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Odds are that, over time, the next IT investment you 
make will be proven wrong. 

When you make that considered decision now, it 
might be perfect. Over time, though, it will likely 
become a barrier to other technologies, and it will 
hamper competitiveness. 

This law of IT purchasing is a sad irony, because 
technology is usually acquired to facilitate competitive-
ness. And yet all new technology eventually becomes 
part of existing technology, which can be a barrier to 
adopting the latest best practices. 

This problem isn’t particularly new, but the rate of 
change and shorter technical lifespans of today’s 
technology buys exacerbate a longstanding situation. 
Generally speaking, technical investments continue to 
work as initially expected, but even as they keep plug-
ging away, expectations, requirements, and available 
alternatives rapidly change. End-user preferences, 
technical obsolescence, and inter-mingled solutions  
all conspire to shorten the long-term viability of IT 
solutions. 

No sector of IT is more victimized by this phenome-
non than communications. Prior to UC, a voice PBX 
investment could serve an enterprise for 5-10 years. 
Of course, voice communications did evolve, but at 
a slower pace than modern UC solutions. This was in 
part because the PBX was a stand-alone system. The 
PBX was a dedicated server connected to dedicated 
endpoints (telephones) connected over a dedicated 
network. Updates were controlled and planned. 

A modern UC system rarely enjoys so much isolation. 
It is neither a server nor an appliance, but an applica-
tion that runs on an operating system or within a  
virtualized container. This underlying infrastructure 
has its own updates and versions. In addition to tele-
phones, most UC solutions support software clients on 

multiple desktop and mobile oper-
ating systems and interconnect to 
multiple applications over various 
network types, speeds, protocols, 
and distances. Each component 
is subject to unexpected revisions 
that could add, break, or remove 
features. Effectively, modern UC has many moving 
parts – and no single vendor controls them all. 

The core application is also changing at an accelerat-
ing pace, because the “when and how” of communi-
cating is undergoing fundamental and rapid changes. 
While the PBX saw companies through innovations 
such as IP phones and voicemail, UC solutions witness 
major enhancements each year. Modern UC solutions 
support multi-modal communications including voice, 
instant messaging, and video. All of these technolo-
gies, as well as their use cases and integrations, are 
changing quickly. 

Actually, the endpoint itself is a 
great example of how quickly use 
cases are changing. For nearly 
50 years, the telephone was as 
common to the desktop as pen and 
paper. Recently, the desktop soft 
client has been gaining popularity. 

Some believe the PC with a client and headset will 
eventually replace the telephone completely. On the 
other hand, others believe the PC itself has peaked 
and mobile devices, such as smartphones and tablets, 
will replace it. The point is nothing is certain, not even 
the phone. 

All these changes make it an exciting time in unified 
communications. System capabilities continue to 
increase. Organizations are upgrading their systems 
to leverage new features and stay competitive. The 
challenge lies not just in finding a solution that meets 
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current needs, but finding one that is flexible enough 
to accommodate future needs as well. That’s why flexi-
bility is the most important feature in UC.

The Value of Flexibility
Selecting a communications system has always been 
a straightforward process: Identify user requirements, 
evaluate systems, and select the best value. Flexibility 
probably didn’t cross buyers’ minds in the past be-
cause future use cases seemed familiar. The telephone 
has been around for about 100 years, so guessing it 
would still be around in five years was a safe bet – until 
recently. Today, very few aspects of technology are 
safe bets. Which applications will be important, where 
they will run, over which network types, even how they 
will be powered are solutions that are all up for grabs. 

Consider a hypothetical example to illustrate the point 
of how a UC solution’s future can transform. 

An organization completes an extensive evaluation 
and selects a new UC solution to be virtualized in its 
data center and deployed with mostly soft clients to 
Windows PCs and iPhones. Here are just four example 
statements and confidence levels regarding future 
assumptions:

•  The organization is 92% confident it will remain 
with private cloud based on VMware. 

•  The organization is 80% confident it will remain 
on Windows desktops. 

•  The organization is 95% confident it will continue 
to support iPhones.

•  The organization is 98% confident it will continue 
to use Exchange for email and calendaring.

Combined, these four confidence levels lower the  
overall confidence that the system will meet the  
organization’s future needs to 68.5%. That’s the initial 
confidence. With each year, as assumptions become 
more distant the confidence typically drops further. 

TRADITIONAL PURCHASING PROCESS
1) Analyze the current needs of the business. 
 a) Identify and interview key customer groups.
 b)  Map current business processes and  

evaluate for UC improvement areas. 
 c)  Determine preferred devices, including  

endpoints vs. software clients and preferred 
mobile devices. 

