Microsoft Unified
Communications:

Market Analysis and Product Strategy:
2025-2026 Partner Ecosystem Report

Executive Summary

The global Unified Communications (UC) landscape has entered a definitive phase of
maturation and architectural transformation as we approach the fiscal horizon of 2026.
No longer defined merely by the rapid digitization of voice and video necessitated by the
early 2020s, the market has evolved into a sophisticated platform economy where value
is derived not from connectivity, but from intelligence.

Microsoft Teams, having established itself as the operating system for modern work,
stands as the hegemon of this ecosystem, yet the strategic imperatives for its partner
network—Independent Software Vendors (ISVs), Systems Integrators (Sls), and Device
Manufacturers (OEMs)—have fundamentally shifted. The era of passive resale is
concluding, replaced by the era of the "Frontier Firm," a strategic designation for
partners capable of delivering outcomes through Agentic Al and deep workflow
integration.
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Executive Summary: The Transition to
the Frontier Firm

The global Unified Communications (UC) landscape has entered a definitive phase of
maturation and architectural transformation as we approach the fiscal horizon of 2026.

No longer defined merely by the rapid digitization of voice and video necessitated by the
early 2020s, the market has evolved into a sophisticated platform economy where value
is derived not from connectivity, but from intelligence.

Microsoft Teams, having established itself as the operating system for modern work,
stands as the hegemon of this ecosystem, yet the strategic imperatives for its partner
network—Independent Software Vendors (ISVs), Systems Integrators (Sls), and Device
Manufacturers (OEMs)—have fundamentally shifted. The era of passive resale is
concluding, replaced by the era of the "Frontier Firm," a strategic designation for
partners capable of delivering outcomes through Agentic Al and deep workflow
integration.

The quantitative dimensions of this market are immense. Valued at USD 56.75 billion in
2024, the global Unified Communication as a Service (UCaaS) market is projected to
expand at a Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of 18.15%, targeting a valuation of
USD 215.53 billion by 2032.

Within this Total Addressable Market (TAM), Microsoft maintains a commanding lead,
holding approximately 21.7% of global paid telephony seats as of the first half of 2025.
With over 320 million monthly active users (MAU) and a revenue stream from its
"Productivity and Business Processes" segment exceeding USD 8 billion annually,
Microsoft has successfully transitioned Teams from a collaboration app to a ubiquitous
utility.

However, the 2025-2026 strategic cycle presents a complex set of challenges and
opportunities for the partner ecosystem. Growth in raw user numbers has stabilized,
shifting the focus to Average Revenue Per User (ARPU) expansion through premium
workloads: Teams Phone, Teams Rooms, and Microsoft 365 Copilot.

The competitive landscape has also bifurcated. While legacy incumbents like Cisco hold
firm with 15.1% of the market, agile disruptors like Zoom are attacking Microsoft’s
pricing model with "free" Al inclusions, boasting superior transcription accuracy
benchmarks to commoditize the Al layer.

This report provides an exhaustive analysis of the Microsoft UC ecosystem, designed to
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serve as a strategic blueprint for partners navigating the transition to FY26. It identifies
four critical pivots:

1.

2.

3.

4.

The Architectural Pivot in CCaaS: The migration from SIP-based "Connect"
models to "Unify" models built on Azure Communication Services (ACS),
enabling real-time Al reasoning on voice data.

The Connectivity Pivot: The commoditization of Direct Routing and the rapid
ascent of Operator Connect and Teams Phone Mobile as the preferred
deployment standards for the mid-market.

The Hardware Refresh Cycle: The forced obsolescence of "Skype-era" devices
due to the August 2025 End of Certification (EOC) deadlines, creating a massive
refresh opportunity for Android-based intelligent video bars.

The Al Pivot: The shift from Generative Al (summarization) to Agentic Al
(autonomous task execution), necessitating partners to master Copilot Studio
and Azure Al Foundry to build custom digital employees for their clients.

