
How to Locate All The Vital Facts and
Figures Relating to Your PC

There’s no denying it: technical details (of almost
anything) are unspeakably dull! You’d rather get on
with using it than know what’s going on inside it. With
computers, however, those details are not easy to avoid.
When you need to fix a problem, buy software or add
new hardware, you’ll often need information about
your system. In this article, I’ll show you where to find
all the essential details of your PC, its main
components, its operating system (Windows) and its software
in a quick and painless way. 
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This article shows you how to:

� Track down technical details of your PC’s hardware

� Find details of Windows and your other software

� See what’s installed and currently running on your PC 
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System Information: Find Hardware Details
Perhaps, as far as you’re concerned, your PC is made by Dell,
HP, Acer, Toshiba, or some similar company, and that’s an
end to the matter. You can probably find its exact make and
model somewhere on its casing or amongst the paperwork
that came with it. That’s occasionally helpful to know, but
not often. Those companies don’t ‘make’ PCs as such, but
assemble them from components made by a wide variety of
other companies. In the course of troubleshooting a problem,
or buying or replacing hardware or software, what you’ll
often need to know are some basic facts about those
different components.

Helpfully, Windows includes a program named System Info-
rmation which does exactly what it says on the tin: it gathers
all sorts of useful details about your PC’s hardware into one
window. I’ll begin by showing you how to open this System
Information program, and then I’ll show you where to look
inside it for all the most commonly-needed hardware details.

Basic facts 
about your PC’s
hardware

Use the System
Information
program

1.  First, press the key combination + to open
the Run dialog.

2.  In this little dialog, type msinfo32 and either press
or click the OK button.Enter

R:
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Find your way
around the
program

No risk in 
using it!

3.  The System Information program opens. Looking at
the left panel, you’ll see that System Summary
is selected, and the right panel shows the details in
this section – a summary of your PC’s most important
information, which we’ll come back to in a moment.
Later on, we’ll delve into the Components section
to find details of other hardware items such as your
CD/DVD drive, graphics card and hard drive.

1

2

4.  When you’ve finished using the System Information
program, close it by choosing File > Exit or by
clicking the button in its top-right corner .
Incidentally, there’s no risk at all to using this
program: all it does is display information, so you
can’t possibly do any harm to anything while
looking through it!

3X

Of course, I don’t expect you to memorise all this infor-
mation, or even to note it down somewhere. Just use
the following pages as a reference, so that you’ll be able
to start the System Information program and go straight
to the details you need whenever you need them.

1
2

3
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Hardware Basics: Processor and Memory
Now you know how to start the System Information
program, let’s begin by using it to find the most basic details
of your PC’s hardware. You’ll find all this in the System
Summary section of the program: if you’ve been exploring
the program and you’ve arrived in a different section, click
on System Summary at the top of the left-hand panel.

Motherboard make and model. The ‘motherboard’ is the
main circuit board inside your computer’s case to which
every other component is connected (either directly or
indirectly). You’ll find the name of the motherboard’s maker
alongside System Manufacturer and its model number
(which is usually just a collection of numbers and letters)
beside System Model.

Processor details. The processor (also known as the CPU,
short for Central Processing Unit) is your computer’s brain
– the device that makes it ‘compute’ – and you’ll find its
details on a single line beside Processor. This line begins
with the manufacturer’s name (such as Intel), and its model
name (such as Core i7-4770). After an @ sign you’ll see its
speed, measured in gigahertz (GHz) and then again in
megahertz (MHz).

Most modern processors are either ‘dual-core’ or ‘quad-
core’, meaning that they’re essentially either two or four
processors in one. These cores allow your PC to process
several streams of information at once, just as extra
checkouts at the supermarket can process more customers
at once. The words 2 Core(s) or 4 Core(s) tell you if your
processor is dual-core or quad-core, although this is
usually no more than a matter of interest.

Amount of memory (RAM). This System Summary section
has several items related to your PC’s memory, but there are 
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For dull, technical reasons, the ‘total’ memory will
always be at least a tiny bit less than the ‘installed’
memory. However, in two cases it could be quite a lot
lower. The first is that your PC may set aside some of
the memory to generate the picture you see on your
screen. The second, and more likely nowadays, is that
you use a 32-bit version of Windows. We’ll find out
about this on page 12, but 32-bit versions of Windows
can never use more than 3 GB of RAM, so even if your
‘installed’ memory is greater than this, you’ll never see
more than about 3 GB reported as the ‘total’ amount.

only two which matter. Installed Physical Memory (RAM)
tells you how much RAM is installed in your PC; Total
Physical Memory tells you how much of that memory
Windows is able to use. Both figures should be measured in
gigabytes (GB).

