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Fix Stubborn Problems in Windows 8.1, 7 and
Vista Using System Restore

You start your computer one day and you’re
faced with a barrage of error messages that
won’t go away. Or you install new software
and it causes Windows to run at a snail’s
pace. If you can’t find any other solution, it’s
time to turn to the System Restore feature in
Windows 8.1, 7 and Vista to put things right.

Familiarise yourself with this handy feature
in advance and make sure you’re prepared:
read on to learn about this useful safety net
and the ‘restore points’ it relies upon.
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This article shows you how to:
• Use System Restore as insurance against disasters
• Resolve PC problems that cannot be fixed in any

other way
• Get Windows working again without having to

reinstall it
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How System Restore Works

A good way to think of System Restore is as a kind of
‘insurance policy’ for your PC. It’s there if you ever need
it, and it can help you get your system 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, due to 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 beforehand! 

Nevertheless, System Restore gives you a welcome safety
net. As many Windows users – myself included – can
attest, if all else has failed, it really can save your bacon!
Therefore, it’s wise to ensure that this recovery feature
will be available if you need it:

• Make sure in advance (ideally right now!) that Sys-
tem Restore is enabled and working on your
computer by following the steps on page 4.

• Get into the habit of creating a ‘restore point’
(explained below) before installing new software or
hardware, and before experimenting with system
settings that you think might cause problems if you
do something wrong. The steps for doing this are on
page 7.

System Restore works by making snapshots of your
Windows system known as ‘restore points’. A restore
point contains copies of all vital system files that might
be modified by Windows Update, or by the installation
of new software, or by a malware attack. These include
the Windows registry, the driver software for your
hardware devices, your user profiles, and all sorts of
other system files and settings relating to Windows and
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your programs. In effect, 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 an earlier time. For example, if your PC was working
properly last Tuesday and it isn’t working now, you could
restore it to the state it was in last Tuesday.

System Restore does not include any of your 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 much-loved photo,
System Restore will not bring it back for you.

Just as crucially, though, this also means that if you do
roll back your system to an earlier date, you won’t
lose the documents and photos you’ve created since
that date.

However, you will lose any programs you’ve installed
since that restore point was made. Likewise, if you’ve
changed any Windows settings or adjusted the
options for programs you use, those will also be
rolled back to the way they were when the restore
point was created.

Automatic restore points

Provided the System Restore feature has been switched
on, which we’ll come to in a moment, there are various
circumstances in which System Restore will create a new
restore point automatically:

• Immediately before any new updates from Windows
Update are installed.

• Whenever new software is installed that uses the
built-in ‘Windows Installer’ to get the job done.
Unfortunately, you never know whether or not the
software you’re about to install does use Windows
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Installer, which is one reason to create a restore
point manually in this situation.

• When no new restore point has been created in the
last seven days (for Windows 8.1 and Windows 7) or
in the last 24 hours (for Windows Vista).

Summary: System Restore gives you a valuable safety
net that can help you return your computer to a fully-
working state in the event of problems. It should be
treated as a ‘tool of last resort’, to be used only when
you can find no other solution, but it’s always com-
forting to know it’s there if you ever need it.

Make Sure System Restore is Switched On

Although the System Restore feature should be switched
on and working on your PC by default, it’s best not to
take this for granted. Follow these steps to make sure:

1. Hold down the Win (Windows flag) key and tap the
Pause|Break key. (You’ll usually find the Pause|Break
key somewhere near the top-right of your keyboard,
alongside the Print Screen and Scroll Lock keys.)

2. At the left of the window that opens, click on System
protection. If you see a warning message from User
Account Control, click the Continue button.

3. This will open a dialog titled System Properties, with
the System Protection tab selected. Have a look at
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the Create button to see whether it’s enabled and
clickable or (as in the screenshot below) greyed-out
and disabled.

If the button is greyed-out, you must enable System
Restore by following the remaining steps below.

If the button is enabled, this means System Restore is
switched on and working. Click the Cancel button at
the bottom of the System Properties dialog to close it,
then close the Control Panel window you saw in step
2, and you can jump ahead to ‘How to Create Your
Own Restore Points’ on page 6.

4. Windows 8.1 and 7: in the box headed ‘Protection
Settings’, select the drive named (C:) (System) in the
list and then click the Configure button. In the dialog
that then opens, click the option Turn on system
protection (Windows 8.1) or Restore system settings
and previous versions of files (Windows 7) so that
the little circular blob appears beside it, then click OK.
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Windows Vista: in the box headed ‘Automatic rest-
ore points’, find the drive named (C:) (System) in the
list and click in the box to its left to place a tick there.

5. Click OK, which confirms the changes you’ve made
and closes this System Properties dialog, then close
the Control Panel window you saw in step 2 by
clicking the x button in its top-right corner.

