
Use a PIN Number or Picture to Sign into
Windows 10 More Quickly and Securely

You probably sign into Windows 10
using your Microsoft account. That
account should have a strong password
– something long and complex – so
typing it can be a bit of a palaver,
especially if you’re using a tablet with its
on-screen keyboard.

In this article, I’ll show you two alternatives: a PIN number or
a ‘picture password’. Either of these lets you sign in much more
quickly and easily. Perhaps surprisingly, you’ll be doing it
more securely too!
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This article shows you how to:

� Sign into Windows 10 without having to type your password

� Set up and use a picture password or PIN

� Switch back to using your text password if necessary
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Easy and Safe, But How Do They Work?
Let’s start with quick explanations of the two options we’ll
be covering in this article, the picture password and the PIN:

•   The PIN is simple to explain. When Windows starts and
you have to sign into your account, you type a number
of at least four digits, much as you do when you use your
bank card in a shop or at a cash machine (although, of
course, you shouldn’t choose the same number!). The PIN
is a good choice on any computer with a keyboard, and
on a tablet it gives you a neat little number pad to tap
rather than forcing you to grapple with the fiddly on-
screen keyboard.

•   The ‘picture password’ doesn’t involve any typing.
Instead, when you need to sign into Windows, you see a
picture you’ve chosen previously. Using your finger (on
a tablet’s touch-sensitive screen) or your mouse pointer,
you perform three ‘gestures’ on the picture to identify
yourself. A ‘gesture’ is a tap or click, a line between two
points on the picture, or a circle around a certain portion
of the picture. If you perform those three gestures the
same way you did when you first set up your picture
password, you’re signed in and ready to work.

I’m sure you can see already how either of these should be
faster than typing the long and complicated password for
your Microsoft account every time you have to sign into
your PC. But safer? To take the obvious example, how could
it be more secure to type a four-digit PIN number than (say)
a 10-character password consisting of letters, numbers and
symbols?

The issue is that this password is what protects your entire
Microsoft account. If someone got hold of the password, they
would have access to your email and contacts at Outlook.com, 

Type a number
of four digits or
more

Tap, click or
swipe points on
a picture you
choose

Faster, certainly.
But safer too?

Your password 
is valuable
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With a picture password or a PIN, you’re not typing your
Microsoft account password, so there’s far less chance of
anyone learning what it is.

But what if someone is looking over your shoulder and
memorises the PIN you enter or the gestures you use on
your picture password? Well, these options only work on
this one computer: to be any use to someone, they’d have
to get their hands on your computer too.

Picture password or PIN – which to choose?
So either option is quicker and more secure than typing
your Microsoft account password, but which one is best?

The picture password is definitely better suited to a touch-
sensitive screen (a tablet PC or something similar): those
gestures are easier to perform using a finger than a mouse.
However, you might like to try it on a mouse-based PC; it
does at least mean you won’t have to remember yet another
PIN number!

The PIN option works well on any type of computer: you
can type the digits quickly on a keyboard, or click or tap
them on the on-screen number pad, so it’s always easy and
convenient. However, the PIN could potentially be guessed
by someone else.

the files you’ve stored online at OneDrive, and perhaps the
personal and payment details you’ve entered in order to buy
apps from the Store.
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With these
methods, you
don’t type it

They work only
on this PC

Picture password
is quick and easy
on a tablet

PIN works
anywhere, but
could be guessed

!It’s not just a matter of someone looking over your
shoulder when you type the password. Various types of
malware monitor the keys you press on your keyboard,
looking out for any valuable details, and one of these so-
called ‘key loggers’ could pick up your password this way.
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Choose which
picture you’d 
like to use

You can use both
methods
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But if you’re undecided at this point, why not try both? As
I’ll explain on page 11, it’s easy to switch between them at
any time, or to switch back to typing your full password if
you can’t get on with either alternative.

Set Up and Use a Picture Password
If you’d like to use a picture password to sign into Windows,
a good first step is to have a look through your collection
of pictures and decide which one you’d like to use. When
you’ve made up your mind, follow these steps:

:

Just one quick word of caution before you start! Since
either of these methods will mean that you’re not typing
your Microsoft account password as often, be sure you
don’t forget it! Whenever you sign into Windows using
your PIN or picture password, run your full password
through your head.

1.  Press the key combination + (the letter ‘i’).

2.  This opens the Settings app. Click on Accounts and
then, at the left of the window, Sign-in options .

3.  At the right of the window, click on Picture Password
, then click the Add button that appears

beneath it.

I

1

2 3

!