2)  Collect relevant sales literature to understand 
available options.

 a) UC vendors.
 b) Network/LAN requirements.
 c) Carriers and providers.
 d)  Vendors/providers of other key systems  

for potential integrations.

3) Define requirements.
 a)  Factor in business strategy and growth  

forecasts.
 b) Prioritize.

4) Request proposals from vendors.
 a) Consider a formal RFP. 
 b) Develop evaluation matrix.
 c) Assemble team to evaluate responses.
 d) Select finalists for detailed demonstrations.
 e) Visit customer references.
 f) Consider on-site demonstration or pilot.

5) Evaluate purchasing options.
 a)  Develop set of assumptions to level-set  

all bids for price evaluation.
 b) Lease, purchase, rent.
 c) Validate bids against budget.

6) Develop implementation plan.

It’s that simple. Unfortunately, this process takes  
a minimum of three months, realistically six, and  
potentially more than a year. By the time the  
process ends, the product/version/features that  
are evaluated are rarely the product/version/ 
features that are purchased or implemented. 
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While the points and confidence levels will vary from 
this hypothetical example among customers, most  
systems implemented today won’t meet future needs 
unless they can adapt to future technologies and 
requirements. Sometimes requirements and plans 
change even between the time of purchase and  
deployment. Any system contains 
many inherent assumptions – in this 
example, a change in preference 
from VMware to Hyper-V or Ama-
zon Web Services could change the 
entire solution. 

Unfortunately, many more than 
just those four areas could change 
everything. Realistically, many more 
variables could completely obsolete 
a system before its time. Scalability, 
up or down, can swing with mergers, 
acquisitions, and economic cycles. For most organiza-
tions, the bigger risk comes from new technologies. 
Think back to 2007 (pre-iPhone), when no one would 
have questioned a major commitment to Blackberry 
mobile devices and infrastructure. 

Rock and Hardspot
All these uncertainties make it necessary to revisit the 
processes used to evaluate technology solutions. The 

pressure to act quickly as well as meet organizational 
requirements puts IT between a rock and a hard spot. 

The rock is the pressure to act quickly. In a global 
economy, competitive pressures are intense, and not 
all of them come from competitors. IT departments are 
also feeling competitive pressures from downloadable 

apps, for instance. IT customers turn to 
the Internet for instant gratification – at 
least temporarily, before their security, 
interoperability, and compatibility issues 
come back to IT. 

The hard spot is the need to both meet 
and anticipate user needs. Unfortunately, 
understanding and documenting user 
needs is both non-negotiable and impos-
sible. Non-negotiable because every IT 
organization must serve its constituents. 
Impossible because user requirements 

are dynamic. There is no clear set of requirements 
floating around the enterprise 
to be captured like the Golden 
Snitch in a Quidditch tourna-
ment. User requirements vary at 
the individual and department 
levels, and they change based 
on available options. 

VENTI-SIZED SHIFTS IN REQUIREMENTS
In the late 1980s, a cup of joe typically cost less than a dollar and came with free refills. Yet Starbucks, 
a small gourmet coffee roaster, was selling single servings in paper cups for more than $2. Though 
Starbucks Coffee was popular in Seattle, the concept of national expansion was generally considered 
absurd; most people surveyed believed $2 to be too expensive for coffee. 

However, the deeper and more robust flavor of Starbucks Coffee caught on. The company re-defined coffee, and 
once people experienced it, they raised their standards. The national expansion of Starbucks, with its new, higher 
price-point, was rapid. Simultaneously, the number of self-identified gourmet-coffee drinkers nearly quintupled between 
1993 and 1999. 

The story illustrates the dangers in expecting the customer to define the future. Customers are very good at selecting 
preferences from a menu, but they can’t be expected to define them among non-existent, future solutions. However, 
listening to customers is a hallmark of a successful business. The trick lies in addressing current needs with  
an eye toward the unpredictable future – and maximum flexibility. 

Understanding 
and documenting 
user needs is both 
non-negotiable 
and impossible.



5  |  ©2015 TalkingPointz.com

Clearly, IT organizations need to address current 
known requirements, and must do so quickly. But IT 
must also accept that end-user requirements are shift-
ing faster than the technology itself. For these reasons, 
IT organizations must prioritize solution flexibility. 

