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Microsoft Dynamics CRM as a 

Platform  

Take the òCó out of òCRMó and youõre left with 

Microsoft Dynamics Relationship Managementñand 

thatõs the right way to think about this product. 

Microsoft Dynamics CRM is not just about sales and 

marketing. Itõs a platform for developing line of 

business applicationsñapplications that manage 

and track information an d processes around real-

world objects. The object could be a customer, but it 

could also be a grant, building, or a potential 

candidate for hire. The key question is: òdo I need to 

track the information and activities related to this 

entity?ó If the answer is òyes,ó Microsoft CRM 

deserves some serious consideration. 

The Real Story Behind Microsoft 

Dynamics CRM 

Imagine that Microsoft Dynamics CRM is an iceberg. 

The part you see, the CRM application itself, sits 

above the water and represents only about a fifth of 

the total size of the iceberg. But 80% of the power 

and potential of Microsoft Dynamics CRM lies 

beneath the surfaceñin the platform layer and the 

application framework. Once you know the real story 

behind Microsoft Dynamics CRM, youõll understand 

how true this is. We can tell you that story, because 

we were there. 

Originally, Microsoftõs plan was to create not a 

product, but a development platform. In fact, at the 

very beginning, it was going to be just a  platform 

and APIõs. Microsoft wanted to build  a horizontal 

platform that developers could use to create their 

own CRM systems. By providing a really solid, fully-

featured platform that was easy to develop on, 

organizations could create powerful CRM systems 

tailored to their own needs, and third -party 

companies could create deep, vertical market CRM 

applications that they could host or sell.  

Microsoft knew they needed a way to showcase this 

platform. As it so happened, Aaron Elder and I were 

part of a team that had built an award-winning 

product called iCommunicate that fell in the same 

vein. Seeing the product, Microsoft Corporation 

decided to acquire the company and, more 

importantly, acquire us as employees, in 2001. So 

out we moved to Redmond, WA to join the 

Microsoft CRM development team. 

To demonstrate the capability of this platform, the 

team developed a reference or sample application 

for general customer relationship management. The 

sampleõs goal was to show what a CRM solution built 

on the platform might look like. As it turned out, the 

sample application wowed even those on the team. 

At the same time, it was becoming increasingly 

apparent that what the world really wanted was a 2-

tiered approach: a configurable customer 

relationship management application with a deeply 

functional platform und erneath. We were most of 

the way there. The sample application acted as a 

prototype while we built Microsoft Dynamics CRM as 

a fully featured product.  

All the while the core goal of developing a great 

platform remained. Instead of building an 

application and its underlying platform, we built a 

platform and framework with an application on top 

of it. Thatõs why Microsoft Dynamics CRM remains 

such a flexible and powerful development tool for 

line of business applications.  This development 

approach and strict policy of keeping the platform 

pure is why the product deserves consideration as a 

business application platform. 

Not Just Sales, Not Just Customers  

Because it was built as a platform, Microsoft 

Dynamics CRM had to be metadata-driven. While 

the application portion of the system includes a 

Sales module, a Marketing module, and a Service 

module, the underlying database simply contains a 

set of entities, each with certain characteristics and 

relationships. What is called an òopportunityó in the 

application and is used to track potential sales 

opportunities could just as easily be called a 

òproposaló and be used to track proposals and 

manage grant applications. What is called a 

òcontactó could be a patient in a health and human 

services system. In fact, the platform allows you to 

change the names of these core entities to 

accommodate the function they will perform in your 

business. 
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Business applications typically track information 

about people, money, products, or services; the 

activities and communications done around them; 

and the relationships between them. Microsoft 

Dynamics CRM was designed to capture exactly that 

kind of inform ation. The people Microsoft Dynamics 

CRM tracks may all be internal to your organization, 

rather than customers. Or they might be citizens 

coming to your public sector agency. Or a 

combination of patients, doctors, and staff. It doesnõt 

matter. They are people with relationships and 

around whom actions are being performed and 

tracked. Here are just a few examples of the 

organizations that weõve built applications for using 

Microsoft Dynamics CRM as the platforms for non-

sales purposes: 

¶ A large, state government-based organization 

uses Microsoft Dynamics CRM to manage its 

teacher certification program. In the system, 

òcontactsó are educators. Each educator has 

areas in the system for tracking their schooling, 

work history, and certifications. The system also 

contains a portal so that educators can update 

their personal information, pay certification fees 

online, and so on. 

