a USB 3.0
drive into a USB
3.0 socket

The difference
between sockets

The best buy: 
USB 3.0 drives
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As in the screenshot below, many modern PCs offer both
types of USB socket. If yours does, don’t waste your
speedy USB 3.0 sockets by plugging a mouse or
keyboard into them and leaving yourself only a slower
USB 2.0 socket for your new, high-speed flash drive!
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It’s possible to
upgrade a
desktop PC

USB 3.2 is new
and overpriced

Take care not 
to damage 
the drive

Make sure it’s
the right way
round

    in price, it will work with an old computer, and if you
do buy a new PC you’ll immediately get a speed increase
from the flash drive. It’s best to buy a respected brand,
such as Kingston, Lexar, PNY or SanDisk, to ensure it
fully meets the USB standard.

•   Can I upgrade an old PC to USB 3.0? If it’s a desktop
PC, you can. It’s possible to buy a USB 3.0 expansion
card which slots into your PC’s motherboard and adds
several USB 3.0 sockets at the back of the case. It’s a job
that only takes a few minutes, but it’s delicate and fiddly,
so it’s worth paying a little extra to have it done for you!

•   Is it worth paying extra for the latest USB 3.2
standard? USB 3.2 is definitely the future, especially
given the arrival of the new, reversible (and thus much
easier to insert) type of USB plug and socket known as
‘USB-C’. However, at the moment there are very few USB
3.2 flash drives available, and few PCs that offer USB
3.2 sockets. The USB 3.2 flash drives that do exist tend
to be overpriced, and they’ll become cheaper as time
goes on, so unless you see one at a good price I wouldn’t
go shopping for one.

Tip 3: Insert a Flash Drive Correctly!
Flash drives (and anything else with a USB plug) can only
be connected one way round: the plastic tongue in the plug
and socket sees to that. Therefore, when you’re about to
insert a USB plug into a socket, there’s only a 50-50 chance
you’ll have it the right way round.

•   Don’t force it! If you have the plug the wrong way
round, you’re pushing the plastic tongue of the plug
against the tongue of the socket, and one or both could
snap. In that situation, a USB cable is easily replaced,
but the damage to the flash drive (or the computer’s USB
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Have you found
the right socket?

    socket) could be disastrous! Always ensure the plug is
oriented so that its own tongue is sliding into the gap
beside the tongue in the socket.

•   Are you sure it’s a USB socket? With the proliferation
of new types of sockets on computers and other devices,
it’s all too easy to get your sockets confused. In
particular, HDMI sockets (pictured) and DisplayPort
sockets, both used for the transmission of video and
sound, look very similar to USB sockets, but have one
or two rounded corners.
Again, the ‘Don’t force
it!’ rule comes into play,
but it’s worth checking
that it really is a USB
socket that you are
trying to use!

After years of enduring the frustrations of the ‘normal’
USB plug and socket, known as ‘USB-A’, there’s a new
design named ‘USB-
C’. This is rounded
and sym-metrical, so
you no longer have
to worry about which
way round it is. It
will be some years
before computers do
away with the old-
style sockets comple-
tely, but some of the latest PCs include both the ‘A’ and
the ‘C’ types. To help with the transition, you can buy
short adapter cables to convert one type of plug (or
socket) to the other.
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The best option is always to use the ‘safe removal’ feature,
especially if the flash drive contains files you can’t afford to
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Can you just
unplug it when
you’ve finished?

Windows may
not have finished
working with 
the drive

Always use ‘safe
removal’

In recent versions of Windows, this ‘write caching’
feature is usually switched off for flash drives, meaning
that any data you copy or save to a flash drive should
be written to it immediately. The trouble is, you don’t
always know how long that’s going to take or when it’s
finished. Some flash drives have a little indicator lamp
to tell you when the drive is actively in use, and when
that lamp has been off for 10 seconds or so, you can
generally assume that all the writing has been done.
However, you can’t always be certain that’s the case. 

Tip 4: Don’t Lose Your Data!
Perhaps you’ve heard that in recent versions of Windows
you can simply unplug a flash drive when you’ve finished
using it. On the other hand, you might have heard that
doing this could damage files on the flash drive, or – in the
worst cases – make it unusable, and you must ‘safely remove
it’ first. So what’s the truth, and why is this an issue at all?

