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Track Microsoft Licensing  
for Desktops Running  
Windows 8, Office 2013
Microsoft licensing for its desktop software has changed again with Windows 8  
and Office 2013, and we look at the implications for editions, payments and DaaS.



Home

Editor’s Note

Microsoft  
Licensing Rules 

Updated for  
Windows 8

Office 2013  
Licenses  

Straightforward, 
But Still  

Important

DaaS Market 
Waits on Micro-

soft Windows  
Licensing

2   T R AC K  M I C RO S O FT  L I C E N S I N G  FO R  D E S KTO PS  RU N N I N G  W I N D OWS  8 ,  O F FI C E  201 3

 
Keeping Up With Microsoft Software Licensing

Microsoft licensing schemes are noto-
rious for being complicated and ever-changing, 
but organizations that understand and keep 
track of them can save money and get what 
they actually need. The latest versions of the 
Windows operating system and the Office suite 
include new licensing and payment options, so 
we’ve gathered overviews of how they’ll affect 
businesses and virtual desktops.

Consultant Paul DeGroot first looks at how 
Microsoft Windows licensing has changed 
with Windows 8, examining factors such as the 
number of instances, Software Assurance and 
remote access. He then delves into Microsoft 

Office licensing, which is simpler but still 
needed for certain non-Office software.

Finally, SearchVirtualDesktop editor Alyssa 
Wood talks with the CEO of a desktop host-
ing firm about how Microsoft licensing helps 
and hampers the Desktop as a Service market. 
Enterprises that want to pursue virtualization 
should pay close attention to licensing devel-
opments as well as new software editions. n

Eugene Demaitre
Associate Managing Editor

Data Center and Virtualization Group 
TechTarget
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Microsoft Licensing Requirements  
Updated for Windows 8

Although licensing for Microsoft’s 
Windows operating system is relatively simple 
for basic use, it’s a different matter for busi-
nesses. Enterprise customers and desktop ad-
ministrators must deal with a dizzying array of 
options, rules and restrictions.

First, let’s cover some basic rules for Win-
dows that continue to apply to Windows 8.

FULL LICENSES NEEDED
Unique among Microsoft products, Windows 
purchased with a computer from an OEM is 
permanently tied to the device on which it is 
first installed (with the exception of Germany, 
where this restriction has been ruled invalid). 
Note that a motherboard replacement will gen-
erally require purchase of another Windows 
license, since it is considered to be a “different” 
PC. Changing a hard disk, adding memory and 
other changes will generally not trigger a new 

license requirement.
Microsoft does not sell full versions of Win-

dows through any volume-licensing programs. 
An organization cannot, for example, re-image 
bare PCs with a volume image. Those PCs must 
already have a full license, purchased through 
retail or an OEM, before the volume-upgrade 
license can be applied. 

Retail licenses may not be downgraded to 
earlier versions, but recent OEM licenses can 
be downgraded two versions back—Windows 
7 to Windows XP, and Windows 8 to Windows 
Vista. Volume upgrades can be downgraded all 
the way back to Windows 98.

HOW MANY INSTALLS?
Microsoft has generally restricted Windows  
to a single installation per PC, but that  
changed with Windows 7 and has been modi-
fied again for Windows 8. The Windows XP 

http://www.computerweekly.com/news/2240210387/Challenges-of-Microsoft-licensing-changes
http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240208456/Dreading-a-migration-New-Windows-XP-tools-may-ease-the-pain
http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/tip/A-downgrade-from-Windows-8-to-Windows-7-doesnt-have-to-be-complicated
http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/feature/Windows-8-licensing-and-enterprise-options
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Mode feature, which gave users of Windows 
7 Professional a free Windows XP virtual ma-
chine (VM), is not available for Windows 8. 

With Windows 8, no free installs are offered, 
but Microsoft no longer refuses your money if 
you want to pay for a second install. Windows 
8 allows more than one copy of Windows to be 
installed on a physical PC—such as in one or 
more virtual machines—as long as each has a 
valid license. This change enhances the value 
of the Client Hyper-V feature of Windows 8, in 
which the OS runs in a virtual machine and not 
directly on the hardware. 

