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Microsoft Moves to Add Phone Calls to Its E-Mail Program 
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Microsoft introduced two new programs yesterday that allow people to place calls from the Outlook e-mail program, but analysts say businesses would not throw away their reliable office phone systems until the software maker’s tools were just as good.

The new programs build on server and desktop software that Microsoft introduced in 2005 to weave both instant messaging and indicators of “presence” — when a user is online, busy or logged off — into other communications programs in the Office suite.

The latest versions of Office Communications Server 2007 and Office Communicator 2007 add voice calling and video conferencing. Computer users looking at an e-mail message in Outlook can see whether the sender and other recipients are online and available to talk. With one click, a user can invite the whole group to an IM chat, a call or a video conference.

Communicator, a desktop application, also shows users whether their contacts are online, much as an IM buddy list does. Users also can see their contacts’ presence on Windows smartphones and new desk and speakerphones that plug into Ethernet jacks or PCs.

The changes are “as profound as the shift from typewriters to word processing software,” said Bill Gates, Microsoft’s chairman, in San Francisco yesterday.

Until recently, corporate telephone networks were separate from networks connecting office PCs to the Internet.

But as vendors started using the same underlying technology, and software-based Internet calling programs like Skype gained traction, “traditional” phone system makers and software companies have begun converging. And both kinds of companies are working to mesh calling, conferencing, e-mail and instant messaging.

“Everybody at this point gets it,” said a Gartner research analyst, Bernard Elliot. “These people have come into it from different backgrounds, but they really all have a common vision that you could bring it together.”