The analysis that follows dissects these trends with granular detail, offering technical
comparisons, competitive SWOT analyses, and actionable recommendations for
partners aiming to secure their status as Frontier Firms in the Al-first economy.

Market Dynamics and Economic
Architecture

Global Market Sizing and Regional Velocity

The trajectory of the UCaaS market indicates a sustained expansion, yet the velocity of
this growth is unevenly distributed across geographies and market segments. The
projection of the market growing from USD 66.42 billion in 2025 to USD 215.53 billion
by 2032 suggests that we are still in the early stages of the "Cloud Telephony"
migration.

While collaboration capabilities (chat, meetings) have achieved near-saturation in the
enterprise, telephony remains the significant "brownfield" opportunity. It is estimated that
slightly less than half of all global telephony seats remain on customer-owned,
on-premises platforms, representing a massive migration pipeline for Microsoft and its
partners.

ChannelPartners.net | Page 5



https://channelpartners.net/

Regional Adoption Nuances

e North America (NALA): This region functions as the mature stronghold of the
Microsoft ecosystem. Adoption statistics indicate that 93% of Fortune 100
companies have standardized on Teams. The partner opportunity here is less
about "greenfield" deployment and more about "displacement" of legacy
Cisco/Avaya PBX systems and the "attach" of premium licenses. The market is
characterized by high operational complexity, requiring deep integration with
legacy analog infrastructure.

e FEurope, Middle East, and Africa (EMEA): The EMEA region demonstrates a
distinctive "mobile-first" and "compliance-first" orientation. Between 2020 and
2023, EMEA accounted for the highest number of Teams mobile app downloads
(27.4 million), reflecting a highly distributed and hybrid workforce. Regulatory
frameworks such as GDPR and MiFID Il act as primary market drivers, forcing
organizations to seek partners capable of delivering sovereign data residency
and immutable compliance recording.

e Asia-Pacific (APAC): This region remains a fiercely contested battleground. While
Microsoft has secured significant wins, such as the partnership with Tata Tele
Business Services in India, Zoom maintains a robust presence. Zoom's mobile
app downloads in APAC reached millions in Q3 2024 alone, indicating its
stronghold in the SMB and education sectors where cost sensitivity is acute.

Competitive Landscape and Market Share

Understanding the competitive landscape requires looking beyond headline user
numbers to the "paid seat" economics. The 1H 2025 forecast by Metrigy offers a
rigorous breakdown of the hierarchy.

Provider Market Strategic Posture & Trajectory
Share
(Seats)
Microsoft 21.7% Hegemon. Leveraging the M365 bundle to
Teams force consolidation. Moving up-market into
complex Contact Center and Frontline Worker
scenarios.
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Cisco 15.1% Defender. protecting a massive installed base
of on-prem UC Manager (CUCM). Pivoting to a
"Suite" play (Webex Suite) and interoperable
hardware.

Zoom 8.8% Disruptor. Transitioning from a video app to a
"Workplace Platform." Aggressively
commoditizing Al features to undercut
Microsoft's premium pricing.

RingCentral 6.4% Specialist. Focusing on "Five Nines" telephony
reliability and integrated CCaa$S (RingCX).
Partnering with Teams via Direct Routing to
survive.

Table 1: Global UCaaS Seat Market Share Forecast, 1H 2025.

The data reveals a critical insight: despite the narrative of Microsoft dominance, nearly
80% of the market is not Teams Phone. This fragmentation confirms that the "winner
takes all" dynamic has not yet fully materialized in telephony, leaving room for
specialized partners to curate multi-vendor environments.

However, the consolidation trend is undeniable. Microsoft’s revenue growth in this
segment is driven not just by adding users, but by capturing more share of wallet per
user. Revenue from the "Productivity and Business Processes" segment reached USD
63.4 billion in FY24, with Teams acting as the primary growth engine for new E5 license
upgrades.