SOFTWARE ASSURANCE
Software Assurance (SA), Microsoft’s upgrade 
and benefits offering for standard licenses, 
adds to the cost of a Windows license. SA is 
added automatically to all licenses purchased 
through Enterprise Agreements and can be 
purchased through other agreements, as long as 
it is added to a Windows license on a new a PC 
within 90 days of purchase.

Windows has the most complicated matrix 
of SA benefits of any Microsoft product. Since 

most customers acquire the latest version of 
Windows every time they buy new PCs, the 
primary benefit of SA—a slightly discounted 
upgrade to the latest version of Windows—
lacks significant value. To attract annual pay-
ments from customers through SA, Microsoft 
locks other, more desirable benefits behind an 
SA requirement. This is particularly true for 
virtualization and remote access licenses.

VIRTUALIZATION AND REMOTE ACCESS
As Microsoft struggles to maintain a central 
place for Windows in an increasingly non-
Windows-device market, a Windows license to 
which SA has been added has become the key to 
unlocking many privileges for non-PC devices. 
If you want to use a non-Windows device for 
many purposes, you need not only a Windows 
device, but SA as well to do it. With Windows 
8, the primary user of a PC to which SA for 
Windows has been added can do the following:

■■ Take Windows To Go, the right to install 
Windows 8 on a flash drive and boot it on any 
compatible device;

http://searchwindowsserver.techtarget.com/definition/Microsoft-Software-Assurance-SA
http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240212612/IT-unimpressed-by-Windows-81-as-Microsoft-readies-Windows-9
http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/Windows-To-Go
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■■ Access a virtual desktop infrastructure (VDI) 
from a Windows RT device;

■■ Access an organization’s VDI from any per-
sonal or third-party device as long as the user 
is not on the organization’s premises (roam-
ing rights); and

■■ Purchase (for about $60 a year) a Companion 
Subscription License (CSL), which lets the 
PC’s primary user access VDI from up to four 
other personal devices or corporate-owned, 
non-Windows devices.

The list of devices licensed under a CSL does 
not include corporate-owned Windows de-
vices. This prohibition has the perverse effect 
of promoting corporate ownership of iPads or 
Chromebooks rather than Windows PCs.

Microsoft’s Virtual Desktop Access (VDA) 
subscription is still available. At about $100 
a year, it costs more than the CSL and covers 
only a single device. VDA confers most of SA’s 
virtualization and remote access privileges on 
devices that don’t have or can’t economically 
obtain SA.

Two longstanding remote-access rights for 
physical machines have been continued in 
Windows 8. The primary user of a physical PC 
can access that PC from any other device. This 
legalizes PC-to-PC software, such as GoTo-
MyPC, LogMeIn or TeamViewer. In addition, 
any device licensed for Windows 8 Pro can 
access any other physical device licensed for 
Windows 8 Pro. 

WINDOWS ENTERPRISE
Volume license customers that purchase SA for 
Windows on a PC also gain access to the Win-
dows Enterprise edition, which offers some ad-
vanced features, such as Direct Access, Branch 
Cache and application sideloading, which is the 
ability to install a custom Metro-style Win-
dows 8 app directly on the computer, rather 
than publishing it through the Windows Store. 

Several features that were part of Windows 
7 Enterprise, notably BitLocker and the Multi-
lingual User Interface, no longer require SA and 
Windows 8 Enterprise edition—they are now 
built into OEM and retail Windows 8 Pro li-
censes. —Paul DeGroot

http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240180179/Windows-8-Companion-Subscription-License-may-lower-BYOD-costs
http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240180179/Windows-8-Companion-Subscription-License-may-lower-BYOD-costs
http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240186845/Dell-software-asset-management-tool-aids-licensing-compliance
http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240186845/Dell-software-asset-management-tool-aids-licensing-compliance
http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/tip/Looking-at-Windows-8-BitLocker-full-disk-encryption-and-alternatives
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Office 2013 Licenses Straightforward, But Still Important

In contrast to the muckle of special li-
censes and Software Assurance rights associ-
ated with Windows, Microsoft Office licensing 
is relatively simple. 

Office 2013 is available through several chan-
nels, but business customers should consider 
licensing limitations carefully before acquiring 
Office through retail or OEM channels. Office 
purchased through these channels cannot be 
downgraded to an earlier version, used in a Re-
mote Desktop Services or Citrix environment, 
or re-imaged by a volume copy of Office.

