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Microsoft Windows XP is the first operating system that
combines the major advantages of Windows NT with
the ease of use and flexibility of the Windows 9x

series. Windows XP offers the best of two worlds: Windows 2000
& Windows Me. Microsoft Windows XP is available in two dif-
ferent versions: the Home and Professional editions. Each version
has exactly the same operating system with a few minor feature
differences. The professional edition adds some extra business-
oriented features over the Home edition with the support of SMP
systems, Active Directory and IIS Web server.

XP Professional, the enterprise version of Windows XP, comes
with several built-in tools, including back up software, a firewall,
disk maintenance tools, system management utilities, and more.
Most of these tools are more than adequate for the mobile or
home office user; however, in some situations you may be better
off using a third-party product. In addition, although many of
these tools may work for enterprise deployment, most were not
designed for that. For example, the Task Manager is quite
valuable, as can be the performance tool. However, the firewall is
a little basic, as are the backup and defrag tools. Both lack the
functionality that large sites require.

Then there are a whole range of new utilities and applications
included with Windows XP Professional that have never been

experienced in the enterprise before — Windows Media Player
and CD Burner are two good examples. In addition, Windows XP
comes with a major interface overhaul which is built around the
Luna interface. The most visible changes from the Classic
Windows 9x/Me/2000 look are a new color scheme, rounded
window corners, and far fewer icons on the Desktop.

So let’s look at XP Professional and its built-in tools. By
knowing the strengths and weaknesses of each, you will be in a
better position to evaluate which tools have value and which tools
have no business in an enterprise setting.

MONITORING TOOLS

Windows Task Manager
Windows Task Manager can be useful in diagnosing system

slow downs and other problems. Accessed via CTRL+ALT+DEL,
Task Manager now has five tabs: Applications, Processes,
Performance, Networking, and Users. Two of these tabs are
particularly useful. The Applications Tab tells you which appli-
cations are running and allows you to disable the applications you
do not need. The Performance Tab graphs memory and CPU
usage. Keep an eye on this tab after loading XP to see if you have
enough CPU power, physical memory or a large enough paging
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file. The Performance tab can also help you spot things like pro-
grams that are hogging memory or improperly coded programs that
may be the cause of memory leaks. Overall, this is an excellent tool
if you are debugging a specific desktop or server.

Firewall
XP’s firewall is certainly a big improvement over not having a

firewall. It blocks incoming traffic and is particularly useful for
home users or small businesses. I checked it out on Gibson
Research’s ShieldsUP utility and it came out as very secure.
Therefore, this firewall is probably all you need at home.

As it blocks only incoming traffic, however, enterprises will want
to add defenses that are more robust. At the very least, however,
employees could temporarily use this firewall on their laptops to
add some measure of mobile computing protection. If you are
looking for an alternative try McAfee’s Personal Firewall.

Performance Tool
XP’s built-in performance tool is a combination of the old

System Monitor combined with Performance Logs and Alerts. You
can collect or view real-time memory, disk, processor, network, and
other activity in graph, histogram and report form. You can config-
ure the logs to monitor this data and send alerts if your values go
beyond a specified threshold. You access the performance tool via
the control panel by double-clicking on Administrative Tools and
Performance. If you have upgraded to XP from an older machine,
this tool can help you observe whether the old CPU and memory
are up to the task or need an upgrade. However, when using the
performance tool, be aware that you may end up draining system
resources if you try to keep track of too many metrics at once.

Again, home users, road warriors and some small businesses
can probably get by with using the performance tool. A well-
priced upgrade for small and mid-sized operations is WebNM by
Somix Technologies Inc. It utilizes polling techniques to create
a centralized performance database where you can see what is
happening across the network and detect the cause of system
slow downs.

Disk/File Management Tools
XP comes equipped with the widest range of system management

tools of any Windows operating system to date. This includes a
built-in quota system, a backup system, and defragmentation and
disk clean up tools. Compared to NT, it is filled full of all kinds of
utilities and programs.

Quotas
XP Professional has a built-in quota system that lets you limit the

amount of storage a user can use on an NTFS volume. When a user
exceeds the pre-set limit, that individual and/or the administrator
are notified. Alternatively, you can set it so the file cannot be saved
until other material is deleted (be careful, as this option might not
be popular with users). You can access this utility through My
Computer. Select a drive and click on File > Properties. Basically,
the utility alerts you when you are starting to fill up your disks and
places limits on disk usage per user. This feature should be more
than adequate for a home or mobile user.

Like other disk and file management tools in XP Professional,
XP Quotas may be adequate for simple quota management of a few

users, but this built-in tool lacks enterprise functionality. An alter-
native is StorageCeNTral from W. Quinn Associates, Inc.

