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Abstract 

Multi-tenant Office 365 deployments are increasingly adopted by organizations looking to extend 

Microsoft 365 services across multiple business units, subsidiaries, or acquired entities. This review paper 

examines the architectural patterns commonly used in such scenarios, ranging from fully isolated 

tenants—prioritizing data and administrative autonomy—to consolidated, single-tenant approaches that 

centralize governance and simplify collaboration. A hub-and-spoke framework and other transitional 

models (e.g., for mergers and acquisitions) are also explored, each presenting distinct benefits and 

drawbacks. Key considerations include identity management, cross-tenant collaboration, regulatory 

compliance, and operational complexity. Through real-world case studies and best practices, the paper 

highlights how consistent governance, automation, and strategic planning can address common challenges 

such as inconsistent policies, user confusion, or conflicting domain requirements. Finally, it discusses 

emerging trends—like multi-geo capabilities, enhanced cross-tenant sharing features, and zero trust 

frameworks—that may reshape how organizations structure multi-tenant environments moving forward. 

By evaluating architectural trade-offs and implementing robust oversight, businesses can achieve a secure, 

streamlined, and scalable Office 365 ecosystem tailored to their unique operational needs. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, Microsoft Office 365 (now commonly referred to as Microsoft 365) has emerged as one of 

the most widely adopted cloud productivity and collaboration platforms. Organizations large and small 

leverage its features—ranging from hosted email (Exchange Online) to document sharing (SharePoint 

Online), real-time chat and conferencing (Microsoft Teams), and more—to streamline communication and 

enhance workforce efficiency. Given the multifaceted nature of today’s enterprises, many businesses 

operate in a multi-tenant environment, where multiple business units, subsidiaries, or even external partners 

share and manage resources across different Office 365 tenants. This approach often originates from 

mergers and acquisitions, diversified business structures, or the need to maintain distinct compliance and 

governance boundaries. 

Although multi-tenancy can unlock efficiencies—like centralized licensing, standardized security policies, 

and improved collaboration—it also introduces added complexity. Each tenant may have its own identity 

management, governance model, and security configurations, creating potential silos that complicate cross-

tenant collaboration and oversight. Consequently, identifying suitable architectural patterns for structuring 

multi-tenant Office 365 deployments becomes a strategic imperative. 

https://www.ijlrp.com/
mailto:adyamishra29@gmail.com


 

International Journal of Leading Research Publication (IJLRP) 

E-ISSN: 2582-8010   ●   Website: www.ijlrp.com   ●   Email: editor@ijlrp.com 

 

IJLRP23121246 Volume 4, Issue 12, December 2023 2 

 

This review paper focuses on evaluating key architectural patterns that organizations often adopt when 

implementing or reorganizing multi-tenant Office 365 environments. It aims to help IT architects, decision-

makers, and system administrators understand the trade-offs, benefits, and challenges of various designs. 

The paper begins by providing context on what constitutes a multi-tenant scenario in the Office 365 

ecosystem and why enterprises might favor multiple tenants. We then describe several common 

architectural patterns, including fully isolated and hub-and-spoke models, as well as scenarios where 

consolidation into a single tenant is the ultimate goal. Each pattern is analyzed with respect to identity 

management, collaboration and data sharing, governance, compliance, and overall operational complexity. 

The paper also discusses tenant-to-tenant migrations, real-world case studies, and emerging trends that may 

shape future directions in multi-tenant Office 365 deployments. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Overview of the multi-tenancy support layer [1]. 

 

UNDERSTANDING MULTI-TENANT  

Multi-tenancy is an organizational approach for SaaS applications. Although SaaS is primarily perceived 

as a business model, its introduction has led to numerous interesting problems and research in software 

engineering. Despite the growing body of research in this area, multi-tenancy is still relatively unexplored, 

despite the fact the concept of multitenancy first came to light around 2000s. While several definitions of 

a multi-tenant application exist, they remain quite vague. Therefore, we define a multi-tenant application 

as the following:  

A multi-tenant application lets customers (tenants) share the same hardware resources, by offering them 

one shared application and database instance, while allowing them to configure the application to fit their 

needs as if it runs on a dedicated environment. Or A tenant is the organizational entity which rents a multi-

tenant SaaS solution. Typically, a tenant groups a number of users, which are the stakeholders in the 

organization [1].  