Details of Your PC’s Disks and Drives
Continuing with your PC’s fundamentals, let’s find out more
about your computer’s disks – its hard drive(s) and its
CD/DVD drive. For these, the information is found in various
places, but there’s not a great deal you need to know: you
may want to find out the manufacturers of your drives, and
for a hard disk you’ll want to know its total capacity and
how much free space remains.

Find the manufacturers of your drives
For this, we use the trusty System Information program again.
After starting it up, click the little + sign beside Components
at the left of the window: this section will expand (as it is in
the screenshot on page 3) to display a list of extra items, and
among these we’ll find the details we need.
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Hard drive
manufacturer

CD/DVD drive
manufacturer

Open This PC or
(My) Computer

Perhaps you have two or more hard drives, or you’ve
added an external hard drive that connects via a USB
socket? If so, you’ll find details for each here, and you
can scroll down to see them. A blank line separates the
details of one drive from the next. Hard drives that are
installed inside your PC will be noted as Fixed hard disk
alongside Media Type, whereas external drives will be
noted as Removable media.

Which company makes your PC’s hard drive? To find out
the make and model of your hard drive, click the little +
sign beside Storage and then click on Disks. Rather oddly,
the ‘Manufacturer’ entry will always be given as ‘Standard
disk drives’; instead, look at what’s shown beside Model
and you should see both the manufacturer and the model
of the drive.

Which company makes your CD/DVD drive? At the left of
the System Information window, under ‘Components’, click
on CD-ROM. Once again, the ‘Manufacturer’ entry will just
give a vague ‘Standard CD-ROM drives’, but look alongside
Name to see the make and model of your CD/DVD drive.

Capacity, free space and file system of your hard disk. To
find this all-important information about your hard disk (or
one of your hard disks, if you have several), it’s best to look
elsewhere. Press + to open File Explorer (aka
Windows Explorer). Does the main section of the window
show icons for all your disks and drives? If it doesn’t, use
the left-hand panel of the window to click on This PC (in
Windows 10 or 8.1), Computer (in Windows 7 or Vista) or
My Computer (in Windows XP).

Now, in the main section of the window, right-click the icon
of the drive you’re interested in and choose Properties. After 

E
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Check the 
space on your
hard disk

checking the details, which I’ll explain below, click Cancel
or press to close the Properties dialog that has opened.

Check the disk’s capacity and free space. Beside the words
Used space you’ll see how much space on the disk is in use,
and alongside Free space the amount still available. These
obviously add up to the disk’s total size which you’ll find
below alongside Capacity. In each case, the figures are given
very precisely in bytes (which will be extremely long
numbers), so it’s best to look at the more-approximate
figures in gigabytes (GB) given to their right. Below the
figures, a chart shows you graphically how the capacity is
split between free space and used space. 

Esc

!There are two oddities you may notice when looking at
these figures, and they deserve a quick explanation. The
first is that, for almost any type of disk, the ‘Capacity’
may be a little less than you were expecting. For
instance, perhaps your hard disk was advertised as
having a capacity of 500 GB, but here it’s reported as
(say) 455 GB. The reason is that a portion of the space 
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is devoted to maintaining a sort of ‘table of contents’
for the disk, and that portion isn’t included in its
reported capacity.

The second oddity relates to CD/DVD drives. When
there’s no disc in the drive, all the figures will be 0.
However, when there is a disc inserted, you might
expect a DVD’s capacity to be given as 4.7 GB and a
CD’s as 750 MB. But, although blank discs do have those
capacities, a disc that already has data on it will have
different figures. In most cases, the ‘Capacity’ figure will
match the ‘Used space’ figure, and the ‘Free space’ figure
will be zero. This is just a peculiarity of the way DVDs
and CDs work, not an indication that there’s anything
wrong with the disc you’ve inserted!

Check the disk’s file system. There are various different
methods used behind the scenes to store and organise data
on disks, and each of these methods is known as a ‘file
system’. 

