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Printer Misbehaving? Follow These Steps to
Work Out What’s Wrong

It should be as simple as clicking Print and waiting
half a minute, but things  don’t always go to plan
with printers! You might just get a sniffy error
message, or the wrong printer might spring into
action, or perhaps nothing happens at all. Read on
to learn how to deal with all the most common
printer-related problems.
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This article shows you how to:
• Find out why your printer won’t print properly
• Get to the bottom of error messages and missing

printers
• Take control of your printing preferences
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Can’t Print? Check the Basics!

Modern printers are far more helpful than they used to
be. Or, more accurately, the driver software that comes
with your printer and enables Windows to communicate
with it is more helpful.

If you’re out of ink or paper, or there’s a paper jam, or the
printer’s lid is open, the driver should display a message
to tell you as soon as you try to print something. You’ve
still got to fix the problem, of course, but at least you
know what that problem is.

When nothing happens at all, that’s more perplexing, but
it’s likely to be something straightforward, so always start
by checking the basics.

Is the printer powered on?

You wouldn’t be the first to spend half an hour looking
for complicated solutions when the problem was as
simple as this! The printer should have a power light or a
screen that tells you clearly when it’s switched on, and
that’s the first thing to check.

If it’s not, remember there could be various switches to
check besides the ‘obvious’ one. Some printers have a
master power switch
at the back, near the
mains cable, and
perhaps that’s been
flicked off. If your
printer plugs into a
four-way strip, see
whether the strip has an on/off switch (or perhaps
individual switches for each socket), and then there’s the
switch for the main wall socket.

Assuming all the switches are ‘on’, suspicion falls on the
mains cable itself. Try unplugging it from the back of
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your printer and plugging it back in again. No luck? It’s
quite likely a standard 3-pin kettle connector, so perhaps
your kettle (or some other device) has a similar cable you
could try.

Does Windows recognise your printer?

Assuming the printer is powered on, the next basic point
to check is whether Windows is aware of your printer.
Here’s what to do:

1. Start by opening the Control Panel:

• In Windows 10 or 8.1, press the Win key to open
the Start menu or Start screen, type the word
control and click on Control Panel.

• In Windows 7, open the Start menu and click on
Control Panel.

2. In the Control Panel window, below the large
‘Hardware and Sound’ heading, click on View
devices and printers. 

3. This takes you to the Devices and Printers page of
Control Panel, which contains a variety of icons for
your hardware devices. The page is split into groups,
and you should expect to find your printer in the
‘Printers’ group, but have a look for it in the other
groups too if necessary.
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If your printer is there, that’s good news, although it
doesn’t explain why you’re having trouble printing.
Don’t worry – just skip ahead to the heading on the
next page and we’ll start to look at other possibilities.

If your printer doesn’t appear on this page, that suggests
it’s not connected to your PC. There should be a USB
cable running from the back of your printer to the back
of your PC, and it’s quite likely that one end or the other
has come unplugged. If in doubt, unplug and then
reconnect each end in turn. Have another look at the
Control Panel window you just reached to see if your
printer’s icon now appears there.

If you still see no sign of it, suspicion falls on the USB
cable and USB sockets. Try using a different USB cable,
and try connecting to a different USB socket on your PC.
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One final thing that’s always worth trying when things
go wrong is to restart the computer and the printer.
Switch off the printer at the mains and unplug its USB
cable (from either end), then restart your computer.
Once Windows is back up and running, and your printer
has had a minute or so powered down, switch on the
printer’s mains (and its on/off switches if necessary, to
wake it up), then plug in its USB cable.

Now repeat the steps on page 3 to return to the Control
Panel’s Devices and Printers page to see if your printer is
now listed among your devices.

Is Your Printer Currently ‘Offline’?

So, your printer is powered on and it appears in the
Drivers and Printers window, but nothing happened
when you tried to print a document. You might have
heard the printer warming up and getting ready, but
then it just sat there idly.

Here’s a likely reason: your printer is ‘offline’. In other
words, it’s been set to behave as though it’s not
connected. How has this happened? Well, it’s a bit of a
mystery, and one that’s caught me out on numerous
occasions, but it certainly does happen.

Here’s how to check this ‘offline’ status and put it right:

1. Begin by following the steps on page 3 to open the
Devices and Printers page of Control Panel.

2. Right-click the icon for your printer and choose See
what’s printing. This opens a window displaying
your printer’s ‘print queue’ – the list of documents
waiting to be printed.

3. Looking at the titlebar of the window, you might
notice the words ‘Use Printer Offline’ , and that1
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confirms what’s gone wrong. Open the Printer
menu at the top-left of the window and you’ll see a
tick beside the item Use Printer Offline : click that
item to remove the tick and put your printer back
‘online’ again.

Now, assuming there’s one or more documents listed
for printing in this window’s print queue, your printer
should spring into action and begin printing the first of
them. (At this point you might like to skip ahead to
page 13.)

