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The Anatomy of Office Add-ins 
The Pickit Add-in for Office is what Microsoft calls a web add-in. It’s the 

new type of plugin that Microsoft recommends. With this short paper 

we’ll describe the anatomy of an add-in and how it works. Office add-ins 

interact with Office documents such as Word and PowerPoint.  
The top 2 benefits of Office add-ins compared to the older types of plugins are 

that they run on both Windows and Mac, and they’re easy to deploy.  

What are Add-ins? 
Let’s start by listing the different types of Office add-ins that you might have 

heard of. 

• VBA, COM and VSTO add-ins - Earlier Office integrations that run only on 

Office for Windows.  

• Office (web) add-ins - Don’t involve any code that runs on the user’s 

device or in the Office client. Built using familiar web technologies such 

as CSS, JavaScript and HTML.  

For an Office add-in, the client (e.g. PowerPoint) reads the add-in manifest and 

hooks up the add-in’s custom ribbon buttons and menu commands in the UI. 

When needed, it loads the add-in’s JavaScript and HTML code, which executes 

in the context of a browser in a sandbox. In order for an add-in to run, it relies 

on access to a browser engine. Currently, Office add-ins use Internet Explorer 

inside on Windows and Safari on Mac, even if the user uses another browser. 

Office add-ins provide the following advantages over add-ins built using VBA, 

COM, or VSTO:  

• Cross-platform support. Office add-ins run in Office for Windows, Mac, 

iOS, and Office Online.  

• Centralized deployment and distribution. Admins can deploy Office 

add-ins centrally across an organization. No need to install it with MSI 

packages that slow everything down and break as soon as you update 

your Office version. 

• Based on standard web technology. Makes it extremely lightweight, and 

since it doesn’t run any code inside the client, it’s more secure and 

won’t steal any performance on the user’s computer when not in use.  

Components in the Pickit Office Add-in 
It includes two basic components: an XML manifest file and the web 

application. The manifest defines various settings, including how your add-in 
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integrates with Office clients. The web application runs on Pickit’s secure web 

servers, hosted by Microsoft Azure. 

Manifest 

The manifest is an XML file specifying add-in settings and capabilities, such as:  

• The add-in's display name, description, ID, version, and default locale.  

• How the add-in integrates with Office. 

• The permission level and data access requirements for the add-in.  

Web App 

Pickit’s Office Add-in experience is built using React JS, HTML and CSS. The 

backbone of Pickit relies on Microsoft Azure where Pickit runs. 

Office Add-in Requirements 

• Office Online – Runs everything.  

• Office 2013 – Can run add-ins but doesn’t support the icon in the menu 

ribbon. Some versions don’t support seamless image inserts, relying on 

clipboard functionality instead. 

• Office 2016 – For both Mac and Windows. You can have both an MSI 

client as well as the desktop version for Office 365. Most versions can get 

the icon in the menu ribbon. 

The build number for Office 2016 installed via MSI is 

16.0.4266.1001. This version only contains the first version of the 

Office Add-in API, meaning it does not support Icon in the 

ribbon or seamless image inserts.  

• Office in iPad – Can run add-ins but doesn’t support the icon in the 

menu ribbon. Central Deployment currently isn’t supported.  

Additional Resources 

https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/office/dev/add-ins/overview/office-

add-ins 

https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/office/dev/add-ins/overview/office-

add-in-availability  
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https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/office/dev/add-ins/overview/office-add-ins
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