What are drivers and why you should update them on a PC
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Stump the PC Club is a free tech-advice column written by
members of the North Orange County Computer Club, which has been in existence
since 1976. Visit the club’s site at noccc.org. And don’t forget to stop by the Gadgetress’
home for the PC Club, at ocregister.com/link/pcclub, to find out how to ask a question and
read past answers.
QUESTION: What do we need to know about drivers? Should they be updated regularly
and what is the best way to do it?
PC CLUB: A driver, or more specifically, a device driver, is software that helps
hardware devices function operate on the computer’s operating system, such as
Windows XP.

Without the right drivers, a computer’s video card, modem or printer
may not work properly. Microsoft builds many drivers into Windows XP and its other
operating systems. Frequently, the built-in drivers are generic and don’t provide all of
the functionality the device’s manufacturer intended.
It’s up to the hardware device’s manufacturer to provide Microsoft with software drivers
so the devices work with Windows. This takes time and money. That’s why when
Microsoft launches a new operating system, as it plans to tomorrow with the new
Windows 7, some hardware devices may not work. Here’s a story from 2007 about
manufacturers scrambling to update drivers for Windows Vista: “Vista ripples across
industry: Manufacturers hustle to make sure their products are compatible.”
However, it is not unusual for someone to buy a PC and use it for a long time without
any problems and without even knowing what a driver is. On other occasions, a driver

may have to be updated. Here are some examples of when you’ll need to update a
driver:
1. When you purchase a peripheral such as a printer, you have to install software
before it will fully function with your PC. This installation may install several
helpful applications but it also installs the printer driver as well. This driver rarely
requires updating unless there is a malfunction, in which case the manufacturer
may offer new drivers.
2. When you convert a PC from Vista to XP, this is only possible if the XP drivers
are available from the manufacturer. The reverse is also true: When you upgrade
your operating system from XP to Vista, for example, you usually have to
upgrade your drivers.
3. When you upgrade from Vista to the new Windows 7, most of the Vista drivers
will work on Windows 7. However, my all-in-one HP printer did not. Windows 7
had a built-in generic driver for the printing function but the scanning feature did
not work. I will have to keep visiting the HP web site to see if and when they
update the driver. Since this costs the manufacturer time and money, they may
choose not to do it.
4. When new hardware conflicts with existing hardware. Occasionally, someone
might install software or hardware that causes a conflict with an existing driver
such as the video driver. In that case, try downloading the latest video driver.
5. When you want all the features a hardware device offers. For example, a new
wireless mouse and keyboard usually works immediately upon plugging it into
your PC’s USB port. No need to install the software that comes with it. This is
because Windows has the built-in drivers for generic wireless mice and
keyboards. But if you wanted to use the devices’ other features, such as
customizing the keyboard, you will need to install the software.
Finding the right driver
To locate a driver, use the manufacturer’s web site. For example, searching Google for
“HP support” will take you to HP’s site for downloading drivers (link: http://bit.ly/nVswV).
You find your hardware device, download the appropriate driver to your computer and
double click the icon to install the software. Of course, you should always, always,
always backup your data before updating any drivers. Also, it’s not usually required to
remove the old driver before installing the new one.

There are many programs that will interrogate your PC to see if any drivers are missing
or need to be updated. Some programs also backup your drivers in case of an
emergency. Very few of these programs are free. One program I recommend for
backing up your drivers is reviewed at Gizmo’s Freeware (link: http://bit.ly/Aw7m1). The
top recommendation is DriverMax, a free program.
Another good program for updating older device drivers is Driver Magician located at
www.drivermagician.com (see image on right). It costs $29.95 and you can download a
trial version also.
Remember, any time you update drivers, you take a risk. My advice regarding drivers is
“if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” A very good article on drivers and updating them can be
found on BleepingComputer.com at “How to update a Windows hardware driver”
(link: http://bit.ly/Rq3qr). - Ed Schwartz, NOCCC member. View his blog at
www.edwardns.com/blog.