A single Office 2013 license covers any num-
ber of Office instances, including multiple ver-
sions, on one PC.

A second copy of Office can be installed on a 
portable PC by anyone who is the primary user 
of a PC licensed for a volume edition of Of-
fice—Office Professional Plus or Office Stan-
dard. However, this right is not available for 
PCs licensed via Enterprise Agreements, which 

require every PC to have its own licensed copy 
of Office.

Office 2013 is also available as a $12 per month 
subscription, Office 365 ProPlus. This is some-
what misleading given the Office 365 label. This 
version of Office is not a cloud-based instance 
of Office, but is installed conventionally on a PC.

The first “user-licensed” version of Office, 
Office 365 ProPlus can be installed on up to five 
devices (including one USB drive) used by one 
person, which can make it economical in situa-
tions where one person has home and work PCs, 
plus another portable or two. That brings the 

Office 365 ProPlus can be installed 
on up to five devices (including  
one USB drive) used by one person, 
which can make it economical.

http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/tip/Choose-a-Microsoft-Office-2013-license-based-on-user-number-devices
http://www.microscope.co.uk/news/2240210309/Microsoft-moves-to-make-volume-licensing-simpler
http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/feature/The-use-cases-or-not-for-upgrading-to-Microsoft-Office-2013-editions
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price down to as low as $29 per device per year. 
Several Office 365 plans, including Small 

Business, E3 and E4, include a subscription to 
Office ProPlus.

SOFTWARE ASSURANCE ON OFFICE
SA, which offers discounts on upgrades and 
other benefits, costs 29% of the license price 
per year and can only be added to Office at the 
time the original license is purchased. It adds 
some rights and features, including:

■■ The Office Multilanguage Pack, for use in 
multilingual environments;

■■ Training vouchers (based on the customer’s 
spending);

■■ An inexpensive copy of Office for an employ-
ee’s home use (commercial use is not permit-
ted); and

■■ The right to access Office hosted on a server, 
running from a USB drive or in a virtual ma-
chine on any third-party device as long as 

users are not on the organization’s premises 
(Roaming Rights). 

REMOTE ACCESS RIGHTS
The Primary User Right and the Licensed De-
vice Right give users certain rights to access a 
physical PC running Office from a remote de-
vice. These rights are also found in Windows.

The Primary User Right allows the primary 
user to access Office on the licensed PC from 
any other device, such as enabling access to Of-
fice from a tablet via GoToMyPC. The Licensed 
Device Right lets anyone access Office remotely 
if the device is licensed for the same or a later 
version of Office.

This last rule is critical to businesses that 
access Office via Microsoft’s Remote Desktop 
Services or Citrix. Customers can install Office 
on their networks for free—there’s no charge to 
install Office on a server. However, anyone who 
accesses a network instance of Office needs to 
have an Office license (for the same or a later 
version) on the device in use.

This is problematic for people accessing Of-
fice from an iPad or other non-Windows device 
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that is incapable of running Office. They can 
purchase an Office license and assign it to their 
device, even if they can’t install it on the de-
vice, but that is a costly solution and an asset 
management nightmare.

Uninstalled software can’t be tracked and 
can lead to “false overlicensing,” a situation in 
which the organization apparently has many 
more available Office licenses than it is using. 
Installing those licenses, which have been as-
signed to but not installed on non-Windows 
devices, will lead to underlicensing.

The Office 365 ProPlus subscription can be 
used to access a network installation of Office 
from any device, not just a device with Office 
installed on it. That uses up one of the five al-
lowed devices per subscription.

NON-OFFICE ALTERNATIVES
Sometimes you need to own Office so that you 
can use software other than Office. Microsoft 
has made a full license for Office a prerequisite 
for using Office variants on non-Windows de-
vices. Unlike Windows, most of these do not 
require SA to be added to the Office license.

The primary user of a PC licensed for Office 
2013 has commercial use rights for Office 365 
Home and Student RT, which does not have 
commercial use rights by default. They’re avail-
able separately for $59.

The user also has access from any device to 
Office Web Apps Server, an internal server that 
(linked with SharePoint) offers browser-based 
Word, Excel, PowerPoint and OneNote. These 
apps duplicate the Office Web Apps found in 
Microsoft-hosted Office 365.