 

¶ A large financial institution wanted a system to 

manage the process of reviewing and 

interviewing candidates. Using Microsoft 

Dynamics CRM, weõre building a system that not 

only keeps track of the candidates and their 

personal documents (resumes, cover letters, 

recommendations), but also manages and 

schedules all of the activities during the 

recruitment process, such as the initial screening, 

the manager review of the resume, the interview, 

and so on. 

 

¶ A major command within the United States Air 

Force uses Microsoft Dynamics CRM to receive, 

disseminate, and track the chain of 

organizational tasks and resulting sub-tasks 

within their organiza tion and from Air Force 

Headquarters at the Pentagon. In this system, 

òaccountsó are organizations and òcontactsó are 

users and action officers charged with the 

coordination and response to policy, procedures, 

Congressional requests, requests under the 

Freedom of Information Act, and other Air Force 

business matters. 

The Agile Organization  

Choosing a platform isnõt just about solving todayõs 

problems. Itõs about building for the future.  The 

platform you choose will be with you for some time 

to come, so you need to make sure you have a solid 

foundation on which to build your business ñone 

that is able to respond as the business changes.  

Itõs critical these days that businesses respond 

quickly to change. Therefore, organizations prefer 

not to spend years developing a line of business 

(LOB) application. Solutions need to be implemented 

in months, not years. You canõt spend a year to roll 

out a CRM system. You canõt spend a year to roll out 

an asset management system. You canõt spend a 

year to roll out any kind of business application. If 

you spend six months trying to figure out what to 

build and another six months building it, the 

business you deployed it for will have already 

changed. You need to develop quickly, but you still 

need to develop a solid, usable, and fully-featured 

system. 

Itõs also important to get the application out there 

quickly so you can get people using it and get their 

feedback. Then you can change, improve, and 

release again. That kind of development allows your 

organization and your users to be productive more 

quickly, to develop more usable systems, and gets 

your users invested in the tools and their success.  

Selecting a platform that allows for rapid 

development and an iterative process is one of the 

keys to building a successful long-term LOB strategy. 

The right platform helps ensure business agility. 

It Doesnõt Pay to Grow Your Own 

Often, people in organizations say to themselves, 

òOur company is so unique and specialized that 

nobody will have a system that addresses our 

business. Weõd better build our own systemñor get 

someone else to build a custom system for us.ó  
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Itõs true that every company is different. Quite often, 

an off-the-shelf product wonõt meet your needs. But 

the mistake these companies make is that they donõt 

take into account the total cost of ownership for the 

system over the lifetime of the company.  

Building completely from scratch is a costly prospect. 

You have to design everything from the ground up 

and build it out. Building the security system wrong 

means opening your company to attacks. Building a 

UI framework that accommodates all the future 

possibilities is another challenge. And once itõs built, 

you have to maintain it, update it, and of course, 

extend it. All on your own, and all at your ongoing 

expense.  

When we meet with potential clients, the IT folks 

sometimes tell us, òWell, weõll build a platform that 

can be used for the long haul. We can build our own 

framework and build it so it can be reused for future 

applications.ó Itõs good in theory, but rarely occurs in 

practice. Itõs hard and expensive to build a general-

purpose platform. Furthermore, developers leave. 

The architects of the original platform may not be 

around when you go to build your second or third 

LOB application. When that corporate knowledge 

departs, it can be time-consuming and costly to 

replace. 

And lastly, if youõve worked with or managed 

developersñor you are oneñyou know that 

nobodyõs code is ever as good as your own. 

Developers hate maintaining other peopleõs code. 