• These definitions focus on what we believe to be the key aspects of multi-tenancy: 

• The ability of the application to share hardware resources. The offering of a high degree of 

configurability of the software.  

• The architectural approach in which the tenants (or users) make use of a single application and database 

instance [2]. 
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A. Multi-Tenant Office 365 Deployments 

In the context of Office 365, a “tenant” is a dedicated cloud directory instance managed through Azure 

Active Directory (Azure AD). It encompasses user accounts, licenses, configuration settings, and 

subscriptions that collectively define an organization’s presence in Microsoft’s cloud environment. A 

multi-tenant scenario arises when: 

1. Multiple Business Divisions or Subsidiaries each maintain their own tenant, often for regulatory, 

operational, or historical reasons (e.g., subsidiaries pre-dating a merger). 

2. Multiple Independent Organizations share some resources but require distinct boundaries (e.g., a 

conglomerate with separate brands or an MSP managing clients) [2]. 

3. Post-Merger/Acquisition Situations where the acquired company retains its tenant during the transition 

period (or indefinitely) for compliance or integration reasons. 

In practical terms, each tenant has its own set of services: SharePoint Online, Exchange Online, Teams—

and administrators for that tenant. While Microsoft’s services generally isolate data between tenants, end-

users often need to collaborate across tenant lines, requiring specialized configurations for identity 

management, security, and cross-tenant resource sharing. 

B. Multi-Tenant Environments: Challenges 

Place any figures or tables you use at the top or bottom of a column. Don’t place them in the middle of a 

column. If particularly wide, a table or figure can span across both columns. Insert a table or figure after 

the point where it is first cited in the text. 

Describing challenges and problems facing multi-tenant cloud data services is an importance piece of the 

review. Some examples of unique problem areas as well as challenges are listed below:  

1. Tenant Isolation and Boundary Issues: In a multi-tenant architecture, tenant isolation is paramount. 

One tenant’s data and resources should never be visible or modifiable by another tenant’s users. Cloud 

providers typically enforce tenant isolation at the platform level. However, misconfiguration—such as 

incorrectly assigned permissions or overlapping user accounts—may break these boundaries. For 

instance, if an organization merges several subsidiaries into a single Office 365 tenant for cost-saving 

measures but inadvertently grants global administrative privileges to a set of legacy user accounts, 

these accounts may inadvertently gain access to resources belonging to other divisions or partner 

tenants. This risk is intensified when administrators are not properly trained on cross-tenant IAM 

practices [4]. 

2. Complex Identity Flows: Modern organizations frequently need to grant external collaborators 

(partners, contractors, customers) partial access to shared resources. In multi-tenant environments, 

external users might sign in using their own organization’s directory, a social identity, or a new account 

created just for them. Managing these “guest” users can be complicated. Furthermore, advanced 

scenarios such as Business-to-Business (B2B) collaboration introduce cross-tenant identity mapping, 

requiring identity providers to establish trusted relationships (often called federation). Ensuring 

consistency of access policies and identity lifecycle management across multiple tenants is more 

difficult compared to a single-tenant setup [3]. 

3. Fragmented Governance and Compliance: When multiple tenants or business units operate under 

a single umbrella, each may have its own compliance requirements, approval processes, or data 

classification standards. This fragmentation can complicate: 

• Policy enforcement: Ensuring all tenants adhere to consistent password policies, retention policies, 

or MFA requirements. 
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• Auditing: Aggregating audit logs from multiple tenants to create a unified compliance report. 

• Incident Response: Coordinating responses to security incidents that may originate in one tenant but 

affect another. 

Security teams must develop robust governance frameworks that specify how identity data is shared, how 

role definitions are standardized, and how auditing is centralized for multi-tenant compliance. 