1 2

3
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Type your
Windows
password

Select your
chosen picture

Drag the picture
around if
necessary

Happy to use 
this picture?

4.  A box will appear which asks you to verify your
account info. Type your Windows password and then
press to confirm who you are.

5.  Now you’ll arrive at a ‘Welcome to picture password’
screen. On the left, click the Select picture button.

6.  In the window or dialog that appears, you’ll see the
contents of your ‘Pictures’ folder. If the picture you
want to use is in this folder, click it once to select it
and then click the Open button. If the picture is in
one of the subfolders of your ‘Pictures’ folder, double-
click that folder to open it, then click the required
photo and click Open.

7.  Now you’ll see your chosen picture at a larger size,
almost filling the screen apart from a panel to the left.
If you chose a large photo, you may only be seeing
just a portion of it, and perhaps not the portion
containing the elements you want to click, tap or
swipe as your three ‘gestures’. If necessary, use your
finger or mouse to drag the picture around until the
required elements come into view.

8.  If you’re happy with the picture you’ve chosen, click
on Use this picture . (If not, you can click on
Choose new picture and jump back to step 6 to pick
a different one.)

4

Enter

4
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Perform your
three ‘gestures’

Repeat the
gestures

Done!

9.   Now use your finger or mouse pointer to mark your
three gestures on the picture: each gesture can be a
single click or tap, a straight line between any two
points on the picture, or a circle around some element
of the picture. As you perform each gesture, large 1,
2 and 3 figures in the left panel will highlight to help
you keep track. If you don’t perform a gesture quite
as you’d planned, you can click the Start again
button to begin again from the first gesture.

10. As soon as you’ve finished your third gesture, the
left panel will change and prompt you to repeat
them (again with the highlighting 1, 2, 3 to guide
you), to ensure that every tap, click and swipe you
performed the first time was intentional. 

If Windows feels that your second run through the
gestures wasn’t similar enough to your first, a message
will tell you so: click on Try again to have another go
at repeating them or, if you prefer, click on Start again
and set three different gestures (repeating when prompted).

11. After you’ve successfully repeated your three gest-
ures, you’ll see a ‘Congratulations’ panel at the left.
Click the Finish button.
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Signing in with your picture password
Next time you have to sign into Windows on this PC, you’ll
automatically see this picture rather than a password box.
When it appears, simply perform the same sequence of three
‘gestures’ you’ve just set and confirmed.

•   If you make a mistake with one of the gestures – perhaps
accidentally tapping or clicking the wrong part of the
picture – click the Start again button and begin again
with the first gesture.

•   If Windows feels you
haven’t performed the
three gestures similarly
enough to the way you
originally set them, you’ll
see a message telling you so. Click OK and then repeat
the three gestures.
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Your picture
appears
automatically

Options to
change or
remove the
picture password

12. This takes you back to the Settings app you started
with earlier, but now it looks a little different. In
place of the ‘Add’ button you clicked in step 3, it now
has a Change button (which you can click at any
time if you want to choose a different picture and/or
set different gestures) and a Remove button if you
want to delete the picture password entirely and
remove that method of signing in to Windows.

Windows creates its own copy of the picture file you
chose to use for your picture password and stores it
safely in a hidden folder. Therefore, if you ever rename,
move or delete the original picture, there’s no problem
– your picture password will still work. 

Done! You can now close the Settings app. 
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What if you’ve forgotten your gestures or, for some reason,
you’re unable to repeat them accurately enough? No
problem: as I’ll explain on page 11, you can easily switch
back to typing your password (or typing a PIN if you’ve also
set up that option). 

Once you’ve done that and successfully signed into
Windows, you can return to the Settings app and click the
Change button to sort things out. You’ll be prompted to
enter your Windows password again, and then you’ll see
the ‘Change your picture password’ screen:

Here you can click on Use this picture and set up (and
confirm) three new gestures to use, or choose Select a new
picture and go back to step 6 on page 5.

Alternatively, if you’d like to be reminded what your three
gestures were and then continue using them, you can click
on Replay. Windows will then show your three tap, line or
circle gestures in turn, waiting for you to repeat each one
before showing the next and then prompting you to repeat
them all unassisted. As before, when you’ve repeated them
successfully, click Finish and you’re done.
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Click the 
Change button

New gestures, 
or a different
picture

Or get a
reminder of 
your gestures
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Set Up and Use a PIN
If you’d like to be able to sign into Windows 10 by typing
a PIN number, you can set that up by following the straight-
forward steps below. Just one word of advice: however
tempting it may be, don’t choose the same PIN that’s assigned
to one of your credit or debit cards, even if you lengthen it
by adding another digit or two! That might make the PIN
easier to remember, but it also poses an enormous risk. 

