
Use the Essential ‘System Restore’ to Fix
Stubborn Problems with Your PC

You switch on your PC one day and Windows won’t
start, or the computer is running at a snail’s pace, or
you’ve been infected by malware that won’t go away… 

When you can’t find any other solution, it’s time to turn
to the System Restore feature to put things right. In this
article, I’ll explain how it works, how to ensure you’re
ready to use it if you have no other choice, and what
to do to get your PC up and running again.
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This article shows you how to:

� Use System Restore as insurance against disasters

� Create a ‘recovery drive’ in case Windows won’t start

� Get Windows 10 working again by restoring it to an earlier date
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System Restore: Your PC’s Insurance Policy
It’s not a real insurance policy of course – there’s no
paperwork to deal with or payments to make – but that’s a
good way to think of it. It’s there as a safety net if you ever
need it, and it can help you get your PC working again if
you can’t find any other solution, but – like any insurance
policy – you don’t want to claim on it unless you have no
other choice!

Why not? Quite simply, because of the way System Restore
works, it could leave you with different problems after it’s
finished, and those new problems could be trickier to fix
than the problems you had before!

That said, System Restore really can save your bacon when
all else has failed. That’s why it’s a good idea to ensure this
useful recovery feature is set up and working and to
familiarise yourself with how it works before you really
need it:

•   Make sure in advance (ideally right now!) that System
Restore is set up and working. By default, it’s switched
off, so you’ll need to switch it on, as I’ll explain on
page 4.

•   If you can, create a ‘recovery drive’ by following the steps
on page 6. This way, if you encounter problems so severe
that Windows can’t start, you still have a way to get your
PC running and, crucially, use System Restore to fix it.

•   Get into the habit of creating ‘restore points’ (explained
below) before installing new software and before
experimenting with system settings that could cause
problems if you did something wrong. I’ll explain the
straightforward steps for doing that on page 8.

An ‘insurance
policy’ for 
your PC

Only use it when
there’s no other
option!

Make sure it’s
available in case
you ever need it

Switch on
System Restore

Create a
recovery drive

Regularly create
‘restore points’
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System Restore works by making snapshots of your Windows
system known as ‘restore points’. A restore point contains
copies of all the vital system files that might be modified or
removed by a Windows update, a software installation, a
malware infection or some other unhappy accident. These
include the Windows registry, the driver software for your
hardware devices, your user profiles, and all sorts of other
files and settings relating to Windows and your programs.

In effect, then, a restore point is a copy of your Windows
system as it was at a particular date and time. These restore
points allow you to roll back your system to the state it was
in at one of these points in time. For instance, if your PC
was working properly last Friday but it’s not working now,
you could roll it back to the state it was in last Friday.

Windows: Rescue Your PC with System Restore

Regular
snapshots of
your Windows
10 system

You can ‘restore’
your PC to an
earlier date

System Restore doesn’t include any of your own
personal files in its restore points – your documents,
photos, music and so on. This means that if you
accidentally delete a vital document or lose a treasured
photo, System Restore can’t bring it back.

Importantly, though, the fact that System Restore ignores
your personal files means that if you do roll back your
system to an earlier date, you won’t lose any of the
documents and photos you’ve created since that date.

However, you will lose any programs you’ve installed
since that date, as well as any changes of settings (to
Windows or your programs), any Windows updates that
have arrived and any other changes to the system
(which, of course, may be the cause of the problems you
were having). That’s why I said earlier that System
Restore could be risky: these sudden changes and
removals might give you other problems to deal with,
so it’s wise not to roll back your PC to an earlier date
until you’ve exhausted all other options!

!
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Windows 10
creates some
restore points
automatically

Enable System
Restore on 
your PC
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Automatic restore points 
I mentioned above that you should get into the habit of
creating restore points yourself, but once you’ve switched
on System Restore it will also create restore points itself,
automatically:

•   In general, it will create a new restore point every seven
days, assuming neither of the situations below has
occurred in the meantime.

•   A restore point is created immediately before new Win-
dows updates are installed, in case they cause problems.

•   A restore point is created when you begin installing a
new item of software that uses the built-in ‘Windows
Installer’ to get the job done. The trouble is, you’re
unlikely to know in advance whether or not the program
you’re about to install does use Windows Installer, so it’s
best to assume it won’t and always create a restore point
yourself.

