
I’ve been in the IT industry for over 20 years, and I’m one of the few (lucky?) ones to have 

focused exclusively on enterprise desktop computing for my entire career. In the 1990s, work 

was a “place” people went, and when they got there, their desktop computers had everything 

they needed. No smartphones, no tablets, no business Web apps, and very few laptops.

The Windows desktop was “everything” for the users. All their apps, their data, their files, their 

settings—everything they needed was accessed via their Windows desktops. Over the years, we  

in IT got very good at managing those desktops.

Over time, work changed. People started working from non-office locations using devices 

other than Windows desktop computers. Applications changed, too. While Windows desktop 

applications were nearly 100% of the apps that users needed in 1995, now we see that shrink to less 

than 50% as users also need Web apps, SaaS, mobile, and other types of new applications. (Not 

because there are fewer Windows apps per se, but because all these other apps are being used in 

addition to the Windows desktop applications.)
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Of course IT changed over time, too. We streamlined our 

operations, we virtualized our data centers, and we embraced 

the cloud.

Pretty much the only thing that hasn’t changed is the fact that 

the enterprise end-user experience is centered around the 

Windows desktop! (Seriously, how many of your Windows 

7 deployments look pretty much like the Windows XP 

deployments you did 15 years ago?)

Sure, we’re embracing mobile. Our users can access their email 

and some SaaS apps from their phones. We have lots of Web 

apps that we “manage” as simply as sending out links to users. 

Some of our Web and SaaS apps even hook into our internal 

Active Directory stores to authenticate users.

But how much have our desktops really changed? Even in 2015, 

the Windows desktop is still the hub of a user’s life. It’s the 

aggregation point of their Windows desktop apps, their Web 

apps, their personalization, their security tokens, their settings, 

and their files.

Enter VDI
Taking all this in context, it’s easy to see how VDI became 

such a trendy thing to talk about. In a span of three years, 

server virtualization went from 0% to 90% or more. Server 

virtualization saved money, increased flexibility, and generally 

improved the data center situation in every way.

At the same time in the late 2000s, the end-user computing 

world blew up with smartphones, tablets, SaaS, and Web apps.

Desktop architects suddenly had to figure out how to deal with 

mobile devices and Web apps while their data center colleagues 

were reaping the benefits of server virtualization. “Hey,” they 

thought, “why not just take this server virtualization thing that 

worked so well and apply it to desktops!” And just like that, VDI 

was born. The same people who said, “virtualization is the future 

of the data center” also proclaimed that “VDI is the future of 

the enterprise desktop!”

Of course, after ten years of VDI being a thing, we only have 

about 5% adoption across the world, meaning that the “VDI is 

the future!” statements have been proven very wrong. But why 

is that?

Why VDI Isn’t the Future
In 2012, my colleagues and I published a book, The VDI Delusion. 

It’s a good read and still very relevant today, but if you haven’t 

read it, I can summarize the entire book like this:

All VDI does is take the existing Windows desktop computer 

and move it to the data center. While it does have some 

benefits like letting users securely work from anywhere and from 

any device, there are many major drawbacks.

First is the simple fact that VDI, by itself, does not change the 

management paradigm of a Windows desktop computer. You 

still have to manage Windows, manage, install, and update 

applications, deal with user profiles, registry and DLL issues, run 

antivirus, figure out security, etc.

On top of that, VDI has the additional burden of having to run 

a high-end data center environment to deliver those desktops, 

including managing servers, storage, availability, and backups. 

(Not to mention you have to figure out how to tune all that for 

desktop workloads instead of servers.)

And VDI requires that users have a fast connection to their data 

centers, does not allow them to work offline, and has difficulty 

with applications that are graphically-intense and applications 

that require high-speed and real-time peripherals (webcams, 

VOIP, etc.).

As if that’s all not enough, VDI is still only about Windows 

desktop applications. VDI does nothing to address SaaS, Web 

and mobile apps. Also, even though VDI desktops can be 

accessed from smartphones and tablets, the Windows desktop 

that VDI delivers is designed to be used from a device with a 

large screen, a keyboard, and a mouse. So even though a user 

can access a VDI desktop from a tablet, VDI does not magically 

convert that critical Windows desktop application into a form 

that’s usable from that tablet.

Then there’s the cost. While it’s true that VDI can lower the cost 

of the end-user computing device, it essentially just transfers 

that cost into the data center. On top of that, you have to pay 

for additional VDI software licenses and Microsoft Windows 

licenses for all your users.
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Taken together, these reasons are why VDI adoption rate is still 

around 5%.

