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Choosing Reliable Compatibles 
Buying compatible parts for network equipment can offer expanded choices, lower 
costs and faster availability. However, service providers must choose both products and 
suppliers with care. 

By Ray Hagen / ProLabs

Broadband service providers face 
demand for faster network speeds, more 
capacity and greater connectivity as 

well as radically changing market dynamics. 
Unfortunately, capital budgets are not keeping 
pace with market demands for bandwidth. 
Service providers pressed to do more with less 
are taking a fresh look at how they can better 
leverage the use of compatible – rather than 
original equipment manufacturer (OEM) – 
networking products.

Though acceptance of compatibles is 
growing, many networking professionals still 
have questions. The cost savings are undeniable, 
with potential savings of up to 70 percent over 
comparable OEM products. But cost, though 
compelling, is just one part of the equation. 
What additional benefits do compatibles offer 
service providers?

QUALITY, RELIABILITY AND 
WARRANTIES
Some network operators still believe an OEM-
branded transceiver is the safe choice. In fact, 
some providers of compatibles offer transceivers 
and other products that are the same quality as 

or better than those offered by OEMs. By no 
means are compatibles from a reputable source 
a risky choice. The truth is that the majority 
of transceivers, both OEM and those sold by 
quality suppliers, are often produced in the 
same manufacturing facilities.

The most common question service 
providers ask about compatibles is the impact 
on their switch warranties. OEMs legally 
cannot invalidate a warranty based on the use 
of a compatible product. Further, transceiver-
specific warranties are an area where OEMs 
often fall short. Unlike OEMs, which typically 
have one-year warranties, some compatible 
suppliers offer lifetime warranties.

Quality hardware is only one element of 
reliability. Third-party compatible transceivers 
are designed to comply with industry-standard 
MSAs (multisource agreements) and are 
programmed and tested to be fully compatible 
with OEM products and infrastructure. To 
protect their business models, OEMs design 
their transceivers and other products to work 
only with their own products and systems. 
Compatibles, on the other hand, are designed 
to work with all manufacturers’ products in the 
same manner as OEM-supplied transceivers.

CHOICE AND AVAILABILITY 
What would the world be like if there were only 
one provider and one brand for each product? 
Innovation would be stifled, and customers 
would pay exorbitant prices and experience 
poor service. Luckily, compatibles provide the 

Some compatibles suppliers offer lifetime  
warranties for transceivers; OEMs usually 
offer only one-year warranties. 
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transceiver market a choice to OEM-
supplied transceivers. 

Broadband service providers 
especially feel the sting of OEM lead 
times when provisioning new service. 
A delayed installation date caused by 
long lead times on access line, optical 
line terminal or backbone transceivers 
can result in lost business. Service 
providers have the option of compatible 
transceivers. Third-party compatible 
providers often carry a large stock of 
products, including fixed- and tunable-
wavelength wave-division multiplexing 
(WDM) transceivers, held at strategic 
locations. This allows for overnight 
delivery in most cases. 

Competition and choice not only 
drive innovation but also extend the 
lives of currently deployed equipment. 
Service providers are often left holding 
the bag when OEM switch vendors 
announce the end of life for a platform 
or choose to not implement a promised 

technology feature. Again, compatibles 
provide service providers with a choice 
to continue to support an in-service 

platform or to provide a path to new 
revenue not possible with options 
available from the OEM switch vendor. 
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SIMPLIFICATION
In designing best-of-breed networks, 
service providers may feel they must 
choose the best technology fit for their 
deployments or choose technologies 
that share the same transceivers. Third-
party compatibles are a viable single 
source for all transceiver needs. 

Third-party providers have 
experienced, knowledgeable sales 
teams that understand many system 
configurations and have the ability 
to advise on the best products and 
solutions. This is particularly important 
if a service provider is endeavoring to 
work within the limitations of a legacy 
system or integrating hardware from 
multiple vendors into a service offering.

CHOOSING THE RIGHT 
SUPPLIER
The selection of a compatibles supplier 
should begin with understanding the 
supplier’s product technology and 
OEM compatibility. Key questions  
to answer: 

• Does the supplier have all the 
compatible products needed for my 
network today? 

• Can it support my needs for future 
network upgrades? 

• Can it support both legacy and new 
platforms? 

• Are its products compatible with a 
wide number of OEM networking 
platforms? 

• Does the supplier have products  
for each portion of my network 
(central office/headend, distribution 
and access)?

• Does the supplier have a long 
history of deploying products into 
service provider networks?

An internet search of compatibles 
can result in an overwhelming number 

of results that may provide more 
questions than answers. A service 
provider more than likely doesn’t have 
the time or patience to perform the 
vetting to ensure that a compatibles 
supplier is reputable and experienced. 
The key question to ask is this: Does 
the supplier sell through established, 
reputable service provider distribution 
channels? If so, the distribution channel 
has already done the vetting, saving the 
customer the time and expense.

Smooth working relationships with 
suppliers can become bumpy when 
something goes wrong. Aligning the 
terms of the supplier warranty with 
your business needs is important to 
keeping a smooth relationship. What 
is the term of the warranty – one-
year, five-year or lifetime? Does the 

supplier warranty only the hardware, 
or does it also warranty compatibility 
with the OEM platform? Is there a 
contact to request a return merchandise 
authorization? What is the advanced 
replacement policy? All are important 
questions to answer in evaluating a 
compatibles supplier.

The ability to connect you with 
the right product for your needs sets 
good suppliers apart from the others. 
Compatibles suppliers offer different 
modes of service and support. Some 
offer only a website with product 
information and a “contact us” 
form, and others offer full telephone 
support with live sales consultants. 
Understanding your needs and aligning 
them with the compatible supplier 
service and support model can make all 
the difference in successfully deploying 
compatibles. v

Ray Hagen is the Americas product 
manager for ProLabs, a leading supplier of 
OEM-compatible optical transceivers and 
connectivity products. Learn more about 
ProLabs at www.prolabs.com, and contact 
Ray at raymond.hagen@prolabs.com or 
952-777-1828.

SOLVING A REAL-WORLD CHALLENGE

In the midst of rapid growth and expansion, a regional telco service 
provider experienced growing pains relating to the complexity of rapidly 
providing new WDM services while supporting legacy networking 
platforms. Its supply chain consisted of multiple OEM and compatibles 
suppliers. The service provider searched for a partner that could not only 
supply compatibles but also carry inventory to meet aggressive service 
provisioning targets. 

The service provider chose a compatibles supplier that provided 
responsive account management and service. The supplier outclassed the 
competition by providing a plan to stock guaranteed, reliable, compatible 
transceivers to meet its aggressive service turn-up targets. 

The service provider now has a single source for transceiver products, 
with most orders shipping same day. The simplification in the supply chain 
reduces the cost of holding inventory, enabling the service provider to be 
more agile in meeting accelerated deployment schedules. 

The service provider comments, “We have a strong and growing 
relationship, which our account manager has worked hard to build and 
maintain.”

In choosing a compatibles supplier, the key 
question to ask is this: Does the supplier sell 
through established, reputable service provider 
distribution channels?  
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