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Avoid Problems! Understand What Your PC’s
Warning Messages Really Mean

The various messages that pop up on your PC’s
screen are a lot like the lights on the dashboard
of your car: they don’t necessarily mean there’s
a problem, but they are all trying to tell you
something.

The trouble is, on your PC they often don’t tell
you very clearly! In this article, I’ll help you
recognise which error messages matter and
which don’t. I’ll also let you into a reassuring
secret: some of the most serious-looking, technical error
messages really don’t matter much at all!.
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This article shows you:
• The different types of error messages you see
• Why an ‘error message’ doesn’t always mean

something is wrong
• How to deal with the various errors and warnings
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The First Step: Understand What Your PC is
Telling You

You’re busily working on your PC when suddenly a small
message box pops up. Perhaps you stop to read the
message, try to decipher what it means (which isn’t
always easy!) and decide how to handle it. Or perhaps
you simply regard it as an annoying interruption and
click its x icon (or press Esc) to get rid of it.

Choosing the second option may allow you to get back
to work more quickly, but with what consequences? It all
depends on the type of message.

In general, there are three types of message displayed by
your PC. Although PC users do tend to refer to them all
loosely as ‘error messages’, they don’t all signify an error.
They’re characterised by three different icons which are
intended to give you a useful clue about the seriousness
of the message:

Question: if the message is showing this icon, it
doesn’t usually mean that anything has gone
wrong. The software is asking you a question

and wants your response, and you’ll usually find a choice
of at least two buttons to provide an answer: 

Here, I’ve been writing a document, I’ve tried to close
the program, and the program wants to know whether
I want to save this document.

Error Messages: A Complete Guide
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Just an irritating
distraction?

It depends on the
type of message

A simple Yes/No
question

PCK_WA_07_JULY_2025_E726_18pp_mrg  01/05/2025  12:23  Page 36



E 726/3

Warning: if you see this icon in the message,
you’re being warned about something. It’s
probably not disastrous, but it’s something you

should be aware of, and perhaps something that needs
your attention. Here, for example, Microsoft Word says
that a file I’m trying to open appears not to exist. This
obviously means the file isn’t going to open, but this
message tells me the reason, rather than leaving me to
wonder why nothing has happened.

Error: this really is an ‘error’ message –
something has gone wrong. This icon denotes a
more serious problem than the ‘warning’ icon

above, and often means that something has unex-
pectedly failed to happen or has suddenly stopped
working. In the example below, a program has failed to
start because a particular ‘module’ (a file that forms part
of the program) is missing.

What matters and what doesn’t?

The three icons above tell you something about the
severity of what’s happened, but what do they tell you
about the possible consequences? This is where you
have to be careful!

Error Messages: A Complete Guide
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A warning that
something might
be wrong

Something really
has gone wrong

How serious is
the situation?
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You might be tempted to think the ‘Error’ message is
going to have the most severe consequences: after all, it
looks the most threatening. But consider the three again:

• Error: the program couldn’t start. You might need to
do some research to find out why, or reinstall that
program, or perhaps ask the program’s maker if
there’s a newer version that fixes the problem, but it’s
more of an annoyance than a disaster.

• Warning: the Word document doesn’t seem to exist.
But that’s almost certainly because you’ve moved it or
renamed it, in which case you should be able to find
it. Again, it’s probably not a catastrophe.

• Question: do you want to save your changes to the
document? If you simply click No without thinking (in
the spirit of ‘Go away and leave me alone’), your
document is gone for good – either the work you’ve
done since you last saved it, or, if you’d never saved it
at all, the entire text.

Clearly, then, despite that mild-looking icon, it’s the
‘Question’ message that could have the most serious
consequences if you don’t pay careful attention to what
it’s saying!

Always consider your options!

As you can tell from the point above, whenever one of
these messages appears, it’s important to read what it
says. But there’s another important thing to consider:
what options does it offer?

In the case of the ‘Error’ message above, all you can do
is click OK. Yes, something has gone wrong, but at least
there’s no opportunity to make matters any worse by
taking the wrong action! The same applies to the
‘Warning’ message, although there’s also a Help button
which may lead to a useful explanation or advice about
what’s happened.
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A warning, but
it’s probably

not serious

An error, but not
a catastrophe

The wrong answer
here could leave

you in trouble!

Read and consider!

Sometimes you
can only say OK
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On the other hand, the ‘Question’ message presents
three buttons – Yes, No and Cancel. This means you
have to decide upon a response or choose what action
to take. When you’re offered a choice of options, it’s
all the more important to ensure you’ve read and
considered the message.

The vast majority of so-called ‘error messages’ have
an x (Close) button in their top-right corner. Clicking
this button will close the message, but you do need to
consider what else it might do. If the message offers
you a choice of options or buttons, clicking that x is
the equivalent of choosing one of those options. But
which one?

