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This month I’ll start a series that will look at programs and utilities that we were all told we absolutely had to have. All of these, for the most part, are now obsolete and yet people still spend their money on purchasing them. 

Defragmentation Tools 

In the days of XP PCs, both the size and the physical engineering of the hard drives, made the process of defragmenting result in measurable performance improvements. The older relatively expense hard drives (I remember when $1/MB was considered a good buy! Compared to the $.025/GB ofered today) resulted in heavily used space with a low amount of free space in most PCs. When the amount of free space is low, a fle cannot be written in a contiguous manner, especially if a drive has fragments of fles throughout the entire area of the disk. This causes all read and write operations to that fle to take longer to complete as the drive must read or write sections of the file from or to multiple areas of the disk. So buying a larger drive would result in more free space, at least initially, until the free space on that drive also became used up. 

To help address this issue, the hard drive physical read/write mechanisms were also re-engineered. From the earliest hard drives in 1956 until 2005, most drives read and wrote in a longitudinal manner. That is, it placed the data in a long row. If the disk was fragmented, then that row had to be placed in sections of the disk areas that were not together. This would take longer to access since the platters of the disk had to rotate to allow the read/write heads to read each section that made up the entire fle. In 2005 Hitachi pioneered the new read/write process by switching to perpendicular heads. This meant the heads would write data on different platters simultaneously in a perpendicular manner. So if your disk had four platters, each platter had a dedicated read/write head. 

The amount of time to rotate the disk meant that each head could be collecting data in a fraction of the time. Even if a file was fragmented, the time required to read/write each section was greatly reduced.        

You had to manually setup a schedule for the built-in defragmenting utility to run and remember to leave your PC on at the scheduled time. After Windows Vista/7/8/10 came out, the built-in defragmenting tool has been automatically run by the OS itself. 3rd party 

defragmentation tools have offered a few minor benefits over the built-in version included with Windows, but usually came with a dollar cost to the user. 

If you are a user of SSDs (Solid State Drives – see my column from the August Journal to learn more), then you should actually turn defragmentation OFF. Windows 7/8/10 will automatically disable disk defragmentation on SSD drives because SSDs perform extremely well on random read operations. Defragmenting files on SSDs isn’t helpful enough to warrant the added disk writing defragmentation produces which results in a reduced lifespan of the SSD. 

But here’s the bottom line:  Over the years, as hard drives have gotten much faster at both sequential and random reads and writes, the usefulness of defragging has dropped. Your hard drive 15 years ago only had to be partially fragmented to cause system slowdown, but these days, it’ll require a very fragmented drive to make that happen. Another factor are the giant hard drives in modern computers, which have enough free space that Windows doesn’t have to fragment your files in order to write them to the drive. With SSDs, do not even think about it! Save your defragmentation 

tool money and buy an SSD instead, to really get a performance hit that you can see. 

If you have suggestions for other topics like this, that you would like to see explained, please let me know!