Make Sure System Restore is Switched On
In Windows 10, bizarrely, System Restore remains switched
off and unavailable until you switch it on yourself. Since
it’s such a valuable safety net, I strongly recommend doing
that (and, of course, the remainder of this article assumes
that’s what you’ve done!). Here’s what to do:

1.  Hold down the Win (Windows flag) key and tap the
key (which you’ll find at the top-right

of your keyboard, near the Print Screen key).

2   This opens the Control Panel to its System page. At
the left of the window, click on System protection.

Pause|Break:
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Select the (C:)
(System) drive ...

...and choose
how much space
it can use
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3.  This opens a dialog titled System Properties and
selects the System Protection tab. In the box headed
Protection settings, find and click the drive whose
name ends with (C:) (System) (it may be the only
drive in the list).

4.  Click the Configure button just below the box .

5.  This leads you to another dialog: at the top of this
one, click on Turn on system protection to place a
blob to its left .

6.  Lower down, alongside Max usage, drag the slider
to the right to specify how much disk space you

want to allocate to the System Restore feature. (As
you drag, keep an eye on the figures below the slider

which tell you the size in gigabytes – GB – and
as a percentage of your total space.) Aim for between
10 and 20 GB: that will give you space for between
5 and 15 restore points, which probably covers a few
weeks-worth of computer use (depending on how
often you create restore points yourself), thus
allowing you to roll back your PC to a point at least
a fortnight earlier if you ever need to. 

1

2

3

4

5

1

2
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Finished

Would your PC
still be able to
start?

A recovery drive
ensures it can

7.  Finally, click OK in this dialog, then OK again in the
System Properties dialog, and close the Control Panel
window. You’ve finished: System Restore is now
enabled and working.

Be Prepared: Create a Recovery Drive!
If something serious did happen to your PC, requiring you
to use System Restore to roll it back to an earlier date,
hopefully you’d be able to do that from within Windows,
following the steps on page 10. But what if the problems
were so severe that Windows wouldn’t start?

In that case, you’d need a different way to get your PC
running and use System Restore. One way is a Windows 10
installation DVD, and if you don’t have one of those,
perhaps you could beg, borrow or steal one? But a better
option is to be ready for the worst by creating your own
‘recovery drive’ to use in such a situation.

3

4

5
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You need a 
16 GB USB 
flash drive

Choose to 
back up system
files too

Create the
recovery drive

All you need is a USB flash drive with a capacity of at least
16 GB, something you can buy in supermarkets and
elsewhere for £5–10. (A larger capacity would be fine, of
course, but don’t spend a lot of money on something much
bigger than 16 GB: the rest of the space can’t be used for
anything else, so it will just be wasted.)

When you’re ready to create your recovery drive, plug the
flash drive into a USB socket on your PC and then follow
these steps:

Note that if you use a flash drive that already has files
stored on it, those files will be deleted during the steps
below. Be sure to check the drive first and copy anything
from it you want to keep!

!

1.  Open the Start menu, begin typing the words create
recovery and then, at the top of the results list, click
on Create a recovery drive.

2.  Click Yes in the User Account Control message that
appears and you’ll see the Recovery Drive window.
Here, crucially, tick the box beside Back up system
files to the recovery drive (if it’s not already ticked),
then click Next.

3.  Wait a minute or so while Windows gathers the files
it needs to create your recovery drive. You’ll then
arrive at a step prompting you to choose the drive
you want to use for your recovery drive: click your
USB flash drive (which may be the only drive in the
list if you don’t have any other removable drives
connected to your PC) and then click Next again.

4.  Now you’ll see a note that everything on this drive
will be deleted. Assuming you’re sure there’s nothing
on the drive you want to keep (and you selected the
correct drive in the step above!), click Create.

:
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5.  Now make yourself a cuppa while the recovery drive
is created. It will take at least an hour, but you can
carry on using your PC in the meantime. When it’s
complete, you’ll see a note that the recovery drive is
ready: click Finish.

6.  Use the little Safely Remove Hardware icon near the
clock on the taskbar to eject your flash drive and pop
its cap on.

7.  Lastly, I suggest writing Windows 10 recovery drive
on an envelope, putting the flash drive inside it and
sealing it, and putting that envelope somewhere safe
so that you’ll know what’s on this drive in future. I’ll
explain how to use it on page 14.

Create Restore Points Before Doing 
Anything Risky
I explained on page 4 that Windows creates automatic
restore points every so often – generally once a week – but
it’s best not to rely entirely on those.