The "Frontier Firm" Concept and FY26 Strategy

Looking toward Fiscal Year 2026 (FY26), Microsoft is signaling a fundamental
restructuring of its partner expectations. The concept of the "Frontier Firm" was
introduced at the MCAPS Start for Partners event to define the next generation of
high-value partners.

A Frontier Firm is characterized by its ability to execute on four pillars:

1. Enrich Employee Experiences: Moving beyond deployment to "adoption
engineering," ensuring that the workforce effectively utilizes Copilot and Premium
features to reduce digital debt.

2. Reinvent Customer Engagement: Deploying "Unify" model contact centers
(discussed in Section 4) that utilize Azure Al for predictive customer service

ChannelPartners.net | Page 7



https://channelpartners.net/

rather than reactive call handling.

3. Reshape Business Processes: The ability to build custom Al agents using Copilot
Studio. For example, creating an agent that autonomously processes insurance
claims by reading emails, querying databases, and drafting responses.

4. Bend the Innovation Curve: Early adoption of "Agentic Al"—systems that perform
autonomous work without human prompts.

This shift carries profound implications for the partner business model. The historical
model of "Transaction + Implementation Project" is being replaced by "Managed Service
+ Al Consumption." Partners who remain focused on simple license transactions will
find their margins eroded by the hyperscalers and automated provisioning tools like
Operator Connect.

The Connectivity Fabric: Teams Phone
and PSTN Strategy

Telephony serves as the economic bedrock of the UC ecosystem. With over 20 million
PSTN users as of 2025, Teams Phone has graduated from a secondary feature to a
primary enterprise PBX replacement. However, the strategic value lies not in the dial
tone itself, which is a commodity, but in the method of connectivity and the services
layered upon it.

Connectivity Models: The Tripartite Architecture

The market offers three primary architectures for connecting Teams to the Public
Switched Telephone Network (PSTN). The strategic choice between these models
dictates the partner’s revenue opportunity and the customer’s operational complexity.

1. Direct Routing (DR)

Direct Routing remains the dominant connectivity model, accounting for over 80% of
current telephony-enabled deployments.

e Technical Mechanism: A customer or partner deploys a certified Session Border
Controller (SBC) which trunks into the Microsoft 365 cloud.

e Strategic Utility: DR is the "Swiss Army Knife" of connectivity. It is the only option
for complex multinational enterprises that require granular control over call
routing, integration with analog legacy devices (fax machines, elevator phones,
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paging systems), and survivability (Survivable Branch Appliances) in the event of
an internet outage.

e Partner Economics: This model offers the highest margin potential for Systems
Integrators. It requires high-touch professional services for dial plan design, SBC
configuration (e.g., AudioCodes, Ribbon), and ongoing lifecycle management.

e Outlook: While currently dominant, DR is slowly losing market share in the SMB
and mid-market segments to simpler deployment models.

2. Operator Connect (OC)

Operator Connect represents the "platformization" of PSTN. It allows carriers to peer
directly with Microsoft Azure and present their services within the Teams Admin Center
(TAC).

e Growth Trajectory: Analysts forecast that Operator Connect will eventually
overtake Direct Routing in total seat count by 2026 due to its simplicity.

e Strategic Utility: It offers "Click-to-Provision" simplicity. An IT administrator can
assign phone numbers to users in minutes without needing PowerShell expertise
or SBC management knowledge.

e Partner Economics: For Telecommunications Carriers (Telcos), participation in
the OC program is an existential necessity to remain visible to Microsoft
customers. For MSPs, OC simplifies operations but squeezes service margins,
forcing a pivot to value-added overlays such as analytics and reporting.

