Why does the taskbar icon for grouped windows change
to something weird?
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This question came in from two customers. I'm pretty sure it was two customers rather than
one customer going on a fishing expedition because the questions came six months apart,
and the scenarios were different.

Suppose you remove all shortcuts to Explorer from the taskbar and the Start menu. Then you
create a shortcut to Explorer and put it on the desktop. Wait, you’re not done yet. Now view
the Properties of that shortcut, use the Change Icon button, and give it some random icon.
The uglier the better.

Last step: Go to the Taskbar properties and set Taskbar buttons to Always combine, hide
labels.

All right, now open an Explorer window. Observe that it has the ugly icon in the taskbar
rather than an icon that matches the Explorer window that you opened.

What'’s going on here?

Last step first: Since you configured the taskbar as Always combine, the icon for the Explorer
does not come from the window itself, but is rather the group icon.

Okay, so where does the taskbar get the group icon from? The taskbar looks in the following
places to get the group icon:

1. A shortcut on the Start menu.
2. A shortcut on the desktop.
3. The executable itself.

Normally, a shortcut is found on the Start menu, but in this case, the user explicitly removed
all shortcuts to explorer.exe from the Start menu. That means that the winner was the
shortcut on the desktop. That shortcut has a really ugly icon, so the taskbar shows the really
ugly icon.
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In other words, the reason you're getting an ugly icon is that when Windows tries to figure
out the icon to show for Explorer groups, you deleted all the good icons and left only the ugly
icon.

Okay, so why does the taskbar even bother looking at shortcuts on the Start menu and on the
desktop? Why doesn'’t it just show the icon for the executable itself?

A lot of applications don’t bother giving their executable a nice icon. The theory being, “Well,
we give our Start menu shortcut a nice icon. And when the program runs, it registers a nice
icon when it calls RegisterClass . The executable itself is buried off in the Program Files
directory, which nobody should be messing with anyway, so who cares if it has an ugly icon
there?” And then when the taskbar first added the “group icons” feature, a lot of programs
showed the wrong icon when collapsed to a group.
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So that’s where the first rule comes from: See if there is a shortcut to the program on the
Start menu. If so, then use that icon, because that’s the icon the program wants to show to
the user to say “Hey, run my program!”

But even with that, there were still some incorrect icons. Those were from programs who
installed their shortcut on the desktop rather than the Start menu. That’s why there is rule
number two.

Only if there is no shortcut on the Start menu or the desktop does the taskbar look to the
executable itself.

It so happens that Explorer already has to keep track of every shortcut on the Start menu and
on the desktop, because it needs to keep track of any hotkeys registered by those shortcuts.
Having it keep track of yet another piece of information for every shortcut wasn’t too much of
an extra burden.

Bonus chatter: Why not just create a compatibility shim for these ugly applications?

In general, when you find these sorts of compatibility issues, you can choose to fix them
either by accommodating the issue in the core operating system, or by creating a
compatibility shim that applies only to the applications affected by the issue. If the problem
is widespread, then you just have to suck it up and put the compatibility behavior in the core
operating system. Otherwise, the compatibility database would be bloated with thousands of
entries. What’s more, it’s clear that there will be a very long tail of affected applications,
seeing as the default icon for MFC applications is the generic MFC icon, and there are
probably a whole lot of vertical-market and line-of-business applications that are just using

2/3


http://blogs.msdn.com/b/oldnewthing/archive/2013/11/19/10469053.aspx
https://devblogs.microsoft.com/oldnewthing/20150812-00/img/gif;base64,%20R0lGODlhGAAYAHAAACH5BAEAAPwALAAAAAAYABgAhwAAAAAAMwAAZgAAmQAAzAAA/wArAAArMwAr%20ZgArmQArzAAr/wBVAABVMwBVZgBVmQBVzABV/wCAAACAMwCAZgCAmQCAzACA/wCqAACqMwCqZgCq%20mQCqzACq/wDVAADVMwDVZgDVmQDVzADV/wD/AAD/MwD/ZgD/mQD/zAD//zMAADMAMzMAZjMAmTMA%20zDMA/zMrADMrMzMrZjMrmTMrzDMr/zNVADNVMzNVZjNVmTNVzDNV/zOAADOAMzOAZjOAmTOAzDOA%20/zOqADOqMzOqZjOqmTOqzDOq/zPVADPVMzPVZjPVmTPVzDPV/zP/ADP/MzP/ZjP/mTP/zDP//2YA%20AGYAM2YAZmYAmWYAzGYA/2YrAGYrM2YrZmYrmWYrzGYr/2ZVAGZVM2ZVZmZVmWZVzGZV/2aAAGaA%20M2aAZmaAmWaAzGaA/2aqAGaqM2aqZmaqmWaqzGaq/2bVAGbVM2bVZmbVmWbVzGbV/2b/AGb/M2b/%20Zmb/mWb/zGb//5kAAJkAM5kAZpkAmZkAzJkA/5krAJkrM5krZpkrmZkrzJkr/5lVAJlVM5lVZplV%20mZlVzJlV/5mAAJmAM5mAZpmAmZmAzJmA/5mqAJmqM5mqZpmqmZmqzJmq/5nVAJnVM5nVZpnVmZnV%20zJnV/5n/AJn/M5n/Zpn/mZn/zJn//8wAAMwAM8wAZswAmcwAzMwA/8wrAMwrM8wrZswrmcwrzMwr%20/8xVAMxVM8xVZsxVmcxVzMxV/8yAAMyAM8yAZsyAmcyAzMyA/8yqAMyqM8yqZsyqmcyqzMyq/8zV%20AMzVM8zVZszVmczVzMzV/8z/AMz/M8z/Zsz/mcz/zMz///8AAP8AM/8AZv8Amf8AzP8A//8rAP8r%20M/8rZv8rmf8rzP8r//9VAP9VM/9VZv9Vmf9VzP9V//+AAP+AM/+AZv+Amf+AzP+A//+qAP+qM/+q%20Zv+qmf+qzP+q///VAP/VM//VZv/Vmf/VzP/V////AP//M///Zv//mf//zP///wAAAAAAAAAAAAAA%20AAj/AAUIFDCgoEAEYvalQTCw4ACCDh0SFJim3r6L9TKxEPgQoseOcKJdHDlSmUSDEQkIOFVEkz6R%20F5XFABAg4kMCBXEKmFIEwJY0+4aJAUAUos0BLRymSEEURx+iUAUQwDkA59SrA6ZorZBiClEDRZNa%20xWowRREUKTh4hQpAqtWqBaa+wDklxxImFNaqKFrVaoG/gGdMoUD0x1qoCL4QiIvzLwEdxPaBekM0%20L1sxkTWVWRx3RjGS+pbd8LFWDDTQoVwQgLMvmj6SFyehAaBp5Ot9tyelEMEn8sVlvA4QDaCBgjJl%20I5edIbp0ChM70CaBharVuZE3+8IEgJrCBwAmXQHsdd0OYEoFAG/uNGDLnMkPoj3ZD4Z/ij2A5njt%20A+iTY7hw9t195x1U0xVxhwMAGLAeeyjgANVebMVwAx92UMBEfeydIgNbEALQy0Vw/CCFemzBgNw+%200KwA1QGZwKZQhCeSNAwak7hI0iSSfAibRS6KdFtrsIkUEAA7

the default icon without realizing it. These applications are not big-market mainstream
applications, so they will likely never come to the attention of the application compatibility
team.
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