
Autorun on USB drives.

When you are designing USB’s you will often be asked to add an Autorun or preloaded piece of information onto the USB to 
complete your campaign. It is therefore important to know the following.

Autorun on USB compared to CD

We are all familiar with CD’s that when placed into your laptop or desktop automatically open up a file or start a movie or 
slide show. This is because a certain file has been set up to Autorun. When it comes to USB’s this is slightly different. As a USB 
is essentially a storage device or peripheral used to move documents from one machine to another machine (information can 
be added or removed at any point) it is therefore treated as a Read/Write device. When a USB is placed into your desktop or 
laptop, your operating system recognised the characteristics of the USB as being Read/Write. Read/Write devices do not lend 
themselves to working with Autoruns. When placing a USB into your computer you will more than likely be faced with the 
screen below:

There is however one way that a USB can be set up to work with an Autorun. This is at point of manufacture. When the USB 
is being manufactured it will be divided into two partitions, almost like having two USB’s in one. One Partition will be Read 
Only, replicating what you would have with a CD drive. This is the partition where Autorun and preloaded information would 
be loaded. The second partition replicates a standard USB giving you Read/Write capabilities. Essentially giving you the best of 
both worlds in one USB.

There is one thing that you would have to be aware of when having two partitions on a USB. Keep in mind that your USB is 
effectively now viewed as two USB’s by your operating system. One will merrily load the Autoload file that it has been re-
quested to do so, but the other partition (Read/Write) partition will still load as a normal USB. ie. the above screen will still 
open. See image below:

Each of the partitions will load up their respective screens, unfortunately there isn’t a way to dictate which screen will open 
up first.

USB Screen that opens when a 
Standard USB is loaded.

Autorun - this is what will 
appear with a partitioned USB 
set up with an Autorun.

99% of the time this screen will 
load first and autorun screen 
will open up behind this.
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Autorun on USB drives cont.

Settings can be changed on your computer that will stop the above screen from opening, but there is the risk of changing 
these settings might prevent all Autoruns from working so it is best advised to not change any system settings.

You may come across Hacks and methods of making a USB Autorun at a later stage of production without needing to have 
partitions but the success of these methods is often dictated by operating systems. The best and most successful method is by 
partitioning your USB at the beginning of the Manufacturing process.

Pre-loaded Data on USB drives

When a USB contains pre-loaded data you will be faced with the following screen:

Unlike Autorun information, pre-loaded data can be added at any point during the making of your USB, unless you specifically 
require the pre-loaded data to be un-deletable. If you require this then you would have to partition the USB at the begin-
ning of manufacture so that you have a Read only partition (where your data would be loaded) and a Read/Write section for 
normal use as a USB. Remember as mentioned above, two partitions effectively will be treated as two USB’s when loaded into 
your computer. If you are happy with the pre-loaded data being deletable once viewed then only one partition is needed and 
this can be added at any point during manufacture giving you flexibility of deciding and supplying information that needs pre-
loading. 

When placing the USB into your computer the above screen will automatically pop up, unless you have previously made 
changes to your operating system settings. You will then need to select one of the options, for this example we would chose 
“Open folder to view files”. The next screen will then appear showing what is on your USB drive:

From this screen you can either open the pre-loaded file or continue to use as a standard USB. This option has a greater 
amount of flexibility than Autorun data as you are able to guide yourself to what you ultimately want to do with your USB.

USB Screen that opens when a 
Standard USB is loaded.

Screen 2: This shows the files that are on the USB. Double click 
on the file you want to open.

Screen 3: The file you have opened will then open in a new 
screen.