From now onwards, you know that System Restore
will be creating its own restore points automatically
whenever necessary. In addition, you can now create
your own restore points manually and – just as
importantly – use System Restore to recover your
system if you ever need to do so.

Restore points will not remain stored on your
computer indefinitely. Each one takes a sizeable
chunk of space on your hard disk, and over a year
or two they could potentially fill it up completely!
Therefore, Windows allocates up to 15% of your
hard disk’s space to System Restore. Once that
space is filled, the earliest restore points are
deleted to make way for newer ones.

How to Create Your Own Restore Points

Although Windows does create restore points itself in
the circumstances I mentioned on page 3, it’s a good idea
to create restore points manually in certain situations.
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There are two situations in particular when this is well
worth doing:

• Installing software. Perhaps you’ve downloaded a
new program from the Internet and you’re about to
install it. You can’t be entirely sure that the new
program – or some unexpected ‘extra’ bundled with it
– won’t have unpleasant effects on your system, so it’s
wise to create a restore point before beginning the
installation process.

The same applies if you’re about to connect a new
hardware device to your computer and you have to
install the driver software for it (either from a CD or by
downloading it).

• Experimenting with system settings. Perhaps you
have a minor problem with your computer and you’re
going to set about fixing it. Or perhaps you’ve been
given steps to follow and you’ve been warned to be
careful – the steps might involve editing the Windows
registry or altering system files, for instance. If
something did go wrong, you should be able to
retrace your steps and put it right again, but (to repeat
that familiar phrase), creating a restore point first gives
you a safety net just in case you can’t.

When you want to create a restore point yourself, here
are the steps to follow:

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

2. Hold down the Win key and tap the Pause|Break key.
At the left of the Control Panel window that opens,
click on System protection. If a security prompt from
User Account Control appears, click on Continue.

3. Click the Create button. The little dialog pictured in
the next screenshot will appear, asking you to type a
description for the new restore point. This description
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can be up to 63 characters in length, and it’s entirely
for your own reference. Type something here that
will tell you, in days or weeks to come, why you
created this restore point – what it was you were
about to do that led you to create it. If you’re about
to install software, be sure to note the name of the
software (or the hardware device to which it relates,
if it’s a device driver).

As this little dialog points out, there’s no need to
include the date in your description. Windows
automatically keeps a note of when each restore
point was created and helpfully displays this
information whenever you look at the list of
available restore points.

4. Click the Create button
at the bottom of the
dialog. This dialog will
close and another little
dialog will appear, showing you Windows’ progress
in gathering together all the required files and
details that make up this restore point. Sit tight and
wait while Windows gets on with the job, which
generally takes around 15 seconds.
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5. When the restore
point has been cre-
ated, you’ll then
see a little message
box to confirm this. Next, click Close.

6. Close the System Properties dialog by clicking the
Cancel button, and then close the Control Panel win-
dow by clicking the x button in its top-right corner.

Done! Now you can get on with installing the software, or
whatever it was you were planning to do, safe in the kno-
wledge that this restore point is available if you need it.

PC Problems? How to Restore Your System

To quickly 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.

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. 
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If all else fails, and you do want to resort to System Re-
store to reset your PC to an earlier date, here’s what to do:

1. Press the key combination Win + Pause|Break. In the
Control Panel window that opens, click on System
protection at the left. If a security prompt appears
from User Account Control, click on Continue.

2. In the System Properties dialog that opens, click the
System Restore button.

3. After a few seconds, the System Restore window will
appear. At the top of the window you’ll see two short
paragraphs of text explaining the basics of System Re-
store. Below this text, you may see a large blank area
or (as in the screenshot below) you may see addit-
ional options – a choice between ‘Recommended
restore’ and ‘Choose a different restore point’.

• If you do see this choice of options, select Choose a
different restore point and then click Next .

• If you only see a blank area, simply click Next .

21

2
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4. Now you’ll see a list containing your most recent
restore point(s). In fact, initially you’ll probably see
only the single most recent restore point , but if
you tick the checkbox beside Show more restore
points in Windows 8.1 or 7, or tick Show restore
points older than 5 days in Windows Vista, you’ll see
all the available restore points. They’ll be listed in
date order, with the most recent at the top of the list.
(If you don’t see that checkbox, it means all available
restore points are already shown in the list.)

The most recent restore point is probably the one
you want. You’re aiming to pick a restore point
that was created at a time when your PC was still
working correctly (ideally the restore point
created immediately before you made whatever
change it was that has caused trouble). However,
you don’t want to reset your PC to an earlier date
than necessary.

5. Click the restore point you’ve chosen to select it.

6. Windows 8.1 and 7 only: if you wish, you can see a
list of the programs that will be affected by using the
restore point you’ve selected. To do this, click on Scan
for affected programs . After a few seconds, you’ll
see the dialog pictured in the next screenshot. This

3

4

5
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lists the recently-installed software that will be
removed – in other words, programs you installed
after this restore point was created. It also shows any
programs that will be put back on your PC –
programs that still existed when this restore point
was created but which have since been uninstalled. 