Theyõd much rather write something new. Your 

developers will find all sorts of reasons why the 

current platform wonõt work or wonõt work well 

enough for the new application. Selecting an 

external platform settles the debate. Youõve got a 

solid, all-purpose platform that will be maintained by 

a dedicated group of external developers. So, your 

devs can write all the cool new code they want for 

the LOB applications your business depends upon, 

and leave the maintenance to Microsoft. 

Keys to the F amily Car 

Keep in mind that Microsoft  Dynamics CRM is the 

platform that the Microsoft development team used 

to build the CRM application that you see. 

Microsoftõs CRM development team uses the same 

platform and the same SDK as you will. Thatõs not 

the case with all products. A more typical approach 

for companies that build CRM products is a closed 

or black box approach in which the product is self -

contained. When customers inevitably come back 

wanting to extend and hook into the system, the 

CRM manufacturer creates an SDK that provides 

access to 20% or 30%ñmaybe even as much as 

50%ñof the functionality of the core product. Not 

enough. Oh, and thatõs for external use only. The 

internal developers donõt even use the SDK.  

In the case of Microsoft Dynamics CRM, the SDK you 

use is the exact same web services SDK that is used 

internally by Microsoftõs developers. And, of course, 

the platform is the same. So, in theory, if you had the 

same money, caliber of people, and all the 

specifications for the Microsoft CRM application, you 

could actually build the exact same product as 

Microsoft did. If the product out -of-the-box is not 

what you want it to be, itõs infinitely modifiable and 

extensible at virtually any layer. Itõs like Microsoft just 

handed you the keys to the family car. You are not 

relegated to  Microsoftõs vision of what CRM was 

when it was built. You are free to drive off and create 

the future of what Microsoft Dynamics CRM can be. 

The Plumbing and the fixtures  

At a very high-level, building business applications 

requires creating two major elements: the core 

plumbing and the custom -tailored functionality. The 

plumbing includes the data model, the security 

model, the relationships between elements in the 

system, the presentation layer, and so on. The 

functionality includes the specific business processes 

and problems that the system addresses and the 

particular ways that the system addresses them 

through the user interface.   

In most cases, the plumbing can be the same for all 

the LOB applications in an organization. If itõs done 

right, you can use the same data model, security 

model, UI paradigm, and so on to build your HR 

management system, your recruitment management 

system, and your professional services automation 

system. In fact, there are some big advantages to 
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using the same plumbing for a ll your internal 

applicationsñbut more about that later.  

The functionality, on the other hand, varies for each 

application. Youõll be storing and presenting 

different information to the user. Youõll have 

different business processes and needs that each 

system solves. In every case, the user interface, the 

features you expose, and the requirements you 

implement have to work for that particular 

applicationõs users, as well as for the organization.  

The plumbing is an underlying layer that, if done 

well, can be written once and reused for all your 

applications. The functionality is a highly-visible layer 

that must be custom tailored to fit the organization 

and its usersõ needs. The functionality is where the 

majority of your development time and energy 

should be spent, because itõs a highly-tailored area 

and getting that piece right is the key to success. 

 

Unfortunately, most organizations spend most of 

their time on the plumbing. They develop their LOB 

applications separately and at separate times. The 

platform is often reinvented or rewritten each time 

because it wasnõt originally designed to meet the 

needs of multiple applications. So organizations end 

up with a hodge -podge of complex systems, all 

requiring regular maintenance.  

Moreover, building the infrastructure and building it 

right can be time -consuming and costly. And it has 

to be done first, befor e the functionality can be 

implemented. That means that the functionality, the 

most important piece, gets whatever time is left in 

the schedule, and usually far from enough. So, 

organizations invest the most time and money in the 

area that requires the least unique and specific 

solution. They waste their money reinventing the 

wheel. 

 

Fig 1. Custom Application Development vs.  

Microsoft Dynamics CRM as a Platform  

Using Microsoft CRM as your platform means that 

the plumbing is done for you. You donõt have to 

create a data model or a security model. Even much 

of the user interface is created for you.  Moreover, 

you can use the same infrastructure for all of your 

LOB applications. By building on of this common 

platform, you can eliminate the majority of the 

development work required to get an application off 

the ground.  

