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Introduction

Even when handled properly, evaluating software for your organization can be extremely resource-intensive. Finding dedicated hardware or an appropriately shared environment—to ensure that the evaluation does not interfere with business operations—can be difficult. Business software can also be complex to configure, and until now, the individuals doing the evaluation always had to manage this configuration. One solution that addresses both of these challenges is server virtualization. 
As server virtualization continues to penetrate into mainstream business IT infrastructures, more IT tasks will take advantage of one of the chief attributes of server virtualization: encapsulation. In the context of software evaluation, virtual machine encapsulation brings with it two enormous benefits to your business. 
First, by their very nature, virtual machines are isolated from the host hardware environment on which they run. Thus isolated, a given virtual machine—and the applications running on it—will not interact with the other processes and applications running in your environment unless you explicitly configure it to do so. This opens up a broader range of hardware scenarios in which you can evaluate new software in a safe and practical manner.
The second key benefit virtual machines provide for software evaluation is their capacity to encapsulate entire IT environments. A guest virtual machine encapsulated in a virtual hard disk (VHD) file runs its own operating system on its own virtualized hardware, and thus can be moved or copied to any physical computer with sufficient processing power and memory to run it—without having to reconfigure the applications installed on the virtual machine. In this way, a virtual machine with evaluation software installed and preconfigured on it would bring plug-and-play convenience to software evaluation. 
The Microsoft VHD Test Drive Program is a new software delivery channel that provides Microsoft evaluation software to customers and gives software manufacturers the ability to redistribute their software preconfigured on a Windows® platform. The Microsoft VHD Test Drive Program was designed to leverage the portability and isolation benefits of virtual machines to simplify and accelerate the process of software evaluation for both consumers and software producers.

Another step in the Microsoft commitment to virtualization 
The Microsoft Virtual Hard Disk (VHD) file format is an integral part of the Microsoft commitment to virtualization. VHD files specify a virtual machine hard disk that can reside on a native host file system encapsulated within a single file. The VHD format is used by Microsoft® Virtual PC 2004 and Virtual Server 2005, and it will also be used by a future version of Microsoft® Windows Server® that includes hypervisor-based virtualization technology. Customers and partners who invest the VHD file format will have a clear path forward to future Windows virtualization technologies.
Leveraging the built-in capabilities of VHDs to improve the software evaluation experience for both partners and customers is a natural step forward for Microsoft. Starting in early 2005, Microsoft significantly increased momentum around virtualization solutions with operating system licensing changes, new releases of virtualization platforms, and the acquisition of additional software technology. Microsoft also recently announced that Windows Server virtualization will be available within 180 days of the release of the next version of the Microsoft Windows Server operating system, code-named “Longhorn.”
The ability to run several operating systems simultaneously on a single computer has existed since the 1970s. However, it has only been recently that low-cost commodity server and workstation computing power has increased in availability to the point where virtualization could move off of the mainframe and into widespread use. While leveraging the capabilities of virtual machines to improve software evaluation is certainly not the last way in which virtualization will continue to change the software industry, the VHD Test Drive Program provides an immediate and clear benefit to Microsoft customers and partners.
What is the VHD Test Drive Program?
The VHD Test Drive Program is a new software distribution channel designed to enable Microsoft customers and partners to confidently evaluate mainstream business software from Microsoft or Microsoft partners with a fraction of the time and effort traditionally associated with software evaluation. While software producers are enthusiastic for IT professionals and decision makers to experience their software solutions, the challenge for customers is installing and configuring the evaluation software that they have obtained in an appropriately isolated hardware environment.
Rather than downloading installation files, customers who use the VHD Test Drive Program receive fully functional virtual machines with the evaluation software preinstalled and preconfigured. This helps to minimize the effort and complexity of software evaluations and makes it possible to evaluate software in isolated virtual machine environments.
Who is the VHD Test Drive Program for?
The VHD Test Drive Program is for everyone. The program is designed to extend the ‘plug and play’ paradigm of easy-to-use hardware to software evaluation, saving customers time and letting them focus on what the software can do for them rather than how to configure it.
The VHD Test Drive Program is also for Microsoft partners. Partners can install their products on images provided in the VHD Test Drive Program and make them available for customer download on their own Web sites. This can help to accelerate partners’ sales cycles and facilitate broader dissemination of partner software. For more information on how to participate in this program as a partner, visit the VHD Test Drive Program Partner Portal at http://go.microsoft.com/fwlink/?LinkId=78431
To learn more about how you can benefit from this program as either a customer or a partner, see the Benefits section below.

What are VHD Test Drive Program base virtual machine images?
The base virtual machine image (also referred to as the base image) used in the VHD Test Drive Program is a virtual hard disk image with a Microsoft operating system installed on it.  The VHD Test Drive Program includes several virtual machine images, each of which is comprised of one or more Microsoft applications that are installed and preconfigured to work together. The resulting virtual machine images can then be distributed to customers physically or electronically to provide an immediate product experience, without the hassle of software installation and hardware configuration.
Because the base images are easy to set up and use, customers can take full advantage of the predetermined evaluation period for each image. Note that while the images are configured to expire after certain amount of time, this does not significantly limit the 'shelf life' of each image—images can be prepared and made available for download or distribution for quite a long time while still providing customers with a full evaluation period. Specific details about the expiration policy of a particular image are included in the Readme.htm file that accompanies it.
How are the VHD Test Drive Program VHDs distributed?

VHD Test Drive Program VHDs are distributed primarily through three principal channels: a free channel, a subscription channel, and the partner channel.

