
Customer Profile

www.liquidware.com

 

Overview
The Health Information Technology (HIT) Department at Michigan State 
University set a goal of having all of its servers and desktops virtualized 
by 2014. The department supports IT services for 2,400 faculty, staff, 
students, doctors, nurses and other healthcare professionals across 
three facilities, including Michigan State’s College of Human Medicine, 
College of Osteopathic Medicine, the College of Nursing and student 
health services. MSU’s HIT IT staff supports systems for classrooms, 
computer labs, clinics and professional offices. HIT already has 
virtualized more than 200 applications to provide virtual desktops 
for approximately 20 percent of the 2,400 users that the department 
serves. Their goal was to leverage non-persistent floating VM pools to 
conserve resources, yet provide users with a consistent, customized 
desktop experience.

The Challenge 
Michigan State University has ambitious plans for virtualizing the 
IT infrastructure that serves its medical schools and student health 
services – it has already virtualized more than 90 percent of its servers 
and wants nearly 100 percent of its servers and desktops virtualized 
by 2014. However, after migrating its first couple hundred desktops to 
VMware® View, HIT leadership was edified with two important insights. 
The first was that winning user support is a key requirement for 
expanding the virtual desktop infrastructure (VDI), and the second was 
that providing a consistent quality user experience that allows for user 
personalization is key to winning user support.

“We knew there would be a lot of challenges for us to go to a virtual 
desktop infrastructure, especially because of the number of apps that 
we support,” said J.J. Strieff, HIT network director. “Our typical clinical 
users require about 10 applications and it is critical that they have 
the ability to preserve their settings. We knew early on that managing 
user profiles would be very important to the success of our desktop 
virtualization initiative.”
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HIT experimented with several approaches to pro-
viding virtual desktops, including full VMs, floating 
pools and persistent desktops stored on disk.

“We knew that to keep our users happy, we had 
to give them a consistent experience. Persistent 
desktops are one way to do that, because all the 
user’s changes and customizations are saved,” 
said Strieff. 

“The problem is, over time, persistent virtual 
desktops tend to get bloated. They can also get 
corrupted, and performance suffers.”

That knowledge led to the decision to implement 
and deliver pools of non-persistent VMs. This 
approach solved the problems of bloat, corruption 
and performance issues; however the HIT IT 
staff still needed to find a way of preserving 
user profile settings and data and retain all their 
personal preferences. Enter ProfileUnity from 
Liquidware. Award-winning ProfileUnity is a 
feature-rich and affordable user virtualization and 
profile management solution for virtual desktop 
deployments and physical PCs. ProfileUnity 
decouples user profiles and data from the 
operating system for migration to VMware View 
or any platform that supports Windows OS. 

ProfileUnity delivers a flexible universal profile 
that is compatible across multiple versions, 
including Windows® XP/2000/Vista/ Server 
2003/2008/Windows 7/8. With no software to 
install on desktops, this cost-effective solution 
separately stores and infuses user profiles, 
configurations, and data into the Windows OS in 
seconds at logon, enabling organizations to be 
more flexible than ever before with their desktops.

The Solution 
“ProfileUnity specifically solved the problem 
we had to provide user personalization on 
nonpersistent desktops,” said Strieff. “Now every 
time our staff logged in they received a ‘fresh’ VM 
that retained nothing from the previous session. 
However ProfileUnity infused the profiles and 
personalization back in to each session. Now we 
had the best of both worlds.”

ProfileUnity does not require an agent to be 
installed on the user machine, which perfectly fit 
HIT’s goal of letting users access their desktops 
from anywhere using any computer. ProfileUnity 
is completely compatible with Michigan State’s 
VMware virtual infrastructure or any other platform 
that supports Windows, including physical 
PCs. Because it works with physical and virtual 
desktops, ProfileUnity is often used to preserve 
user profiles during Windows refreshes or upgrade 
projects, both physical-to-physical and physical-to-
virtual.

The Results
HIT deployed ProfileUnity for some of its virtual 
users and continues to add more as time allows. 

“It’s clear that our ProfileUnity users have the best 
virtual desktop experience by far. The only reason it 
isn’t on all our desktops right now is time, because 
we are ramping up fast and have a lot of things 
to do,” said Strieff. “Installing ProfileUnity wasn’t a 
priority at first, but after having seen the inherent 
benefit to using the product, it’s definitely a priority 
now.” 

ProfileUnity is helping Michigan State expand its 
use of virtual desktops, which has been beneficial 
to the institution in many ways. HIT noted some of 
the benefits to using virtual desktops in healthcare 
and higher education in a project update it sent to 
its users:

• For the clinician, VDI provides peace of 
mind. The Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act (HIPAA) rules don’t specify 
which devices or technologies can access 
sensitive patient data. They simply require that 
the data itself be secured, and when shared, 
it must be over an encrypted connection. VDI 
inherently meets both requirements, regardless 
of the device the VDI session is accessed on. 

• Moreover, healthcare and education are 
sectors notorious for running legacy 
applications. For example, Windows 7 64-bit 
can’t run 16-bit applications. VDI is ideal when 
there are specialized applications that must be 
so supported
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The Future
Within a few months of implementing virtual 
desktops, HIT had migrated about 20 percent of 
its users to them and is on track to meet its goal 
of near 100 percent virtualization by 2014. “We’re 
going faster now that we’ve put the learning curve 
behind us,” said Strieff. “ProfileUnity has been 
extremely easy to manage. After setup it’s been 
hands-off ever since. It also has been rock solid 
as far as capturing user changes. The product 
has done exactly what it said it would do, and 
removed an obstacle that could have stalled 
our project. Instead, we are well on the path we 
envisioned from the start, and we believe we will 
continue to progress and improve on our desktop 
virtualization investment over the next five to 
seven years.”