If the message offers only one button (such as OK),
the x button must do the same as clicking OK. But if
there are two or more buttons, you can’t be quite
sure how that x will be interpreted. It will often be
taken to mean Cancel or No (or whichever option
would have the least impact on your PC or your
work). Importantly, though, that x button doesn’t
give you a way of saying ‘I refuse to make a choice’!

Why are error messages so unhelpful?

It’s important to remember that every error message
you see was written by a living, breathing person. It’s
not your computer that comes up with these things,
even though they sometimes seem to be written in a
language only another computer could understand!
Some software developers simply take a more helpful
approach to their error messages than others.

Unfortunately, the custom among most developers is
to tell you what went wrong, but not to bother
explaining why it matters (if it does), what the
consequences may be, or what you should do about it. 
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Sometimes there’s
a choice to make
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They don’t always
tell you much

PCK_WA_07_JULY_2025_E726_18pp_mrg  01/05/2025  12:23  Page 39



E 726/6

For PC users like you and me, the trick is in learning
how to interpret these messages correctly. Over the
following pages, we’ll look at some common examples
of messages you’ll encounter, and I’ll explain what they
mean and how you should respond to them. I’ll also
give you a few tips to help you avoid them or to deal
with other, similar messages.

How to Deal with the Most Common
Error Messages

Some error messages will tell you what you should do
next, but they tend to be the exception rather than the
rule. In most cases, you have to read the text and decide
for yourself what the best course of action is.

Example 1: The computer won’t start
After switching on your computer, it sticks on a black
screen and displays an error message in white text.

Cause: your PC is trying to load its operating system
(Windows), but it’s unable to do so. The references to
‘system disk’ in these messages mean ‘the disk on which
Windows is installed’.
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Learn the right
way to approach

error messages

Windows
won’t start
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Windows is installed on your PC’s hard disk, but these
error messages suggest either of two things: (a) your PC
is looking at a different disk – one that doesn’t have
Windows installed on it; or (b) there really is a problem
with Windows (or your hard disk) that prevents it from
starting correctly.

Solution: these errors were particularly common in the
days when computers had floppy-disk drives. They
indicated that we’d left a floppy disk in the drive and
the PC was trying to find Windows on that disk.
Nowadays, the other types of disk and drive we use can
sometimes result in the same problem:

• Check whether you’ve left a disc in your CD/DVD
drive. If you have, remove it, switch off your
computer and wait about 30 seconds, then switch on
your PC again.

• Is there a USB flash drive or an external hard drive
plugged into your PC, or a memory card in your
computer’s card reader slot? If so, disconnect the
drive or eject the memory card and then, as above,
restart your computer.

• If neither of the above applies, try switching off your
PC and waiting a few minutes before switching it on
again to see if it was just a temporary hitch.

If none of the above succeeds in getting Windows
running, it’s time to get a technician to have a look at
your PC. It may be a software problem with Windows,
but it may also be a hardware-related problem – a
defect in a cable connecting your hard drive to the
computer or a fault in the hard drive itself.

Example 2: Script error on a web page

A web page you’re trying to read suddenly ‘freezes’,
and your browser stops taking any notice of the mouse
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Remove other disks
and drives

Your web
browser freezes
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or keyboard. After a few seconds, you see an error
message like the one below:

Cause: even if you’re not too sure what a ‘script’ is in
this context, the message makes it clear that something
on this web page has stopped working, and this is what
has caused your browser to freeze.

Solution: when something stops working on a
computer, it’s rare for it to start working again a little
while later of its own accord. Therefore, rather than
choosing Continue and then waiting to see what
happens, choose Stop script. Your browser will then
stop waiting for the ‘script’ and allow you to read the
web page.

In many error messages that offer a choice of buttons,
you’ll find that one button is highlighted – usually
with a blue border, a thick black border, or a dotted
outline – to make it stand out from the others. In the
example above, the Stop script button is highlighted.

The highlighting indicates that this button is the
recommended option: it’s the course of action that
will usually produce the best or safest result. That’s
not to say you should always choose that option, but
use it as a guide in cases when you really have no idea
which option to click.

Example 3: A program has crashed

You’re working in a program such as Microsoft Word
when suddenly you see a message like the one below.
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Don’t wait; stop
the script
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There are no exclamation marks or red crosses, but it’s
clear that what has happened isn’t good news: the
program has stopped working, or ‘crashed’. 

Cause: in most cases, you never know why a program has
crashed. Something happened which got it into a pickle,
and it was a situation the program’s developer hadn’t
foreseen and prevented when writing the program. 

Solution: wait for this message to disappear. When it
does, the program you were using might disappear with
it, indicating that Windows has closed it. Alternatively,
you might see another message stating that a problem
caused the program to stop working correctly: if so, click
on Close program.

