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The	“Conversational”	Method	

We	have	two	objectives	when	we	create	a	
“Conversational”	book:	First,	to	make	sure	it’s	
written	in	a	conversational	tone	so	that	it’s	fun	and	
easy	to	read.	Second,	to	make	sure	you,	the	reader,	
can	immediately	take	what	you	read	and	include	it	
into	your	own	conversations	(personal	or	business-
focused)	with	confidence.	

“Geek	in	the	Mirror”	Boxes	

We	infuse	humor	and	insight	into	our	books	through	
both	cartoons	and	light	banter	from	the	author.	
When	you	see	one	of	these	boxes	it’s	the	author	
stepping	outside	the	dialog	to	speak	directly	to	you.	
It	might	be	an	anecdote;	it	might	be	a	personal	
experience.		

	

Within	these	boxes	I	can	share	
just	about	anything	on	the	
subject	at	hand.	Read	’em!	

	



	

	

The	Challenge	of	Migrating	Public	
Folders	to	Office	365	

	

When	thinking	about	migrating	to	Office	365	
(specifically,	Exchange	Online),	it’s	pretty	likely	you	
are	hyper-focused	on	mailbox	migration.		After	all,	
mailboxes	are	the	primary	focus	of	your	Exchange	
environment.		

But,	for	many	of	you,	public	folders	are	still	a	key	
part	of	how	your	organization	operates	–	and	yet	it’s	



	

	

usually	the	case	that	very	little	thought	has	been	put	
into	migrating	public	folders	specifically.	This	may	be	
because	migrations	to	Office	365	are	generally	
hyper-focused	with	the	mailbox	migration	first,	
causing	public	folders	to	take	a	back	seat	in	the	
migration	‘to-do’	list.		You	might	also	be	excited	
about	the	better	collaboration	tools	in	Office	365	
(like	SharePoint	Online)	that	are	going	to	replace	
public	folders.		But	you	still	need	to	determine	what	
you’re	going	to	do	with	your	existing	public	folder	
data.	

	

There	was	a	time	when	public	
folders	were	the	answer	to	a	

collaboration	prayer	(and	still	are	
for	many).		But	they	quickly	

became	the	dumping	ground	for	
data	that	grew	stale	quickly.		

Let’s	face	it,	whether	you	cull	the	
data	or	not,	migration	can	be	a	
nightmare.	But	it’s	worth	doing	it	
right	rather	than	continuing	to	
just	move	it	from	one	flavor	of	

Exchange	to	another	in	
perpetuity.		



	

	

You	have	decisions	before	you.		Will	you	analyze	
your	public	folder	hierarchies	to	determine	which	
data	can	be	pruned	as	opposed	to	migrated?		Where	
will	you	move	the	public	folder	data?		You	can	move	
it	to	a	“modern”	public	folder	in	Office	365,	or	to	
Office	365	Groups,	or	to	a	shared	mailbox.		Will	you	
use	the	free	tools	Microsoft	provides	or	go	with	a	
third-party	solution	to	assist?	

	

If	you	have	a	very	small	public	
folder	infrastructure	(sub	30	GB)	
you	can	consider	using	Outlook	
PST	export	as	another	option.		
But	there	are	issues	with	

permissions,	data	integrity	(like	
appointment	ownership)	and	
auto-split	when	you	use	this	
approach	with	larger	public	

folder	data.		Microsoft	doesn’t	
recommend	it	and	neither	do	I.	

As	it	turns	out,	despite	Microsoft	providing	
PowerShell	scripts	(in	March	of	2017)	to	move	your	
public	folders	as	part	of	a	batch	migration,	the	steps	
involved	leave	a	great	deal	of	room	for	error.		As	



	

	

Microsoft	MVP	Tony	Redmond	called	the	process	
“manual	and	tiresome”	with	CSV	file	manipulation	
and	such.	