On hard drives, USB flash drives and memory cards, the file
system will usually be ‘NTFS’ or ‘FAT32’, or just possibly
‘exFAT’. (DVDs and CDs work differently, and quite a variety
of file systems can be used.) Fortunately, the most you
should ever need to know about all this is which file system
is used on a particular disk, and you can find its name
beside File system in the Properties dialog you’re using.

Check or change the disk’s name. In a text box near the
top of this Properties dialog you’ll see the name of the disk.
This is quite likely to be a name chosen for it by Windows:
most hard disks are given the name ‘Local Disk’ and most
flash drives and memory cards are named ‘Removable Disk’.
However, if you’d like to, you can give the disk a different
name: this is especially worth doing for removable disks  to
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See what file
system your hard
disk uses

Rename
removable drives
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help you tell one from another if you connect two or more
at once. Just type a different name into the text box and
click the Apply button at the bottom of the dialog. (Once
again, however, you can’t do this for DVDs or CDs: their
name has to be set when data is first written to the disc and
can’t be changed afterwards.)

Display Settings and Graphics Card Details
The graphics card is the device inside your computer which
generates the picture you see on your screen, and it goes by
a variety of different names – display adapter, graphics
adapter, and video card, to give just a few. Whatever we call
it, there may be times when you want some information
about the device itself and the display settings being used
by Windows.

Once again, the System Information program holds all the
most useful details. Start it up by following the steps on
page 2, then click the little + sign to the left of Components
and, a little way below that, click on Display. On the right,
amongst some very technical-looking information, you’ll
find the details you’re most likely to need:

Name: this should tell you the make and model of the
graphics card installed in your PC.

Resolution: here you’ll see an entry that looks something
like this: 1024 x 768 x 60 hertz. The first two figures are
your screen’s resolution (1024 pixels by 768 pixels in this
example – in other words, the screen’s picture is 1024 pixels
wide and 768 pixels high). The final figure (’60 hertz’ in this
example) is your screen’s refresh rate: how many times per
second the picture on your screen is updated.
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Details of your
graphics card

Make and model

Resolution and
refresh rate

WA7 C500.qxp_July 2019  30/05/2019  14:20  Page 55



The Windows Advisor   July 201956

Computer Info: Find Essential Details of Your PCC 500/10

Amount of
memory

Find your precise
version of
Windows

Adapter RAM: just as your PC itself has memory (RAM), the
graphics card needs memory of its own in which to hold the
picture it’s generating, and this entry tells you how much
RAM your graphics card has. Unfortunately, the figure is
shown here in bytes, so it will be a very long (and not
awfully helpful) number. To turn it into a more meaningful
figure in megabytes or gigabytes, I’m afraid you’ll need to
grab a calculator! Divide the figure by 1024 to convert it to
kilobytes, and by 1024 again to convert it to megabytes. If
you’re still left with a figure in the thousands (as you
probably will be), you can divide it by 1024 a third time to
convert it to gigabytes.

Windows Basics: Version, Edition and 
Service Pack
Turning to the software side of your PC, the thing you’ll
most commonly need to know is exactly which version of
Windows you’re using. I’m sure you already know whether
it’s Windows 10, 8.1, 7, Vista or XP, but there are a few
additional details involved, and some of those will crop up
when you’re buying new software or hardware, or trying to
fix a problem.

To find this information (or most of it, if you’re using
Windows 10), start by locating the key on your
keyboard. This little-used key is near the top-right corner,
alongside Scroll Lock and Print Screen. When you’ve found
it, you need to press the key combination + .

This opens the ‘System’ section of the Windows Control
Panel, which looks slightly different according to which
version of Windows you’re using. If you use Windows 10,
8.1, 7 or Vista, it will look similar to the first screenshot
below; if you’re using Windows XP, it will look like the
second screenshot. 

Pause|Break

Pause|Break
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Check your Windows edition. Each version of Windows has
been available in a choice of ‘editions’: for Windows 10
there’s a choice between ‘Home’ and ‘Pro’; for Windows 7
and Vista there were ‘Home Basic’, ‘Home Premium’ and
‘Ultimate’ (among others); for Windows XP you could have
‘Home’ or ‘Professional’. You’ll find this near the top of the
dialog alongside (or perhaps below) the name of your
Windows version .