Now you can start the program again and get back to
what you were doing before the crash occurred. In some
programs, such as Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel,
you’ll see a note that the program has recovered the
document you were working on and, if you choose, you
can reopen it. 

In programs that are not used to create things, a crash
is just an annoyance. Examples are web browsers,
games, picture viewers and music players.

In programs you use to write and edit files (word
processors, picture editors, spreadsheet programs, and
so on), a badly-timed crash could result in your losing
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Close the
program…

… and start it again
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the work you were doing. To guard against that, get
into the habit of saving regularly as you work. If you
save every few minutes, the most you can lose in the
event of a crash is the last few minutes’ work. In most
programs, saving is a simple matter of pressing Ctrl+S.

Example 4: Program error

You’ve almost certainly seen error messages like the
one pictured below. Indeed, this may be what you
conjure up in your mind when someone says ‘error
message’. They can occur as a program is starting,
closing, or (more often) while you’re using it. The red
cross makes it look serious, and the technical nature of
the text will tend to make you think something
catastrophic has happened.

Cause: much like the crash in the previous example, this
is usually due to a mistake or oversight by the writer of
the program. In a nutshell, the program has tried to do
something, and it’s failed in a way that the program’s
developer hadn’t foreseen.

Don’t feel that you should be able to make sense of
this type of error message! Only a tiny percentage of
PC users would know what it means. These are the
technical details of what went wrong, reported to
the program by Windows, and the program is
repeating them, parrot-fashion, to you.
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A common (but
unintelligible)

error

Usually a mistake
in the program
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Solution: all you can do is click OK and see what happens
next. In some cases, it will lead the program to crash (as
in Example 3 above). More often, you’ll be able to
continue using the program without problems, as
though nothing has happened.

If you receive more errors of this type, try closing the
program, waiting for about 15 seconds to give it time to
close completely, and then starting it again. 

In some cases, this error will be repeatable: for example,
clicking a particular button in the program always
produces an error like this. In that case, it’s worth
reporting it to the program’s developer or software
company in case the problem has been (or could be)
fixed in a new version. Quoting the text of the error
would be worthwhile if you can, but it won’t necessarily
mean any more to the developer than it means to you!
It’s more important to explain exactly what actions cause
the error to occur.

Warning Messages: Think Before You Act!

The error messages we’ve covered above are hard to
ignore: you have to deal with them before you can
move on. And, whether they’re serious or not, you can’t
accidentally do the ‘wrong thing’ in response to them.

In other types of message, however, you’re being
warned or questioned about something. If you respond
too hastily, without taking stock of the situation, it
could lead to problems.

Example 1: Do you really want to replace this file?

You’ve started work on a new document (in the
example below, a new Microsoft Excel spreadsheet),
you’re about to save it, and you’ve chosen and typed a
name for it. This warning pops up:
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It may not be
serious at all

Choose your
response carefully!
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This message really should be accompanied by flashing
lights and klaxons: it’s telling you that you already have
a file with the name you’ve just typed. If you continue (by
clicking Yes), that file will be replaced by your new one.

In this situation, that older file would be gone for good.
It won’t go into the Recycle Bin, so the only way to
recover it would be if you had a backup (safety copy)
stored somewhere.

Unless you really are sure that the old file isn’t needed,
click No. (As mentioned in the tip on page 8, you’ll notice
that the ‘No’ button is highlighted, indicating that it’s the
recommended choice.) You’ll then be able to change the
name you typed.

Example 2: Don’t switch off your PC!

For all its red crosses and exclamation marks, some
important warnings are surprisingly low-key affairs.
Take this one, for example:

Every so often, after Windows has installed new
updates, it wants to restart your computer. Perhaps you
allow it to do so straight away, or perhaps you wait
until you’ve finished work for the day and then shut
down – at which point Windows finishes the work it has
to do with those updates.
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As your PC shuts down, and again the next time it
starts, you see the message above. It may be colourful
and attractive, but Windows is unmistakably giving you
an instruction: don’t turn off your computer.

It’s actually rare for Windows to give you a direct
instruction like this. It often warns you, asks you if
you’re sure, queries what you want to do, but seldom
gives you orders. When it does, it’s especially important
to take notice of them! In this case, switching off your
computer while it’s being updated could leave
Windows in a mess and, perhaps, make it unable to
start next time you switch on the PC.

Example 3: Are you sure you want to do this?

We’ve established that not all so-called ‘error messages’
really are errors, even though they may look serious. In
addition, a message is sometimes designed to look quite
threatening just because Windows wants you to pause
and think. 

The next page shows one example that will be familiar to
users of Windows 7 especially. It appears when you try to
start a program you’ve downloaded from the Internet.

