August 23, 2009
Q. To fix problems, I am often told to boot into safe mode by pressing F8. This never seems to work for me so is there another way to force safe mode?
A. Pressing the F8 key during the boot up process at the precisely correct time will force the boot up into safe mode. BUT.... pressing it at this exact time is often very difficult or near impossible on some computers. Rapidly tapping the F8 key usually will work, but in the case where it doesn't, there is an alternative.
Windows XP and later have safe modes and this alternative method will work in any of them. XP is slightly different from Vista and Windows 7 as will be shown herein. In all cases, the pretty well known System Configuration utility is used. To open this utility, Click Start, then Run, and enter msconfig. This dialog will be displayed when the Boot tab is selected. (This view is for Vista and Windows 7)
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To force the safe boot, click the box labeled Safe boot. Be sure that Minimal is also checked. 
In XP, the display is slightly different. Click Start, then Run and enter msconfig. This dialog is displayed when the "BOOT.INI" tab has been selected. (XP)
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Under Boot Options, click the box in front of /SAFEBOOT. Here too, be sure that Minimal is also selected.
Once this setting has been changed, the computer will always boot into its safe mode. After whatever procedures you wanted to do in safe mode have been completed, the above should be reversed, that is the safe mode boot option unchecked, to return the computer to its normal boot up procedure.
A further note here concerning Vista. In the msconfig dialog shown above, note the option under Boot options labeled "No GUI boot". Selecting this will display a graphic file during the boot up instead of the normal boring black screen. 
This setting has a less than desirable effect in Windows 7, so I prefer to choose the "No GUI boot" setting for Vista only. Windows 7 has other, more desirable abilities to display graphics during boot up which will be covered in another article after Windows 7 becomes generally available on October 22, 2009.
