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Hidden costs of the “$89 Computer Upgrade”

By Stephen L. Priest

"I need the latest software for my computer."  It sounds simple, but as many businesses and home computer users have learned, this simple statement can often have interesting repercussions.

Upgrade requests, be they application or operating system upgrades, can be essential to improving the use of your home or office computer.  For example, if you have frequent spelling or grammar omissions, an upgrade to a current version such as Office 2000 can eliminate these embarrassments.  If you are maintaining your own web-based Internet Home Page, upgrading to Office 2000 can save an incredible amount of time with the ability to save your Word document as an HTML file. If your computer freezes at the most inopportune times, an upgrade to Windows XP can minimize annoying delays in promised deliverables.

However, it is important for both home and business microcomputer users to put into perspective the fact that often there can be significant hidden costs associated with upgrades – and that it is important to balance the necessity and timing of the upgrade with the actual cost.  Let's look at the $89 software upgrade from the home computer viewpoint.  First, you may need to upgrade your computer operating system or hardware or even both.  New applications or upgrades mandate minimal processing power and storage.  Some applications will run only under certain operating systems.  Do you meet this minimal standard?  If not, you probably need to spend between $100 and $500 for an operating system or hardware upgrade.

For that price, why not buy a new computer?  This will take $550 to $1,200 out of your pocket, and if you are a business, possibly closer to $2,500.  And why not consider going all the way with a laptop to give you more portability – anywhere between $1,200 and $2,500.

What happens if your new computer breaks?  You might as well buy the insurance contract with them to cover 2, 3 or 4 years.  This may cost you   $100 to $300 depending on how many years you cover.

And how are you going to transfer your data from your old computer to your new one, or to your hard drive memory upgrade?  This could take time, so take it to a computer store for $50 to $100.

Now you need an Internet Service Provider for e-mail and access to the World Wide Web.  You can expect to pay anywhere between $10 and $50 per month.

It doesn’t stop here. Your phone is busy all the time because someone is on the Internet. You cannot get calls from your friends, family or customers.  You will need a second phone strictly for the computer – $20 per month plus a $30 installation charge. 

Next you want to get your camera pictures delivered to you via the Internet.  What used to cost $8 a roll now becomes $16 a roll.  Or even better, buy a digital camera for $200 to $800.

Now that you have these great computer digital pictures, you will certainly want a better screen to view them.  Invest another $500 to $1,000 for a flat LCD screen.

With computer pictures this good, why not get a new color printer for $200 to $500?

Printer ink cartridges cost $30.  With extensive use, you may use one every two months.

Don’t forget your friends. They will want to see your computer pictures. You can share all your memories with a $1,500 to $4,000 projector that connects directly to your computer.

	     You will Need


	One Time Cost
	Monthly Cost

	Application Upgrade
	$89
	

	Operating Software Upgrade
	$100 - $500
	

	Hardware Upgrade or New Computer
	$100 - $2,500
	

	Maintenance Contract
	$100 - $300
	

	Data Transfer
	$50 - $100
	

	Internet Access: Second Phone or Cable/DSL
	$30 - $100 Installation Charge
	$10 - $50

	Computer Pictures/Digital Camera
	$200 - $800
	$16 (two rolls a month)

	New Monitor
	$500 - $1000
	

	New Printer
	$200 - $500
	

	Printer Cartridges
	
	$15

	Computer Projector
	$1,500 - $4,000
	

	
	
	

	Total Costs
	$89 - $9,889
	$00 - $81


Businesses have similar scenarios as home users – with an expense increase that can often be more dramatic.  Office managers are frequently faced with requests for software upgrades.  For example, an end-user may receive a spreadsheet and cannot read it because they do not have the latest version of the software.  Often software is backwards compatible – Excel 6.0 can read Excel 4.0 documents, but Excel 4.0 cannot read Excel 6.0 created documents.  And so, they request the funding to acquire the upgrade.  This may sound fine, but what about the rest of the office?  Now that this person has the latest spreadsheet software, and the person they regularly send their spreadsheets to has version 4.0, now that person also needs an upgrade in order to read this spreadsheet (of course, the sender can save 6.0 spreadsheets in version 4.0, another step for them to remember – but which may be forgotten the next time).  This can be a domino effect in an office – what started as a small investment in an upgrade for one person now might call for upgrades for many others.

And, hey, will the hardware they have support the upgrade?  Managers appear “cheap” when they ask the end-user, “Do you really need the latest version to get your job done?”

The bottom line for home computer users is that the $89 software upgrade could initiate one-time expenses of close to $10,000, plus monthly expenses of up to $81.  Of course, these estimates are conservative.  In fact, if this request were initiated for business rather than home use, the costs of training and support would need to be included.

Such is the cost of technology, and it is a price that is often worth paying.  An upgrade may provide important new functionality to you, result in faster processing, or extend disk storage.

By knowing the true costs of an upgrade, you can make an informed decision as to when and if the upgrade should be done.

Steve Priest is the founder and principal of Professor Steve & Associates, an organization devoted to assisting medical practices with compliance of the Healthcare Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) and the education and application of e-business and e-office concepts and optimization.  This article was written in conjunction with Steve’s adjunct faculty position at Saint Joseph’s College of Maine and his development of a distance-learning course titled, “Integrating People and Technology in Office Suite Applications.”  Steve Priest can be reached at www.ProfessorSteve.com or priest@attbi.com.
NH Business Review
Page 3 of 3
December 27, 2002 – January 9, 2003


