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Abstract:
The performance was in line with Wall Street expectations, but Dell surprised some analysts with an optimistic view of the fiscal first quarter. Dell shares gained 70 cents in after-hours trading after closing at $23.25, up 31 cents, in 4 p.m. Nasdaq Stock Market trading.

Dell also forecast continued strong gains in the fiscal first quarter ending May 2. It estimated first-quarter profit of 23 cents a share on revenue that will increase 18% to $9.5 billion from $8.07 billion a year earlier. Dell earned $457 million, or 17 cents a share, in the first quarter last year.
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Dell Computer Corp., continuing to outrun an industry slowdown, said fiscal fourth-quarter net income jumped 32%, aided by higher-profit server-computers and storage. 

The world's second-largest personal-computer maker, after Hewlett-Packard Co., reported profit of $603 million, or 23 cents a share, for the quarter ended Jan. 31. In the year-earlier quarter, it earned $456 million, or 17 cents a share. 

Revenue for the Round Rock, Texas, company rose 21% to $9.74 billion from $8.06 billion a year earlier. Dell continued to gain share in a computer market that has declined two years in a row. Its share of world-wide PC shipments rose to 15.7% from 13.2% a year earlier, according to International Data Corp.'s estimate of calendar-fourth-quarter shipments. 

"We have been able to maintain a much greater differential to industry growth for two years, and we expect it to continue," said Chief Executive Michael S. Dell. Still, the company said it saw no turnaround in overall demand. 

Dell's computer shipments rose 25%, buoyed by improved results across its U.S. and international markets. It reported record revenue and profit in Europe. 

The performance was in line with Wall Street expectations, but Dell surprised some analysts with an optimistic view of the fiscal first quarter. Dell shares gained 70 cents in after-hours trading after closing at $23.25, up 31 cents, in 4 p.m. Nasdaq Stock Market trading. 

The gross margin, or profit after manufacturing expense, rose to 18.3% from 17.6% a year earlier, reflecting lower component costs and strong sales of higher-margin computers. Server-computer revenue rose 23% and storage-systems 87%, the company said. 

Dell also forecast continued strong gains in the fiscal first quarter ending May 2. It estimated first-quarter profit of 23 cents a share on revenue that will increase 18% to $9.5 billion from $8.07 billion a year earlier. Dell earned $457 million, or 17 cents a share, in the first quarter last year. 

Operating costs held flat at 9.9% of revenue, less than half most big rivals', while cash flow from operations reached $1.1 billion. Dell said it expects to repurchase $500 million of stock in the current quarter. 

Wall Street had been bracing for a muted view after a lackluster 2003 computer-spending forecast from Goldman Sachs Group. But instead of a letdown, Dell forecast first-quarter unit shipments would rise more than 25% from year-earlier levels and estimated profit in line with analysts' consensus. 
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