Which Service Pack is installed? A Service Pack is a large
collection of fixes and improvements for Windows,
effectively constituting a major upgrade. Up to and including
Windows 7, new Service Packs were released roughly every
two years. Since a system with one Service Pack installed
can differ greatly from a system with an earlier or later
Service Pack, this is often something you’ll need to know. A

1

1

1

2

2

3
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32-bit or 64-bit

Check your
Windows 10
version

little way below the name and edition of Windows, you’ll
see which Service Pack (if any) is installed . Windows
10 and 8.1 have had no Service Packs, and never will;
Windows 7 had one; Windows Vista had two; and Windows
XP had three.

Is it a 32-bit or 64-bit version? You don’t want the grisly
details of what this means, trust me, but it’s something that’s
important to know. If you’re using a 64-bit version of
Windows, any hardware you buy will have to be designed
specifically to work with 64-bit versions of Windows and
you’ll generally get best performance from 64-bit versions
of any programs you use (if they’re available). Conversely,
if you have a 32-bit version of Windows, you won’t be able
to install or use any programs designed for 64-bit versions.
If you’re using Windows XP, look for the words x64 Edition
beside the name of your Windows edition. (You’re very
unlikely to see them, meaning that you have a 32-bit
version.) In all other versions of Windows, look alongside
System type : you’ll see either 32-bit Operating System
or 64-bit Operating System which answers the question.

When you’ve finished using the dialog you just opened,
click the x in its top-right corner to close it.

Windows 10: check your exact version. As far as we know
(and Microsoft is famously poor at explaining its plans),
Windows 10 will be the last version of Windows. In other
words, we’re not expecting to see a ‘Windows 11’. Rather,
this latest version of Windows will be updated and improved
as time goes on (and will, perhaps, eventually be renamed
just ‘Windows’). As each of these major updates arrives via
the Windows Update system, at the rate of two a year, the
version number of Windows changes. This version number
is based on the year and month in which the update was
completed. At the time of writing, the most recent update

2

3
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was completed in September 2018, thus having the version
number 1809. (Another was completed in March, bringing
us version 1903 sometime soon.) To check your precise
Windows 10 version, press + to open the Settings
app, click the System icon and then click About at the
bottom of the left panel. Alongside the word Version you’ll
see exactly which version of Windows 10 you’re using.

See What Software Is Installed on This PC
When you want to know what programs are installed on
your PC, you might think of looking through the Start menu
(or, in Windows 8.1, the ‘All Apps’ section of the Start
screen). The trouble is, it involves a lot of digging around
and it doesn’t necessarily give you a complete list: some
software doesn’t appear on the Start menu. Fortunately,
there are better lists available. 

Windows 10: a list of all software
In Windows 10 there’s a list of all the software installed on
your PC – the traditional Windows programs and the apps
that were included with Windows or downloaded from the
Windows Store. To find it, press + to open the
Settings app and then click on Apps.

This shows you an alphabetical list of all your programs and
apps, along with a note for each of how much space it’s
taking up on your hard disk and the date on which it was

I

I
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A list of
Windows 
Store apps in
Windows 8.1

A full list of
installed
Windows
programs

installed (or last updated). You can also uninstall any
program from here: just click its name and then click the
Uninstall button. 

Windows 8.1: a list of Windows Store apps
As further evidence of the confused nature of Windows 8.1,
I’m afraid you have to consult two lists. The first is a list of
your Windows Store apps – those that were included with
Windows and any others you’ve downloaded from the store.

To see this list of apps, press + to display the
Charms bar, click on Settings and then on Change PC
settings. In the Settings app, click on Search and apps
followed by App sizes. The list is ordered by size, with those
taking up the most space on your hard disk at the top. You
can also uninstall an app from here: just click its name and
then click the Uninstall button. The second list you’ll need
to consult is the one explained below. 

All Windows versions: a list of Windows programs
If you use Windows 7, Vista or XP, the steps below will
display a list of all the software installed on your PC. In
Windows 10 or 8.1, it displays the traditional Windows
programs, but not the Windows Store apps. 

•   Windows 10 or 8.1: press the key, type the word
control and click the link to Control Panel that appears.
Click the blue words Uninstall a program in the
‘Programs’ section.

