How many times has your computer crashed, causing you to lose valuable data? How many times has your PC been infected by a virus?

If you say zero to both questions, we suspect you haven't owned your computer very long. The fact is, computers are vulnerable to crashing because of low memory, inadequate maintenance, electrical storms, and other causes. Viruses abound, transported through executable files on the Internet, over office networks, and on portable disks. If you've never had a problem with system crashes or viruses, we bet you know someone who has.

Don't panic. You know what they say, "An ounce of prevention...." There are a number of safety measures you can take to minimize your PC's vulnerability and keep it running at its best. No one can guarantee 100 percent protection against system crashes and computer viruses, but here are a few things you can do to lessen the risks.

General system maintenance:

1.Defragment the Hard Drive
Regularly run the ScanDisk utility that comes with Microsoft® Windows® 95, and occasionally run the Defrag utility. For information about these utilities, consult online Help in Windows 95, or read Personal Computing's archived article about ScanDisk and Defrag. 

2. Empty the Recycle Bin

Make sure your hard disk does not fill up. Every once in a while, take a run through your files and delete all unnecessary files and folders. Empty your Recycle Bin frequently. To check your disk status, double-click on the My Computer icon from your Windows desktop; right-click on the icon for your hard drive (C: or D:), and click on Properties. 

3. Add/Remove Programs

To safely and thoroughly remove old applications that you never run any more, use the Add/Remove Programs feature on the Windows Control Panel. This utility ensures that you remove all of the application you want to remove, and that you don't remove any files you need to run other applications. For instructions on how to use this feature, read Personal Computing's archived article on how to use uninstall to remove applications from your hard drive. 

4. Get a bigger hard drive

If you still can't keep your hard disk from filling up, consider asking your service shop to install an additional hard drive, or replace the one you have with a bigger drive. 

5. Keep It Clean

Clean your PC periodically. See the article How to clean your PC in this month's Personal Computing. 

6. Add More RAM

If possible, consider upgrading your RAM. Just a year or so ago, the standard was 16 megabytes of RAM for most new personal computers; now, however, if you're running multiple applications at once, or even a single application that uses a lot of memory, you'd do well to have 24 or 32 megabytes of RAM in your system. 

7. Try the "Three Finger Salute"

If your PC locks up while you're using it, before turning off the power you should first try to restart it by pressing Ctrl+Alt+Delete. On a Macintosh, try Command+Option+Esc. 

8. Turn It Off During Storms

Don't run your computer during an electrical storm. A power outage can shut your PC off momentarily, causing you to lose unsaved data. In some cases, it can damage your monitor or other parts of your system