Assuming	your	organization	strongly	relies	on	public	
folders,	should	you	get	the	migration	wrong,	the	
implications	can	be	substantial.	From	very	tactical	
and	technical	issues	–	like	failures	to	transfer	data	
properly	–	to	strategic	and	business-impacting	issues	
like	an	inability	to	collect	revenue	or	a	degradation	
in	providing	support	to	a	customer.	

The	other	factor	here	is	time.	The	longer	your	
migration	takes	to	transition	from	an	older	version	
of	Exchange	to	Exchange	Online,	there	are	
ramifications	around	end-user	productivity,	and	the	
perception	of	IT.			

So,	the	question	becomes,	how	should	you	approach	
public	folder	migrations?	

Begin	with	a	survey	of	your	existing	environment	by	
reviewing	the	Exchange	flavors	you’re	working	with,	
the	extent	of	your	public	folder	use	and	size	of	those	
folders.		Get	a	better	understanding	of	the	new	
architecture	in	Exchange	Online,	looking	at	what	you	



	

	

plan	to	migrate	there,	and	then	building	a	migration	
plan	that	uses	the	right	process	and	toolsets	to	
ensure	usability	and	visibility	throughout	the	
migration,	while	maintaining	the	availability	and	
productivity	of	public	folder	data	itself.	

My	goal	for	the	remainder	of	this	book	is	to	educate	
you	on	the	specific	challenges	that	exist	with	public	
folder	migration.	I’ll	look	at	how	the	changes	in	
public	folder	architecture,	as	well	as	the	migration	
itself,	all	can	create	a	less-than-desirable	migration	
experience.		

I’ll	also	provide	some	direction	on	what	steps	to	take	
to	make	your	migration	as	seamless	and	painless	as	
possible.	

	

	 	



	

	

Public	Folder	Architectural	Challenges	in	
Migrating	to	Office	365	

I’m	guessing	most	of	you	had	no	idea	the	public	
folder	architecture	changed	under	the	hood	in	the	
last	few	years.		You’ve	probably	just	thought	public	
folders	are	public	folders.		

But	there	have	been	some	changes	to	the	
architecture	that	impact	migrations	of	public	folders	
that	you	need	to	be	aware	of.		Microsoft	introduced	
“modern”	public	folders	in	Exchange	2013.	

	

Public	folders	are	now	part	of	a	
mailbox	database	rather	than	
having	their	own	separate	
database.		One	value	to	this	
approach	is	that	you	can	now	
make	public	folders	part	of	a	
DAG	for	native	data	protection	
(aka	redundancy	through	passive	
copies)	rather	than	using	public	

folder	replicas.	

	



	

	

Public	Folder	Mailboxes	

Prior	to	the	release	of	Exchange	2013,	public	folders	
used	to	be	a	simple	monolithic	public	folder	
database	repository	–	there	were	no	size	
boundaries,	so	you	could	keep	growing	them	as	long	
as	you	had	disk	space.	In	addition,	you	would	use	
replicas	to	put	that	public	folder	data	closer	to	the	
people	that	needed	to	access	it.	

Since	Exchange	2013,	that	has	changed.	The	concept	
of	Public	Folder	Mailboxes	–	essentially	partitioned	
storage	containers	with	size,	depth,	and	maximum	
user	limitations	–	took	over	and	continues	to	this	
day	with	both	Exchange	2016	and	Exchange	Online.	
With	a	100GB	size	limitation	(with	E3/E5	plans),	and	
a	recommendation	from	Microsoft	not	to	exceed	
50%	of	that	amount,	any	public	folder	data	migrated	
automatically	gets	partitioned	into	segmented	
pieces	of	data.		This	is	called	‘auto-split’.	

Auto-Split	

In	Exchange	Online,	public	folder	growth	is	managed	
with	an	auto-split	feature	that	automatically	splits	
the	public	folder	mailbox	when	certain	sizes	are	



	

	

reached.		It	doesn’t	like,	however,	when	there	is	a	
sudden	growth	in	size	which	is	why	the	PST	export	
option	isn’t	recommended.	