Print Spooler Error or Missing Printers

Sometimes the problem is far more obvious than the
one above, and here’s a common example that catches
all of us out once in a while. It can manifest itself in
either of two ways.

The first is an error message. The moment you try to
print a document, you see an error message like the
one pictured in the following screenshot. As is so often
the case with Windows error messages, you can tell

2
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something is wrong, but there’s little clue to why it
matters or what you’re supposed to do about it!

Alternatively, when you’re about to print something
and you press Ctrl+P or choose File > Print in the
program you’re using, the Print dialog indicates that
you have no printers installed. You might even see a
message asking if you want to install a printer now (in
which case, choose No as saying Yes wouldn’t achieve
anything useful).

Solving Your Printer Problems

71August 2025

… or all your
printers have
vanished

PCK_WA_08_AUGUST_2025_S560_16pp_mrg  06/06/2025  13:19  Page 71



S 560/8

The problem in both cases is that a Windows service
named the ‘Print Spooler’ has stopped working. This is
essentially a hidden program that manages your
printers and the process of printing. If this service stops,
your PC effectively has no printing capabilities.

The solution is to start the Print Spooler service by
following these steps:

1. Press Win+R to open the Run dialog. In this dialog,
type the command services.msc and press Enter or
click OK.

2. This opens a window titled Services which contains a
long alphabetical list of the various Windows
services. Look down this list to find the one named
Print Spooler.

3. When you find it, either double-click it or, if you
prefer, right-click it and choose Properties.

4. This opens the properties dialog for the Print Spooler
service, pictured opposite. Alongside the words
‘Service status’ near the bottom, you’ll see the word
‘Stopped’ which confirms the problem.

5. Just above this, alongside the words Startup type,
make sure the selected option is Automatic . If
anything else is selected, open this drop-down list
and choose Automatic.

1
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6. Now click the Start button . You’ll briefly see a
small dialog showing the service being started and
then that disappears. Beside the words ‘Service
status’ you should now see ‘Running’. 

7. Click OK and then close the Services window and
you’ve finished. If you go back to the program you
were using, you should now be able to print
successfully.

Fix Problems with Poor Printing Quality

Perhaps the problem you’re having is that, although
you can print, the print quality has nosedived. You’re
finding horizontal or vertical lines appearing, or

2

3
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previously-sharp printouts now look fuzzy and blurred,
or there are gaps and faint areas appearing.

The first thing to do when this happens is to carry out a
quick clean-up of the printer’s insides. With the printer
switched on (but not printing!), open the compartment
containing the ink cartridges and wait a few seconds
while the printer slides the cartridges into an accessible
position. Use a clean dry cloth or a cheap can of comp-
ressed air to remove dust, dirt, hairs and any other debris.
Close this compartment again when you’ve finished.

Printing problems like this are more likely to occur
with printers that are rarely used. If your printer tends
to sit idle for days or weeks, it’s a good idea to keep it
covered with a tea towel or something similar. Better
still, try to print something regularly to help prevent
the ink nozzles from clogging – the ‘Print Test Page’
feature mentioned opposite is perfect for this.

Next, use your printer’s own self-cleaning features to
check and clean the ink nozzles and check the
alignment of the print heads. Here’s how to do that:

1. Begin by following the steps on page 3 to make your
way to the Devices and Printers page of Control
Panel and find the icon for your printer.

2. Right-click your printer’s icon and choose Printing
preferences. This opens a window that should
contain a number of tabs at the top: these are
specific to your printer – they belong to your printer’s
own software, so I can’t tell you exactly what you’ll
see here, but one of the tabs (often the last) will be
labelled Maintenance or Utilities or Troubleshooting
or something similar. Select the likely-looking tab
and you should see a collection of buttons or options
that relate to nozzle or head cleaning, print head
alignment, and perhaps other things.

Solving Your Printer Problems

74 August 2025

Clean the 
print heads

Give the printer 
a clean

PCK_WA_08_AUGUST_2025_S560_16pp_mrg  06/06/2025  13:19  Page 74



S 560/11

3. If you can see an option to run a ‘nozzle test’ or
‘nozzle check’, try that first: it prints a page that uses
both (or all) of your printer’s cartridges, letting you
check that all colours are printing correctly. This uses
less ink than cleaning the nozzles. If the printout is
poor, that’s the time to run the head-cleaning tool. 

In some cases, you may have to run the head-
cleaning tool several times before the printing
problem is solved. Between each clean, you can
run the printer’s nozzle test (if it has one) to check
results of the last clean. Failing that, if you go back
to the Devices and Printers window, right-click
your printer’s icon again and this time choose
Printer properties, you’ll find a button labelled
Print Test Page at the bottom of its ‘General’ tab
which will print a single colour page.

