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Configure an Environment Variable Item 

2 out of 44 rated this helpful - Rate this topic  

Applies To: Windows 8, Windows Server 2008 R2, Windows Server 2012 

Environment Variable preference items allow you to create, update, replace, and delete user and 

system environment variables or semicolon-delimited segments of the PATH variable. Before 

you create an Environment Variable preference item, you should review the behavior of each 

type of action possible with this extension. 

Creating an Environment Variable item 

To create a new Environment Variable preference item 

1. Open the Group Policy Management Console . Right-click the Group Policy object 

(GPO) that should contain the new preference item, and then click Edit .  

2. In the console tree under Computer Configuration or User Configuration , expand the 

Preferences folder, and then expand the Windows Settings folder.  

3. Right-click the Environment node, point to New , and select Environment Variable . 

4. In the New Environment Variable Properties dialog box, select an Action for Group 

Policy to perform. (For more information, see "Actions" in this topic.) 

5. Enter environment variable settings for Group Policy to configure or remove. (For more 

information, see "Environment variable settings" in this topic.) 

6. Click the Common tab, configure any options, and then type your comments in the 

Description box. (For more information, see Configure Common Options.) 

7. Click OK . The new preference item appears in the details pane.  

Actions 

This type of preference item provides a choice of four actions: Create , Replace , Update , and 

Delete . The behavior of the preference item varies with the action selected and whether the 

environment variable already exists. 

  

Create  
Create a new environment variable or to add a semicolon-delimited segment to the 

PATH variable for computers or users. 

Delete  
Remove an environment variable or to delete a semicolon-delimited segment from the 

PATH variable from computers or users. 

Replace  

Delete and recreate an environment variable. The net result of the Replace action is to 

overwrite all existing settings associated with the environment variable.  

A separate option to specify the PATH system variable is available. The PATH variable 

http://technet.microsoft.com/en-us/library/cc772047.aspx#feedback
http://technet.microsoft.com/en-us/library/cc772371.aspx


2 
 

contains a list of semicolon delimited folder paths that Windows uses when locating 

files. Replace will replace the specified part of the PATH variable. This will have no net 

effect on the path with the possible exception of changing the text case of the specified 

segment. Multiple segments are not supported by this option. 

If the environment variable does not exist, then the Replace action creates a new 

environment variable. 

Update  

Delete and recreate settings of an existing environment variable. This action is the same 

as Replace in that it overwrites the existing variable value associated with the 

environment variable.  

A separate option to specify the PATH system variable is available. The PATH variable 

contains a list of semicolon delimited folder paths that Windows uses when locating 

files. Update will replace the specified part of the PATH variable. This will have no net 

effect on the path with the possible exception of changing the text case of the specified 

segment. Multiple segments are not supported by this option. 

If the environment variable does not exist, then the Update action creates a new 

environment variable. 

Environment variable settings 

  

User 

Variable  

To cause the environment variable to affect each user independently, select this 

setting for an Environment preference item under User Configuration . The 

environment variable is stored in the registry in HKEY_CURRENT_USER. 

To cause the environment variable to affect only the default user of the computer, 

select this setting for an Environment preference item under Computer 

Configuration . 

System 

Variable  

To cause the environment variable to affect all users of the computer, select this 

setting. The environment variable is stored in the registry in 

HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE. 

Name  
Type a name for the environment variable to which the action is applied. To select 

the PATH variable, leave this field blank. 

PATH  

To create or replace the value of the PATH variable or to add or delete a semicolon-

delimited segment of the value of the PATH variable, select this check box. This 

option is available only when System Variable is selected. 

Partial  

To add or delete a semicolon-delimited segment of the value of the PATH variable, 

select this check box. This option is available only when System Variable and 

PATH are selected. 

Value  
Type the value for the environment variable. This field accepts variables. 
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If PATH is selected, type a semicolon-delimited list of folder paths for Windows to 

use to find files. 

If Partial is selected, type one segment of the PATH variable, omitting the 

semicolon delimiter. 