The	auto-split	process	goes	into	action	when	the	
public	folder	reaches	the	warning	quota	of	24.5GB.		
It	will	then	start	looking	to	move	public	folder	data	
into	another	public	folder	mailbox	that	has	room	or	
actually	create	another	public	folder	mailbox	to	split	
that	data	into	two	parts.			

The	direction	from	Microsoft	on	public	folder	
migrations	for	Exchange	2013/2016	is	that	you	must	
first	look	at	the	size	of	single	public	folders	and	if	any	
are	larger	than	25	GB,	these	must	be	shrunk	down	
(aka	delete	or	divide	the	data)	or	they	don’t	
recommend	you	move	those	public	folders.	

So,	what	steps	do	you	need	to	take	to	align	your	
existing	Public	Folders	with	Exchange	in	Office	365?	

Pre-Architect	Your	Source	Public	Folders	

Begin	by	assessing	the	public	folder	structure	you	
have	today.	You	can	visually	walk	the	source	tree,	
looking	at	the	number	of	folders,	the	amount	of	data	



	

	

stored	within	a	folder	tree	and	even	within	a	single	
folder	–	all	calculating	what	this	will	look	like	once	
you	move	it	to	Office	365	and	how	you	can	allow	for	
growth.		

	

You	can	use	the	Exchange	
Management	Shell	(EMS)	to	view	
statistics	for	public	folder	and	

public	folder	items.	

https://tinyurl.com/y793qs6w 	

A	single	set	of	public	folders	housing	200GBs	needs	
to	be	split	into	8	separate	data	sets	of	sub-25GB.	
Single	folders	with	50GBs	or	more	need	to	be	
reassessed	to	see	if	the	data	can	be	broken	into	
more	than	one	folder.		

All	this	results	in	restructuring	the	source	public	
folders	before	the	move.		It’s	possible	you	may	need	
to	do	this	exercise	multiple	times	because	the	last	
design,	while	meeting	migration	requirements,	
doesn’t	meet	the	current	business	requirements.	So,	
begin	your	pre-architecting	with	caution,	as	you	
need	to	be	thinking	about	both	the	present	and	the	
future	needs.	



	

	

The	Microsoft	Migration	Process	

Looking	at	the	process	Microsoft	provides	through	
TechNet	for	2013	and	2016	public	folders	to	
Exchange	Online	there	are	roughly	9	steps	with	
many	sub-steps	to	consider.	

Step	1:		Download	the	migration	scripts	

Step	2:		Prepare	for	the	migration	

Step	3:		Generate	the	.csv	files	

Step	4:		Create	the	public	folder	mailboxes	in	
Exchange	Online	

Step	5:		Start	the	migration	request	

Step	6:		Lock	down	the	public	folders	in	the	
Exchange	2013/2016	environment	for	final	
migration	(public	folder	downtime	required)	

Step	7:		Finalize	the	public	folder	migration	(public	
folder	downtime	required)	

Step	8:		Test	and	unlock	public	folders	in	Exchange	
Online	

Step	9:		Finalize	the	migration	on-premises	



	

	

Challenges	in	the	Public	Folder	Migration	Itself	

Let’s	assume	you’ve	got	your	source	folders	
architected	properly	and	you	turn	your	attention	to	
the	migration	itself	with	the	steps	and	sub-steps	in	
mind.	There	are	still	some	challenges	to	keep	in	
mind	before	making	the	move.	

• Limits	–	Know	your	public	folder	limits	
before	you	make	the	move.		For	example,	
10GB	max	single	folder	size,	and	the	1,000	
public	folder	mailbox	ceiling.	

• Migration	Time	–	Synchronizing	even	just	
50GBs	of	data	won’t	happen	in	5	minutes;	
it’s	going	to	take	a	substantial	amount	of	
time	–	likely	in	the	days	or	weeks	of	time	
realm,	depending	on	how	much	data	you	
have.		