4. The nozzle-cleaning tool should correct problems of
horizontal lines, gaps and blurred areas. If you’re
seeing vertical lines or jagged breaks in text, use the
‘print head alignment’ tool. As mentioned above,
you can print a test page after running each tool
once to check whether the problem has been fixed.
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No Luck? Try the Printer Troubleshooter

If your printer still isn’t working properly, help is at
hand. Windows comes with a built-in troubleshooter
for printing problems that delves deep into the printing
process and checks for issues, usually fixing things
automatically along the way. As well as identifying
basic problems such as lack of paper or ink, or a paper
jam, it also checks for problems with the documents in
the print queue and issues with your printer driver.

To use the troubleshooter, press Win+R to open the Run
dialog, type this command and press Enter:

msdt /id PrinterDiagnostic

Click Next at the first page of the troubleshooter
window and Windows will check the print spooler
(mentioned earlier) and other essential bits and bobs.
Assuming nothing needed fixing there, it will lead you
to the page below where you can select your printer,
click Next and follow the remaining steps to check for
problems and (hopefully) fix them.
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Problem Solved? Check What’s Going to Print!

When you first encountered your printing problem,
what did you do? In some situations – particularly the
‘printer offline’ problem on page 5 – you might have
clicked Print again assuming something went wrong the
first time. Perhaps you did the same again… and again.

If so, although nothing emerged from your printer, each
click of the Print button added the same document to
the print queue again. The result, now you’ve fixed the
problem, is that all those copies of the same document
start being printed!

You obviously don’t want to waste all that ink and paper,
so as soon as you realise what’s happening, the first thing
to do is to grab the stack of blank paper from your
printer’s paper tray (all except the page currently being
printed, of course, to avoid a paper jam). That ensures
your printer will have to pause and wait for paper once
the current sheet is complete.

The next step is to clear the print queue so that none of
those unwanted copies will be printed. Begin by
following the steps on page 3 to find your printer’s icon.
When you reach it, right-click it and choose See what’s
printing. (An alternative to following those steps is to
double-click the little printer icon near the clock on the
taskbar if you can see it.)
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This leads you to your printer’s print queue window,
pictured on the previous page. This lists all the
documents waiting to be printed (and, perhaps, one
that’s partway through being printed). Select the
documents in this list you don’t want to print, then
right-click one of them and choose Cancel. In the
message that asks if you’re sure, click Yes. Now wait
until those items disappear from the list before
replacing the stack of paper in your printer.

Make Windows Remember Your Preferred
Print Settings

Whenever you’re about to print something, you can
click the Preferences button in the Print dialog (or
Printer Properties on the Print page of Microsoft Office
programs) to choose print options. For instance, you
might prefer to print in greyscale rather than colour, or
at draft quality.

It works, but as you might have discovered, it works in
a limited way. The new settings you’ve chosen apply
only to the program you’re currently using, and only
until you close that program. So, if you nearly-always
want to print in greyscale, for instance, you have to
remember to choose that setting before you print your
first document.

It doesn’t have to work that way, though. If there are
print settings you use more often than not, and you
have to keep picking them manually, you can set those
as your default settings and have your printer use them
automatically every time. That way, the only time you
have to visit that settings window is when you want to
print something with different settings – not in
greyscale, for example.
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Here’s how to change your printer’s default printing
settings:

1. First, close any programs you’re using (so that they’ll
pick up the new printing options when you reopen
them).

2. Follow the steps on page 3 to make your way to the
Devices and Printers page of Control Panel and locate
your printer’s icon.

3. Right-click your printer’s icon and choose Printing
preferences.

4. You’ll see the familiar window you always see when
you want to change your printing options, and you
can change anything you like here to set things up
the way you usually like to print. The difference is
that when you click OK, the new settings become
your printer’s default settings, put into action
automatically.

Prevent Windows 10 Changing Your 
Default Printer

Finally, here’s something that’s more of an irritation
than a problem. It only happens in Windows 10, but it
certainly can be annoying.

Here’s how it works. One day, you decide to print
something to a different printer: perhaps you use the
Microsoft Print to PDF printer to create a PDF
document. The next time you want to print something
on paper – using any program at all – you suddenly
discover you’re using the Print to PDF printer again. You
didn’t choose it: Windows just remembered you used it
last time and selected it for you this time too.

If you’d prefer a bit more certainty, you can tell
Windows to stop doing this, making it select your real
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printer every time and leaving you to choose something
different as a one-off if required. Here’s how:

1. Press Win+I (the letter ‘i’) to open the Settings app.

2. Click the Devices icon and, at the left, click on
Printers & scanners .

3. Below the list of printers, remove the tick beside
Allow Windows to manage my default printer .
That stops this annoying switch-around between
printers.

4. Now look at the list of printers further up the page.
Immediately below the name of your preferred
printer, do you see the word ‘Default’? If you do,
you’ve finished: you can close the Settings window.

5. If some other printer is shown as ‘Default’, as in the
screenshot below, click the name of your preferred
printer and then click the Manage button .

6. On the next page, click the Set as default button and
you’ve finished. Close the Settings window and from
now on, this preferred printer will always be selected
for you when you come to print something.

1

2

3
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