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R E V I E WS  /  PC HEAD TO HEAD

S  
mall form factor PCs have matured over the past 
few years, thanks to a raft of high-quality cases 
and motherboards. You can now build a small rig 

that essentially offers as much power as an average ATX 
machine in a fraction of the space. As such, we’ve asked 
two UK PC builders to construct tempting small form factor 
systems to handle games without breaking the bank. Box 
and Computer Planet have replied with two very different 
machines. One uses micro-ATX while the other opts for 
mini-ITX, and one has a dark, brooding chassis, while the 
other makes an impression with a bright yellow case.

The components
Box’s system uses the award-wining Corsair Graphite 380T, 
which is one of the most distinctive mini-ITX enclosures 
available (see Issue 136, p46). Box has chosen the yellow-
framed model, with black mesh, two angular feet and a 
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handle. It looks more like a cat carrier or a James Bond’s 
submersible from The Spy Who Loved Me than a PC case. 

However, the 380T’s bizarre design is still practical. The 
handle means this PC is easy to lug to LAN parties, and the 
feet allow for airflow around the entire case. The angled side 
panels clip off with handles, rather than thumbscrews, and 
have their own dust filters, while the accessible front panel 
has chunky buttons for power and fan control. 

The interior is more conventional. The motherboard sits 
horizontally on a tray above the PSU and storage cages, and 
a bracket across one side of the chassis houses two fan 
mounts, one of which is occupied by the MSI Dragon liquid-
cooling radiator and its 120mm fan. There are 120mm case 
fans at the front and back too, and the case fans are hooked 
up to the three-speed controller on the Corsair’s front panel. 

Box has chosen Intel’s Core i5-4670K for this build. This 
Haswell chip’s four cores are ordinarily clocked to 3.4GHz, 

Small form  
factor PCs

We put two pint-sized powerhouses through  
our rigorous review procedure
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BOX/SPECIFICATIONS

CPU 3.4GHz Intel Core i5-4670K 
overclocked to 4.2GHz

Motherboard MSI Z97I Gaming AC

Memory 8GB Kingston HyperX Savage 
2,400MHz DDR3

Graphics MSI Twin Frozr GeForce GTX  
760 2GB

Sound On-board

Storage Kingston HyperX Fury 120GB SSD, 
1TB hard disk, portable DVD writer

Case Corsair Graphite Series 380T

Cooling CPU: MSI Dragon, 1 x 120mm fan; 
GPU: 2 x 100mm fans; front: 1 x 120mm fan; 
Rear: 1 x 120mm fan  

PSU Corsair RM650 650W

Ports Front: 2 x USB 3, 2 x audio; rear: 4 x USB 
3, 2 x USB 2, 2 x eSATA, 1 x optical S/PDIF, 1 x 
PS/2, 1 x Gigabit Ethernet, 6 x audio

Operating system Windows 8.1 64-bit

Warranty Two year parts and labour, first 
year collect and return, second year return 
to base

but they’ve been overclocked to 4.2GHz with a 1.2V vcore – 
a modest tweak, but one that should deliver a decent 
performance boost.

The CPU is bolstered by 8GB of Kingston HyperX Savage 
2,400MHz memory – the minimum we now expect in a 
gaming PC – and it’s all powered by a 650W Corsair RM 
series PSU. There isn’t an optical drive, but Box provides a 
portable DVD writer.

Meanwhile, graphics hardware comes in the form of 
an Nvidia GeForce GTX 760. It’s an older GPU with the 
venerable GK104 core and just 2GB of GDDR5 RAM, but our 
previous tests have shown it to be surprisingly capable in 
games, as long as you don’t expect it to handle every game 
beyond 1080p resolutions. This particular card is also an MSI 
Twin Frozr model, which has a superb cooler, and its core is 
overclocked from 1,033MHz to 1,085MHz.

There isn’t much room inside the Graphite to keep cables 
tidy, though, which means the Cube’s interior looks messy. 
The section below the motherboard tray is strewn with 
cables, and wires that extend above the motherboard aren’t 
tied down or lashed together – instead, they’re left to their 
own devices. The side panels are almost opaque, and the 
internal cables are all black, so the aesthetic aspect isn’t 
interrupted from the outside, but we still expect 
professionally built PCs to have properly tidied cables.

The storage setup isn’t particularly inspiring either. The 
Kingston HyperX Fury SSD can’t compete with Samsung’s 
class-leading drives, and its 120GB capacity isn’t too big 
either, although you at least get a 1TB Seagate hybrid hard 
disk for further data storage. The vertical SSD cage behind 
the PSU has room for one extra drive, though, and one more 
3.5in drive can slide into a plastic tool-free bay in the hard 
drive cage too.