3. Teams Phone Mobile

Teams Phone Mobile (formerly Operator Connect Mobile) is the premium tier of
connectivity, blurring the line between mobile and fixed telephony.

e Technical Mechanism: A single SIM-enabled mobile number functions as the
user's mobile number and their Teams landline. Calls are routed via the cellular
voice network but are signaled into the Teams tenant.

e Strategic Utility: It solves the compliance gap. In regulated industries, employees
often use personal mobiles for client calls to avoid the "app friction" of
softphones. Teams Phone Mobile ensures these native dialer calls are captured
by enterprise recording policies.

e Market Leaders: Early movers in this space include BT, Rogers, Verizon, and
Swisscom. It is a high-ARPU play, targeting frontline workers and
high-compliance roles (e.g., wealth management).
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The SMB Disruption: Shared Calling

In a move to aggressively capture the Very Small Business (VSB) and frontline worker
markets, Microsoft introduced Shared Calling in late 2024.

e The Problem: Traditional licensing required a unique phone number (DID) and
Calling Plan for every user, driving costs to $15-$20/user/month—prohibitively
expensive for a retail store where 10 employees share one phone.

e The Solution: Shared Calling allows a group of users to share a single phone
number and calling plan while utilizing their individual Teams credentials.

e Implication: This feature effectively destroys the value proposition of legacy "Key
Systems" and low-end VolP providers. It allows partners to sweep up the sub-50
seat market that was previously priced out of the Microsoft ecosystem.

End of Certification (EOC) and Hardware Refresh

A critical operational reality for 2025 is the hardware lifecycle "cliff." Microsoft has
established August 5, 2025, as the End of Certification (EOC) date for a significant
tranche of popular Teams Phone devices.

Device Impacted Models Implication

Manufacturer (Partial List)

Yealink MP52, VP59 (Video | Entry-level desk phones and
Phone) executive video phones reaching

EOL.

AudioCodes C448HD, C450HD Standard enterprise desk phones.

Crestron UC-P8, UC-P10 High-end executive desktop
(Phone & Display) devices.

Strategic Implication: Post-EOC, these devices will stop receiving firmware updates,
creating security vulnerabilities and potential incompatibility with new authentication
protocols. For partners, this is a massive commercial trigger. It provides the justification
to initiate "Modernize Communications" campaigns, moving customers from physical
desk phones to headset-centric workflows or upgrading executives to newer,
Android-based displays like the Yealink DeskVision A24 or Neat Frame.
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The Contact Center Paradigm Shift:
From Connect to Unify

While telephony is a volume game, the Contact Center (CCaaS) is a value game. It
represents the most complex and critical workload within the UC environment.
Microsoft’s strategy here has evolved from a passive "interoperability" stance to an
active architectural framework categorized into three models: Connect, Extend, and
Unify. Understanding the distinctions between these models is prerequisite for any
partner operating in this space.

The "Connect” Model: The Legacy Bridge

The

Architecture: This model utilizes SIP Connectivity via Direct Routing. The
partner's Contact Center solution receives the call through an SBC, processes
the Automatic Call Distribution (ACD) logic and IVR, and then routes the call to a
Teams user or a standalone agent application.

Limitations: This architecture suffers from "media hairpinning." The audio stream
leaves the Azure cloud, travels to the partner's data center, and then returns to
Teams. This introduces latency and potential jitter. Crucially, because the media
stream is external to Microsoft, Microsoft Copilot cannot natively reason over the
call in real-time.

Vendor Landscape: This model is populated by legacy incumbents like Cisco
Webex Contact Center, Avaya, and RingCentral, who use it to connect their
massive existing platforms to Teams without rewriting their core code.

"Extend” Model: The Integrated Experience

Architecture: This model utilizes the Microsoft Graph Cloud Communications API.
The contact center application acts as a "controller," instructing Teams on how to
route the call, but the media stream itself remains within the customer's Teams
tenant.

Advantages: This eliminates hairpinning, ensuring high-definition audio quality. It
also improves security, as the voice data does not traverse the public internet to
a third-party cloud. Agents work directly within the Teams client via an embedded
app.

Vendor Landscape: Partners like Anywhere365 and Landis Technologies have
championed this model. It appeals to IT Directors who prioritize data sovereignty
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and a simplified user experience.