Program VHDs are available for free customer download on the Microsoft® TechNet® Web site at www.microsoft.com/vhd. Parallel to this distribution channel, TechNet Plus and MSDN® subscribers have access to the same site and can adjust their evaluation period via their subscriptions.
Microsoft partners also act as a distribution channel for the program. Partners can create base images with evaluation applications preinstalled and make them available for customer download from their Web sites. Partners can also distribute images to customers via other means, such as on a DVD or a USB flash drive.
Program Benefits for Software Producers

The VHD Test Drive Program provides Microsoft partners with a convenient and straightforward process for creating application images, facilitates widespread distribution of those images, and enables accelerated evaluation and testing of these applications by their customers.
While certainly a convenience for your customers, the VHD Test Drive Program also simplifies the process for creating your own application images in two ways. First, the program provides detailed, documented steps for creating images for use in the program. This saves you the time and expense of experimenting to find out what works. Second, the configuration process is streamlined to save you time and money. The Microsoft operating system and applications necessary to run your application are already installed and configured; all you need to do is add your product to the image and configure it.
Because the VHD images are easy to replicate and easy to download, the VHD Test Drive Program can also encourage the distribution of your evaluation applications to a wider audience. The images are also easy to distribute via other means: You can burn them to CD or DVD to send to customers, or copy the images to USB flash drives to hand out at conferences and other events.
Using virtual machines to distribute your evaluation software also gives you the ability to provide your customers with fully functional software. In the past, in order to deter piracy, it was common for software producers to distribute evaluation software with some of the most powerful and desirable functionality removed or disabled. While this tactic can be effective in discouraging the piracy of your software, it can also be an obstacle to sales: Some of the most compelling features of your software may be the very features that were removed or limited. The anti-piracy measures built into the VHD Test Drive Program can help circumvent this dilemma. With this program, you can distribute fully functional retail versions of your software without including the installation files, and you can also be confident that the virtual machine will cease to function after a predetermined number of days after the customer initializes it for the first time. For more information on the security measures Microsoft has included in the VHD Test Drive Program, visit the program partner portal at http://go.microsoft.com/fwlink/?LinkId=78431
The VHD Test Drive Program can accelerate customer testing and evaluation of your applications and, by extension, accelerate the sales cycle of your applications. Whether you are producing preinstalled server images or a preconfigured demonstration, the VHD Test Drive Program process eliminates the complexities of evaluation software installation and configuration from the end-user experience, giving your customers a better sense of what your products can do for them. Finally, images created in the VHD Test Drive Program process have a reasonable shelf life: You will not be required to frequently update or rebuild the images that you make available for customer evaluation.
All of these factors contribute to a better, richer experience for your customers while they evaluate your software.
Program Benefits for Software Consumers
Whether you are an IT professional, a business or technology decision maker, or a knowledge worker, the software distributed via the VHD Test Drive Program provides you with a convenient and simple means of evaluating software. The program enables you to evaluate applications in an isolated environment while helping to reduce your costs related to software evaluation.
VHD Test Drive Program-based software evaluation is simple and convenient. It is easy to install and evaluate preconfigured images already installed on a guest operating system—all you have to do is plug and play. This reduces the installation and configuration time previously associated with software evaluation. The images also hide installation and configuration intricacies and complexities from other end users, helping to ensure that others in your organization can get a realistic idea of what the applications they are evaluating can do for the business, rather than get hung up on the challenges of getting it to work the first time.

IT professionals can take advantage of the VHD Test Drive Program to more quickly, easily, and reliably demonstrate new software applications to both management and end users. Because the evaluation base images contain fully functional software installed and preconfigured on the operating system by the producers themselves, decision makers can get a more realistic idea of what the software can do for their businesses. The minimal time needed to set up the evaluation software also means your business gets more time during the evaluation period to try out the software in more complex use-case scenarios. Knowledge workers benefit from these same advantages as they can more fully experience the software rather than the challenges associated with configuration.
By their very nature, virtual machines create an isolated environment in which you can evaluate applications. Unless you specifically configure them to do so, applications running on virtual machines will not interact with—nor interfere with—existing tools and applications in your environment. 

All of this can help to reduce the costs of software evaluation in your organization. The VHD Test Drive Program shortens the time you need to allocate for software evaluation. It requires minimal hardware to build an evaluation/test environment utilizing virtual machines. And virtual machine-based evaluation enables you to more quickly replicate the environment needed to evaluate the software.
Conclusion

The Microsoft VHD Test Drive program is a breakthrough in the Microsoft approach to evaluation software distribution. Encapsulation is an innate quality of hardware virtualization. The VHD Test Drive program leverages this benefit of virtual machines to enhance software evaluation. Rather than downloading and manually configuring evaluation software, customers can use this program to download preconfigured, fully functional virtual machines running the software that they can then evaluate in an environment that is isolated from other applications on the network. This enables customers to spend more time evaluating the software and less time configuring or troubleshooting it. For Microsoft and Microsoft partner ISVs, releasing evaluation software in this manner gives them the ability to demonstrate software solutions interacting while removing the burden of configuration from their customers. 
Related Links

For more information about the VHD Test Drive Program, or to find out how you can participate in it, visit: www.microsoft.com/vhd
For partner information about the VHD Test Drive Program, visit the partner portal at: http://go.microsoft.com/fwlink/?LinkId=78431
To learn more about Virtual Server 2005 and the Microsoft commitment to virtualization, visit: http://www.microsoft.com/virtualserver
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