No-one can accurately define the size of the Unified Communications market
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Running through my collection of recent market forecasts for unified communications and hosted UC, I see that Frost & Sullivan has predicted that by 2014, the total number of end users of hosted UC services will be just 2.6 million – a big jump from the 19,000 users at the end of 2008, but still only about 5 percent of the overall UC market in terms of seats.

But wait: Wainhouse Research forecasts that the revenue from UC as a hosted service will reach $13.4 billion by 2013. If you take the 2.6 million users predicted by Frost, and figure that each pays on average $20 a month for the hosted UC service, that gives you about $624 million a year. $13.4 billion, or $624 million. Who’s right? You decide.

Comparing widely disparate market-forecast numbers from IT analysts is like catching politicians in lies: Anybody can do it, and it gets old quickly. But let’s keep at it just for a moment.

COMMFusion analyst Blair Pleasant delivers an annual “State of the UC Market” session at VoiceCon every year. Last year she said that the total value of the UC market (hosted and otherwise) would grow from $200.8 million to $2.4 billion in 2012, growing by 65 percent a year. That’s the total market; Wainhouse sees the hosted UC market alone as $13.4 billion a year later. F&S sees it as much, much smaller. What gives?

Differences of definition, for one thing. Frost’s definition of “hosted UC” is different from the Wainhouse term “unified communications and collaboration delivered as a hosted service,” which in turn differs from Pleasant’s notion of the full UC market. Indeed Pleasant, in a sharp blog on No Jitter, acknowledges this problem: “One challenge in measuring this market is that UC solutions comprise various elements that can also be used in non-UC implementations.” Most analysts, she adds, simply take the elements – presence, IM, conferencing/collaboration, call control, mobility, etc. – and add them all up. Easy enough! Use of those individual applications, though, does not constitute “unified communications.” Thus, this is a market that’s hard to grasp in a quantitative way.

There’s a larger point here, also, and it’s summarized by novelist and screenwriter William Goldman’s famous dictum about Hollywood: “Nobody knows anything.”

In other words, predicting the future of a nascent, somewhat ill-defined market like unified communications is a mug’s game. More importantly, the businesspeople who pay thousands for this type of research should keep in mind that, when it comes to forecasts like these, nobody knows anything.

We also did a similar comparison for one of our UC integration clients and came up with similar disparities in the market sizing reports. By and large it is fair to say that the market is growing and the loose and gray definitions of UC products and services are slowly becoming clearer.
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