With those tips in mind, think of the PIN you want to use to
sign into Windows on this PC and then follow these steps:
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Be careful what
PIN you choose!

Similarly, don’t choose anything too obvious, such as
‘12345’ or your current phone number. If you picture a
typical numeric keypad (you quite likely have one at the
right of your keyboard), you might choose a memorable
‘shape’ such as the four corners in turn giving ‘1793’ or
‘7913’, or the two diagonals giving ‘159357’ or ‘753951’.

1.  Press the key combination + (the letter ‘i’).

2.  This opens the Settings app. Click on Accounts and
then, at the left of the window, Sign-in options .

3.  At the right of the window, click on Windows Hello
PIN , then click the Add button that appears
beneath it.

I

1

32

:

1
2

3
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Type your
Windows
password
Enter your
chosen PIN twice
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The advice above assumes that a human being is trying
to guess the PIN by typing sequences of nu-mbers. If
you use a notebook or tablet and someone steals it, they
may use software to try to determine the PIN, with all
the time in the world to do it! A software program could
find a 5-digit pin very quickly. A 10-digit PIN would
take much longer, but it would still be possible
(although the thief may give up at some point), so it
might be wiser to use a picture password instead for any
type of portable PC you take on your travels.

4.  A box will appear which asks you to verify your
account info. Type your Windows password and then
press to confirm who you are.

5.  Now you’ll see another box which asks you to type
your chosen PIN into one text box and then type
it again to confirm it in a second box below .
The PIN must consist of numbers only (from 0–9)
and it must be at least four digits long, but there’s
no maximum length. Since four digits gives 10,000
possible combinations, that should be enough to
make it effectively unguessable, and five digits (with
100,000 combinations) is sure to be enough. 

Enter

4

!

5

4

5

6
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Done!

Options to
change or
remove the PIN

A ‘PIN’ box
appears
automatically

Forgotten 
your PIN?

Signing in with your PIN
Next time you have to sign into Windows on this PC, you’ll
see a text box prompting you to enter your PIN rather than
your Windows account password. Type the PIN (there’s
nothing to click afterwards, and no need to press the
key), and as long as you enter it correctly, you’ll be signed
into Windows ready to start work.

If you type it wrongly, you’ll see a message saying the PIN
is incorrect and asking you to try again: click OK to that
message and then type the correct PIN if you can. If you
can’t, don’t worry: you can switch back to using your
Windows password, as I’ll explain below. Once you’ve done
that, you can return to the Settings app and change the PIN
as I mentioned in step 7 above.

Having Trouble? Sign In with Your 
Password Instead
When you’ve just set up either a picture password or a PIN,
Windows assumes that’s the method you’d like to use to sign 

Enter

6.  After entering your chosen PIN twice, click the OK
button . 

7.  This takes you back to the Settings app you started
with earlier, but now it looks a little different. In
place of the ‘Add’ button you clicked in step 3, it now
has a Change button (which you can click at any
time if you want to choose a different PIN), a Remove
button if you want to delete the PIN entirely and
remove that method of signing into Windows, and
an I forgot my PIN link which you can click if you’ve
forgotten your PIN and want to set up a new one.

6
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into your PC in future. Therefore, the next time Windows
starts, that’s what you’ll see – your  picture (if you’ve just
set up a picture password) or a ‘PIN’ box (if you’ve just set
up a PIN).

But what if you can’t remember your picture gestures or
your PIN number? Perhaps you’ve had a couple of tries and
Windows keeps telling you it’s wrong?

No problem! Somewhere on this sign-in screen, you’ll also
see the words Sign-in options. Click those words and two
or three little icons will appear. You'll only see icons for the
sign-in options you’ve chosen to set up. From left to right,
the icons are Picture password, Windows password, PIN.

So, if you’re trying to sign in with your picture password,
for example, but you can’t seem to get it right, you can click
the ‘PIN’ icon (if you’ve set up a PIN and you can remember
it) or the ‘Windows password’ icon and you’ll see that sign-
in screen instead. Type the PIN or the password and you’re
successfully signed in to Windows.

One final point worth noting is that Windows also
remembers which sign-in method you used last, and
presents that method to you again next time. However,
you can always choose which method you’d prefer: just
click the words Sign-in options followed by the icon that
corresponds to the method you’d like to use this time.

See the other
ways you can
sign in

Click the icon
for the method
you want to use

Windows uses
the sign-in
method you’ve
just set up
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