Office Web Apps Server is a particularly 
attractive option for mobile users because 
its lightweight viewing and editing capabili-
ties may be all that most mobile users need. 
It requires no Windows license with SA or a 
substitute like the Virtual Desktop Access or 
Companion Subscription License. Because it 
runs inside the organizational firewall, no data 
is stored in the cloud. 

A final variation on this theme is Office Mo-
bile for iPhone and Android, which is free if 
you have an Office 365 subscription. Eligible 
subscriptions are Office 365 Home Premium 
and various small, midsize and enterprise- 
oriented Office 365 plans. —Paul DeGroot

http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/guides/Microsoft-licensing-guide
http://searchenterprisedesktop.techtarget.com/guides/Microsoft-licensing-guide
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DaaS Market Waits on Microsoft Windows Licensing

Desktop as a Service has been around lon-
ger than you might think, but a number of hur-
dles have kept the promising technology from 
taking hold.

Today, it’s mainly Windows licensing rules 
that prevent Desktop as a Service (DaaS) from 
really taking off, said Guise Bule, tuCloud Inc.’s 
CEO. TuCloud began offering on-demand 
hosted desktops back in 2009. Its enterprise 
DaaS offering can scale to hundreds of thou-
sands of users, with a free version of its DaaS 
Engine for smaller deployments. It also has a 
community portal, where customers get activity 
points for engaging in the community, then cash 
them in to upgrade the DaaS Engine for free.

SearchVirtualDesktop spoke with Bule about 
the problems with DaaS licensing and how this 
market looks in 2014.

What do you think about Amazon and  
VMware entering the DaaS market?

It’s very, very interesting. ... Amazon is taking 
what we call the hosted virtual desktop [HVD], 
and they’re using [Windows] Server images. 
It’s not Desktops as a Service. And they have 
to go that route because of [Windows desktop 
OS] licensing restrictions. … If VMware and 
Desktone don’t copy Amazon and deploy Win-
dows Server 2008 R2 images, they’re not going 
to be able to compete in that market.

At tuCloud ... we’re not about building pub-
lic, multi-tenant clouds. The separation of 
identities on these multi-tenant infrastruc-
tures just isn’t secure. We think it’s a huge 
accident waiting to happen. The idea of clus-
tering tens of thousands of businesses across 
a massive multi-tenant cloud gives me the 
willies.

You have to look at [Microsoft Service Pro-
vider Licensing Agreements (SPLAs)]. SPLA li-
censing is increasing dramatically over the next 
three years. [Editor’s note: Microsoft has said it 

http://searchvirtualdesktop.techtarget.com/definition/desktop-as-a-service-DaaS
http://www.tucloud.com/DaaS_Engine.html
http://www.tucloud.com/DaaS_Engine.html
http://searchvirtualdesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240205611/IT-shops-find-ways-around-costly-Windows-licensing-rules-for-VDI-DaaS
http://searchvirtualdesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240209011/AWS-drops-a-bomb-on-VMware-Citrix-with-Amazon-WorkSpaces
http://searchvirtualdesktop.techtarget.com/opinion/What-Amazon-WorkSpaces-really-means-for-DaaS
http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/multi-tenancy
http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/multi-tenancy
http://www.brianmadden.com/blogs/gabeknuth/archive/2012/02/24/no-spla-license-for-win-7-means-that-daas-providers-can-t-provide-desktops-to-small-companies-this-is-getting-ridiculous.aspx
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will increase Windows Server Datacenter edi-
tion licensing by about 38% in January 2014, 
plus another 13% in 2015.]

What that means is, in the lead-up to Micro-
soft launching Mohoro, they’re squeezing HVD 
providers out of the market. They’re making it 
increasingly expensive to license a server as a 
desktop. That tells me that Mohoro isn’t going 
to be about Windows Server desktops; they’re 
going to deliver Windows 8.

What might that mean for how DaaS  
licensing will work in the future?
This is the dilemma. ... There’s no way on 
earth Microsoft is going to skin Windows 
Server images to those desktops. It’s their OS. 
You can argue that Microsoft can do whatever 
they want with their OS, but they’ll be open-
ing themselves up to strong legal action if they 
suddenly start selling desktops and keep every-
one else from doing it. What Microsoft does, 
they have to let the rest of the world do.