• Inflexibility	–	even	with	re-architecting	the	
source,	the	scripts	aren’t	designed	to	do	
granular	moves.	

• Limited	Visibility	–	The	PowerShell	scripts	
move	the	data	automatically	with	no	real	



	

	

insight	into	what’s	happening.		However,	
once	you	kick	off	a	migration	you	can	view	
the	progress	and	completion	through	the	
Exchange	Admin	Center	(EAC)	or	using	the	
Get-MigrationBatch	cmdlet.		

	

Although	we’ve	focused	on	
Exchange	2013/2016	migration,	
there	are	directions	for	legacy	
migrations	too.		In	addition,	you	
can	find	direction	from	Microsoft	

for	migrating	your	Exchange	
2007/2010	public	folders	to	

Exchange	Online.		

	

	 	



	

	

Making	your	Migration	Usable	

Most	migrations	start	as	a	technical	discussion	of	
how	it	can	be	accomplished,	what	tools	are	
necessary,	and	what	data	sets	are	involved.	But	to	
keep	businesses	today	running,	IT	can	no	longer	let	
technology	dictate	the	migration	path.		

So,	what	preliminary	steps	should	you	take?	

Step	1.	Start	with	the	Business	

Start	the	planning	process	from	a	business	objectives	
standpoint	first,	and	then	decide	how	to	leverage	
technology	to	accomplish	and	meet	the	business	
goals.	Which	public	folders	are	critical	to	
operations?	Which	are	necessary	for	an	ad-hoc	
archive?	What	parts	of	the	business	access	each	
folder?	Understand	exactly	how	the	folders	are	used	
within	the	business.	Once	you’ve	answered	these	
questions,	you	can	begin	to	formulate	how	the	
migration	needs	to	happen	and,	therefore,	what	
pre-migration	work	may	be	necessary.	

	



	

	

Step	2.	Re-Architect	

With	the	organization’s	needs	in	full	view,	you	can	
apply	those	business	objectives,	the	existing	folder	
tree,	and	the	limitations	in	Office	365	to	properly	
plan	out	a	new	architecture	that	will	facilitate	both	a	
smooth	migration	and	usability	of	the	data	once	
migrated.	

Keep	in	mind	the	space	and	folder	limitations	in	
Office	365,	and	mix	that	with	the	business	needs	of	
each	source	folder	to	create	a	source	environment	
that,	once	migrated,	will	be	able	to	grow	as	the	
organization	does.	

Step	3.	Plan	the	Migration	

Here’s	where	you	need	to	figure	out	exactly	how	
you’ll	perform	the	migration	–	will	you	use	the	
Microsoft-provided	scripts?	Create/Modify	your	own	
(which	isn’t	supported),	or	leverage	a	third-party	
tool?	The	ideal	answer	is	actually	to	leverage	a	
solution	vendor	that	wants	to	partner	–	and	not	just	
provide	tools	–	that	has	the	desire	and	expertise	to	
make	the	transition	a	success	at	both	a	technical	
level	and	at	a	business	and	IT	perception	level.		



	

	

The	Big	Takeaways	

The	move	to	Office	365	isn’t	as	simple	when	it	
comes	to	public	folders.	The	changes	from	older	on-
prem	versions	of	Exchange	to	the	current	version	of	
Exchange	Online	make	simply	pushing	public	folder	
data	into	the	cloud	a	bit	clunky.	

By	understanding	the	limitations	in	Office	365,	and	
the	methods	by	which	Microsoft	address	them	as	
you	push	public	folder	data	in,	you	can	better	
formulate	how	your	current	structure	needs	to	look	
to	be	best	migrated.		

Leveraging	partners	with	solutions	will	likely	increase	
the	speed,	accuracy,	and	usability	of	your	public	
folders	both	during	the	migration,	and	afterwards.	

	

I’ve	done	batch	migrations	of	
both	mailboxes	and	public	

folders	and	personally…	I	prefer	
working	with	a	solid	third-party	

solution	to	help	me	do	it.		
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