Why not? Well, let’s say you’ve just installed some software
that’s riddled your PC with malware, and you can’t see any
solution short of using System Restore. If your most recent
restore point is from a week ago, you’ll lose any changes
you’ve made to settings, as well as other software you’ve
installed and updates you’ve received, during that week. The
result could leave you with other problems and more sorting-
out to do, whereas if you’d created a restore point imm-
ediately before installing that software, you’d be rolling back
to earlier today instead, with few if any knock-on effects.

This is why it’s well worth taking a couple of minutes to
create a ‘manual’ restore point before doing anything that 
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Unplug the 
flash drive

It’s wise to
create your own
restore points

Do it in these
situations
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could be risky: installing software, editing the Windows
registry, experimenting with system settings – even
attempting to fix a system problem that should be simple
(just in case you make a wrong move along the way).

It’s quick and easy to do, and it could save you a lot of
aggravation:
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Click Create

Type a short
description

Done

1.  First, close any programs that are currently open.

2.  As you did on page 4, press + ,
then click System Protection at the left of the
window to open the System Properties dialog.

3.  At the bottom of the window, click the Create button.

4.  Now you’ll see the little dialog below which prompts
you type a description for the new restore point. This
is entirely for your own use, so type something that
will tell you in the hours, days and weeks to come
why you created this
restore point – what it
was you were about to
do. If you’re about to
install software, be sure
to note the name of the
program (or, for a hardware device driver, the name
of the device to which it relates). There’s no need to
note the date in the description – Windows
automatically makes a note of that for you itself.

5.  Click the Create button and then wait a minute or
so while your new restore point is created. Finally
you’ll see a little message saying the restore point
was created successfully: click Close in that message.

6.  Click Cancel in the System Properties dialog to close
it, and finally close the Control Panel window. Now you
can get on with whatever it was you were planning

Pause|Break
:
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Always look for
other solutions
first!

    to do, safe in the knowledge that you have an up-
to-date restore point to fall back on if something
goes haywire. 

Earlier on, you allocated a maximum amount of disk
space to System Restore. Once that space is full, older
restore points will be deleted to make way for new ones,
thus ensuring that System Restore never uses more
space than you intended.

With this in mind, there’s a balance to strike between
creating enough restore points and not creating too
many. There shouldn’t be a need to create two or three
in one day, for instance: just rely on the first you
created that day, and that way you’ll still have restore
points from longer ago in case you need them.

Restore Your PC from Within Windows 10
To reiterate what I was saying earlier, don’t treat System
Restore as your first port of call when something goes
wrong. Instead, always try to solve the problem using more
direct methods first – methods which don’t put your PC
through such an upheaval.

For example, if a new program you’ve installed seems to be
causing trouble, uninstall it by opening the Control Panel
and choosing Uninstall a program. If the problem seems to
have been caused by a new device you’ve connected, shut
down the PC, disconnect the device, and then start the
computer again to see if that fixes it. If you changed settings
in Windows or a program and the new settings have made
things go haywire, try to change those settings back again.

!
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No other choice?

See the list of
restore points
available
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If Windows suddenly seems to be misbehaving in some
way, a worthwhile first step is always to try shutting
down the PC, waiting half a minute and then starting
the computer again. It’s quick and easy, and in many
cases it’s all that was needed.

The most recent restore point probably is the one you
want, but it may not be. You’re aiming to pick a restore

But perhaps, although Windows starts, you can’t find any way
to fix the problem and you do want to resort to System Restore
to reset your PC to an earlier date. If so, here’s what to do:

1.  First, close any programs that are currently open.

2.  As you did on page 4, press + ,
then click System Protection at the left of the
window to open the System Properties dialog.

3.  Click the System Restore button near the top of the
dialog.

4.  This opens the System Restore window. Click the
Next button at the bottom to move past its
introductory text.

5.  Now you’ll see the step pictured on the next page,
showing your available restore points. In fact,
initially it will show just your single most recent
restore point, on the basis that this is the one you’ll
probably want to use, but if you tick the box beside
Show more restore points you’ll see the whole
list. The word ‘Manual’ appears beside any restore
point you created yourself; those created by
Windows 10 are noted as ‘System Restore’ or ‘Install’
or ‘Critical Update’ or something similar to give you
a hint of why the restore point was created. 

Pause|Break

1

:
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Confirm and
click Finish

Wait for your PC
to restart

point that was created when your PC was still working
properly, but you don’t want to reset your PC to a date
any earlier than necessary.