•   Windows 7 or Vista: go to Start > Control Panel and
click the blue words Uninstall a program in the ‘Pro-
grams’ section.

•   Windows XP: go to Start > Control Panel and click on
Add or Remove Programs.

As you may recognise, the main point of this list is to enable
you to uninstall any program you no longer want. 

C
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Program and
company name,
size and
installation date

You can uninstall
a program from
here

However, it also acts as a simple reference when you want
to find out what’s installed or see whether or not you have
a particular program. Beside each program’s name, you’ll
see a note of its size (the space it’s occupying on your hard
disk). Depending on your version of Windows, you may also
see the ‘Publisher’ (the company which produced the
program), the date you installed it, and which version of the
program is installed.

If you do want to uninstall a program, you can click it once
to select it and then click the Uninstall or Remove button
that appears on the toolbar above the list. However, if you’re
simply using the list as a reference, just click the x button
in its top-right corner when you’ve finished.

When you consult this list, you’ll find that Windows
doesn’t always know which version of a particular
program is installed. If that’s something you need to
find, the best way is to start the program in question.
Most programs have a Help menu, and if you open this
you’ll see an About item. Click this item and a dialog
should appear giving you information about the
program, including its version number.
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Find a List of Installed Windows Updates
Every few weeks – or more frequently if there’s something
that needs fixing urgently – the Windows Update feature
downloads the latest updates for Windows and perhaps other
software such as Microsoft Office and Internet Explorer.
(That’s unless you’re using Windows Vista or XP, for which
updates are no longer supplied.) Most of the time, you can
simply ignore all this, apart from restarting the computer
when prompted to do so after the updates have been
installed.

However, when you’re trying to troubleshoot a problem with
your computer, it can sometimes be useful to find out
whether you’ve received a certain update – either because
it’s supposed to fix a problem or (in much rarer cases)
because it’s suspected of causing one.

When you want to see a list of the updates installed on your
PC, follow the appropriate step below:

•   Windows 10 and 8.1: press the key, type the word
control and click the link to Control Panel that appears.
Click the blue words Uninstall a program in the
‘Programs’ section, then click View installed updates at
the left.

•   Windows 7: go to Start > Control Panel and click the
words Uninstall a program in the ‘Programs’ section. At
the left of the window that opens, click on View installed
updates.

Most of the updates have rather anonymous names, such as
‘Update for Microsoft Windows’, so it’s hard to tell one from
another. However, within each update’s name you’ll see a
reference number in brackets which starts with the letters
‘KB’ (short for ‘Knowledge Base’), such as ‘KB3118754’. It’s
this unique reference number which distinguishes one
update from another. 

Windows install
updates regularly

aCheck whether
you’ve received a
certain update

Each has its own
‘KB number’
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If you need to know whether or not a particular update is
installed, you’ve probably been told the ‘KB’ reference to
look for. Rather than trawling through the list trying to spot
it, do this instead: click in the Search Installed Updates (or
Search) box at the top-right of the window and type the
reference (including the ‘KB’ at the beginning). The list will
change to show only the update which has that reference (if
it’s installed) or nothing at all (if it isn’t). If you want to
remove this update, click it once and then click Uninstall.
To see the full list of updates again, delete what you’ve typed
into the search box at the top of the window.

Check Which Programs are Currently
Running
You probably tend not to open more than two or three
programs at once, but there are many more running behind
the scenes – perhaps several dozen. You get an inkling of
some of these from the little icons near the clock on the
taskbar, most of which represent another program that’s
currently running, but many others are entirely invisible.

If you need to see a list of everything that’s currently
running, a program named Task Manager can do the job. To
start it, right-click a blank space on the taskbar and choose
Task Manager or Start Task Manager (or press the key
combination + + ). If you’re using Win-
dows 10 or 8.1, check whether the words More details appear
at the bottom of the window: if they do, click them to see the
complete list along with a row of tabs across the top.

At the moment, you’re looking at the Processes tab in
Windows 10 or 8.1, and the Applications tab in Windows 7,
Vista and XP. This tab displays a slightly different list
according to which version of Windows you’re using:

Ctrl EscShift

Use the search
box to find a
particular KB
number

There may be
several dozen
programs
running

Task Manager
can show you 
a list
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•   Windows 10 and 8.1: the list shows all the programs
currently running on your computer, split into three
categories with large blue headings. The Apps category
lists programs whose windows appear on your screen
(although some may be minimised); Background
processes shows programs that are running but invisible,
including those which place a little icon beside the clock;
Windows processes lists the hidden programs that are
part of Windows.

