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The Future Of The Consumer PC Market 
By Paul Jackson 

 

For almost 20 years, home (and business) computing has pretty much amounted to one choice: X86 

(probably Intel)-based hardware, running a version of Windows. It’s only in the past 1 to 2 years that 

we have started to see some real alternatives: 

• Apple’s continued growth of its Mac business. It’s still very much a ‘niche’ player 

compared with the Windows PC market as a whole, but oh what a niche! Apple controls the 

entire ecosystem with high margins, world-leading designs, and revenues from all elements of 

the ecosystem (hardware, software, accessories, and content). Plus, that Windows market is 

split between 5 to 10 global players, dozens of regional ones, and hundreds of local assemblers 

— looking at them individually, Apple is no longer so ‘niche’. It’s No. 3 in terms of Q4 2011 US 

PC sales and probably between 6th and 8th place globally for the quarter (according to 

combinations of Gartner and Canalys data — not something I’d recommend doing other than 

to illustrate a point!). 

• The rise and rise of tablets.

• 

 Again, Apple’s role here cannot be overstated; the original 

tablet PCs and, looking even further back, PDAs had managed to carve out small niche 

markets but were always too underpowered or overpriced to cross the chasm to reach a mass 

market. The iPad changed all this; a beautifully designed content consumption device (again 

tied into the Apple ecosystem), it demonstrated that the flexibility and power of a PC (whether 

Mac- or Windows-powered) was overkill for a lot of tasks and people. Naturally, Apple’s 

success has bred competition, but aside from a couple of devices — perhaps even only the 

Kindle Fire — these haven’t really hit a home run yet. 

Google dabbling with Chromebooks while getting serious about operating 

systems.

• 

 Chromebooks are still in the starting blocks, but they may ultimately demonstrate 

the merits of simpler devices. Chromebooks basically do away with pretty much all local 

software in favour of cloud services accessed via a browser. If Chromebooks are an aspiration 

for Google, Android on smartphones and Android-powered tablets are concrete success 

stories for the search giant. Amazon’s Kindle Fire will probably guarantee Google’s OS 

overtakes iOS as the most popular tablet OS, as it has done with smartphones. There isn’t 

much money in this for Google — arguably, the reason it has got so far so fast is by giving 

away its OS — but it does provide many more devices tied into Google’s ecosystem (Gmail, 

apps, search) and therefore more advertising opportunities. 

Microsoft embracing ARM-based hardware. This is perhaps the most interesting area 

for speculation at the moment (and I’m sure I’ll add my voice to this at some point). The 

success of the iPad has led Microsoft to look at the ARM architecture more seriously; what 

The consumer market for ‘computing’ technology is in upheaval — it no longer 
automatically equates to a PC running Windows on an x86 architecture. But the technology 
underneath the cover is less interesting than consumer purchase motivations and the 
scenarios for which they use their technology. This shift will lead to significant strategic 
shifts from major players in the value chain. 
 
Note: This document collates a series of four blog posts on www.aardvarka.com dating between February 28, 2012 and 
March 7, 2012. 

http://www.gartner.com/it/page.jsp?id=1893523�
http://www.canalys.com/newsroom/apple-storms-past-hp-lead-global-pc-market�
http://www.aardvarka.com/�
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was previously too underpowered is now seen as a way of slimming down form factors and 

delivering superior battery life. That the ARM architecture has developed incredibly fast over 

the past 2 years thanks to the smartphone market and other tablets hasn’t hurt either. Will 

Windows ARM tablets be full PC replacements? It’s too early to tell, but probably not; 

Microsoft won’t want to kill the revenue streams of its other software offerings like Office, and 

these products are unlikely to command the same price from consumers when offered via a 

Metro-UI-based app store. 

All of the above means that the next 1 to 2 years will be an unprecedented period of change and 

competition in the PC space — and consumers will be at the forefront of this change; business users 

are typically slightly more conservative in embracing new platforms. Hardware and business models 

are only really half the story; we also need to consider what matters to consumers when buying 

a new ‘computer’ (whatever that may come to mean) and what usage scenarios

What Motivates Consumers When Buying Computing Devices? 

 really play into 

this.  