7. Windows 8.1 and 7 only: after checking the details in
this dialog, click Close. If this restore point seems to
be the one you need, jump to step 8. If it doesn’t – for
example, if it was created too recently to solve your
problem – select a more likely restore point in the list
and go back to step 6.

8. All versions of Windows: with your chosen restore
point selected in this list, click on Next. This leads you
to the step pictured below, in which System Restore
confirms the details of the restore point you’ve
just chosen.
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Click the Finish button to begin restoring your system. 

9. A message box will appear asking if you’re sure you
want to continue. Click Yes. Another little dialog will
then appear for a short while to indicate that System
Restore is preparing to restore your system, and after
a few seconds more your computer will shut down
and restart.

10. Sit tight while all this happens and just wait for your
PC to restart: this may take a little longer than usual.
Once Windows has started and you’ve arrived back at
your desktop, you’ll see the message below to
confirm that your PC has been restored to the date
and time you selected. Click Close and you’re done.

With a little 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 installed since that
restore point was created has now been removed, but
that was probably your intention – presumably you
suspected that software was causing the trouble. If you
didn’t, then of course you can install that software again.

Similarly, any programs you uninstalled since creating
that restore point will have reappeared, but you can
simply uninstall them again.

However, it’s always possible that restoring your PC like
this hasn’t actually solved your problem. Alternatively,
perhaps the upheaval has left you with new problems. If
so, besides trying to fix those problems yourself in other
ways, you have two options:
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• Undo the System Restore that was just carried out,
returning your PC to the way it was a few minutes ago.

• Restore your PC to an even earlier date than the one
you just selected.

To use either option, repeat the steps beginning on
page 10. When you reach step 3, you’ll see an option to
Undo System Restore: if this is what you’d like to do,
select this option and click Next and then Finish. If
you’d like to restore your PC to an even-earlier date,
select Choose a different restore point, click Next and
see which (if any) other restore points are available.

Reduce the Disk Space Used by System
Restore (Windows 8.1 & 7 only)

Left to its own devices, System Restore is allowed to use
up to 15% of the space on your hard disk to keep restore
points. Effectively, of course, that means it really will use
roughly 15%, because old restore points will only be
deleted when that 15% barrier is reached.
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If you have a large hard disk – perhaps 1 terabyte, which
equals 1000 gigabytes – this means System Restore could
be using an enormous amount of space. A quick bit of
arithmetic tells you that 150 GB of space on this 1 TB disk
will be eventually occupied by restore points.

Perhaps surprisingly, this shouldn’t matter. With such a
large hard disk, you’re probably in no danger of filling it
up, so the space might just as well be used for more
practical purposes!

It’s with much smaller hard disks that this 15% becomes
an issue. With a 200 GB drive, space might be getting
tight, and to have 30 GB devoted to System Restore
seems like rather a lot.

Fortunately, in Windows 8.1 and Windows 7, you can
limit the space used by System Restore to a lower
percentage if you need to regain some of that lost space.
Doing so will obviously reduce the number of restore
points that can be kept at any time, and along the way
your oldest restore points will be deleted, leaving only
those that fit into the new space-limit you define.

If you’re using Windows 8.1 or 7 and you’d like to reduce
the amount of disk space used by System Restore, here’s
what to do: 

1. Begin by finding out how many restore points are
currently being stored in the allotted 15%. Follow
steps 1–4 on pages 10 and 11 and, in step 4, be sure
to tick the box beside Show more restore points if
it’s shown. Count how many restore points appear
in the list.

2. Now click the Cancel button to close the System
Restore window, since we’re not planning to restore
your PC to an earlier date!

3. Now it’s time for some simple arithmetic. Let’s assume
you counted six restore points. That means you could
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reduce the allotted space to 10% and you would
expect to keep four restore points available, or you
could reduce it to 5% and keep two restore points
available. It’s a matter of weighing up how much you
value the extra restore points against how much you
need to regain some disk space: I’ll leave the decision
to you, but I don’t recommend setting the figure any
lower than 5%.

4. At this point you’re looking at the System Properties
dialog which opened after you’d repeated step 1 on
page 10. Select the drive named (C:) (System) in this
list and click the Configure button.

5. In the section headed ‘Disk Space Usage’, you’ll see
how much space is currently being used alongside the
words Current Usage. To reduce it, drag the Max
Usage slider to the left until it reaches the percentage
you’ve chosen to allocate instead.

6. Click OK to confirm the new limit, then OK again in
the System Properties dialog. System Restore will
delete the oldest restore points (if necessary) and
in future will never use more space than you’ve
just specified.
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