Interestingly, the MSI Z97I Gaming AC motherboard offers 
more features (other than expansion slots, naturally) than 
the micro-ATX board used in the Computer Planet PC. The 
MSI has eSATA connectors and a clear-CMOS button on its 
I/O panel, and it also has Killer Ethernet, Sound Blaster audio 
and dual-band 802.11ac wireless – all features that are 
absent from Computer Planet’s Gigabyte board, and it has 
more USB ports too.

Computer Planet’s machine is larger and more expensive, 
but doesn’t look as distinctive. The BitFenix Phenom is dark 
and brooding, with brushed metal throughout, a minimal 
design and four shining feet. The Next Day 5000 is built 
using an Nvidia-branded version of the case, so the mesh 
between its panels is coloured green and GeForce logos are 
extruded from the side panels. The Phenom doesn’t shout 
as loud as the 380T, but it’s rock-solid, with side panels that 
don’t flex, and a sturdy skeleton holding it together.

The insides are interesting though. The motherboard sits 
vertically and  upside down, so the GPU sits across the top, 
with the CPU below it. The PSU sits vertically at the front, and 
storage is installed in a removable metal slab opposite the 
motherboard. Computer Planet uses a Corsair H80i cooler 
attached to the exhaust – an excellent component that’s 
earned a spot on our Elite List. Cooling hardware elsewhere 
is minimal – a single 120mm fan in the base, and no front 
intake, but there’s room for two more fans in the roof. 

The Phenom is a micro-ATX chassis, but there’s still little 
room for cable tidying. Again, most of the excess wires are 

untidily bundled in the space beside the motherboard tray, 
and others are left to drag across the chassis, rather than 
being tied down. There aren’t any major issues with this 
machine, but there are some irritating niggles. The side 
panel is hampered by an I/O daughterboard that remains 
attached unless it’s unscrewed, and the mesh panel on 
the roof is tricky to remove. Also, Computer Planet has 
connected the Samsung SSD with a right-angled power 
connector that sits flush to the storage strut and is angled 
awkwardly, so it may end up working itself loose.

The Gigabyte Z97M-D3H has more upgrade room than 
the Box’s mini-ITX board though. A second PCI-E slot is free, 
and there are two empty DIMM slots, although the water-
cooling unit and storage array make them tricky to reach.  

Meanwhile, the Computer Planet has a Devil’s Canyon 
Core i5-4690K processor, which is newer than the Haswell 
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The GeForce GTX 760 is fine 
for 1080p gaming, and  MSI’s 
TwinFrozr cooler is great
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Corsair’s 380T chassis has 
a striking design, and one 
that’s practical too
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The SSD sits underneath the 
motherboard tray, but it’s 
only a 120GB model

Box
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chip in the Box machine, and it’s been overclocked from 
3.5GHz to 4.6GHz too. It’s also paired with 16GB of DDR3 
RAM – twice the amount found the Box PC. Likewise, the 
GTX 970 graphics card is more potent than the Box’s GTX 
760, and the MSI-made model deployed in the Next Day 
5000 is overclocked from 1,050 to 1,076MHz, with a revised 
boost peak of 1,216MHz. 

Computer Planet has installed a 250GB Samsung 840 
EVO SSD in this PC too, which is quicker and more capacious 
the 120GB drive in the Box PC, but that’s the only storage – 
there’s no hard disk. It’s an unusually restrictive decision. 
There’s no optical drive either, and no portable alternative, 
although optical media is less important these days.

Performance
The Computer Planet’s quicker CPU helped it to lead the 
way in most benchmarks. Its image editing result of 63,891 
outpaced the Box’s 57,382, and a similar gap was found in 
the video encoding benchmark. The Box rig grabbed a small 

lead in the multi-tasking test, but its overall result of 100,870 
still notably lagged behind the Computer Planet’s final score 
of 117,461.

The slower GPU inside the Box machine also hampered 
pace in the gaming benchmarks. In Battlefield 4 and Crysis 3, 
the Box PC’s 1080p minimum frame rates were fine, but it 
couldn’t manage playable frame rates in these games at 
2,560 x 1,440, unlike the Computer Planet machine.

