
Summary
The era of Gigabit WiFi is upon us. In this white paper we examine the new 
technology, what its arrival means for your organization, and demonstrate how 
Meraki’s unique architecture makes it an excellent choice for a technology that 
keeps evolving like WiFi. 
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What is 802.11ac?
It seems like only yesterday that deployments of 802.11n began, and 
today wide-scale deployments of that technology are still forging 
ahead. With the recent explosion in the number of devices of all 
kinds now using WiFi, the thirst for ever-better performance seems 
unquenchable, and so it was inevitable that new standards would be 
developed.

So, what does the future of WiFi hold? The era of Gigabit WiFi is now 
upon us, with two new standards currently in development, 802.11ac 
and 802.11ad. Both promise to open up new capabilities and replace 
more of the cabling in our lives. 802.11ad is focused on delivering 

blazing performance over very short distances for interconnect cable 
replacement, and is still some way from readiness. Thus all eyes are 
currently focused on 802.11ac, set to become a standard early in 
2013.

802.11ac is the next step along the evolutionary path of WiFi, 
taking us beyond the 1 Gbps speed barrier for the first time, and 
more than doubling the performance of its predecessor. Has WiFi 
always seemed slower than your wired connection? Well the gap is 
now narrowing to such a degree that you may not even need that 
Ethernet cable much longer.

Which devices will benefit?
The good news is that higher performance will be welcomed on any 
device which enables us to consume and share rich content, from 
highly visual web pages to high definition audio and video. With 
Gigabit WiFi we’ll see less latency, less buffering and instead enjoy a 
more fluid experience on our devices.

Fortunately, as with all 802.11 standards before it, ‘ac’ is backwards 
compatible, so today’s clients will continue to be supported on 
802.11ac networks, operating as fast as their technology allows.

Even after several years as a standard, 802.11n is still being actively 
rolled out, and serves as a reference to estimate deployment 
timelines for 802.11ac. The new standard isn’t yet supported in client 
devices, and early adoption in cutting-edge devices is expected in 
late 2012 / early 2013, with mainstream adoption over the next 18-24 
months.
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Should I hold off on deploying WiFi at this time?
Today, the demands of network users for a greatly improved wireless 
experience are so strong that deployments are continuing at a 
considerable pace using current technology. As the new standard 
comes to the attention of IT departments, the question of whether to 
deploy 802.11n or wait for Gigabit WiFi will inevitably arise.

As discussed in the previous section, support for co-existence with 
older 802.11b/g/n client devices will be a reality for many years to 
come, and it’ll also be quite some time before both access point 
availability and client support for 802.11ac are in the mainstream. 

Since organizations already demand high-performance wireless 
today, wireless deployments are too important to delay and wait for 
widespread support of Gigabit WiFi. Thankfully, the latest generation 
of 802.11n APs and clients provide excellent performance in terms of 
throughput, support for voice and video apps, and high client density 
environments.

What happens when I’m ready to upgrade?
With no physical controller to upgrade, Meraki’s cloud management 
will make migrating to 802.11ac a plug-and-play experience. Custom-
ers will be able to add new ‘ac’ APs to their existing network with no 
manual configuration or added complexity, as all the settings for the 
APs, including security settings, access control and — crucially — 
radio configurations are automatically retrieved from the cloud.

Meraki customers will be able to upgrade from 802.11n to ‘ac’, or 
can ‘mix-and-match’, for example deploying ‘n’ where high densi-
ties of devices need to be supported, or ‘ac’ where performance is 
paramount. Meraki’s AP management is ‘out-of-band’, meaning that 
wireless traffic never passes through a controller, so it experiences 

no bottleneck on its journey. The advantage of Meraki’s approach 
becomes greater the faster the traffic is flowing, leaving legacy archi-
tectures based on hardware controller appliances behind.

For those customers who wish to benefit from the impressive speeds 
predicted for 802.11ac, now is a good time to begin planning deploy-
ments, taking into account the caveats introduced in this paper. The 
good news is that a staggered approach to rollout will be straight-
forward with Meraki, comfortably accommodating management of a 
mixture of 802.11ac and 802.11n APs within a single pane-of-glass, the 
Meraki dashboard. 

In conclusion, when Meraki customers are ready for a migration to 
Gigabit WiFi, the benefits of our highly adaptable cloud-based archi-
tecture will enable the new technology to be rolled-out and man-
aged in the most efficient and least disruptive way possible.

WiFi has come a long way since the mid-1990s. As we move to the 
next generation of WiFi, you can be sure Meraki will be ready when 
you are.
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