6.  Click the restore point you’ve chosen to use .

7.  Click the Next button .

8.  You’ll reach a final page headed ‘Confirm your restore
point’. Check the details – particularly that you’ve
chosen the restore point you intended. If you want to
pick a different one, click the Back button at the
bottom and go back to step 5 above. Otherwise, you’re
ready to restore your PC: click the Finish button.

9.  You’ll see a pop-up message telling you that System
Restore can’t be interrupted once it has started: you
have to let it finish. This is your chance to back out
by clicking No, but if you’re ready to carry on
restoring your PC, click Yes to continue.

10.The rest all happens automatically. After some
preparation, your PC will restart, but it will take a
few minutes longer than usual due to the work going
on behind the scenes. Once Windows has restarted
and you’ve signed in, you’ll see a message
confirming that your PC has been restored to the
date and time you chose: click the Close button in
that message and you’ve finished.

2

3

2

1
3
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working reliably
now?

If not, choose
what to do

Undo the 
restore you just
carried out

Go back to an
earlier restore
point
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With luck, your system is now working as reliably as it was
on the date your restore point was created. As I noted earlier,
any software you’ve installed since that date has now been
removed, but that was probably your intention – presumably
you suspected that software of causing the trouble. (If you
didn’t, then of course you can install that software again.)

Likewise, any programs you uninstalled since creating that
restore point will have reappeared, but you can simply
uninstall them again, and any settings you’d changed in
Windows or your programs are reverted to whatever they
were when that restore point was created.

But perhaps System Restore hasn’t solved your problem? Or
it’s left you with new problems? If so, besides trying to solve
those problems in other ways, you have two possible
options. To use either of them, begin repeating the steps on
page 11. When you reach step 4, rather than seeing
introductory text you’ll see the two options presented:

•   Undo System Restore: this reverses the System Restore
that was just carried out, returning your PC to the state
it was in a few minutes ago. Of course, that probably
brings back whatever problem you had, but perhaps you
feel it was preferable to the problems you have now! If
you’d like to do this, select this item and click Next then
Finish.

•   Restore your PC to an even earlier date (if you saw an
earlier restore point in the list after following step 5
above). To use this option, select Choose a different
restore point, click Next and then continue from step 5
on page 11. (On this page you’ll also see a restore point
noted as ‘Restore Operation – Undo’ which is the same
as the option noted above: it reverses the System Restore
you just carried out.)
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Perhaps Windows
won’t start?

Three options 
to try

What’s
happening?

Stuck at an error
message?

PC keeps
restarting itself?

PC Won’t Start? Here’s What to Do
The steps noted above assume that Windows starts, but
perhaps the problem you’ve got is so severe that you can’t
get into Windows at all? In that case, you should still be
able to use System Restore to fix it, but you need a different
way to reach it.

There are three possible options from here, one of which is
to use the recovery drive I explained earlier, if you created
one. Try these options in the order presented below:

Option 1: see if Windows will take you to the
‘Advanced options’ screen
Windows 10 isn’t starting successfully, but what is it doing?
Either you’re stuck looking at a white-on-black error
message or the PC is trying start Windows, failing, and then
restarting again:

•   If you’re stuck looking at an error message, wait a
minute or so to see if anything else happens: the PC may
yet restart itself. If it doesn’t, press and hold your PC’s
power button for several seconds to force it to switch
off, then wait about 10 seconds and give it the usual
quick press to switch it on again. It’s worth doing this
up to three times: after the third failed attempt you may
arrive at a blue-and-white ‘Automatic Repair’ screen,
explained below. (If this never happens, you’ll have to
use Option 2 or Option 3, explained a little later.)

•   If your PC gets some way through starting Windows and
then fails and restarts, leave it to do this a few times. A
useful feature of Windows 10 is that if it detects that it’s
failed to start three times on the trot it will should take
you to a blue-and-white ‘Automatic Repair’ screen, giving
you the chance to fix the problem that has occurred.
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Get to the
‘advanced
options’ screen

Can you find a
Windows 10
installation disc?

Select language
and keyboard
options

Choose Repair
your computer

If you do reach this ‘Automatic Repair’ screen, that’s good
news. Click the Advanced options button, which takes you
to a ‘Choose an option’ screen, then click on Troubleshoot
followed by Advanced options and jump ahead to page 17.

Option 2: start the PC using a Windows 10
installation DVD

If you can lay your hands on a Windows 10 DVD, that’s the
next-easiest method to try. Pop the disc into your PC’s DVD
drive then restart the computer (if necessary, by holding its
power button down for a few seconds to switch off the PC,
then switching it back on).

