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I MOST SMES DON'T HAVE A STRATEGY

Hardware refresh is one of the most predictable spend categories in any business. While
devices have a useful life of three to four years, planning ahead can help UK SMEs avoid
surprises, reduce costs, and ensure smooth operations. The pattern is familiar. Devices
get pushed past their useful life because "they still work". Then a wave of failures arrives
in the same quarter. A capex spike lands without warning. Procurement happens under
pressure, on the wrong specifications, with installation timelines that disrupt the business.
Old devices accumulate in cupboards for months because no one's quite worked out
what to do with them. The whole cycle costs more than it should, slows the business
down at the wrong moments, and creates compliance and security exposure that nobody
has addressed.

The alternative a planned, rolling refresh discipline costs the same amount over the
same period, removing surprises and reducing operational pain for your business. This
guide explains how to build that discipline: lifecycle expectations by asset class, the
Windows 11 transition that's still catching businesses out, lease-versus-buy economics,
warranty strategy, and the often-overlooked secure-disposal end of the cycle.

Windows 10 is no longer supported.

ZE  windows 10 reached the end of support on 14 October 2025. Devices still
running it receive no security updates and no patches. They are increasingly a
problem for cyber insurance underwriting, Cyber Essentials certification, and
audit programmes. Extended Security Updates (ESU) are available from
Microsoft as a stop-gap at material per-device cost but ESU is a runway, not a
destination. If you have Windows 10 devices in your estate in 2026, a defined
plan to migrate or replace them should be a priority for the current quarter.

This guide is written for the people who actually make these decisions in UK SMEs
business owners, finance directors, operations leaders and IT decision-makers. It is
practical, not academic, and it ends with a planning template you can use to build your
own three-year hardware refresh roadmap.

Want a free hardware audit?

=82 We offer a free Hardware Refresh Audit we review your current device estate,
identify devices approaching or past end-of-life, flag Windows 10 exposure,
and produce a costed three-year refresh roadmap. No commitment, no
obligation, completed within seven working days. The roadmap is yours
regardless of whether you choose to engage further.

o - Request your free Hardware Refresh Audit at systemforce.co.uk
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B USEFUL LIFE BY ASSET CLASS

Useful life is not the same as the hardware's technical capability. It is the period during
which the device delivers acceptable productivity, reliability, and security, commensurate
with its replacement cost. Push that point beyond, and the hidden costs start mounting:
productivity drag, support overhead, security exposure, and the higher repair-or-replace
cost when failure eventually arrives.

m Useful life | Why is this the limit

Laptops (knowledge Battery degradation, OS performance lag,

3—4 years .
worker) y accumulated wear, and warranty windows.
Laptons Heavier workloads accelerate every wear factor;
P . P . . 3 years productivity loss outweighs replacement cost

(engineering/design)

faster.

Less mobility wear; component upgrade options
Desktops 4-5 years . Y P P9 P

extend life modestly.

Vendor extended support cliff, spare parts
Servers (on-prem) 5 years L . PP P P

availability, and firmware support.
Network switches & 57 vears Vendor support, security firmware updates, and
firewalls y throughput requirements are changing.
Wireless access 5 vears Standards evolve (Wi-Fi 6 — 6E - 7); older
points y APs limit modern endpoints.
Monitors il Long-life category, replace.on fgllure, not on

schedule, unless ergonomics dictate.

Often outlast the hardware they were specified
VolIP handsets 5-7 years . Y P

for; replace at a major platform refresh.
Printers / MEDs A Driver support and security firmware are the

practical limits, not the hardware itself.
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for a 50-user business with a typical mix of laptops, desktops, network and server
equipment, planned refresh activity should be happening every year not in panicked
clusters every four years. Rolling refresh smooths cash flow, reduces operational
disruption, and maintains a current estate without ever facing a catastrophic catch-up bill.