The words ‘Security Warning’ at the top and the red-and-
white cross at the bottom combine to suggest that open-
ing this file would be dangerous. Indeed, years ago, wh-
en this warning first began appearing in Windows XP,
readers would often ask us why it was that almost every
program they downloaded appeared to be unsafe to use.

Reading the text, however, it becomes clear that
Windows doesn’t know whether the file really is
dangerous or not. It simply wants to be sure you’ve
satisfied yourself that it isn’t before opening it: in other
words, you’ve researched it, or it’s been recommended
by someone you trust. If you do trust the program to be
safe, click Run; if you’re unsure, click Cancel.
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Take it seriously!

A rare instruction
from Windows

Windows wants you
to stop and think
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Why does Windows feel the need to warn you about
this program? It’s because the publisher is unknown
and ‘could not be verified’. The word ‘publisher’ refers
to the person or software company that created the
program you’re using.

Someone who creates a program can pay for a
certificate that verifies their identity and use that
certificate to ‘sign’ their program, proving where it
came from. Many small companies and individual
developers don’t do this, because the certificate is
expensive and the process of using it to ‘sign’ a
program can be complicated. Windows feels that the
lack of a certificate may indicate that the publisher has
something to hide and shouldn’t be trusted.

In a way, Windows has a point. A malicious program
wouldn’t be signed with a certificate that identifies its
maker. However, it means that all unsigned programs
are tarred with the same brush, and it’s up to you to
decide whether or not you trust this one to be safe.
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User Account Control Messages: Helping You
to Help Yourself

In all recent versions of Windows, there’s another class
of message you’ll encounter, possibly quite frequently.
These are generated by a security feature named ‘User
Account Control’, or UAC for short.

User Account Control messages are always of the
warning/question variety; they never denote an error.
Like the ‘Unknown Publisher’ warning we were just
discussing, they pop up whenever Windows wants you
to consider the consequences of doing something.

User Account Control is designed to protect your PC
and your files, and in some ways to protect you from
yourself. It aims to ensure that no software can be
installed, and no vital files or settings can be changed
or deleted, without your permission.

To do that, it makes absolutely sure you can’t do
anything at all until you’ve considered the warning and
responded to it. Whenever you receive a User Account
Control warning, your screen dims and your PC freezes.
Over this dark backdrop, you see a message like this:
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The first time you see a User Account Control warning,
it can be a bit disconcerting. But there’s a good reason
why Windows freezes, and why you can’t do anything
else until you’ve dealt with the warning. I’ll explain it
with an example.

Let’s say that a web page you’ve visited has silently
downloaded a malicious program to your PC and is
trying to install it. Old versions of Windows would
display an ‘Are you sure?’ message at this point, but
the malware would be expecting this and could
generate a fake mouse-click or key-press to accept the
message on your behalf, ensuring that the installation
would continue unhindered. You’d barely see the
message flash on to your screen before it vanished.

With User Account Control, this can’t happen.
Windows has been frozen, and so no program – mal-
icious or otherwise – can interact with the warning
you’re seeing. It takes a real click with a real mouse to
give your response. 

One situation in which you’ll always see a User Account
Control warning is when you’re about to install a
program. Whenever a program is being installed, it has
unfettered access to your computer, so Windows wants
to be sure you trust it to be safe.
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A UAC warning
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You’ll also see a similar warning each time you start
certain programs that are already installed on your PC.
These are typically programs that need permission to
change system settings or to examine sensitive areas of
your system that Windows protects.

In addition, you’ll see User Account Control warnings
whenever you try to change certain system settings
yourself, such as options within the Control Panel. You
can recognise which buttons and options are likely to
generate a User Account Control warning by the little
shield symbol alongside the button or option:

I say ‘likely to display a User Account Control warn-
ing’ because, in fact, it won’t always appear.
Windows 10 and 8.1 take a more intelligent appr-
oach to these warnings than Windows 7 and try not
to bother you unnecessarily.
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start a system-
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The point of these warnings is twofold. First, Windows
is alerting you that something potentially-damaging
may be happening, and ensuring that it’s happening
with your knowledge and consent. Second, as always,
Windows wants you to pause and think for a moment.

How to Respond to a User Account
Control Warning

The important thing is to consider what the warning is
talking about, and whether you were expecting it. As
mentioned above, you expect such a warning when
you install a new program, or if you’ve clicked an item
in the Control Panel that has a little shield beside it. You
also expect it if you start certain system-related pro-
grams (and you’ll see the name of the program you’ve
started displayed in the warning).

In most cases, of course, the warning is expected, you
know there’s nothing untoward going on and you’ll
click Yes or Continue to proceed.

However, if a User Account Control message ever pops
up unexpectedly, read it carefully and pause to consider
it – there’s no rush whatsoever to respond. Were you
doing something that would cause the warning to
appear? Had you started to install a program or change
a system setting? Do you recognise the program named
in the warning? If in doubt, always click No or Cancel.
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