 

THE ROLE OF AZURE ACTIVE DIRECTORY AND OTHER CLOUD DIRECTORIES 

Microsoft’s Azure Active Directory (Azure AD) is a leading cloud-based identity service widely used to 

manage identities in Office 365, Microsoft 365, Azure, and third-party SaaS platforms. In a multi-tenant 

context, Azure AD offers several capabilities: 

• Azure AD Connect: Syncs on-premises directories with Azure AD to unify identity across hybrid 

environments. This synchronization can be configured to map multiple on-premises directories (e.g., 

from different subsidiaries) into a single Azure AD tenant. 

• Conditional Access Policies: These can be defined per tenant or even per user group, controlling how 

and when external or internal users can authenticate. 

• Cross-Tenant Access Settings: Administrators can define trust relationships with other Azure AD 

tenants. This feature is crucial for large enterprises hosting multiple subsidiaries, each with its own 

tenant. 

• Azure AD B2B Collaboration: Allows external users to authenticate via their own identity providers. 

Administrators can invite partner or guest users into their tenant while maintaining granular access 

controls. 

C. Role of Other IAM Tools 

Organizations may also incorporate third-party tools to fill gaps not covered by Azure AD or other native 

cloud directories: 

1. Identity Governance and Administration (IGA): platforms (e.g., SailPoint, Saviynt): Provide 

advanced identity lifecycle management, certification campaigns, and segregation-of-duties checks 

across multiple tenants. 

2. Privileged Access Management (PAM): Solutions (e.g., CyberArk, BeyondTrust): Enforce just-in-

time and just-enough-access for high-privilege accounts spanning multiple tenants. 

3. Federation Gateways (e.g., PingFederate): Provide centralized identity brokering and protocol 

translation (SAML, OAuth) to unify sign-on in multi-tenant or multi-cloud scenarios. 

Using these complementary technologies can close the loop on governance, risk management, and 

compliance, ensuring multi-tenant IAM is both comprehensive and adaptable. 
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Fig. 2. Stakeholders and their Activities in a Multi-Tenant SaaS Application. [5]. 

 

ADVANCED IAM STRATEGIES IN MULTI-TENANT ENVIRONMENTS 

D. Tenant-to-Tenant Trust Models 

Establishing trust models is central to multi-tenant IAM. Common patterns include:  

1. Fully Isolated Tenants: Each business unit or subsidiary operates its own tenant, with no 

collaboration or resource-sharing. While security is maximized, collaboration overhead rises due to 

repeated cross-tenant identity federation. 

2. Lightweight Federation: Tenants remain separate but establish cross-tenant trust via B2B 

collaboration. This approach allows external user invitations and role assignments, enabling resource 

sharing while respecting each tenant’s autonomy. 

3. Tenant Consolidation: Multiple tenants merge into a single “parent” tenant, unifying identity 

directories. While this simplifies user management and licensing, it can introduce political or technical 

friction around domain ownership, role conflicts, or data migration. 

4. Hub-and-Spoke Model: A central “hub” tenant is designated for shared services (e.g., global 

administration, common SaaS applications), while “spoke” tenants handle department-specific or 

region-specific services. The hub tenant enforces overarching policies and identity governance, while 

spokes retain some autonomy. 

Selecting a model depends on an organization’s collaboration requirements, security posture, regulatory 

demands, and internal politics. Each model must be architected with clear guidelines on how identity data 

flows and how responsibilities are distributed among tenant admins [5]. 

E. Managing Guest Access and External Identities 

In advanced multi-tenant environments, organizations often rely on guest user features (like Azure AD 

B2B) to grant limited, role-based access. Recommended practices include: 

1. Domain-Based Invitations: Restrict invitations by domain to ensure only approved partners or email 

addresses can be invited into the tenant. 

2. Lifecycle Policies: Regularly review or expire guest accounts. This can be automated through access 

reviews in Azure AD or IGA tools, prompting tenant admins to confirm which external users should 

retain access. 