SFIT observation: the most common pattern we see in new clients is a
hardware estate where one-third of devices are in their useful life, one-third are
at the edge of it, and one-third are visibly past it. The third group is doing the
most damage failing more, costing more in support tickets, frustrating staff the
most and is the cheapest to address first.

System Force I.T.
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THE WINDOWS 11 TRANSITION

Windows 10 reached the end of support in October 2025. Microsoft is offering Extended
Security Updates (ESU) for businesses still running it, but at a material per-device cost
and only as a transition runway typically 1 to 3 years, depending on the programme. After
ESU, devices receive no further updates of any kind. Running Windows 10 in production
beyond ESU is an unsupported operating system in a regulated, audited, and insured
business environment. The costs add up quickly.

Windows 11 has stricter hardware requirements than Windows 10 TPM 2.0, Secure
Boot, supported CPU generations, minimum RAM and storage. For most SMEs, this
means devices five years old or older are unlikely to be eligible for an in-place upgrade
and will need to be replaced. Devices three to four years old are typically eligible and can
be upgraded; devices under three years old are generally already on Windows 11 from
new.

Audit the estate list every device with current OS version, hardware specification,
age, and Windows 11 eligibility.

Categorise devices: "already on Windows 11", "can be upgraded", "must be
replaced".

Plan the in-place upgrades first they're free, fast, and remove devices from the ESU
bill.

Schedule replacement for ineligible devices combine with natural refresh wherever
possible.

Use the migration as the moment to standardise: same hardware tier per role, same
software baseline, same Autopilot deployment.

Decommission old devices through proper disposal see the secure end-of-life
section.

%—» The strategic upside: the Windows 11 migration is also the moment to retire
ageing devices that should have been replaced anyway. Businesses that
handle this well end up with a younger, more standardised, more secure
device estate at the end at a cost that's only marginally higher than just dealing
with Windows 10 EOL on its own. Treat it as a strategic refresh, not a
compliance exercise.
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I LEASE VS BUY / THE REAL ECONOMICS

The lease-versus-buy question for hardware is older than IT itself, and the analysis
usually stops at the wrong place "how much does each cost over four years?" without
addressing the operational discipline question that actually determines whether the
choice works in practice.

Lease | DaaS Outright purchase

Cash flow

Refresh
discipline

End-of-life
burden

Warranty &
support

Tax treatment

Total cost over
4 years

Best fit

Smooths to monthly. No capex
spike.

Built into the contract devices
return at the end of the term.

Returned to the lessor; their
problem.

Usually included for the lease
term.

Operating expense. Predictable
P&L impact.

Typically, 10-25% higher than
outright.

Growth businesses, hybrid teams,
staff fluctuation, and weak refresh
discipline.

Capex impact at refresh; lower
lifetime cost if held long.

Easy to over-extend life "another
year" syndrome.

Yours secure disposal, data
wiping, recycling, certificates.

Buy separately; gaps appear if not
actively managed.

Capital, depreciated. Speak to
your accountant.

Lower nominal cost assuming
refresh discipline holds.

Stable headcount, strong asset
management, longer-term cash
position.

On a pure nominal cost basis, buying outright is typically cheaper than leasing by 10—
25% over a four-year hold. That arithmetic only holds if you actually replace devices on
schedule. Most businesses don't. The hardware that should have been replaced after 4
years keeps running for 6. Productivity drag, support costs, and the eventual emergency
replacement under pressure consume the cost savings from the original purchase.

Lease (or Device-as-a-Service) bakes refresh discipline into the contract. The devices
return at the end of the term, ready or not. For businesses with strong asset
management and budgetary discipline, outright purchase wins on cost. For businesses
where IT is one of several priorities competing for management attention, the discipline
that lease imposes is often worth the premium.
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:(® What we typically recommend: lease (or DaaS) for laptops and similar high-

Ufg mobility, high-failure-rate assets where refresh discipline matters most.
Outright purchase of servers, network kit, and infrastructure, where the
planning cycle is longer, and replacement is more deliberate. Hybrid
approaches work well no rule says everything has to be one or the other.