It’s all due to the way Windows works with drives (all drives,
not just flash drives). When you save or copy data to a drive,
Windows doesn’t always store it there immediately,
particularly for small changes. Instead, it holds on to these
little pieces of data until it has a fair number of them and
then writes them to the drive in one go. (For the technically-
minded, this system is known as ‘write caching’.)

It’s a more efficient way of working, but it explains why
simply yanking out a flash drive when you’ve finished with
it could cause problems: Windows might not have written
all the necessary data to the drive, leaving the drive with
incomplete and damaged data. Next time you try to use the
drive, Windows may be unable to read it.
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lose. Whenever you’ve finished using a flash drive and you
want to unplug it, you should use either of these methods:

Method 1: click the ‘Safely Remove Hardware’ icon near the
clock on the taskbar . (If you don’t see this icon directly
on the taskbar, you may have to click the little arrow or
chevron to the left of these little icons and find it on the
panel that appears.) This
displays a list of rem-
ovable devices and your
flash drive will be among
them, noted by its name
and drive letter .
Click your flash drive in this list.

Method 2: if it’s not already open, start File Explorer (aka
Windows Explorer) by pressing + . In the File
Explorer window, make your way to This PC (in Windows
10 or 8.1) or Computer (in
Windows 7). Here you’ll
find the icons for the
various drives connected to
your PC, with your flash
drive amongst them. Right-
click the flash drive’s icon

and choose Eject
from the context menu.

Within a few seconds, you should see a notification at the
bottom-right of your screen, like one of those pictured on
the next page, telling you it’s safe to remove this device.
(Effectively you’ve told Windows to write any remaining
data to the flash drive straight away and ensure that nothing
on your PC is trying to use the drive.) You can now unplug
the flash drive.

1

2

3 4

E
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Use the 
‘Safely Remove
Hardware’ icon…

…or the ‘Eject’
option

…or the ‘Eject’
option

1

2

3

4
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The drive or 
its files are
inaccessible?

!

Tip 5: Faulty Flash Drive? Recover Your Files
You plug a flash drive into your PC aiming to use the files
you’ve stored on it, but instead you see a message that the
drive is not accessible or a note that you need to format the
drive before you can use it. Does that mean the flash drive
is now junk?

Not necessarily. Depending on what exactly is causing the
problem, it may be possible to recover the drive and/or the
files stored on it.

If you don’t see this ‘Safe To Remove Hardware’
notification – and particularly if you see a message
telling you the device is currently in use – don’t unplug
the flash drive. Instead, close any programs you were
using, wait a few seconds and then try one of the above
methods again.

If Windows continually insists the drive is in use, a last
resort is to shut down your PC. Once Windows is no
longer running and the PC is powered off, you can be
certain that nothing is using the flash drive, so it must
be safe to remove it!

Is it an older USB 2.0 or USB 1.1 flash drive? And does
it contain only non-essential files? If so, it may be
simplest to junk it and spend a few pounds replacing it
with a newer, higher-capacity drive. Old drives are
slower, and even if you can rescue it, it might fail again
at the drop of a hat. 
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Clean the plug
and socket

Reinsert or try a
different socket

Unplug, then
restart the PC
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Start by checking for basic problems
The cause of the problem might be a lot simpler than it first
appears, so start by ruling out the basics:

Dirty contacts? There are all sorts of ways in which USB plugs
and sockets can get grubby, such as not keeping the cap on
the drive or a build-up of dust in the socket. These can prevent
the plug and socket from making good-enough contact.

Solution: clean the plug of
the flash drive by breath-
ing on it and wiping it
with a lint-free cloth. To
clear dust from the socket,
blow into it gently or use
a little air-blower.

Drive not making contact? Whether due to dust or grease,
or for some other reason, perhaps the plug isn’t making good
contact with the socket.

Solution: unplug the flash drive, wait a few seconds, then
plug it in again. Still no luck? Do the same again, but this
time try plugging it into a different USB socket: this can help
you determine whether the problem is with the drive itself
or the USB socket you were using.

A problem with Windows? It’s possible that there’s nothing
wrong with either the flash drive or the USB socket, and
Windows has just got itself a bit confused.

