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Does MS Lync Mean a Change in Telephony’s Tune? 

The unified communications market 
now taps its feet to the tune of software; the 
siren song of applications is trumping hard-
ware. Leading this march is Microsoft, the 
software king, which began with Office Com-
munications Server and now is primed to grab 
more market with Lync 2013. But are Lync’s 
voice capabilities loud enough to drown out 
Cisco, whose breadth of networking solutions 
can play to every portion of telephony? 

The first chapter of this Technical Guide 
sets the stage with a review of what’s behind 
Microsoft Lync’s hype. Irwin Lazar asks how 
the company’s software-oriented telephony 
could take the limelight, given the expense and 
technical complexity of a Lync-focused setup. 
Microsoft Lync may right now be hogging the 
spotlight, but is it really changing the tune of 

the unified communications market? 
Contributor Antone Gonsalves adds an 

interlude in Chapter 2, investigating the 
groundswell that Microsoft has created; he asks 
whether Lync’s voice capabilities are mature 
enough to replace the legacy PBXs of yore. 

In Chapter 3, we’re led ultimately to the med-
ley of two telephony solutions: Microsoft and 
Cisco. Jessica Scarpati looks at both feature sets 
and lays out the factors that each enterprise 
needs to consider before choosing a vendor.  

At the end of the show, which UC rock star 
wins? That’s up to the readers of this Tech-
Guide to decide. n

Tessa Parmenter
Site Editor, 

SearchUnifiedCommunications

http://itknowledgeexchange.techtarget.com/discussions/tag/office-communications-server/
http://itknowledgeexchange.techtarget.com/discussions/tag/office-communications-server/
http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/Microsoft-Lync-Server
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Switching to Lync:  
Who Should Hum This Complex Tune? 

There’s no question that in a relatively 
short period of time Microsoft has become 
a major competitor in the IP telephony (IPT) 
market. Of the 55% of companies planning 
to move to a new IPT platform according to 
the Nemertes 2013-14 Enterprise Technol-
ogy Benchmark, 13% are going to Lync, the 
same percentage as those moving to Avaya. 
(Cisco still leads at 23%.) Microsoft makes a 
compelling pitch to potential buyers: Why run 
Lync for IM and presence, and Web conferenc-
ing and a separate IP telephony system when 
one platform can do everything? Not only are 
enterprises listening, but so are Microsoft’s 
competitors, who’ve rapidly moved to match 
(and in some cases exceed) the Lync feature set 
within their own portfolios.

LYNC FOR ALL, OR FOR SOME?

Lync buyers tend to fit a consistent profile:

■n They are medium-to-large size enterprises 
that classify their views toward emerging 
technology adoption as cutting edge. 

■n They already have a Microsoft enterprise 
license agreement, have deployed Microsoft 
apps (Office, Exchange, SharePoint) and are 
using Lync or Office Communications Server 
for IM/Web conferencing.

■n They are primarily comprised of knowledge 
workers who find value in softphone-based 
communications and who do not need many 
legacy telephony features.

■n They are at an inflection point in their cur-
rent telephony environments, with a demon-
strable need to replace legacy infrastructure. 

■n They haven’t recently invested in alternative 
IPT platforms.

https://www.nemertes.com/reports/2013-14-nemertes-enterprise-technology-benchmark
https://www.nemertes.com/reports/2013-14-nemertes-enterprise-technology-benchmark
http://searchunifiedcommunications.techtarget.com/definition/instant-messaging
http://searchunifiedcommunications.techtarget.com/definition/softphone
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■n They have integrated their telephony organi-
zations with other application groups.

The biggest challenge for those implement-
ing Lync for telephony is the need to find the 
right partners for telephones, conference-room 
phones, session border controllers, remote site 
and analog gateways, management and room-
based video conferencing—components that 
Microsoft competitors natively offer. Micro-
soft customers must also integrate and man-
age these various partner products, often via a 
multitude of configuration applications.

As a result, Nemertes’ total cost of ownership 
research shows that Lync operating costs are 
the highest of all major IP telephony vendors, 
though year-over-year costs are declining as 
system integrators and enterprise organizations 
increase their familiarity with Lync operations, 
and as deployments scale.