WARRANTY STRATEGY

Warranty is one of the easiest parts of the lifecycle to get wrong, because the
consequences don't surface until the device fails.

By that point, the warranty extension that would have cost a small premium at purchase
has been replaced by out-of-pocket repair costs and productivity loss. At the same time,
the device is unavailable, and management attention is required to address the
unplanned event.

Warranty term aligned to expected useful
life 4-year warranty on a 4-year laptop, 5-
year on a 5-year server.

Next-business-day on-site coverage for
critical systems particularly servers,
network kit, finance and executive
devices.

Accidental damage protection on mobile
devices laptops travel, get dropped, and
that's not a warranty event without it.

Warranty status tracked centrally devices
going out of warranty are flagged and
either renewed or actively replaced.

Realistic spares strategy for critical roles
sometimes a known-good spare laptop in
the cupboard is cheaper than fast
warranty turnaround.
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Standard 1-year warranty on devices with 3 years of exposure, per device, no plan.

Mail-back-only warranty on a CEO laptop the most expensive device to be without is
the slowest to repair.

Warranties expire silently nobody tracks the dates, devices drift out of cover
unnoticed.

Warranty claims handled ad-hoc one ticket at a time, rather than as part of an asset
management discipline.

Buying the cheapest warranty option as a default the difference between basic and
on-site is often less than the cost of one repair.

1. The honest test: if you can't quickly answer "how many of our devices will be
!@! out of warranty in 12 months", warranty management is happening to you, not
by you. The fix is straightforward central asset register, dates tracked, renewal

or replacement built into the refresh roadmap.
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BN SECURE END-OF-LIFE DISPOSAL

The end of the hardware lifecycle is where most SMEs underestimate their exposure.
Decommissioned devices accumulate in cupboards. Storage media gets "reformatted"
and forgotten about. Old laptops go home with whoever wants them. Servers get sent to
a recycler with the disks still installed. None of this looks like a security incident until an
old hard drive surfaces with customer data still on it, or a regulator asks for a chain-of-
custody record that doesn't exist.

Risk if mishandled What good looks like

Decommission

Data destruction

Asset reuse/sale

Recycling/disposal

Devices left in cupboards
with data still on them; lost
or stolen during this window.

Reformatting and "factory
reset" do not destroy data.
Recoverable months later.

Reuse without proper wiping
leaks data; insecure resale
invites GDPR exposure.

Failing to comply with
WEEE regulations creates
legal and reputational risks.

Inventory checked off, devices
secured immediately, chain of
custody documented.

Certified data wiping (NCSC-
aligned) or physical destruction
with a certificate.

Wipe to certified standard before
reuse; sell only via auditable
secondary-market routes.

Use a licensed WEEE recycler.
Retain certificates of disposal
and destruction.

Quick formats and factory resets do not destroy data. They mark sectors as available for
reuse while leaving the underlying data intact, recoverable with freely available tools.

For a business holding customer data, financial records, intellectual property, or anything
covered by GDPR, an old hard drive disposed of without proper erasure is a data breach
waiting to happen. The fact that nobody has noticed yet is luck, not security.

\ /
X
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What certified data destruction actually involves

Inventory and chain of custody every device tracked from decommission to
destruction.

Certified data wiping to NCSC-aligned standards (e.g. NIST 800-88) for devices
being reused or sold.

Physical destruction (shredding, degaussing) for end-of-life storage media
particularly anything that held sensitive data.
method and operator.

WEEE-compliant recycling for the device chassis and components environmental as

@ Certificates of destruction issued for every device by serial number, with date,
well as data compliance.

Audit-ready documentation retained for the period required by your regulatory
regime.

What this maps to: Cyber Essentials, ISO 27001 (Annex A.7.14 and A.8.10),
UK GDPR, and most cyber insurance policies all require evidence of secure
disposal. Most SMEs have controls for the rest of the lifecycle, but nothing
meaningful here. It is the easiest single uplift in the asset management
programme.