Solution: unplug the flash drive and then restart the
computer. Once Windows has restarted, try plugging in the
flash drive again.

3 options to recover a faulty flash drive
If Windows steadfastly refuses to let you access the flash
drive or its files, there are three possible courses of action
you can take.
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Try to repair 
the drive’s 
file system

Check the flash
drive for errors

1. If a message has appeared saying you need to format
the drive, click on Cancel – you don’t want to do that.

2. Start File Explorer by pressing + and make
your way to This PC (in Windows 10 or 8.1) or
Computer (in Windows 7) where you’ll see icons for
all your PC’s drives.

3. Right-click the icon for your flash drive and choose
Properties from the context menu.

4. In the dialog that opens,
switch to the Tools tab

. Then, in the ‘Error
checking’ section, click
on the Check or Check
Now button .

5. In the little dialog that appears next, tick the box
beside Automatically fix file system errors and then
click Start.

6. Wait until Windows has finished checking the drive
(and hopefully fixing any errors it found) and then
close all open dialogs. With luck, you will now be
able to access and use the files on the flash drive.

1

2

E

If Windows fails to find or fix errors on the drive, it
may once again show a message stating that you need
to format the drive. Again, you don’t want to resort to
that just yet (and particularly not if you don’t want to

Option 1: repair the file system. If Windows recognises the
flash drive correctly when you plug it in, and assigns it a
drive letter, but gives an error when you try to access its
files, try following these steps:

!

:
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Rescue files by
copying them

Formatting
erases the drive
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lose the files on the drive), so again click Cancel and
try Option 2 below.

Option 2: recover files from the drive. If you’ve tried Opt-
ion 1 above and you still can’t access the files on the flash
drive, there may be another way. There are programs that
can scan the drive to find files and offer to recover them for
you (by copying them to your hard drive).

A program we recommend for this is the free ‘Undelete 360’
from www.undelete360.com. After installing and starting
the program, click the Search button on the toolbar, tick
the box beside your flash drive (and untick any other
drives), then click Start to begin searching your flash drive
for recoverable files. When the search completes, tick the
files you want to try to recover and then click the Recover
button on the toolbar. In the dialog that opens, click … to
select the folder where any recovered files should be saved
and click Start. 
If you can successfully recover all the files you need from
the flash drive using Undelete 360, you might then like to
format the drive to regain use of it. However, as I
mentioned earlier, if it’s an old flash drive, there’s always
the chance this could happen again, so you might prefer
just to replace it.

Option 3: format the flash drive. Formatting a drive res-
ets it to its ‘factory state’ and deletes all the data stored on
it. Therefore, if you really must recover files from the drive
– perhaps by employing the skills of a specialist recovery
service – you certainly shouldn’t format it!

But if the drive doesn’t contain anything of value, or you’ve
managed to recover what you needed from it using a
program like Undelete 360, then you’d probably like to get
the drive working again. In that case, the best chance of
doing so is by formatting it. Here are the steps to follow:
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Open the flash
drive’s Format
dialog

Don’t use the
‘Quick format’
option

1. Plug in the flash drive, if you haven’t already. Do
you get a message stating that you need to format
the drive? If so, click the Format disk button and
jump to step 4 below.

2. If that message hasn’t appeared, start File Explorer
by pressing + and make your way to This
PC (in Windows 10 or 8.1) or Computer (in Windows
7) where you’ll see icons for all your PC’s drives. 

3. Right-click the icon for your flash drive (making
absolutely sure it really is your flash drive’s icon!)
and choose Format from the context menu.

4. In the Format dialog that appears, remove the tick
beside Quick format and then click Start. Windows
then warns you that formatting the drive erases all
its data: click OK and then wait while the drive is
formatted. This could take a good few minutes,
depending on the capacity of the drive, but you can
get on with other work in the meantime: a progress
bar keeps you posted on how it’s going.

5. Finally, you’ll see a message that the formatting is
complete. Close all the open dialogs and you should
now have a working – empty – flash drive once
more.

E

What can you do with a flash drive which can’t be read
but which still contains – possibly sensitive – files? It’s
best not to take the chance that those files really are
unrecoverable and simply throw it away. Instead, take
it outside and attack it with a hammer to ensure it can
never again be used before putting it in the bin.

:
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