It’s one thing to look objectively at the functionality, security, and flexibility of various ‘computing’ 

platforms — I’m being very careful not to use ‘PC’ here — and draw conclusions from those in terms of 

what a consumer will opt for, but you can end up with poor results: “The iPad is just a big phone, and 

it’s more expensive than a budget PC — of course people will opt for the latter!” Consumers — at least 

mainstream consumers — are rarely this rational or objective. Sure, they care about price and 

connectivity — in many cases, the quality of their 3G or home broadband connection is more 

important than the device — but they probably care more

We can broadly categorize consumer considerations as follows: 

 about design, peer advice, and their 

personal usage scenarios than the quality of the components or closed versus open ecosystems. 

1. Price.

2. 

 Traditional PCs have always been an expensive investment for most consumers; the 

short-lived netbook market demonstrated that people can do many of their daily tasks on 

much cheaper devices. In a period of global recession, when many consumers are ‘making do’ 

with existing devices, price is even more important. While the iPad has managed to retain 

Apple’s price premium, other tablets seem to have a sweet spot of around $200 — far below 

the manufacturer breakeven point in most cases. 

When the price isn’t the price.

3. 

 Mobile bundle deals often muddy the waters; getting a 

Samsung Galaxy II for ‘free’ on a £32-a-month contract for 2 years hides the fact that the 

device alone costs around £420 in the UK. “Sure,” the consumer reasons; “I’m paying £768 in 

the end . . . but I’d pay that for my minutes, messaging, and web access anyway.” Netbooks 

were a major beneficiary of this kind of bundling a couple of years ago, especially in the UK, 

which is why they did particularly well there for a time. 

Design, appearance, and store placement. A large part of Apple’s success is down to 

how good the devices look and feel when you play with them, either in a store or with a 

friend’s device; however, few other brands have the luxury of Apple’s margins to push the boat 

out on design and materials. In-store, the position of devices can make all the difference: 15 

similar-looking laptops running Windows is not inspiring; it’s daunting! The same applies to 5 

barely different Android tablets or 25 42-inch TVs. This is why manufacturers are increasingly 

trying to get their products in front of consumers in new ways: pop-up stores, limited editions, 

tied to a successful brand like Beats, and direct sales (or at least direct pre-sales). All aim to 
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make a product stand out from the crowd, but some brands have discovered that the most 

powerful tool is . . . 

4. Peer pressure and recommendations. Social media gurus (warning: NSFW!) have long 

known about the power of peer recommendation, and consumer technology is an area where a 

friend or relative’s experience or expertise can heavily influence the decision to buy. Naturally, 

this works both ways; lousy experiences with a brand or product are, if anything, 

communicated far more readily. 

5. Legacy or compatibility factors.

When a consumer can connect any ‘computing’ device — be it a smartphone, a tablet, or a PC — to the 

same services, what she wants to do (or even 

 This is certainly a key factor in the business world, but 

consumers also worry about application compatibility and legacy issues. “Can I plug my 

printer/camera/iPod into device X?” “Will the kids be able to produce homework in the 

school’s specified format?” “Where does my master address/contact list live?” 

thinks

Consumer Usage Scenarios: ‘Computing’ 

 she wants to do) becomes perhaps the most 

important factor. 

While they’re not usually as focused as business users — whose approach is rather more “It’s my job to 

do task A, then task B by the end of the day” — consumers’ computing behaviors tend to fall into the 

following broad categories: 

• Consumption.

• 

 This usually means the consumption of linear media: watching 

videos/movies, listening to music, reading books, general web surfing. In general, the three 

key criteria for a consumption device are an adequate display, good audio (mainly for music), 

and an easy-to-use user interface (UI). 

Communication.

• 

 Fairly self-explanatory, this involves anything related to making a 

connection with another person or people — one-to-one or one-to-many. This includes 

traditional applications like email, voice calls, and messaging, as well as some of the newer 

tools like social networks and Twitter. Again, the device needs to be as easy to use as possible 

— preferably blending into the background — and always having it with you is a plus too. 

Interactive entertainment.

• 

 By this, I mean gaming — a reliable usage scenario for most 

devices, ranging from humble smartphone games to sophisticated home consoles. This is 

pretty much the only usage scenario where software (i.e., the games) generates significant 

direct revenues from end users. The more powerful the device, the better it can present games 

— though this can be negated by compelling gameplay. 

Transactions.

• 

 Here, eCommerce and online banking are the most widely used applications. 