The "Unify"” Model: The Future of CCaaS

e Architecture: The Unify model represents the deepest level of integration. It is
built natively on Azure Communication Services (ACS) and leverages Teams
Phone extensibility. The contact center is essentially an Azure-native application.

e Strategic Advantage: This is the architecture of the Frontier Firm. Because the
media is processed natively in Azure:

o Zero Latency: Real-time processing is instantaneous.

o Al Access: The solution can tap directly into Azure Al services
(transcription, translation, sentiment analysis) on the live stream.

o Simplicity: It offers a "single pane of glass" for administration, reducing the
total cost of ownership.

e Vendor Landscape: Luware, Roger365.i0, and ComputerTalk are the pioneers of
this model. They position themselves not as "external software connected to
Teams," but as "Teams-native capabilities."

Partner Strategy and Certification

Microsoft maintains a rigorous certification program to ensure quality. As of 2025, the
ecosystem is vibrant but stratified.

e The "Big Iron" Giants (Genesys, NICE, Five9): These vendors focus on the
Extend model to defend their market share. Their value proposition is
"Omnichannel"—the ability to handle complex non-voice interactions (email,
social, WhatsApp) better than native Teams solutions. They sell "Teams
Integration" as a feature of their larger suite.

e The "Teams Native" Specialists: Vendors like Luware and Landis bet the
company on the Microsoft stack. Their growth is tied directly to the growth of
Teams Phone. They are winning in the mid-market (500-5,000 users) where the
desire for IT consolidation outweighs the need for niche contact center features.

Strategic Recommendation: For FY26, partners must prioritize Unify or Extend
solutions. The "Connect" model is becoming a legacy liability. As customers demand
Copilot integration to summarize support calls, solutions that keep data outside the
"Graph" will face insurmountable competitive disadvantages.
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Intelligent Spaces: The Meeting Room
Hardware Ecosystem

The physical meeting room has become the primary interface for hybrid work. The
market has shifted away from the complex, component-based systems of the past
toward "Intelligent Video Bars" running on Android, driven by the need for scalability and
"Meeting Equity."

The OS War: Android (MTR-A) vs. Windows (MTR-W)

Microsoft supports two distinct operating systems for Microsoft Teams Rooms (MTR),
and the friction between them defines the current hardware market.

e MTR on Windows (MTR-W): The legacy standard. It offers maximum flexibility,
supporting complex AV integrations (e.g., Q-SYS, Biamp DSPs) and multiple
camera inputs. It is the preferred choice for large boardrooms and auditoriums.

e MTR on Android (MTR-A): The rising challenger. These are typically "all-in-one"
appliances (Camera, Mic, Speaker, Compute in a single bar). They are cheaper,
easier to install, and easier to manage.

e Market Shift: In 2024-2025, MTR-A has achieved near feature parity with
MTR-W. Major vendors like Yealink and Poly are aggressively pushing Android
bars for the high-volume Small and Medium room segments.

Vendor Strategies and Portfolios

Vendor Flagship Strategy Key Products 2025

Yealink Full Stack coverage. Offering the MeetingBar A10/A20
widest range of Android bars for (Android) for huddle
volume, while keeping modular spaces; MVC S90
Windows kits for high-end custom (Windows) for extra-large
rooms. divisible rooms.

Poly (HP) | Al-Driven Audio/Video. Studio X30/X50/X70
Differentiating with "DirectorAl" (Android); G-Series
framing and "NoiseBlockAl." Heavily (Windows) modular kits.
invested in the Android-based
X-series.
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Logitech Flexibility. The "CollabOS" platform Rally Bar / Mini; Logi
allows devices to run as appliances Dock for desk/huddle.
or USB peripherals. Focus on the
"Rally" ecosystem.

Cisco Interoperability. Acknowledging Cisco Room Bar Pro;
Teams dominance, Cisco devices Board Pro running
now run MTR natively, allowing MTR-A.

customers to keep Cisco hardware
while moving to Teams software.