As the PC starts, watch for a message at the top of the screen
telling you to press any key to start (or ‘boot’, to use the
technical term) your PC from the DVD drive: when you see
this message, tap any key on your keyboard.

On the next screen, use the drop-down lists to select your
language (English (United Kingdom) and your keyboard
layout (United Kingdom) and click the Next button.

On the next screen, ignore the obvious ‘Install now’ button.
Instead, click the smaller link near the bottom-left, Repair
your computer. On the screen that appears next, click on
Troubleshoot, then choose Advanced options and jump
ahead to page 17.
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Option 3: start the PC using 
your recovery drive
If Windows itself didn’t come to your rescue in Option 1,
and you can’t lay your hands on a Windows 10 installation
DVD to follow Option 2, you’ll be glad you took the trouble
to create that recovery drive!

The point of the recovery drive is to give you access to a
variety of repair tools, one of which is System Restore. The
first thing we need to do is get your PC to start up (or ‘boot’,
to use the technical term) from that USB recovery drive rather
than continuing to try booting from its hard drive. We’ll try
this the simple, obvious way first, although it may not work:

Unfortunately, what you might find with this method is that
your PC ignores the recovery drive you’ve plugged in and
continues doing whatever it had been doing before. In that
case, I’m afraid, you’ll have to do a little research in your
PC’s manual and/or online (if you can get your hands on a
computer with Internet access). 

Starting the PC
from the USB
flash drive

Get to the
‘Advanced
options’ screen

You may need 
to adjust the
‘boot order’ 
in the BIOS

1.  Switch off your PC (by holding down its power
button for a few seconds) if you haven’t already.

2.  Plug your recovery drive into your PC’s USB sockets.
3.  Switch on your PC and watch its screen carefully with

a finger poised near the keyboard. If you see a note at
the top of the screen telling you press any key to boot
from the USB drive, tap a key on your keyboard.

4.  With luck, you’ll briefly see the Windows 10 logo
and then you’ll arrive at a screen headed ‘Choose
your keyboard layout’. If so, congratulations – the
simple way has worked. Click on United Kingdom
to select that as your keyboard layout. On the next
screen, click on Troubleshoot, then click on
Advanced options and jump ahead to the next page.

:

WA6 W289.qxp_June 2019  09/04/2019  13:05  Page 50



Windows: Rescue Your PC with System Restore W 289/17

The Windows Advisor   June 2019 51

I can’t tell you exactly what to do because it varies from one
PC to another, but I’ll explain the information you need to
find, using the terms in which it will be described. You need
to find out how to enter your PC’s BIOS and change the boot
order (or boot device) to USB Flash Drive or something very
similar, and then exit the BIOS, saving the new settings as
you do. (In simpler terms, you’ll telling the PC to check
whether there’s a USB drive connected from which it can
boot before it tries to boot from the hard drive.) 

Using System Restore from the ‘Advanced
options’ screen
Whichever of the three options you used to get here, you’ve
now arrived at the ‘Advanced options’ screen pictured below.
Click on System Restore.

Choose System
Restore

Your PC’s manual should certainly explain how to get
into the BIOS and do this, but you may not be able to
find the manual. If you can’t, have a look online. Either
go to the website of your PC’s manufacturer and search
there for a copy of the manual, or visit a search engine
such as Google (www.google.co.uk) and search for
computer-make boot flash drive (for example, dell
boot flash drive).
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For a short time you’ll be left looking at a ‘Please wait’
screen while your PC gets things ready, then you’ll reach a
screen which asks you to
choose an account to con-
tinue, displaying a list of the
Windows accounts that have
been set up on your PC
(perhaps just one). Click your
account name in this list.

This leads you to a prompt to type the password for your
Windows account – the password you type when Windows
10 starts. Type that password and then click the
Continue button .

Finally you’ll arrive at the main System Restore window.
More precisely, you’ll arrive at its introductory page, which
we met at step 4 on page 11, and you’ll click Next to move
past this and continue following the remaining steps on
pages 11 and 12, choosing a restore point and letting the
computer restart.

The one final point to consider is that, as System Restore is
working, you don’t want to ‘boot’ your PC back into the
recovery drive: you want the computer to start normally
(hopefully now fixed). Therefore, when you see that the
System Restore process is under way, and/or that your PC is
on the point of restarting, unplug the recovery drive (and,
when you know it’s no longer needed, put it safely back in
its envelope).

1
2

Click your
Windows
account name…

…and type 
your password

Use System
Restore to reset
your PC

Remember to
unplug your
recovery drive!

1
2
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