The whole ecosystem that runs on Terminal 
Services and [Citrix] XenApp, they’re holding 
their breath. … [Microsoft is] getting into the 
DaaS business and they always have been. If 

they weren’t, they never would have restricted 
us the way they have. What they’ve done is 
slowed the market until they’re ready to enter 
the market. [Editor’s note: Microsoft has de-
clined to comment on its plans around DaaS.]

What do you see changing in  
the DaaS market next year?
The idea that you can build your own DaaS 
cloud.

Over the next four or five years, I’d say, 
[there will be] lots and lots of private DaaS 
clouds all scattered around. In highly regulated 
industries, multi-tenancy is a problem. You 
have to do single tenancy because the cost of 
making a multi-tenant infrastructure that sep-
arates things enough to satisfy those regulated 
industries about the way they handle data is 
prohibitive.

Private DaaS clouds being built—that’s the 
future of DaaS. The future should be multi-ten-
ancy and public cloud; we’re going to get there, 
but only once Microsoft changes the rules.

If Windows licensing gets fixed, does that mean 
the number of DaaS vendors will increase?

http://searchvirtualdesktop.techtarget.com/opinion/Will-Microsoft-enter-the-DaaS-market-fray-with-Mohoro
http://searchvirtualdesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240205611/IT-shops-find-ways-around-costly-Windows-licensing-rules-for-VDI-DaaS
http://searchvirtualdesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240205611/IT-shops-find-ways-around-costly-Windows-licensing-rules-for-VDI-DaaS
http://searchcloudapplications.techtarget.com/answer/To-choose-the-right-multi-tenant-cloud-vendor-ask-the-right-questions
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If the licensing gets fixed, it’s going to com-
pletely blow up. The biggest thing for those 
MSPs [managed service providers] out there 
looking to build a DaaS business is choosing 
the right architecture—architecture to scale.

If you look around at the cloud space, the big 
cloud players like Amazon and Google, they’re 
not using SAN infrastructure; they’re using 
grid distribution to achieve those economies of 
cloud. … If you can’t scale, you’re in trouble. … 
Grid distribution is the way forward. Desktone 
approaches that halfway, but it still relies on 
that SAN infrastructure. … Commoditized hard-
ware, no shared components—that’s the model 
DaaS has to adopt if it’s going to have a future.

Why didn’t virtual desktop infrastructure  
pick up like people thought it would?
Ease of deployment and cost. It’s too expensive 
because you need all the hardware for SAN. 
The only people who have made money in the 
VDI space in the past five years [are] storage 
providers.

The second factor is, it’s really hard to con-
figure these things. ... They need to be easier to 
deploy; the learning curve needs to be flatter. 

[Citrix] Kaviza really led the way in that de-
partment with VDI-in-a-Box, which was revo-
lutionary in the sense that it let nontechnical 
people sit down, get an ESXi server and quickly 
deploy desktops. We do that [appliance] model 
because ... you should be able to download 
desktops and build it on a server without any 
special expertise.

So is 2014 the Year of DaaS?
I’ve been asked this question every year since 
1997. I’ve got one answer to it: There’s never 
going to be a Year of DaaS. The idea that there’s 
suddenly going to be a boom and plateau—
that’s not going to work. It’s going to be a slow, 
gradual ascent. We’re going to see the industry 
grow exponentially over the next 10 years.

We’re not going to see that Year of DaaS un-
til Microsoft changes the rules. … If they don’t, 
I’ll still be happy because we’re doing noth-
ing but building private desktop clouds for our 
customers. … So for me personally, it’s a very 
sweet spot being in this space right now.  
I don’t care at all if they change the licensing.  
If they do, though, I’ll become a billionaire.  
					      —Alyssa Wood

http://searchvirtualdesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240207270/DaaS-earns-its-stripes-with-VMware-Desktone-acquisition
http://searchvirtualdesktop.techtarget.com/definition/Citrix-VDI-in-a-Box
http://searchvirtualdesktop.techtarget.com/news/2240210363/Cloud-desktops-finally-kick-the-small-fry-VDI-label
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