Generally, while these tasks are not much fun, they need to be done and can usually be done 

much more efficiently online. Robust connectivity is needed here, along with compatibility 

with the (secure) application being used. 

Work-related activities.

• 

 A minority of consumers also use their own devices for work or to 

support study. Compatibility becomes key; whatever device they want to use must be 

compatible with an employer’s system or school/college systems. 

Life stuff. This is something of a cross between work activities and pure transactions. Think 

of this as achieving those little daily tasks, such as creating posters for charity sales, keeping a 

family calendar updated, or coordinating holiday arrangements. The ability to print is often 

important here, as is giving multiple people the ability to access and edit these tasks. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZKCdexz5RQ8�
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• Creation.

Another axis can be applied to all of the above: How 

 Held up (rightly) as the pinnacle of consumer usage, this ranges from simple tasks 

like assembling a photo album to writing a blog or book and even to music or video 

production. Creation may involve specialist software, and often has an engaged online 

community to get involved with for support and advice. 

often

When many of these tasks, regardless of the category, required local software and storage, consumers 

would opt for a PC. However, the emergence of single-function devices (e.g., DVRs, eReaders) that 

excel at just one thing offer real alternatives as do smartphones and tablets, particularly for content 

consumption and communication — two of the most popular consumer activities. 

 do you perform these tasks? Daily, weekly, 

once a year? For instance, if you only need to create and print a note once a year, you wouldn’t pick a 

device based on that as a core need. 

Figure 1 takes a crack at rating general-purpose device options by usage scenario. The PC still has the 

edge overall, but notice that other devices edge it out in some of the more popular scenarios. 

Figure 1: Scoring Computing Device Performance Against Consumer Scenarios 

 

So, given this multitude of consumer motivations and scenarios, where does the industry go from 

here?  

The Consumer PC Market: Likely Outcomes In The Next 1 To 2 Years 

Taking where we are today as a baseline and applying consumer usage scenarios and vendor 

strategies, let’s make a few predictions (after all, you can take the analyst out of the major analyst 

house . . .). Note: I’ve excluded things that are guaranteed to happen, such as the iPad 3. 
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1. Windows 8 dominates new PC sales by the end of 2012 . . .

2. 

 A fairly easy one; all 

indications are that Windows 8 will be in the market by the end of Q3 2012 or early Q4 2012. 

There is no reason to believe that the OEMs won’t just switch to selling consumer PCs with the 

new version on it (as they did with Vista and Windows 7). Even in a diminished PC market, 

this means that a significant number of consumers will be running ultrabooks (at the high 

end), mainstream laptops, and even netbooks with Windows 8 by the end of the year. One 

interesting question: will Microsoft bow to early feedback on the consumer preview and allow 

non-touchscreen laptops and desktops to have the Metro UI turned off? 

. . . but will have a slow start on tablets. 

3. 

However, Windows 8 x86 tablets are likely to 

be pricey initially (even compared to an iPad) and targeted at business; they do offer that full 

compatibility, after all. Consumers will be waiting until 2013 for reasonably priced x86 

tablets. ARM-based tablets, however, will likely target consumers straight out of the gate 

(probably around the same date as the Windows 8 release), but OEMs will be cautious here; 

they were burned by their enthusiasm over Android tablets. Again, these devices are likely to 

be expensive compared to the rival devices available by this point (see below). 

Motorola/Google bring out an ‘optimized’ Android tablet.

4. 

 While still in the final 

stages of regulatory approval, all signs are that the Google purchase of Motorola will go 

through soon. While primarily being about ‘litigation replacing innovation’ (i.e., buying a 

bucket-load of defensible patents), this also gives Google its first foothold in the hardware 

space. Motorola’s Xoom tablets were already some of the best Android tablets — not a very 

crowded field, admittedly — and with extra resource and on-tap Google engineer access, they 

should improve even further. The real question is the extent to which Google is prepared to 

single out these devices and risk alienating other Android device manufacturers. 

Amazon intensifies its efforts with new devices and more geographies.

5. 

