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How To Start Windows
In Safe Mode

Understanding Safe Mode: Your
Windows Diagnostic Tool

When your computer starts acting up—maybe it crashes
unexpectedly, runs slowly, or displays strange error
messages after installing new software—one of the most
effective troubleshooting steps you can take is booting
into Safe Mode. But how to start Windows in Safe
Mode isn't always obvious, especially since the process
has changed across different versions of the operating
system. This comprehensive guide will walk you through
every reliable method, from the classic F8 key approach
to modern recovery environment techniques, ensuring
you can access this critical diagnostic mode no matter
which version of Windows you are running.

Safe Mode is essentially a stripped-down version of
Windows that loads only the essential drivers and
services needed for the operating system to function. It
uses a basic video driver, standard system services, and
disables most startup programs and non-essential
components. This minimal environment makes it possible
to troubleshoot problems that might be caused by faulty
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drivers, malware infections, software conflicts, or
corrupted system files. By understanding the various
ways to initiate Safe Mode, you equip yourself with a
powerful tool for diagnosing and repairing system issues.

What Exactly Is Safe Mode And
When Should You Use It?

Before diving into the specific procedures for how to
start Windows in Safe Mode, it is helpful to
understand what this diagnostic environment offers. Safe
Mode loads only the most basic set of drivers and system
files. This includes the mouse, keyboard, standard
storage drivers, and the default Windows display settings.
Everything else—third-party antivirus software,
background applications, non-essential system services,
and custom drivers—is left out.

This minimal environment serves several critical
purposes. If your computer is infected with malware that
loads automatically at startup, booting into Safe Mode
often prevents the malware from loading, allowing you to
run antivirus scans and removal tools more effectively.
Similarly, if a recently installed driver is causing system
instability or blue screen errors, Safe Mode provides a
stable platform from which you can uninstall or roll back
that problematic driver. Hardware issues can also be
isolated in Safe Mode; if a problem disappears when you
boot into Safe Mode, it is likely a software or driver issue
rather than a hardware failure.
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Windows offers three variations of Safe Mode. Standard
Safe Mode loads the core operating system with
networking disabled. Safe Mode with Networking includes
the drivers and services needed to access the network
and the internet, which is useful for downloading drivers,
updates, or troubleshooting tools. Safe Mode with
Command Prompt loads the command line interface
instead of the graphical desktop, which is helpful for
advanced repair tasks performed by experienced users or
IT professionals.

How To Start Windows In Safe
Mode Using The Shift + Restart
Method

One of the most reliable and modern methods for how to
start Windows in Safe Mode works across Windows
10, Windows 8, and Windows 11. This approach uses the
Windows Recovery Environment, which is accessible
directly from the login screen or the desktop.

Begin by ensuring you can access the Windows login
screen. If you are already logged into your desktop, click
the Start button, then click the Power icon. Hold down the
Shift key on your keyboard and, while keeping it pressed,
click Restart. Your system will not immediately restart in
the normal sense. Instead, it will reboot into the Windows
Recovery Environment, a blue menu screen with several
options.
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If you are at the login screen without being logged in, you
can use a slightly different route. Click the Power icon
located at the bottom right corner of the login screen,
hold down the Shift key, and then click Restart. Again,
this will take you to the recovery environment.

Once you see the blue menu with the heading "Choose
an option," follow these steps:

1. Click on Troubleshoot.

2. From the Troubleshoot menu, click on Advanced
options.

3. In the Advanced options screen, click on Startup
Settings.

4. Click the Restart button located at the bottom
right corner of the Startup Settings screen.

After your computer restarts again, you will see a list of
numbered options. To boot into standard Safe Mode,
press the 4 key or the F4 key on your keyboard. For Safe
Mode with Networking, press 5 or F5. For Safe Mode with
Command Prompt, press 6 or F6. Your system will then
boot into the selected Safe Mode environment.

Using System Configuration
(msconfig) For Safe Mode

Another straightforward method for how to start
Windows in Safe Mode involves using the System
Configuration utility. This approach is ideal if you are
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already in Windows and need to set the system to boot
into Safe Mode on the next restart. It works on Windows
7, Windows 8, Windows 10, and Windows 11.

Press the Windows key and type msconfig, then press
Enter. You can also open the Run dialog box by pressing
Windows key + R, typing msconfig, and clicking OK. The
System Configuration window will open. Navigate to the
Boot tab. In the Boot options section at the bottom,
check the box labeled Safe boot. You will then see
several radio button options:

e Minimal: This loads standard Safe Mode with the
graphical interface.

e Alternate shell: This loads Safe Mode with
Command Prompt.

e Active Directory repair: This loads Safe Mode
with access to Active Directory services, typically
used in domain environments.

e Network: This loads Safe Mode with Networking
enabled.

Select the option that matches your needs, usually
Minimal or Network. Click OK, and you will be prompted
to restart your computer. Click Restart to boot into Safe
Mode immediately, or choose Exit without restart if you
need to save work first. The next time your computer
starts, it will boot into Safe Mode automatically.

It is crucial to remember that once you have finished
troubleshooting, you must return to the System
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Configuration utility, uncheck the Safe boot box, and
click OK. Otherwise, your computer will continue to boot
into Safe Mode every time you restart. This is a common
oversight that confuses many users.