Meeting Equity and "IntelliFrame"

The defining feature for 2025 devices is Al-driven video composition, marketed by
Microsoft as IntelliFrame.

e The Problem: In traditional video calls, a conference room of 10 people appears
as a single "bowling alley" view, making it difficult for remote participants to see
facial expressions.

e The Solution: IntelliFrame (and vendor equivalents like RightSight or DirectorAl)
uses on-device Al to identify individual faces in the room, crop them, and present
them as separate video tiles in the Teams meeting stage.

e Monetization: This feature drives the upsell to the Teams Rooms Pro license
($40/device/month), as the Basic license does not support these advanced Al
capabilities.

BYOD and the "Intelligent Desk"

Not every space can justify a dedicated MTR system. The "Bring Your Own Device"
(BYOD) trend is evolving into "Intelligent BYOD."

e Technology: Devices like the Logi Dock or Yealink RoomPanel allow a user to
plug in their laptop and inherit the room's peripherals.

e Innovation: New features allow these BYOD spaces to be "discovered" by the
Microsoft Places app, enabling usage analytics even without a dedicated
compute engine in the room.
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The Al War: Copilot vs. The Field

The single most significant strategic pivot for Microsoft and its partners in 2025 is the
mass adoption of Microsoft 365 Copilot. This is not merely a feature add-on; it is a
platform war against competitors like Zoom who are commoditizing Al.

The Competitive Bifurcation: Value vs. Price
The market is splitting into two distinct Al philosophies:
1. The Microsoft "Premium Integrated" Model:

e Offering: Microsoft 365 Copilot.

e Pricing: $30/user/month (Enterprise), ~$21/user/month (SMB Business SKU).

e Value Proposition: The Graph. Copilot's power comes from its context. It doesn't
just know what was said in the meeting; it knows the email thread that preceded
the meeting, the Excel file analyzed during the meeting, and the chat history that
followed. It offers "Grounding" in business data.

2. The Zoom "Commoditized Utility" Model:

Offering: Zoom Al Companion.
Pricing: Included at no additional cost with paid licenses.

e Value Proposition: Performance & Price. Zoom utilizes a "federated" Al approach,
dynamically routing queries to the most efficient Large Language Model
(LLM)—OpenAl, Anthropic, or Meta Llama.

e Benchmarks: Third-party testing cited by Zoom claims that Al Companion
delivers a lower Word Error Rate (WER) (approx. 4% advantage) and faster
response times than Microsoft Copilot in meeting scenarios.

Implication for Partners:

Partners cannot win a head-to-head comparison on "Meeting Summarization" alone.
Zoom wins that battle on price (Free vs. $30) and potentially on raw transcription
accuracy. Partners must sell the Workflow. The argument must be: "Zoom can
summarize the meeting, but Copilot can take that summary and draft a proposal in
Word based on your template, then email it via Outlook."

Democratizing Al: Copilot Business for SMBs

Recognizing the price sensitivity in the SMB market, Microsoft launched Microsoft 365
Copilot Business SKUs in late 2025.
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Strategy: Targeted at sub-300 seat organizations.

Pricing: Approximately $21 USD/user/month.

Bundling: To drive adoption, Microsoft introduced "Convenience Bundles" (e.qg.,
Business Premium + Copilot) offering discounts of 15% to 35%.

Partner Opportunity: This opens the floodgates for Managed Service Providers
(MSPs). The strategy is to normalize Al as a standard component of the "Modern
Work" stack, similar to how Exchange Online became the standard for email.

The Future: Agentic Al

The conversation in FY26 will shift from "Generative Al" (creating content) to "Agentic
Al" (executing tasks).

Definition: An Al Agent is a semi-autonomous program that can perceive its
environment (e.g., monitor a Teams channel), reason (decide if an action is
needed), and act (trigger a Power Automate flow).

Tooling: Copilot Studio and Azure Al Foundry are the workbenches for building
these agents.

Partner Revenue: This creates a new service line: "Agent Engineering." Partners
will build bespoke agents for verticals (e.g., a "Patient Triage Agent" for
Healthcare or a "Mortgage Application Review Agent" for Finance).