Additional considerations 

 If you want to restrict the scope of multiple preference items with a complex set of 

targeting items, you can simplify configuration by using an environment variable. For 

example, create an Environment Variable preference item that generates a new 

environment variable with a value of 1, and apply the targeting items to it. To apply the 

same targeting to other preference items, add an Environment Variable targeting item to 

those preference items, and configure it to require a value of 1 for the variable that you 

created using an Environment Variable preference item.  

 You can use item-level targeting to change the scope of preference items.  

 Preference items are available only in domain-based GPOs.  

Default Values on Microsoft Windows[edit] 

Variable Windows XP Windows Vista/7 

 %ALLUSERSPROFIL

E% 
C:\Documents and Settings\All Users C:\ProgramData 

 %APPDATA% 
C:\Documents and 

Settings\{username}\Application Data 
C:\Users\{username}\AppData\Roaming 

 %COMPUTERNAM

E% 
{computername} {computername} 

 %COMMONPROGR

AMFILES% 
C:\Program Files\Common Files C:\Program Files\Common Files 

 %COMMONPROGR

AMFILES(x86)% 

C:\Program Files (x86)\Common Files 

(only in 64-bit version) 

C:\Program Files (x86)\Common Files 

(only in 64-bit version) 

 %COMSPEC% C:\Windows\System32\cmd.exe C:\Windows\System32\cmd.exe 

 %HOMEDRIVE% C: C: 

 %HOMEPATH% \Documents and Settings\{username} \Users\{username} 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Environment_variable&action=edit&section=7
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 %LOCALAPPDATA% 
 

C:\Users\{username}\AppData\Local 

 %LOGONSERVER% \\{domain_logon_server} \\{domain_logon_server} 

 %PATH% 

C:\Windows\system32;C:\Windows;C:\W

indows\System32\Wbem;{plus program 

paths} 

C:\Windows\system32;C:\Windows;C:\W

indows\System32\Wbem;{plus program 

paths} 

 %PATHEXT% 
.COM;.EXE;.BAT;.CMD;.VBS;.VBE;.JS;.WSF

;.WSH 

.com;.exe;.bat;.cmd;.vbs;.vbe;.js;.jse;.wsf

;.wsh;.msc 

 %PROGRAMDATA

%  
 %SystemDrive%\ProgramData 

 %PROGRAMFILES%  %SystemDrive%\Program Files  %SystemDrive%\Program Files 

 %PROGRAMFILES(X

86)% 

 %SystemDrive%\Program Files (x86) 

(only in 64-bit version) 

 %SystemDrive%\Program Files (x86) 

(only in 64-bit version) 

 %PROMPT% 
Code for current command prompt 

format. Code is usually $P$G 

Code for current command prompt 

format. Code is usually $P$G 

 %PSModulePath% 
 

 %SystemRoot%\system32\WindowsPow

erShell\v1.0\Modules\ 

 %PUBLIC% 
 

 %SystemDrive%\Users\Public 

{Drive}:\$Recycle.Bi

n 
C:\Recycle.Bin C:\$Recycle.Bin 

 %SystemDrive% C: C: 

 %SystemRoot% 
The Windows directory, usually 

C:\Windows, formerly C:\WINNT 
 %SystemDrive%\Windows 

 %TEMP% 

and %TMP% 

 %SystemDrive%\Documents and 

Settings\{username}\Local 

Settings\Temp 

 %SystemDrive%\Users\{username}\App

Data\Local\Temp 

 %USERDOMAIN% {userdomain} {userdomain} 

 %USERNAME% {username} {username} 
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 %USERPROFILE% 
 %SystemDrive%\Documents and 

Settings\{username} 
 %SystemDrive%\Users\{username} 

 %windir%  %SystemDrive%\WINDOWS  %SystemDrive%\WINDOWS 

In this list, there is no environment variable that refers to the location of the user's My 

Documents directory, so there is no standard method for setting a program's home directory to be 

the My Documents directory. 

Cautions against overuse[edit] 

Some critics warn against overuse of environment variables, because of differences between 

shell languages, that they are ephemeral and easy to overlook, are specific to a user and not to a 

program. The recommended alternative is configuration  
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