LYNC: COMPLEX, BUT INTERESTING

Despite the costs and integration challenges, 
interest in Lync for IPT is growing thanks to 
the improvements in Microsoft’s own features,

its marketing efforts and the desire of those 
responsible for communication and collabora-
tion to deliver an integrated set of capabilities 
across mobile and desktop devices. The chal-
lenge of providing a consistent user experi-
ence across desktop and mobile is increasingly 
driving interest in Lync as a PBX replacement. 
Vendors like Avaya and Cisco offer plug-ins for 
Lync on a desktop that enable the Lync client 
to use third-party PBXs for telephony. However 
this same plug-in capability doesn’t exist for 
mobile devices, meaning that an Avaya cus-
tomer, for example, would need to run Avaya’s 
one-X for voice on an iPhone or Android phone 
and Lync for IM and conferencing. Thus net-
work architects are faced with the choice of 
running multiple mobile apps, or settling on 
one vendor not only for voice but for the rest 
of the UC feature set.

Nemertes recommends that those consider-
ing Lync as a PBX replacement evaluate it based 
on their appetite for cutting-edge options, the 
cost of investment, the state of their current 
environment, their relationship with Microsoft 
and the applicability of software-based com-
munications to their users. —Irwin Lazar 

http://searchtelecom.techtarget.com/definition/session-border-controller
http://searchitchannel.techtarget.com/definition/systems-integrator
http://searchcio.techtarget.com/definition/cutting-edge


HOME

EDITOR’S NOTE

SWITCHING TO LYNC: 

WHO CAN HUM 

THIS COMPLEX TUNE?  

HOW CAN MS LYNC 

PROVE ITS VALUE?  

INTEGRATION IS KEY

DECIDING FACTORS 

IN THE LYNC VS. CISCO 

DEBATE

A NEW TUNE FOR TELEPHONY? WHAT MS LYNC REALLY MEANS5

INTEGRATION 
IS KEY

How Does MS Lync Prove Its Value?  
Integration Is Key

For more than a decade, traditional tele-
phony vendors owned unified communications, 
and enterprises viewed Microsoft as a niche 
player in communications at best. But then 
Microsoft got serious about voice with Lync 
2013, and enterprise interest in the platform 
has grown significantly since its release. Now 
the software giant is poised to give its competi-
tors a run for their money.

The latest version of Microsoft’s unified 
communications (UC) and collaboration plat-
form brought tight integration with other 
popular products from the software maker and 
a well-designed interface that lets users move 
easily from a chat session to audio or video 
conferencing. While Microsoft doesn’t manu-
facture desk phones or room-based video- 
conferencing infrastructure, it has partnered 
with other vendors to supply everything 
needed to replace legacy telephony hard-
ware with more flexible software running on 

commodity servers.
Because enterprises are already steeped in 

other Microsoft software—such as Exchange, 
SharePoint, Active Directory and Outlook—
many are willing to listen to Microsoft sales-
people pitching Lync as a replacement for an 
aging time-division multiplexer private branch 
exchange (PBX), IP PBX or hybrid system. The 
combination of the Lync 2013 server, Micro-
soft’s Hyper-V virtualization platform and 
Windows Server 2012 provides a flexible soft-
ware layer that sits on top of the technology 
needed for a fully functional IP-based tele-
phony system.

Microsoft did not start the trend toward 
software-based communications, nor is it the 
only vendor to take such an approach. All the 
major PBX companies, such as Cisco, Avaya and 
Mitel, compete with Lync in providing a single 
user interface for instant messaging, audio 
and video conferencing, Web collaboration, 

http://searchunifiedcommunications.techtarget.com/feature/How-Microsoft-Lync-disrupts-the-unified-communications-market
http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/commodity-hardware
http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/time-division-multiplexing-TDM
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and softphone functions for PCs, tablets and 
smartphones.

However, since the 2003 release of Live Com-
munications Server, which was used primarily 
for enterprise instant messaging, Microsoft has 
been driving the market forward with a string 
of releases—first Office Communicator Server, 
then Lync 2010 and now Lync 2013.

“They were certainly at the forefront of the 
move to software,” says Richard Costello, a 
senior research analyst at IDC. “Whether they 
were responsible for it, I don’t think so, but 
they were certainly a major part of it.”

Microsoft’s tenacity has made it a player in 
the unified communications and collaboration 
market, which is expected to top $21.5 billion 
in worldwide revenue this year, according 
to IDC. Microsoft will have to use that 
same doggedness to become a winner in the 
enterprise telephony market.

CAN MICROSOFT CRACK TELEPHONY?

Two sides of the UC and collaboration market 
are battling opposite perceptions. The tradi-
tional vendors are seen as too hardware-centric 

in increasingly software-oriented and virtual-
ized data centers, while Microsoft has to show 
its telephony alternative can meet enterprise 
requirements for reliability and quality.

Traditional PBX vendors aren’t trying to 
emulate Lync; instead, they are playing up the 
benefits of building their UC and collaboration 
interfaces on top of their hardware for tighter 
integration. Some enterprises, however, pre-
fer not to have their phone and UC systems so 
tightly coupled to avoid being dependent on a 
single vendor. But others find having a single 
vendor for UC and all telephony components 
simplifies the maintenance and management of 
communications infrastructure.