Backup
You can access XP Backup in a similar fashion to Quotas via My

Computer. To access, go into the Tools tab and select Backup. A
wizard walks you through and lets you select individual files or
folders for backup. Any zip or tape drives that are already hooked
should show up automatically in the wizard and make it easy for
you to set up a simple backup schedule.

As you would expect, XP Professional comes with all the back-
up functions the home office user or mobile professional will
probably need. On the other hand, it is not built as a corporate
backup system to encompass thousands of systems. As a result, it
does not come with tools for media/device management, alerting,
virus scanning, remote server protection, or disaster recovery. If
you need something designed for a more sophisticated environ-
ment, try Computer Associates’ BrightStor ARCserve. Once you
need to back up more than a couple of servers, such backup pro-
grams save you from having to dig around from box to box and
run manual backups.

Defragmentation
Windows Disk Defragmenter (WDD) supports FAT, NTFS and

encrypted files, and has a basic analysis program that allows you to
view fragmentation levels. You can access it through Start >
Accessories > System Tools. You can use WDD to defragment files
and check the level of fragmentation on your disks.

Of all of XP’s built-in tools, this is the only one I would not
recommend even for a home office user. The engine is based on
dated technology, and that means it is not fast enough for current
drive, file and application sizes. As a result, it cannot cope with
large drives and sometimes hangs before completion.

WDD also has no priority settings, so it is a drain on system
resources when it runs. It can only defragment one partition at a time
and requires administrative privileges to operate. When compared to
a third-party defragmenter, WDD was three to five times slower.

Case in point: One user’s 20GB hard drive (with 45 percent avail-
able space) was severely fragmented after four days of operations.
I found the paging file in 98 pieces. When I started WDD, it report-
ed 89 documents in multiple pieces. When the program finished
almost two hours later, there were still 89 fragmented docs, though
they were in slightly fewer pieces. Moreover, the paging file
remained in 98 pieces, as WDD does not address paging file frag-
mentation. If you want to stick with a freeware solution, try
Diskeeper Lite. It can do everything that WDD does and offers a
lot more in terms of speed and the ability to handle today’s large
drives/files. Download it free from www.execsoft.com. If you need
an enterprise defragmentation tool, try Diskeeper 7.0 from
Executive Software. You can run it remotely across a mixed
Windows 9x/NT/2000/XP environment from one console.

Media Tools
XP represents a convergence of consumer and enterprise plat-

forms. XP Home is the consumer version (missing some of the
tools discussed here), while XP Professional is the enterprise-ori-
ented version, which has everything in HP Home and more. As a
result, when you install XP Professional on corporate boxes,
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employees can use Windows Media Player,
Microsoft Movie Maker (video editing), CD
Burning software, and a Web Publishing
Wizard. Some of these multimedia tools
may have some value at the office.

Media Player
Windows Media Player, for example,

provides a single interface for CD and
DVD playback, analog and digital TV,
music disk creation, and Internet radio.
Fortunately, corporate administrators can
lock down these features on XP
Professional and limit the allowed func-
tions and playback formats on a group or
user basis. That prevents employees from
spending work time listening to MP3s or
watching videos.

Media Player is great for viewing stream-
ing videos of executive briefings or online
training. However, it is limited mainly to
Microsoft formats like Windows Media
Audio (.wma) and Windows Media Video
(WMV). If you are looking for something
that provides a greater range of formats, try
Media Jukebox 7.2 by J. River, Inc.

CD Burner
XP’s CD Burner is good for copying

files to a CD using drag and drop — per-
fect for those who want local drive backups
or who need to copy docs to send to
clients or vendors. CD Burner also offers
a fast way to load your files before a road
trip. For those rare corporate users who
actually need professional-class CD burn-
ing technology, Roxio Inc’s Easy CD
Creator 5 Platinum offers label-printing,
audio enhancement, editing, and video
CD creation features.

ONLY ROOM FOR SO MUCH

With XP already a 1.5GB download and
the number of lines of code amounting to
the tens of millions, Microsoft has had to
compromise on the quality of its built-in
tools. If the company added top-of-the-line
utilities it would a) have to charge a lot
more and b) become a bloated operating
system. That is why Microsoft uses rather
basic versions of tools licensed from other
software developers.

While Microsoft should be applauded
for attempting to satisfy the user commu-
nity by building so many tools into its
operating system, these tools are mainly of
value to mobile and home office users.

When it comes to systems and network
management though, you are better served
by proven third-party utilities that are
specifically designed with the enterprise
in mind.  

Robert Heege is a Pasadena, CA-based writer
of technology and historical articles.
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