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The desktop PC has had a prominent position within organisations for over 20 years, 
firmly establishing it as a de facto device choice for most users. But over the past five 
years, some key trends associated with the desktop device - and its use within 
organisations - have begun to reshape the landscape.  
 
Users and IT administrators now ask different things of their desktop devices, and these 
various needs result in a greater diversity of devices, more choice and better value. The 
criteria associated with desktop devices go far beyond performance, because issues such 
as cost, power consumption, form factor, useful life and expandability have varying 
degrees of importance for many organisations.  
 
The arrival of Hosted Virtual Desktops (HVDs), streaming, and the general decoupling of 
software from device hardware have increased the range of options for delivering client 
computing capabilities. Choosing client computing architectures was once relatively 
straightforward and simple; applications could be distributed (to the user’s device) or 
hosted in a data centre (web-based or server-based). Devices had to be “thick” - provide 
a local runtime and installation environment - unless all applications in use were hosted, 
in which case they could be “thin.” A combination of technologies and market offerings 
means that organisations have more choices in how they work with user devices and how 
they deliver applications to those devices.                                         
 
What About Mobility?  
 
We estimate that 40 per cent to 50 per cent of enterprise workers are using notebooks as 
their PC device. This trend continues to grow, as organisation’s demands and user work 
styles continue to require higher degrees of mobility and connectedness. We also 
recognise that new non-PC devices such as iPads and Android tablets are increasingly 
becoming more desirable for workers.  
 
We believe, however, that most organisations will continue to standardise on a PC, be it 
desktop or notebook, and allow the use of other mobile devices as complementary, rather 
than as a replacement. Growing corporate use of media tablets for mobility could slow 
the shift away from desktops to notebooks as the combination of a full-featured desktop, 
coupled with a highly portable media tablet, could serve the computing needs of many 
users.  
 
The Options  
 
Desktop PCs offer a good balance for organisations and users alike, and account for 
nearly 90 per cent of all desktop computing devices being deployed, while workstations 
generally make up 5 to 8 per cent of their user communities, although this can vary by 
industry. All-in-ones bundle the PC and the monitor into a single device, and have broad 
general appeal to users, but not necessarily to support staff. 
 
Compared with other desktop devices, nettops are desktop PCs that have limited or no 
expandability, have less-powerful components and configurations and have value 



statements based on purchase price. In some cases, nettops are used as thin-client 
devices. The primary difference between nettops and other desktop devices is that 
nettops are designed to run a general-purpose local OS, such as Windows 7 Pro, albeit 
with some potentially degraded functionality.  
 
Thin client is the device of choice for organisations looking to get value other than just 
performance on the user’s desk.  
 
Zero clients have little-to-no functionality on the device, and can be considered as a 
device that enables bus extensions through the network. Zero clients are typically less 
expensive than thin clients, because of their limited componentry and performance. As 
with thin clients, device-side cost savings can be offset by back-end server costs.  
 
Criteria for Consideration 
 
No perfect desktop device exists for all scenarios. While a single “desktop standard” is 
common within many organisations, we believe the attributes of non-desktop PCs will 
increasingly become important factors in the choice of a device. We encourage 
organisations to focus on picking products and platforms that offer enterprise-worthy 
stability, three to five years of warranty, next-business-day on-site support and 
enterprise manageability.  
 
Organisations looking to deploy thin clients or zero clients need to be connected to an 
SBC (Server Based Computing) or HVD infrastructure to provide access to applications. 
Many organisations are lured to the attractive nature of low-cost thin devices, only to 
realise that the investment required to support these devices is as large (or often larger) 
than the costs associated with traditional PCs.  
 
Application Performance 
 
One of the key benefits of the PC has always been the access to local compute resources. 
This has enabled rich user interfaces, the use of digital media, and large amounts of 
instantly available compute power for individuals. However, current server-based 
computing environments can also provide ample compute resources for large numbers of 
users. As such, it is increasingly practical to move more types of users to devices with 
less local performance without having an impact on their productivity.  
 
It is critical to understand the types of applications a user will run, and ensure that the 
right type of compute power is available.  
 
Peripheral Support 
 
Another area where desktop PCs excel is in support for add-on devices, both internal and 
external. Slots for internal add-in cards enable desktop PCs to be upgraded in the field to 
take on new roles. However, increasingly, desktops are cutting back these internal slots, 
as smaller form factors become commonplace.  
 
Organisations must realistically evaluate the potential for add-in cards when deciding on 
the type of desktop for a group of users. Most add-ons to systems today are external to 
the system. Most thin-client devices today can support a narrow selection of USB-based 
add-on devices.  
 
Network Considerations 
 
One drawback of alternative desktop devices has been that they require a fully connected 



model for users to operate. If the network is unavailable, then the device cannot function. 
However, in reality, even users of desktop PCs can seldom be productive without a 
network connection in today’s application environment. The question is more about how 
much bandwidth and latency is required, rather than whether a connection is needed. 
Thin-client devices may require significant network bandwidth to support richer 
interfaces, and the loads that may be placed on the server could seriously impact data 
centre planning and costs. 
 
Security 
 
One advantage of thinner devices is that they enforce a certain level of security discipline. 
By not having any local storage, there is no concern that corporate data may be residing 
unprotected on users’ desktops. There is also less chance of a device becoming infected 
by malicious code. For these reasons, thinner devices are often used in security-
conscious environments. This is not to say that PCs can’t be secured. And it does not 
mean that thin clients are impervious to malicious code. In most cases, even a tightly 
locked-down desktop PC will still present more potential attack surface than a stripped-
down thin or zero client. 
 
Increasing Device Diversity Is Here, Might as Well Embrace It 
 
Organisations must be willing to embrace a wider variety of devices that span a greater 
variety of form factors and capabilities to better match computing to user requirements. 
While adopting mobile devices is now commonplace, extending this philosophy to cover 
different types of desktops is also important to get the best return on the hardware 
investment. While a desktop PC may be capable of handling any class of task or style of 
work, it may not be optimal from a user, security, management or cost perspective.  
 
Organisations need to segment their user populations, including their desk-based 
workers, and select the appropriate computing architecture and devices to best serve 
those needs. 
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