Proving the value of Lync 2013 will take lon-
ger than the year and a half or so that it has 
been available. “I can’t say that I’ve seen a lot of 
interest in Lync for enterprise voice,” Costello 
says. “I’ve seen some interest in it.”

Costello says IDC estimates that about 5% 
of enterprises worldwide use Lync as a PBX 
replacement. However, that figure is only an 
estimate, he points out, because Microsoft 
won’t release such detailed statistics on Lync 
deployments.

http://searchunifiedcommunications.techtarget.com/feature/How-Microsoft-Lync-disrupts-the-unified-communications-market
http://searchunifiedcommunications.techtarget.com/news/2240106174/Microsoft-Lync-telephony-Ready-to-be-a-PBX-replacement
http://searchunifiedcommunications.techtarget.com/news/2240106174/Microsoft-Lync-telephony-Ready-to-be-a-PBX-replacement
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Lync adoption appears to be strongest in 
North America, where—as noted in Chapter 
1—a Nemertes survey shows growing adoption 
of Lync as a phone replacement among small, 
medium and large companies. But Microsoft 
and Cisco are expected to have equal mar-
ket share in North America soon, followed by 
Avaya.

The majority of companies using Lync today 
already have licenses for lots of Microsoft soft-
ware, analysts say. Most of these customers are 
using Lync for instant messaging and Web con-
ferencing from the desktop.

Cardinal Health, a $101 billion healthcare 
services company based in Dublin, Ohio, racks 
up 7 million minutes of Web conferencing on 
Lync each month.

“Lync has become almost impossible to live 
without as far as our day-to-day operations,” 
says Ryan Ritter, manager of unified communi-
cations at Cardinal Health.

The company, with 24,000 employees, has 
Cisco, Avaya, Nortel and Siemens PBX sys-
tems supporting conventional desk phones in 
300 offices and warehouses in and outside the 
U.S. Over the next three years, Cardinal Health 

plans to use Lync 2013 as a replacement for all 
its PBX systems, except those that route calls 
solely within a facility, Ritter says.

To get high-quality audio and Web confer-
encing with Lync today, Cardinal uses Acme 
Packet’s session border controller (SBC) to 

connect Lync to Verizon Business’ Session 
Initiation Protocol (SIP) trunking service. The 
IP PBX also connects to the SBC, providing 
interoperability between Lync, the IP PBX and 
the SIP trunks, as well as security and busi-
ness-quality voice and video.

The company expects to expand its use of 
Lync from voice and messaging to video con-
ferencing on a large screen in a meeting room. 
To do so, Cardinal Health will need to work 
with one of Microsoft’s technology partners to 
supply the equipment and integration. Ritter 

How well Lync does as a replace-
ment for a traditional telephony 
system depends as much on  
Microsoft partners as on the  
software maker’s product.
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and his team are testing products from multiple 
vendors, including interactive whiteboard ven-
dor SMART Technologies and combined prod-
ucts from Polycom and Crestron Electronics, 
which makes audio-video control systems for 
homes and businesses.

INTEGRATION VITAL TO LYNC SUCCESS

How well Lync does as a replacement for a tra-
ditional telephony system depends as much on 
Microsoft partners as on the software maker’s 
own product. That’s because Lync requires an 
IP-based telephone system to route calls to and 
from the public switched telephone network.

Business-consulting firm BlumShapiro, 
based in Boston, plans to test Lync as a replace-
ment for its Mitel IP PBX, which serves 400 
employees in five offices in Connecticut, Mas-
sachusetts and Rhode Island.

The test requires SIP trunking services 
from a provider such as AT&T or EarthLink to 
replace the firm’s T1 and ISDN PRI lines, says 
Mark Schwartz, chief information officer at 
BlumShapiro. In addition, the company is plan-
ning to use an SBC from AudioCodes and a 

hardware load balancer from KEMP Technolo-
gies. The load balancer moves traffic to differ-
ent servers if one suddenly goes offline.

The small group of employees in the test will 
use Lync as a phone system and a collaboration 
platform, Schwartz says. If the pilot works out, 
then BlumShapiro would need 12 to 18 months 
to roll out the system to everyone.

Systems integrator DynTek will help 
BlumShapiro set up the system, but once 
it’s deployed, Schwartz and his team plan to 
handle most of the maintenance—a departure 
from outsourcing the ongoing management 
of its Mitel system to another provider, Total 
Communications.