Compliance, Security, and Governance

In high-stakes industries—Finance, Legal, Healthcare—the adoption of Teams is
contingent upon rigorous compliance. The "Shadow IT" usage of personal mobiles and
unrecorded chats is a massive liability that partners are paid to solve.

Compliance Recording for Call Queues

A significant roadmap enhancement in late 2024/2025 is the General Availability (GA) of
Compliance Recording for Call Queues.

The Issue: Previously, compliance recording was user-centric. If a call came into
a support queue, ensuring it was recorded required complex licensing for every
potential agent, and the "This call is being recorded" announcement was often
disjointed or duplicated.

The Fix: Policies can now be applied to the Queue resource itself. This ensures
100% capture of inbound interactions regardless of which agent answers,
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simplifying the architecture for contact centers.
Partner Role: This feature requires a certified "Policy-Based Recording" partner.
The recording bot must be deployed in Azure and integrated via the Graph API.

The Regulatory Landscape and Partner Solutions

MiFID Il (Finance): Mandates the recording and retention of all communications
related to a financial trade. This includes mobile calls.

GDPR (Europe): Mandates the "Right to be Forgotten." Recording solutions must
support the granular deletion of specific user data without wiping the entire
archive.

Key Partners:

Imagicle: Positions itself as the comprehensive solution for mixed environments
(Cisco + Teams). Its suite handles recording, analytics, and "Attendant Console"
functions. It leverages Al to provide "Keyword Triggers" (e.g., alerting compliance
officers if a trader says "guarantee").

Verint & NICE: Focus on the large enterprise, integrating Teams recording into
broader Workforce Engagement Management (WEM) suites.

Redwood Technologies & TollRing: Specialized partners focusing on the
mid-market.

Microsoft Places: The New Frontier of
Hybrid Work

As the "Return to Office" (RTO) settles into a hybrid equilibrium, Microsoft has
introduced a new software category: Workplace Intelligence, anchored by Microsoft

Places.

The Product Proposition

Microsoft Places is not just a room booking app; it is a "Physical Graph" that integrates
with Microsoft 365 data.

Core Features: Desk booking, wayfinding, and "Intention Scheduling" (signaling
when you are coming to the office and why—e.g., "Collaboration Day").
Integration: It integrates deeply with Outlook and Teams. For example, the
"Places Card" in a calendar invite shows the physical location of participants and
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suggests the best room based on that data.

The Partner Ecosystem

This platform creates a new ecosystem layer adjacent to UC:

1.

Directory & Floorplan Partners: Companies like Archilogic, Mappedin, and Pointr
specialize in converting CAD drawings into interactive digital maps that live inside
the Places app.

Data Integration (Sensors): Partners like VergeSense and Crestron provide the
loT hardware (occupancy sensors) that feeds real-time usage data into Places.
This allows the system to show actual occupancy versus booked occupancy
("Ghost Booking" detection).

Application Hosting: Partners like Appspace and ServiceNow integrate service
workflows (e.g., "The printer in Room 302 is broken") directly into the Places
interface.

Strategic Opportunity: For UC partners, Places is the bridge to the Real Estate and
Facilities (RE&F) budget. This is a completely new spending pool outside of the
traditional IT budget.

Partner Program (MCI) and FY26
Roadmap

The Microsoft Commerce Incentive (MCI) program has been radically retooled. The
days of earning margin solely on the "transact" (reselling the license) are ending.
Profitability is now correlated with usage, security, and Al adoption.

Incentive Structures
e Copilot Incentives: Microsoft is offering specific rebates for selling Copilot SKUs,

but these are often gated by active usage metrics. The goal is to prevent
shelfware.