The F8 Or Shift + F8 Method:
Legacy Approach For Older
Systems

For many years, the classic method for how to start
Windows in Safe Mode involved pressing the F8 key
repeatedly during the boot process. This method works
reliably on Windows 7 and earlier versions of the
operating system. However, starting with Windows 8 and
continuing through Windows 10 and Windows 11,
Microsoft significantly reduced the boot time, making it
difficult to interrupt the startup sequence with a keyboard
key. Consequently, the F8 method is less reliable on
modern systems, but it is still worth trying if other
methods fail.

To use this method on Windows 7, restart your computer.
As soon as the computer begins to start, press the F8 key
repeatedly once per second until the Advanced Boot
Options menu appears. On some systems, you may need
to press the key before the Windows logo appears. Once
the menu is visible, use the arrow keys to select Safe
Mode, Safe Mode with Networking, or Safe Mode
with Command Prompt, and then press Enter.
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On Windows 8, 10, or 11, the Shift + F8 combination was
designed to trigger the recovery environment, but the
boot process is often too fast for this to work reliably. If
your computer has a legacy BIOS rather than UEFI
firmware, and if fast boot is disabled, you might have
success with the F8 key. In most modern systems,
however, you will need to rely on the Shift + Restart
method or the recovery drive approach described below.

Booting Into Safe Mode From A
Recovery Drive Or Installation
Media

If your computer is so unstable that it cannot start
Windows normally, or if you cannot access the login
screen, you can still learn how to start Windows in
Safe Mode using a recovery drive or a Windows
installation disc or USB drive. This method is a lifesaver
when the operating system refuses to boot entirely.

First, you need access to a working computer to create
the necessary media. You can create a Windows recovery
drive by searching for "Create a recovery drive" in the
Start menu and following the on-screen instructions.
Alternatively, you can use the Windows Media Creation
Tool to create a bootable Windows installation USB drive.

Insert the recovery drive or installation media into the
non-functioning computer and boot from it. You may
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need to change the boot order in your system's BIOS or
UEFI settings, or press a key (like F12, F2, Del, or Esc)
during startup to access the boot menu. Once the media
loads, you will see the Windows Setup screen. Select your
language and region preferences, then click Next.
Instead of clicking "Install now," click the Repair your
computer link in the bottom left corner. This will take
you to the Windows Recovery Environment.

From the recovery environment, follow the same path
used in the Shift + Restart method: click Troubleshoot,
then Advanced options, then Startup Settings, and
finally click Restart. After the restart, press the
appropriate number key to boot into Safe Mode.

Using The Settings App In
Windows 10 And Windows 11

For users who prefer navigating through the graphical
interface, the Settings app provides another convenient
method for how to start Windows in Safe Mode. This
approach is available in Windows 10 and Windows 11.

Open the Settings app by pressing Windows key + I. Click
on Update & Security in Windows 10, or System in
Windows 11. In Windows 10, select Recovery from the
left sidebar. In Windows 11, you will find the Recovery
option under the System section. Under the heading
"Advanced startup,” click the Restart now button. Your
computer will restart and boot into the Windows
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Recovery Environment. From there, follow the same steps
as before: Troubleshoot > Advanced options >
Startup Settings > Restart, then press 4, 5, or 6 to
select your Safe Mode variant.

What To Do Once You Are In Safe
Mode

Knowing how to start Windows in Safe Mode is only
half the battle. Understanding what to do once you are in
this diagnostic environment is equally important. Safe
Mode loads a minimal set of drivers and services, so your
screen resolution may appear lower than usual, and some
devices like your sound card or wireless network adapter
may not function unless you selected Safe Mode with
Networking.

Here are some common troubleshooting tasks you can
perform while in Safe Mode:

¢ Run antivirus and antimalware scans: Since
most malware loads during a normal startup,
running a full system scan in Safe Mode often
catches infections that would otherwise be hidden
or protected.

e Uninstall problematic software or drivers: If
you suspect a recent installation is causing issues,
you can go to the Control Panel, open Programs
and Features, and uninstall the offending
application. Similarly, you can use Device Manager
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to roll back or uninstall problematic drivers.

e Use System Restore: Safe Mode allows you to run
System Restore, which can revert your system files
and settings to a previous working state without
affecting your personal files.

¢ Run the System File Checker: Open a command
prompt as an administrator and type sfc /scannow
to scan and repair corrupted system files.

e Check for disk errors: You can run the Check
Disk utility by opening a command prompt and
typing chkdsk /f to scan for and fix hard drive
errors.

Troubleshooting Common Safe
Mode Issues

Occasionally, you might encounter difficulties when trying
to boot into Safe Mode. If none of the standard methods
work, consider these additional tips. If your system is
stuck in a boot loop, the automatic repair feature might
trigger after several failed attempts, eventually
presenting the recovery environment from which you can
access Safe Mode options. If your computer does not
respond to the Shift + Restart method, ensure that your
keyboard is functioning correctly and try a different USB
port.

In some cases, a corrupted system file or a failing hard
drive can prevent Safe Mode from loading. If Safe Mode
itself fails to start,