 The Kindle 

Fire is red-hot (!) in the US, but hasn’t made it beyond that country’s borders. This is largely 

thanks to Amazon making efforts to create a more holistic ecosystem for the device — as Apple 

does; the tablet itself is no great shakes, being low-powered, lacking cameras, and having that 

love-it-or-hate-it 7-inch form factor. (Of course, if Apple does bring out a 7-inch iPad, then 

people will definitely love it.) Expect the Kindle Fire 2 by mid-year, potentially sold alongside 

the (even more) discounted original device, just as Amazon has done with its e-reader ranges. 

Geographic expansion is somewhat more problematic given that much of the device 

experience is based on Amazon’s back-end cloud services; these would have to be localized 

and comply with regional privacy and copyright law — far more tricky than turning out 10 

million new devices from a factory in China! 

Intel drives the ultrabook message

6. 

. Having been taken somewhat by surprise by the rise 

of ARM architectures in computing devices rather than just phones, Intel will continue to 

push the envelope in terms of performance, power usage, and form factor for its x86 family. 

Front and center will be the drive to create the ultrabook category as a viable alternative to the 

MacBook Air; while the Apple Macs use Intel chips, Intel stands to sell far more if the other 

OEMs can up their game with premium laptops (and premium Intel components). These 

premium products are hitting the market at a bad time for consumer spending though, so it 

will take some time for ultrabooks to reach critical mass. 

Apple “merges” iOS and OS X. This is contentious — and not just because you’re looking 

at different architectures, UIs, and usage scenarios today. Could ARM architectures run OS X? 

Yes, apparently. Would it make sense to have iOS on a Mac? Probably not. Regardless of the 

underlying OS — and a full merge is still a long way off — Apple will certainly merge the look 

and feel of its two OS offerings and increase interoperability. Adding touchscreens to Macs 

will be the first step here. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/blog/2012/feb/07/apple-arm-macbook-port�
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7. PC retail doesn’t get any easier . . .

8. 

 Consumer PC retail on the high street, like many non-

essential retail markets, has been a difficult business since the recession. The increasing 

strength of Apple’s own retail channel is creaming off some of the more profitable 

transactions, leaving retailers to second-guess the next hit product. (Hint: it wasn’t Android 

tablets, and it won’t be ultrabooks for some time.) They can’t even rely on software revenues 

because . . . 

. . . app stores continue to gain in importance.

9. 

 As more devices ship without physical 

media drives (e.g., tablets, ultrabooks), the emphasis on getting new software will 

automatically shift to downloading. App stores offer a great one-stop shop for this. Google, 

Apple, Intel, Valve, and EA (in gaming) already run these, and Microsoft is placing a lot of 

emphasis on this with Windows 8. Developers, particularly small ones, will face the difficult 

choice of switching to an app store (from their own digital distribution model) and putting up 

with a vetting process and someone taking a cut — or risk being sidelined. 

Consumers’ cloud adoption alters the dynamics of local devices and local 

storage.

  

 More on this in another post, but this is the situation in brief: more services 

streaming media or offering cloud storage combined with rock-solid connectivity move the 

needle on what components devices need to have built in. A smaller, faster SSD storage 

component should be adequate if all your music, photos, and video live in the cloud; similarly, 

you don’t need to install gigabytes of Microsoft Office on your PC if you can manage with 

something like Office 365. 
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About AardvarkA Research 

AardvarkA Research was founded by Paul Jackson, an industry and industry analyst veteran with 20 years of 

experience in consulting, consumer technology, and analysis. The firm offers independent analysis of the 
consumer technology and media space with a forward-looking focus on both consumer behavior and industry 

strategy. 

About Paul Jackson 
Paul Jackson founded AardvarkA Research in January 2012 to bring truly independent research and analysis to 
the consumer technology and media market. His unique perspective comes from a recent spell acting as a 
Senior Marketing Insight Manager for Microsoft UK — dealing with analyst firms and procuring research for 
the business — along with his decade of experience as an analyst for Forrester Research. At Forrester, he 
created and subsequently led a number of key research areas, including innovation theory, videogaming, 
virtual worlds, PCs, augmented reality, and mobile technology. 
 
Prior to this, Paul worked as a ‘digital guru’ for a full service advertising agency and worked in strategic 
management consultancy for firms like Deloitte Consulting and Logica. 
 
Paul has been widely quoted in global business publications (Financial Times, The Wall Street Journal, The 
Economist) and is an experienced speaker on his areas of expertise: innovation, consumer product 
development and messaging, and consumer technologies. 
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