“We may have to, here and there, bring in 
somebody for some assistance. But as a general 
rule, we’re going to be able to support Lync,” 
Schwartz says. “The annual maintenance costs, 
management costs and frustration in dealing 
with a vendor will kind of all go away.”

Lync won’t be less expensive than sticking 
with Mitel and going with its competing prod-
uct, Schwartz says. “I’d say it’s a lot closer to 
equal, but we’re going to get a lot more value, a 
lot more features.”

http://searchnetworking.techtarget.com/definition/PSTN
http://searchnetworking.techtarget.com/definition/Primary-Rate-Interface
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As a general rule, Lync’s total cost of opera-
tion tends to be about two times more than 
Cisco or Avaya, says Irwin Lazar, vice president 
and service director at Nemertes Research. 
That’s because Lync requires the integration of 
different platforms from multiple vendors.

Sticking with Avaya or Cisco for telephony 
and adding their UC and collaboration clients 
on top keeps everything simple by eliminating 
the need for integration and running separate 
platforms. The two companies’ partner ecosys-
tems are currently ahead of Microsoft’s in this 
regard as well.

“The maturity levels of the [systems integra-
tors] that are providing Lync services are still 
not quite there,” Lazar says. “Because they’re 

still a little on the new side, they’re still defin-
ing processes, getting up to speed on training 
and support, and so on.”

While the integration challenge “certainly 
gives them pause,” enterprises that can hire 
Hewlett-Packard, AT&T or Verizon to handle 
the integration and then manage the hybrid 
Lync-telephony platform will find the cost of 
operations will be much lower, Lazar says.

BlumShapiro found that Lync 2013 had 
improvements “under the hood” that were 
pivotal to the firm considering it as a PBX 
replacement. The enhancements included tight 
integration with Windows Server 2012 and 
Microsoft’s Hyper-V virtualization platform, 
enabling Schwartz to more easily add Lync 
servers as the number of employees grows and 
to route communications from one server to the 
other during outages or maintenance windows.

“With Server 2012 and Hyper-V, we can cre-
ate a very stable, highly available and robust 
server infrastructure to be able to host an 
application like Lync that’s pretty demanding,” 
he says. —Antone Gonsalves

Lync’s total cost of operation is 
about two times more than Cisco 
or Avaya because it requires the 
integration of different platforms 
from multiple vendors. 
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The Deciding Factors in the Lync vs. Cisco Debate 

When evaluating unified communi-
cations vendors, it’s tempting to think that 
merely comparing product spec sheets or com-
pleting isolated beta tests will point to an obvi-
ous winner. And while the lack of a specific 
feature may be an automatic deal-breaker for 
IT shops with explicit needs, one of the big-
gest factors in whether a deployment succeeds 
has little to do with the shiny new UC platform 
being considered.

It’s the investments an enterprise has already 
made with a vendor outside of UC that often 
influence how readily users will adopt new 
UC tools or how smoothly administrators will 
integrate and manage the deployment. In other 
words, users who are already familiar with 
Microsoft Office applications may be more 
likely to use Microsoft Lync Server to com-
municate and collaborate. Alternatively, an 
IT shop with a large Cisco Systems network 
may discover that back-end integration and 

management is much simpler with Cisco’s UC 
offerings.

For many UC pros, vendor selection comes 
down to Cisco UC versus Microsoft Lync, the 
two biggest names in the UC market. Choosing 
between them requires a broader, more strate-
gic evaluation process than comparing them by 
feature sets alone.

Robert Gagne, manager of systems opera-
tions and security at DMT Development Sys-
tems Group, a Canadian software developer 
for the automotive industry, is considering 
migrating away from Citrix’s GoToMeeting, 
which DMT’s employees use for internal meet-
ings and demos for customers. Users often 
need help setting up GoToMeeting sessions, 
and while five minutes of troubleshooting here 
and there may not seem significant, those “five 
minutes” can build up to dozens of hours in 
lost productivity over the course of a year, he 
said.

http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/Microsoft-Lync-Server
http://searchunifiedcommunications.techtarget.com/feature/UC-survey-results-Cisco-and-Microsoft-Lync-duke-it-out
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Gagne is leaning toward Lync primarily 
because users want a tighter integration with 
other Microsoft tools for collaboration; more-
over, there isn’t a substantial-enough invest-
ment in Cisco infrastructure at DMT to give 
the Cisco UC platform any edge.

“Our guys are like, ‘If I can do that through 
Outlook—booking the meeting and sending 
the invite—that’s going to make it so much 
easier,’” Gagne said. “You have to do that [type 
of] business case analysis.”

