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How can I determine what my computer is doing? 
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Sometimes your computer can run hot or becomes unresponsive for no obvious reason, and often 

you don’t have any clue as to what is really going on inside the computer.  This can be very 

frustrating, especially if you are not running very many applications.  Also sometimes a window 

might pop up from an unknown application.  What is going on?  Luckily it is now possible to, in effect, 

look inside your computer’s operating system to gather additional information to help you 

determine what is happening. 

Task Manager Application  

Since the release of Windows XP, the Microsoft Windows operating systems have provided a new 

Task Manager application that is akin to a heart and other monitoring equipment used in hospitals 

to monitor the health of patients.  

Using Task Manager you can now 

view in real-time how busy your 

computer’s Central Processing Unit 

(CPU) is; how much of your 

computer’s memory is being used 

and how much is still free for other 

programs and processes to use; how 

busy the disk drive(s) and network 

adaptor(s) are; etc.  You can also find 

out what other programs, processes 

and operating system services are 

running, in addition to those 

applications that you have started 

and can see on your Windows 

desktop; plus also see how much of 

the available resources they are each using. 

Starting the Task Manager application is easy.  Simply position your mouse into an empty part of the 

Windows Status Bar along the bottom of the screen (where 

there are no icons), and then click the right mouse button.  A 

pop-up menu will appear.  Click on the Task Manager entry in 

the pop-up menu and the Task Manager application will then 

start in another window. 

If you are running many programs and there is no longer any 

empty space on the Windows Status Bar due to all the 

application icons being displayed, you can still get to the Task 

Manager by pressing the Ctrl, Alt and the Delete keys 

(Ctrl+Alt+Del) on your keyboard at the same time.  The Windows 

desktop will be replaced by a coloured screen with a few menu 

items in the middle of the screen, from where you can then 

select the Task Manager option. 

On Windows 7, 8 & 10 there is an additional way to invoke the 

Task Manager application by clicking into the search field on the Windows status bar (with the 
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magnifying glass in it) and start typing “task manager” into the field.   Then select the Task Manager 

Desktop app when it appears in the list of found items. 

The first time you invoke the Task Manager application, a minimal window will open up showing just 

the applications you have recently started (see right).  This window is useful for cancelling non-

responsive applications by clicking on the application name and 

then clicking on the End Task button in the bottom right of the 

window. 

You can get additional information by clicking on the downward 

pointing arrow next to the More details text in the bottom left of 

the window (see example on the right).  A more detailed listing is 

then provided of all the Processes currently running on the 

computer together with the computing resources they are 

consuming.  To return back to the minimalistic version of the 

Task Manager window, simply click on the upward pointing 

arrow next to the Fewer details text in the bottom left of the Task Manager application window. 

There are menu tabs near the top of the expanded detail Task Manager window that enables you to 

explore various aspects of the inner workings of your computer.   

Processes Tab 

The Processes tab is useful for discovering 

just what you currently have running on 

your computer at this point in time.  The 

applications that you have started will be 

listed in the Apps section at the top of the 

list, while other processes started by the 

operating system will appear in the 

Background processes section of the list.   

These background processes are mainly 

processes that support the operating 

system, hardware devices, and other 

applications that you have installed (even 

if you have not started them yet).  Your 

anti-virus software for example will run all 

the time in the background – you won’t 

usually start it or see it, but it is there 

running in the background to protect your 

computer. 

On the right you will see columns where you can discover how much of the finite resources available 

on your computer is being consumed by each of the listed processes.  At the top of each column is a 

running total of each resource’s usage.  When 100% is reached your computer simply has nothing 

more to give; so if any of these are running at 100%, expect your ability to interact with Windows 

and the Apps themselves to be impacted.  You can click at the top of any of these columns to sort 
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the process names and bring the highest (or click again to bring the lowest) usage to the top of that 

column.  This is very useful for identifying resource hogging processes that are impacting your user 

experience. 

Hint: You can click on any process Name entry in the list and then click on the End Task button in the 

bottom right of the window to terminate a problematic process. 

Performance Tab 

The Performance tab is most useful for monitoring the usage of your computer’s resources over 

time.  This capability is most analogous to a heart monitor where you can see the current 

performance of various 

components plus see a histogram 

to identify peaks and troughs in 

performance and usage of that 

resource. 

You can click on any of the mini-

histograms in the left column of the 

window to see more details about 

that resource which will then be 

displayed in the pane on the right. 

There will be times when some of 

these resources do in fact reach 

100% for short intervals and this 

should not be a cause for concern.  

However if a system resource 

spends a great deal of time at 100%, 

then this could indicate that a 

component is causing a bottleneck 

and may need to be upgraded to 

cater for the loads you are placing on your computer, and this would need to be investigated in 

greater detail. 

If you are experiencing computer user interface slow-downs for example, this tab is very useful for 

initially determining where the bottleneck is likely to be. 

If the right hand panel still doesn’t provide you with enough insight into what is happening on your 

computer, then you can click on the Open resource Monitor text/icon at the bottom of the Task 

Manager window and this will start the Windows Resource Monitor application in a separate 

window.  Windows Resource Monitor provides even more comprehensive real-time information to 

assist with your problem determination.   

For example in multi-core CPU computers, when using the Windows Resource Monitor application it 

is possible to see how busy each CPU core is in relation to the rest, and what processes are being 

serviced by each CPU core. 
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Hint: should your Network adapter appear to become busy, you can use the Windows Resource 

Monitor application to determine what applications or background processes are using the network 

interface and discover who they are communicating with. 

App History Tab 

The App History tab is useful for determining what applications you have run and how much of the 

computer’s processor and network resources those applications have used since the date displayed 

at the top of the list. 
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Start-up Tab 

The Start-up tab lists applications and background processes that automatically get started each 

time the computer gets powered up or restarted.  This tab is useful for disabling (perhaps only 

temporarily) the start-up of a process, simply right mouse click on an entry in the list and select the 

desired option from the pop-up menu.   

Hint: The Properties option in the pop-up menu is useful for determining the manufacturer and 

location of the software on the computer. 
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Details Tab 

The Details tab provides comprehensive details about the currently running applications and 

processes, and enables the user to perform administrative tasks on any of these.  Selecting an item 

and clicking the right mouse button presents a pop-up menu to perform advanced administrative 

tasks. 
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Services Tab 

The Services tab lists all the background “service” programs installed with the operating system and 

other installed software and shows their running status.  Selecting an item and clicking the right 

mouse button presents a pop-up menu allowing you to start, stop or restart any of these services.  
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