To be clear, I’m not “against” VDI per se. If you have a Windows 

desktop application that you want to deliver to anyone, 

anywhere, then VDI is a great solution. It’s just that VDI isn’t the 

magic solution that solves all the end-user computing challenges 

we’re facing in 2015.

So if VDI isn’t the future of the enterprise desktop,  
then what is?

Introducing “The Workspace”
We believe the future of the enterprise desktop is something we 

call “The Workspace.” The Workspace is not a product; rather, 

it’s the concept that everything a user needs—their Windows 

apps, their SaaS and Web apps, their documents, their files, and 

their personalization—can all be delivered to them, securely, in 

a format that’s easy to use regardless of where they are or what 

type of device they’re using.

The workspace represents a fundamental shift in the focal point 

of end-user computing management. Rather than managing a 

Windows desktop, the workspace is about managing the things a 

user needs. The workspace is about apps, data, and settings, not 

desktops, the registry, and DLLs.

The workspace is also more intelligent than a Windows desktop. 

It delivers everything the user needs in a format that’s logical 

depending on what type of device is being used. (Why should a 

user have to use a second VDI desktop with its own settings and 

its own Start Menu if they already have one locally?)

The workspace makes it easy to incorporate many of the modern 

concepts users are already accustomed to in their personal lives. 

For example, the workspace makes it easy for users to request 

access to new applications and for those applications to be 

delivered in a way that’s easy to use. The workspace makes it easy 

for users to solve simple problems on their own.

Most importantly, the workspace allows contextual awareness to 

be built into the entire user experience. If a user is on a Windows 

desktop, they should get the Windows desktop application (and 

just the application, not a whole second desktop). If they’re on 

a tablet, they should get the Web app. If they’re on a mobile 

device, they should get the mobile app. If they’re outside of the 

office, they should not have access to the apps that are only 

available from inside the office.

Making the Workspace a Reality
The fundamental technologies that enable the workspace are real 

today. Implementing them is not so much a technical challenge 

as it is thinking about the “hub” of the end-user computing 

environment in a different way—the “hub” as a concept, rather 

than a Windows desktop.

For example, the workspace means that Windows apps can be 

delivered, on demand, only to the users who need them. Imagine 

how much money that can save in application licensing versus 

having all these Windows apps installed on desktops and laptops 

that you’re paying for but that users never use?

The workspace means that SaaS and Web apps can be managed 

and secured centrally while enabling users to access them from 

the local browser on their client device. Compare that to using 

VDI just to deliver some internal Web apps. In addition to being 

clunky to use, you’re paying for an expensive VDI environment (in 

terms of hardware, operational costs, and Microsoft licenses) just 

to deliver a browser!

The workspace means that users can get a familiar interface  

that’s device-appropriate, resulting in happier users and fewer 

support calls.

And of course, the workspace provides an end-user computing 

environment that users are actually happy to use. (This is vastly 

different than the “VDI revolt” where users wonder, “Why do 

I have to use this old Windows remote desktop from my sleek 

new modern device?”)

All of this is available today from several vendors. The ideal 

workspace vendor provides a product that is open and lets you 

leverage your existing investments in datacenters, servers, app 

provisioning and management, desktop lifecycle management, file 

sharing, mobility management, service management, and license 

management without forcing you to migrate into their closed, 

proprietary system. The ideal workspace product works with 

what you have, rather than forcing you to use what it offers or 

forcing you into its “software family.”
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Summary
VDI was a great “first attempt” at modernizing the enterprise 

Windows desktop. It got us 5% of the way there, and that’s great. 

The Workspace will get us the rest of the way there.

Make no mistake. VDI and related technologies will be a part of 

the workspace. Certain Windows desktop applications will always 

be Windows desktop applications, and that’s not a bad thing. The 

workspace can deliver them with modern contextual awareness 

alongside SaaS, web, and mobile apps.

The workspace can also ensure that users’ files and data are 

available to them from all their applications—regardless of 

technology—in a way that’s integrated with an enterprise’s 

security policies. It lets users customize their environment so it 

feels comfortable to them and request access to new apps and 

services without having to open a separate system.

The workspace benefits IT in terms of lower server, storage, and 

networking costs, as well as lower costs for end user support 

and management, all while providing an experience that leads to 

happier users.

The workspace is more than a pretty collection of icons on a 

corporate desktop or a smartphone. It represents the future 

of end-user computing in the enterprise, it’s something that’s 

available today and there are several vendors pursuing this 

direction aggressively.
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