 

https://www.ijlrp.com/


 

International Journal of Leading Research Publication (IJLRP) 

E-ISSN: 2582-8010   ●   Website: www.ijlrp.com   ●   Email: editor@ijlrp.com 

 

IJLRP23121246 Volume 4, Issue 12, December 2023 6 

 

3. Least Privilege: Assign guests to roles that restrict them solely to the data or apps they need. Avoid 

overprovisioning external users, even for convenience [6]. 

F. Conditional Access and Risk-Based Policies 

A core strength of cloud-based IAM in multi-tenant environments is conditional access—policies that adapt 

authentication and authorization based on contextual signals (location, device, risk level, etc.). Examples 

include: 

1. MFA for High-Risk Sign-Ins: If a sign-in attempt appears suspicious (e.g., unusual IP, impossible 

travel scenario), automatically require multi-factor authentication or block access. 

2. Device Compliance: Restrict logins from non-managed or non-compliant devices. In multi-tenant 

setups, ensure each tenant follows the same device policies for consistency. 

3. Time-Based Access: For external guests or high-privilege roles, limit access to specified time 

windows or enforce just-in-time elevation, reducing the risk of persistent privileges. 

These rules can be established at a tenant level or across multiple tenants—where supported—to 

standardize how users authenticate and how high-risk scenarios are addressed. 

G. Privileged Access Management (PAM) 

Multi-tenant environments often concentrate significant power in a few administrative accounts that can 

modify multiple tenants or cloud subscriptions. Privileged Access Management (PAM) reduces these risks 

by [7]: 

1. Just-in-Time (JIT) Elevation: Users request elevated permissions (e.g., Global Admin) for a limited 

time, with approvals or workflows. After the time window, privileges automatically expire. 

2. Session Monitoring: PAM solutions can record privileged user sessions, capturing screen activity or 

commands for audit and forensics. 

3. Credential Vaulting: Instead of sharing admin credentials across tenants, store them in a secured 

vault and rotate them regularly, ensuring only authorized individuals can retrieve credentials. 

By integrating PAM into multi-tenant governance, organizations substantially limit the blast radius of 

compromised credentials. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Architecting a multi-tenant Office 365 environment is a complex endeavor that demands careful evaluation 

of collaboration needs, security requirements, governance mandates, and future organizational changes [8]. 

The architectural patterns discussed in this paper—ranging from fully isolated tenants to a hub-and-spoke 

design or single tenant consolidation—each present unique advantages and drawbacks. While fully isolated 

tenants offer maximum autonomy and data segmentation, they can impede cross-business collaboration 

and produce administrative overhead. Conversely, converging all business units into a single tenant fosters 

consistent governance and a unified user experience but may introduce large-scale administrative 

complexities and potential data overexposure if not meticulously managed. 

The hub-and-spoke pattern provides a middle ground, centralizing certain corporate-level services and 

policies while allowing localized autonomy in subsidiary or regional tenants. Meanwhile, more specialized 

approaches—like partitioned services or transitional M&A scenarios—address specific organizational 

needs such as incremental migrations, domain isolation, or region-specific compliance. Each approach 

hinges on robust identity management practices, well-defined governance frameworks, and user-centric 

strategies for cross-tenant collaboration. 
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Given the pace of technology and shifting organizational landscapes (e.g., mergers, expansions, 

rebranding), these architectures must remain adaptable. Future trends like multi-geo capabilities, improved 

cross-tenant collaboration features, zero trust security models, and AI-driven analytics will continue to 

shape best practices for multi-tenant deployments in Office 365. 

Ultimately, selecting the right architectural pattern is a strategic choice that influences not only IT 

operations but also how end-users experience collaboration, security, and access to critical resources [9]. 

By carefully assessing organizational goals, potential risks, and the evolving capabilities of Microsoft 365, 

decision-makers can implement a multi-tenant design that balances autonomy with connectivity, security 

with usability, and innovation with compliance—ensuring that the organization remains agile and 

competitive in a rapidly changing digital world. 
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