DON’T FORGET OPERATIONAL EXPENSES 

For enterprises that have made equally signifi-
cant investments in both Cisco and Microsoft, 
identifying the better fit for a UC strategy 
partly comes down to end user preference.

“If your user base is more familiar with a 
certain set of applications, that may mean that 
one is better over the other,” said Kevin Kieller, 
a partner at enableUC, a unified communi-
cations consultancy and integrator based in 

Oakville, Ontario. He was speaking at Interop 
New York in October 2013 on the panel “Micro-
soft Lync vs. Cisco: Which Path Should You 
Choose?”

Selecting the right UC vendor also requires 
careful consideration of the operational costs a 
deployment could incur, he noted.

“As much as Cisco and Microsoft like to talk 
about their differences, they have very similar 
architectures,” said Kieller, who represented 
the Microsoft perspective on the panel. “The 
solutions that you [choose] must be aligned 
to your specific business objective. Whether 
it’s Microsoft or Cisco, things like training and 
change management are going to be important 
for your success.”

Despite having a sizeable presence at the 
show, Microsoft declined to send an official 
spokesperson to participate in the face-off, 
according to the session’s organizers.

Tom Doria, a program manager in Cisco’s 
collaboration technology group, offering the 
counterpoint for Cisco on the same panel, said 

For enterprises with investments in both Cisco and Microsoft, identifying 
the better fit for a UC strategy can come down to end user preference. 

http://www.computerweekly.com/feature/Microsoft-pushes-collaboration-in-business-apps
http://searchunifiedcommunications.techtarget.com/tip/UC-market-watch-A-closer-look-at-key-vendors-UC-strategies
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UC pros have to consider the overall infra-
structure environment. Enterprises that already 
use Cisco for networking, security and mobile 
device management will benefit from greater 
automation on the administration side, he  
said.

“When you have IT operational issues, you 
have to move things around. You have to cre-
ate new VLANs, and you have to create new 
security policies,” Doria said. “If I’m deploying 
a Microsoft Lync environment, I have to  
do that manually. If I use Cisco technologies 
that are designed to be recognized and autho-
rized into the network automatically—and 
then the network allows me to manage that and 
create my own policies dynamically—there’s an 
advantage.”

Another point to consider is which IT team 
owns the deployment, enableUC’s Kieller said.

“I would choose Lync if the apps or server 
team is running the show, because they are 
more familiar [with Microsoft],” he said. “On 
the other hand, you might want to choose 

Cisco if the telecom group is making the call, 
since most likely they are much more familiar 
with Cisco or other traditional PBX providers.”

WHERE’S THE USER BENEFIT?

In addition to its lack of a networking portfolio, 
Microsoft doesn’t sell any physical endpoints 
for voice or video. The vendor refers customers 
to specialized partners like Polycom that sell 
desk phones and video conferencing equipment 
instead. On its own, Lync provides softphone 
functionality and a desktop video-conferencing 
client. Meanwhile, its video endpoint interop-
erability and high-definition video capabilities 
are limited compared to Cisco. However, the 
degree to which Microsoft has integrated Lync, 
SharePoint and Office—and enabled federa-
tion between Lync customers—has made it an 
attractive offering for some enterprises.

Cisco has a much stronger heritage in voice 
and video—manufacturing its own IP phones, 
PBXes, room-based video-conferencing units 

The degree to which Microsoft has integrated Lync, SharePoint  
and Office has made it an attractive offering for some enterprises.

http://searchmobilecomputing.techtarget.com/definition/mobile-device-management
http://searchmobilecomputing.techtarget.com/definition/mobile-device-management
http://searchnetworking.techtarget.com/definition/virtual-LAN
http://searchunifiedcommunications.techtarget.com/definition/private-branch-exchange
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and immersive telepresence systems—as well 
as contact center applications. These products 
all benefit from built-in integration, along with 
Cisco’s other offerings for the network and 
data center. But like Microsoft, the full benefits 
of Cisco’s UC offerings shine in an all-Cisco 
infrastructure environment.

Cisco offers some basic integration with 
Outlook in many of its UC products, but its 
communications and collaboration tools often 
sit outside the applications that employees use 
the most. That alone can be a sticking point for 
some UC pros.

“We took this approach of the total cost of 
ownership, but we also brought the user benefit 
into [our vendor evaluation]. What [applica-
tions] were the users using most, and what was 
going to be the best experience for a user? And 
when we did all that analysis, we chose Lync 
because of its deep integration [with] Micro-
soft Office,” said one IT pro who was in the 
audience at the panel discussion. “If the users 
have to be trained to do something else or if 
they are not going to use the product, you are 
not going to get the full benefit out of it.”

—Jessica Scarpati
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