Need certified data destruction?
System Force IT provides certified hard drive destruction and secure data
wiping for UK SMEs NCSC-aligned standards, tracked chain of custody,
certificates of destruction issued by serial number. Suitable for routine refresh
disposal, end-of-lease returns, decommissioned servers, or one-off projects.
WEEE-compliant recycling included, audit-ready documentation as standard.

o Request a hard drive destruction quote at systemforce.co.uk
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STANDARDISATION: THE UNDERRATED WIN

One

of the highest, least visible costs in poorly-managed hardware estates is

fragmentation. Different laptop models for different staff. Mixed display sizes and docking

confi

igurations. Inconsistent specifications even within the same role.

Each variation adds support overhead, complicates spares strategy, slows new-starter
onboarding, and frustrates the staff who notice that some colleagues got better kit than
them for no defensible reason.

Two or three laptop tiers entry/standard/power user covering 95% of staff.

Same docking standard across the estate one type of dock, one set of cables, one
peripheral configuration.

Same monitor specification across desks including in meeting rooms and hot-desk
areas.

Standard build image deployed via Autopilot or equivalent zero-touch process.
Documented "what each role gets" published, reviewed annually, defensible.

Exception process for genuine outliers engineering, design, executive, with named
approval.

IQI The compounding benefit: standardisation makes every other part of the
\!

lifecycle easier. Procurement is faster. Imaging is faster. Support is faster.
Spares strategy becomes "keep one of each tier in the cupboard" instead of
"hope we can find the right one".

New starters get the same setup as their predecessor on day one. Refresh
planning becomes "how many of each tier do we replace this year?" The
savings are diffuse and individually small; cumulatively they're substantial.

B/
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I BUILDING YOUR THREE-YEAR REFRESH ROADMAP

A hardware refresh roadmap doesn't need to be elaborate. The discipline is more
important than the format. The structure below is the template most of our clients use
adapt it to your business's realities.

Every device the business owns or leases make, model, serial number, age, current
user, OS version.

Warranty status coverage type and expiry date.
Asset condition fit for purpose, marginal, or visibly past end-of-life.

Replacement priority driven by age, condition, role criticality, Windows 11 eligibility.

How many devices are in their useful life today?
How many are at the edge replacement due within 12 months?
How many are past end-of-life and accumulating hidden costs?

Where is Windows 10 still in production, and what's the migration path for each?

Year 1: replace everything past end-of-life. Migrate eligible Windows 10 devices to
Windows 11.

Year 2: refresh the cohort hitting end-of-life this year. Begin smoothing the future
replacement curve.

Year 3: replace the next cohort. The estate is now on a rolling refresh no more
catch-up.

Annual review adjust for headcount changes, role changes, and technology shifts.

‘y System Force L.T.
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Refresh budget approved annually as a recurring item, not as one-off capex
requests.

Procurement triggered against the roadmap, not against ticket escalations.
Disposal handled at the same cadence as procurement no cupboard accumulation.

Quarterly review with leadership short, evidence-based, anchored to the roadmap.

@S\ The shift this delivers: from hardware refresh as an unpredictable,

5@ intermittently painful interruption to hardware refresh as a quiet, well-managed,
low-friction part of how the business runs. The total spend over three years is
broadly the same. The amount of management attention it consumes is
dramatically less. The estate that results is younger, more secure, and better
matched to what the business actually needs.

\ 7
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I COMMON REFRESH FAILURES (AND HOW TO
AVOID THEM)

These patterns recur in the SMEs whose hardware estates we inherit each one fixable,
all of them avoidable with planning.

In a central asset register, "How old is that laptop?" is a hard question to answer.

Devices are kept until they fail productivity drag for years, replacement under
pressure when it finally lands.

Windows 10 is still in production after October 2025 with ESU costs, security
exposure, and audit findings continuing to accumulate.

Specifications chosen by request rather than role leading to sprawl and resentment.

Warranty term doesn't match expected useful life three years of exposure on a four-
year laptop.

