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Abstract
The OS/2.fsType field in TrueType and OpenType fonts occupies an awkward space between
technical metadata and legal signaling.
In practice, it is both mechanically relevant and fundamentally subordinate to licensing
intent — and that tension has never been fully resolved by the ecosystem.
Mechanically, fsType absolutely matters. Applications, operating systems, and document
workflows have historically used it to determine whether embedding a font into a PDF,
Office document, or print stream should be allowed.
Adobe products, Microsoft Office, Windows GDI, and various RIPs have all interpreted the
field in some operational way. A font marked “Restricted License Embedding” may be
blocked from subset embedding or editable embedding by compliant software.
So from a systems perspective, the field is not decorative metadata; it is executable policy.
Software vendors implemented it precisely because automated licensing enforcement was
desirable at scale.
But the deeper question is whether the bits themselves constitute the license, or
merely express the font owner’s preferences. Here the answer is much less mechanical.



The fsType field cannot realistically supersede the actual license agreement. A
binary flag inside a font file is too limited, ambiguous, and inconsistently
interpreted to function as a complete legal instrument.
Different applications ignore parts of it, interpret flags differently, or fail open when
encountering contradictory values.
Some modern software ignores embedding restrictions entirely because webfont
licensing and app packaging models evolved faster than the original embedding
regime anticipated.
In open-source typography, the field is often unset even when licenses are explicit
elsewhere.
Conversely, commercial fonts are sometimes shipped with conservative fsType
values that exceed the practical restrictions written in the EULA.

That inconsistency weakens the idea that fsType should be treated as an
autonomous authority.



A stronger view is that fsType should be interpreted as a machine-readable expression of the
licencee/licensor relationship — advisory metadata with operational consequences, but not
an independent source of rights. The actual legal permission comes from the license
agreement. The field merely provides a standardized mechanism for software to attempt
compliance automatically.

This distinction matters because there are many real-world edge cases:

• Fonts with contradictory EULAs and fsType bits
• Fonts converted between formats where metadata is lost
• Open-source forks inheriting stale embedding flags
• Legacy fonts authored before modern embedding practices
• Variable fonts and webfonts whose deployment models were never contemplated by the

original OS/2 embedding semantics

Treating fsType as absolute law creates absurd outcomes in these scenarios.
Treating it as entirely irrelevant, however, improves interoperability but removes one of
the few standardized licensing signals available to software.



The Shareware Corpus
• 10808 files appearentlyconverted from type1 format
• 29205 files with “.ttf” suffix
• 19888 files with “.otf” suffix

Font Names starting with:
• 335 — !/ 0-9
• 3645 — A
• 3026 — B
• 5023 — C
• 2219 — D
• 1782 — E
• 2644 — F
• 2218 — G
• 1668 — H
• 1136 — I
• 756 — J
• 1743 — K
• 2377 — L

• 2955 — M
• 1671 — N
• 1122 — O
• 2665 — P
• 378 — Q
• 2190 — R
• 4455 — S
• 2149 — T
• 698 — U
• 792 — V
• 780 — W
• 59 — X
• 165 — Y
• 442 — Z



fsType(s)
Parse Errors: 558
Valid values (0,2,4,8)
• 28423 "0"
• 4062 "2"
• 3955 "4"
• 4218 "8"
Additional Restrictions
• 8 "256" (256+0)
• 1 "258" (256+2)
• 77 "260" (256+4)

Out of Spec values
• 5071 "1"
• 71 "3" (2+1)
• 2032 "6" (4+2)
• 1 "10" (8+2)
• 387 "12" (8+4)
• 226 "14" (8+4+2)
Invalid values
• 3 ”2048”
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The most defensible position is probably this:

fsType should be regarded as technically actionable metadata that expresses the font
owner’s intended embedding policy, but its authoritative interpretation should
ultimately derive from the actual license terms agreed between the font owner and the
licensee.

That preserves the field’s practical utility without pretending that a handful of bit flags
can encode the full complexity of font licensing.
Historically, the industry has already drifted toward this compromise. Modern
workflows increasingly rely on explicit EULAs, webfont services, DRM-free distribution
models, or hosted licensing rather than strict fsType enforcement.
The field remains relevant mainly because old document ecosystems — especially
Office and PDF pipelines — still consult it.

So mechanically relevant? Yes.
Sufficiently authoritative to stand alone? Probably not.