CSP Growth Bundles: The new SMB bundles (Business Premium + Copilot)
carry promotional rebates to accelerate the "attach" rate in the CSP channel.
Co-op Funds: A portion of the rebate (typically 40%) is withheld as "Co-op
funds," which must be spent on approved marketing activities, such as Copilot
readiness workshops.
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New Designations and Specializations

To differentiate partners in a crowded market, FY26 introduces granular badges:

e Microsoft Copilot Specialization: This is the elite tier for Al partners.
Requirements include achieving a "Solutions Partner" designation, proving
growth of 1,000 active Copilot users (MAU), and having staff certified with
MS-102 and APL-7008 (Copilot Studio).

e Solutions Partner for Support Services: A new designation launching in FY26 to
recognize MSPs who provide high-quality, continuous technical support, distinct
from those who only do project-based deployment.

e Distributor Designation: Recognizing the evolving role of Indirect Providers
(Distributors) who are now expected to enable the reseller channel with technical
Al readiness, not just credit lines.

The "CIiff" Risk
Partners must strictly manage their performance metrics. The requirement to add Net
New Customers (NNC) is a hard gate. Failing to meet the threshold (typically 4 NNC per

year) results in the loss of the Solutions Partner designation and the backend rebates
that constitute the profit margin for many resellers.

Strategic Outlook and
Recommendations

The 2026 Horizon

By 2026, the Microsoft UC ecosystem will be unrecognizable from its 2020 state.

e From Generative to Agentic: The primary value driver will be Al agents that
perform work autonomously. Partners will sell "outcomes" (e.g., "We reduce your
invoice processing cost by 50%"), not "seats."

e The Federated Challenge: Zoom and other competitors will continue to pressure
Microsoft on price and flexibility. Microsoft’s defense will remain the Integrated
Data Graph.

e The Physical Graph: The office building itself will become a software-defined
asset managed via Teams and Places.

ChannelPartners.net | Page 19



https://channelpartners.net/

Recommendations for Partners

1.

2.

Build the "Agent Practice": Do not wait. Certify your engineering teams in Copilot
Studio. The highest margins in FY26 will come from building custom agents that
solve vertical-specific problems.

Audit for EOC: Immediately run discovery scripts on your customer base to
identify devices hitting End of Certification in August 2025. Use this as a
compelling event to drive a hardware refresh cycle.

Migrate to "Unify": If you are an ISV, migrate your Contact Center solution to the
Azure-native Unify model. Legacy SIP connections will eventually be deprecated
or rendered competitively unviable by their inability to support Copilot.

Monetize Compliance: Stop viewing compliance as a checkbox. Sell "Voice
Analytics" on top of recording. Use the data captured for MiFID Il to drive sales
training and customer insights.

Recommendations for Enterprise Buyers

1.

Rationalize the Stack: If you are paying for E5 licenses, you likely own the
security and telephony capabilities to retire third-party point solutions (Zoom,
Slack).

Demand "Graph-Ready" Solutions: When selecting a Contact Center or
Recording vendor, the Request for Proposal (RFP) must ask: "Can Microsoft
Copilot reason over the data generated by your tool?" If the answer is no, you are
creating a data silo.

Pilot Agentic Workflows: |dentify repetitive internal processes (password resets,
scheduling, basic triage) and pilot Copilot Studio agents to automate them.
Prepare your data governance now to enable these agents to work safely.

Conclusion

The Microsoft Unified Communications market has transitioned from a phase of
explosive acquisition to one of strategic deepening. The "platform war" is largely
concluded; Teams has won the desktop. The new conflict is the "intelligence war."

For the partner ecosystem, the path forward is demanding. The Frontier Firm strategy is
not optional; it is an economic necessity dictated by Microsoft’s incentive structures and
the commaoditization of basic connectivity. Partners who can successfully pivot to
building value on top of the platform—through Agentic Al, intelligent physical spaces,
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and deep workflow integration—uwiill thrive in a market destined to exceed USD 200
billion.

Those who remain tethered to the resale of dial tone and licenses face an inevitable
obsolescence. The future belongs to those who can translate the raw capabilities of the
Microsoft Cloud into tangible, automated business outcomes.
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