 

Weõve found that using Microsoft CRM as your 

platform generally saves 50% to 70% of the 

development time. Effort you would have spent on 

the platform can be put towards the harder problem 

of identifying the right functionality and providing it 

in the right way. You can spend your time and 

money on the more important problems of 

determining exactly what information to track and 

manage; what processes to put in place; and where, 

how, and to which users to expose different 

functionalityñthe more challenging work that wi ll 

determine the applicationõs success. 

Using Microsoft CRM as your platform means 

thatê you can use the same infrastructure for 

all of your LOB applications.  

The functionality is where the majority of your 

development time and energy should be 

spentê Unfortunately, most organizations 

spend most of their time on the plumbingê 

They waste their money reinventing the wheel.  
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Pay-back 

Obviously, when you use Microsoft CRM as a 

platform, you pay some upfront costs. You recoup 

those costs over time, though. Because youõve got 

that common layer for all of your LOB applications, 

you never have to repeat the process of building a 

platform. Thus, the cost of your future applications is 

drastically reduced, paying back the cost of your 

initial investment in Microsoft CRM. Every time you 

add an application on top of Microsoft CRM, youõve 

reduced your base cost via the platform savings on 

the new application. 

This savings also comes in terms of time and quality. 

Custom business applications are often not 

extensible or scalable over the long term. They are 

developed to address a specific need but, due to 

resource constraints, are typically built in such a way 

that they cannot be quickly or easily repurposed or 

extended when new needs arise. With a solid, 

reliable platform, you have a predictable method for 

extending and scaling applications.  

Lastly, you save money because Microsoft takes on 

much of the work for you. Instead of having to invest 

in updating and modifying your platform as new 

needs arise or technology changes, Microsoft takes 

on that cost. In the form of Microsoft, you have a 

full-time development and test team dedicated to 

your platfor m.ñone you donõt have to manage or 

incur the costs for. Microsoft bears the burden of 

updating the platform and making sure that it works 

with all the other Microsoft products, like SQL Server, 

Exchange, SharePoint, and Office. To take advantage 

of the newest technologies, all you need to do is 

upgrade Microsoft Dynamics CRM. 

 

Reuse, Repurpose, Repackage 

One of the unanticipated benefits of having 

Microsoft CRM as your platform is that it facilitates 

reuse. Code you used in one application can be 

reused or repurposed to serve the needs of your 

latest application. Youõll soon have a collection of 

code and tools that you can leverage for new LOB 

applications. 

 

Fig 2. Platform and Application Development 

Costs Decrease over Time and Usage  

Not to mention the fact that your business 

applications all reuse the same data. So the 

recruitment management system you built for 

finding and hiring new employees is tied to the new 

relocation assistance system youõve built. And they 

Microsoft Has Your Back  

Microsoft is serious about CRM. The SDK is 
released quarterly. And while the company has its 
traditional development team working on the next 
version, it also has a sustained engineering team 
dedicated full-time to supporting the existing 
version. The sustained engineering team spends its 
time monitoring the newsgroups, doing bug fixes, 
and putting together patches to address the 
pressing needs of current c�X�V�W�R�P�H�U�V���� �7�K�H�� �W�H�D�P�·�V��
goal is to respond quickly, and to that end it puts 
out roll -up releases every six to nine months�³ as 
compared to the usual twelve to eighteen months 
for a service pack release. 

.NET versus CRM 

.NET 3.5 now includes a data access layer and 
data model. The industry definitely understands 
what developers want and is moving to provide it. 
At this point, though, .NET only offers the most 
basi�F�� �I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�D�O�L�W�\���� �,�W�� �G�R�H�V�Q�·�W�� �L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�� �D�� �V�H�F�X�U�L�W�\��
model or a UI framework and still requires a lot of 
raw development to get anywhere close to the 
�I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�D�O�L�W�\�� �R�I�� �0�L�F�U�R�V�R�I�W�� �&�5�0�·�V�� �I�X�O�O�� �S�O�D�W�I�R�U�P�� �D�Q�G��
application framework. 