•   Windows 7, Vista and XP: the list shows only the
programs whose windows appears on your screen,
including any programs that are currently minimised to
the taskbar.

This Task Manager program has two main uses, apart from
simply finding out what’s running. First, if a particular
program has ‘frozen’ on your screen and doesn’t respond to
key presses or mouse clicks, you can use Task Manager to
force it to close. Find and click the program in this list and
then click the End Task button at the bottom of the window.

The second use of Task Manager is to try to discover whe-
ther something is running on your system that shouldn’t be,
and – often by implication – something unwelcome has been
installed. Admittedly that tends to need expert help, since it
relies on having some familiarity with the names of program
files, but the starting point is to switch to the Details tab of
Task Manager in Windows 10 or 8.1, or the Processes tab in 

The list in
Windows 10 
and 8.1…

…and in older
versions

You can stop 
a program that
has frozen

Check whether
unexpected
programs are
running

Before doing this, it’s always wise to wait a couple of
minutes to see if the program recovers of its own
accord, particularly if you’d been using it to type or
create something you hadn’t saved. When you force a
program to close using Task Manager, the work you
were doing in that program won’t be saved.

!
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Check the list 
of ‘startup
programs’

They could be
slowing down
your PC

Windows 7, Vista or XP. Here you’ll see an alphabetical list
of absolutely all the programs currently running on your PC,
along with a note of how hard they’re working your
computer’s processor (in the ‘CPU’ column) as a percentage,
how much memory they’re using, and a short description.

See Which Programs Run Each Time 
You Start Your PC
A final thing worth knowing about your PC is which programs
are set to run automatically every time Windows starts. As
you’ll have gathered from the topic above, there are always a
lot of programs running and – since you didn’t start them
all yourself – they must have been started by Windows.

Quite a lot of these so-called ‘startup programs’ are part of
Windows itself, so you have no choice in the matter: if you
want to use Windows, they have to be running. But there
are others which certainly don’t have to be running all the
time. Nevertheless, they do, and they probably continue
running all the while you’re using your PC, using some of
your PC’s limited reserves of memory and perhaps slowing

The catch with this list, as I hinted above, is that prog-
rams are listed by the name of their program file rather
than their more familiar product names. For instance,
if Microsoft Word is running, it will be listed as ‘win-
word.exe’ since that’s the name of Word’s program file;
likewise Internet Explorer appears as ‘iexplore.exe’ and
the Calculator program as ‘calc.exe’. If you’re curious
about any of the program filenames that appear in this
list, the best way to find out what they are is to visit a
good search engine – such as Google: www.google.co.uk
– and search for it by name.
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it down. Without doubt, each additional startup program
ensures you’ll have to wait a little longer for Windows to start.

To see a list of the programs that run automatically when
Windows starts, follow the appropriate steps below:

•   Windows 10 or 8.1: start Task Manager (as explained on
page 17) and then switch to its Start-up tab.

•   Windows 7, Vista or XP: press + to open the
Run dialog, type msconfig and click OK or press             .
In the System Configuration window that opens, switch
to the Startup tab.

Each item you see in the list is a program that’s set to 
run automatically when Windows starts. And, perhaps
surprisingly, almost none of them need to do so. In fact, it’s
likely that the only program that really must be started is
your anti-virus program, ensuring that your PC is
permanently protected from malware.

In Windows 10 or 8.1, you can prevent a program from
starting automatically by selecting its name in the list and
clicking the Disable button. In Windows 7, Vista and XP,
you can do the same by removing the ticks beside the names
of unnecessary programs and clicking OK. In any version of
Windows, it’s worth keeping an eye on this list just in case
any new programs you install have set themselves to start
automatically.

R

Many are
starting
unnecessarily

Quickly disable
programs that
don’t need to be
started

In Windows 7, Vista or XP, next time you start the PC
after disabling startup programs, you may see a dialog
saying that you've made changes to the way Windows
starts. If so, tick the box beside the line beginning
Don't show this message before clicking OK to ensure
you won't see this message every time you start the PC
in future!

Enter
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