Devices accumulating in cupboards after decommission data still on them, no chain
of custody.

"Reformatting"” is treated as data destruction recoverable data sent to recyclers.

No certificates of destruction audit and insurance evidence are missing when
needed.

Refresh is treated as a capex emergency rather than a recurring operating
discipline.

Lease expiries forgotten devices auto-renew on unfavourable terms.

C:TI N The pattern: almost every refresh failure traces to the absence of a central
1 register and a forward roadmap. Both are inexpensive to put in place, yet
absent in most SMEs we audit. Closing that gap is the single highest-impact
action in hardware lifecycle management.

\y System Force I.T.
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I HOW SYSTEM FORCE IT CAN HELP

We help UK SMEs move from reactive hardware management to disciplined lifecycle
planning building the asset register, the roadmap, procurement discipline, warranty
strategy, and secure-disposal capability that turn refreshes from occasional emergencies
into a quiet operational rhythm.

O Hardware audits full estate inventory with condition, warranty, and refresh-priority
assessment.

O Three-year refresh roadmaps costed, sequenced, board-ready.

9 Procurement on your behalf Dell, HP, Lenovo, Microsoft and accessories, at corporate
pricing.

O Device-as-a-Service options full lease and refresh discipline managed for you.

O Autopilot and zero-touch deployment devices arrive ready, configured to your
standards.

O Secure data destruction and certified disposal NCSC-aligned, with chain-of-custody
documentation.

9 Hard drive destruction service physical destruction with certificates by serial number,
suitable for routine refresh and one-off decommissioning.

9 WEEE-compliant recycling environmental and data compliance in a single workflow.

Book a free Hardware Refresh Audit.

One of our consultants will review your current device estate, identify devices
approaching or past end-of-life, flag Windows 10 exposure, assess warranty
status, and produce a costed three-year refresh roadmap with realistic
timelines. Free of charge, fully confidential, completed within seven working
days. The roadmap is yours to keep regardless of next steps.

o Book your free Hardware Refresh Audit at systemforce.co.uk

(=) Or call us directly: 01452 701355 We're based in Gloucestershire and serve
UK SMEs that want their IT estate run as a discipline, not an emergency.

M System Force I.T.
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Authoritative sources and further reading

9 Microsoft Windows 10 end-of-support: learn.microsoft.com

(6

Microsoft Windows 11 system requirements: microsoft.com

(6]

NCSC secure disposal guidance: ncsc.gov.uk

(8]

NIST 800-88 Guidelines for Media Sanitisation: nist.gov

o0

WEEE Directive, UK government implementation: gov.uk

Companion resources
9 The Hidden Cost of Bad IT Support natural reading flow.

(8]

The True Cost of IT Downtime supports the financial case for refresh discipline.

(6]

Cyber Essentials Readiness Checklist Windows 10 EOL is a Cyber Essentials issue.

O The System Force Cyber Security Framework strategic context.

This document is provided for general guidance only. Useful-life estimates, cost ranges
and lifecycle assumptions are typical UK SME observations as of mid-2026; actual
outcomes vary by business model, sector and operating intensity. Lease vs buy
decisions have tax implications speak to your accountant for binding advice. Disposal
compliance requirements vary by sector and data sensitivity; specific regulated
environments may require additional controls beyond those described here.
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Want a free Hardware lifecycle review with System Force IT?

We run free, no-obligation reviews for UK SMEs.
Written report in 7 working days.
No sales pitch, no follow-up unless you ask for one.

Book at systemforce.co.uk
Or call us directly: 01452 701355

System Force IT | supporting UK businesses since 2006.

UKAS ISO/IEC 27001: 2022 Certified | Microsoft Solutions Partner |
Certified 3CX Partner | Cyber Essentials Practitioners |
RIPE NCC Member

Book your free HARDWARE REFRESH
Planning Guide for UK SMEs.

(v) 01452701355

www.systemforce.co.uk

sales@systemforce.co.uk
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