The Computer Planet’s GTX 970 proved more adept with 
the more demanding resolution, with a minimum of 36fps 
in Battlefield and 28fps in Crysis 3. Computer Planet’s 
Samsung SSD proved the better of this month’s two SSDs 
too. Its sequential read and write scores of 519MB/sec 
and 500MB/sec are better than the 480MB/sec and 
125MB/sec scores from the Box’s Kingston drive.

The Box machine started life with a modest 4.2GHz CPU 
frequency, but we weren’t able to extract much extra pace 
from its Haswell chip – despite initially shooting for a revised 
speed of 4.6GHz, we could only get the system stable 
when running at 4.4GHz with a 1.27V vcore. That frequency 
provided a modest speed bump, with its overall benchmark 
score rising from 100,870 to 109,141.

We were able to add just 100MHz to the Computer 
Planet’s clock, although its initial 4.6GHz speed was much 
higher anyway. That boost didn’t make much difference to 
our benchmarks, with the old score of 117,461 jumping to 
120,900. Graphics overclocks were more fruitful. We were 
able to improve the Box PC’s already overclocked MSI card 
from 1,020MHz to 1,170MHz, and we raised the memory by 
100MHz from its initial speed of 1,502MHz.

The extra speed helped to improve the Box’s frame rates, 
but didn’t change the landscape: while this PC has the grunt 
to handle all our games at 1080p, it still couldn’t run Crysis 3 
smoothly at higher resolutions. We overclocked Computer 
Planet’s GTX 970 from its initial 1,076MHz to 1,250MHz and 
added almost 200MHz to its 1,753MHz memory clock. That 
tweak bumped up the 2,560 x 1,440 Crysis 3 minimum from  
28fps to a noticeably smoother 33fps. 

However, while the Computer Planet PC is quicker, it’s also 
hotter. Its CPU delta T of 65°C was 24°C toastier than that of 
the Box system, and it was a couple of degrees hotter when 
overclocked. Both systems returned similar GPU delta Ts, 
and neither caused us concern. In terms of noise, the Box 
system was consistently louder than the Computer Planet 
PC, even with the lowest fan mode enabled. The constant 
whirr will be drowned out by speakers or a headset, but it’s 
a factor to consider if you’re looking for a quiet machine.

Warranty
The Box system is protected by two years of parts and 
labour coverage, with a collect and return service included 
for the first year, and a return to base deal for the second 
year. Computer Planet’s machine has a three-year warranty 
that covers labour, but it only has one year of the all-
important parts coverage, so the Box system has the better 
deal in this respect. As with the Box PC, the first year is a 
collect and return arrangement. 

Verdict
Computer Planet’s PC is the more expensive of this month’s 
systems, but it justifies the cost in several key areas: a faster 

COMPUTER PLANET /SPECIFICATIONS

CPU 3.5GHz Intel Core i5-4690K 
overclocked to 4.6GHz

Motherboard Gigabyte GA-Z97M-D3H

Memory 16GB Corsair Vengeance Pro 
2,400MHz DDR3

Graphics MSI GeForce GTX 970 4GB

Sound On-board

Hard disk 250GB Samsung 840 EVO SSD

Case BitFenix Phenom Micro ATX

Cooling CPU: Corsair H80i, 2 x 120mm fans; 
GPU: 1 x 60mm fan; base: 1 x 120mm fan  

PSU Corsair CX750M 750W

Ports Front: 2 x USB 3, 2 x audio; rear: 4 x USB 
3, 2 x USB 2, 1 x PS/2, 1 x Gigabit Ethernet,  
6 x audio

Operating system Windows 8.1 64-bit

Warranty One year collect and return parts 
and labour, plus two years labour-only return 
to base
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Like Box, Computer Planet 
has chosen an MSI card, but it 
has a faster GTX 970 GPU
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The 750W Corsair power 
supply offers more than 
enough juice for this PC
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It’s great to see a 250GB 
Samsung 840 Evo SSD, but 
that’s all the storage you get

Computer Planet
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processor with a higher overclock, a much quicker GPU and 
a superior SSD inside a quiet system. The Box PC still has a 
decent spec, though, including a feature-rich motherboard 
and case, plus it’s smaller and easier to take to LAN parties 
with its carry handle. However, both systems could do with a 
tidy-up inside, which is partly down to the lack of room inside 
the cases, but both builds could have been neater.

All of this goes to show that no two small form factor 
systems are necessarily the same. Computer Planet’s 
machine is the better all-rounder, but it’s more suited to 
staying still, while the Box is still a capable and portable 
1080p gaming rig for under a grand, even if some of its 
hardware choices aren’t perfect.
MIKE JENNINGS 
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