What is Flexibility?
In technology, flexibility pertains to a solution’s ability 
to adapt to different, sometimes unexpected, condi-
tions. Technical specifications such as capacity and 
performance are separate, as they indicate suitability 
against known requirements. 

As a point of illustration,  
consider this simplified example 
of an automobile purchase. 
Core requirements may include 
capacity (4 passengers plus 
luggage) and 
reasonable 
mileage – so 
two-seaters 
and heavy-duty 

pickups are eliminated in favor of  
vehicles that meet these specifications. 
Additional features such as power 
steering, leather upholstery, and 
electric windows and locks could also 
become part of the extended require-
ments. After rigorous research, the 
finalists under consideration include  
a sedan, a van, and an SUV. 

Although all three vehicles meet the 
requirements, each represents a 
different outcome. This is where preferences, rather 
than requirements, come into play: The sedan might 
offer a smoother drive, but the van has more cargo 
space, etc. Typically, the decision is made by ap-
plying preferences to the known usage profile – in 
this case the owner’s roads, routes, and uses for the 
vehicle. Because the SUV meets current requirements 
as well as potentially very different conditions – such 
as inclement weather and use on primitive roads – it 
offers the most flexibility, and if flexibility is important 
it should win. 

Similarly, with technology, known usage profiles are 
highly subject to change, and while such speculation 
may seem far-fetched based on current needs, this is the 
state of IT. Consider just a few of the changes that have 
occurred in communications over the past few years: 

•  The smartphone changed when and where  
we work. 

•  Google Apps posed a credible challenge to  
Microsoft Office.

•  Lower cost video technologies and faster networks 
make ubiquitous video possible.

•  Cloud solutions emerged as a viable option for 
enterprise solutions.

•  Touch screens became more popular than the 
keyboard and mouse.

•  Tablets and other devices are threatening the 
dominance of the PC.

As a recent example in communications, 
one of the biggest drivers to upgrade 
or replace the PBX was a soft client for 
iOS devices. Prior to the iPhone, mobile 
clients were slowly becoming popular  
for both the Blackberry and Windows 
Mobile platforms. Today, most enterprise 
UC solutions support a variety of mobile 
clients. But this didn’t occur overnight. 
The time between the mobile client 
pioneers and laggards was about five 
years. Deployed solutions can rapidly 
become an obstacle or liability when 
it prevents the adoption or use of key 
features. 

Not Just Tech
In addition to the shifts from technology and user 
requirements are shifts in organizational objectives 
and attitudes that can wreak havoc on technological 
solutions. Such changes are often associated with 
management changes. For example, an organization 
can swing from a preference for a distributed  
architecture to a preference and goal of centralized 
IT services. With hardware-based solutions, such a 
change would be a write-off. Many software-based 
solutions will allow customers to reapply user licenses 

Deployed  
solutions can  
rapidly become 
an obstacle or 
liability when 
it prevents the 
adoption or use 
of key features.
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in different configurations. A merger or acquisition 
can switch a preference between physical and virtual-
ized servers or between types of virtualization technol-
ogies. Such swings of the pendulum can be costly with 
non-flexible technologies. 

Sometimes these changes are politically motivated 
such as alignment with a partner or supplier requires 
a change in architecture. Also, economic booms and 
busts can cause premature obsolescence of a technical 
solution. It can be difficult to plan for huge swings in 
scalability, but reasonable to evaluate and prioritize 
solutions that enable such large swings. Software-based 
solutions tend to be more accommodating as they are 
usually decoupled from hardware and easier to scale 
up or down. Downsizing is almost always technically 
possible, but not always feasible. Understanding scal-
ability implications and limitations can be the difference 
between long and short term solutions.  

How to Recognize Flexibility
Unfortunately, flexibility isn’t simple to evaluate or 
recognize. The tried and true selection processes tend 
to force us down the path of current features and  
capabilities. IT decision makers are encouraged to 
place more emphasis on flexibility, both today as  
well as the future with consideration toward solution 
openness and architecture. To evaluate flexibility, 
consider the following. 

Current Options
Deployment Models: Communica-
tions and UC solutions can be de-
ployed on premises or in remote 
data centers, or obtained as a 
service. The best option will vary 
with the user’s specific objectives, 
which of course are subject to change. For these rea-
sons, it is good to ask the vendor about deployment 

options and the costs associated with changing from 
one model to another. The ideal solution will support 
many or all of the following deployment options: 

•  Appliance: The all-in-one UC solution typically 
comes pre-installed on provided hardware. System  
maintenance and updates take into account 
system components and alleviate the need to track 
and monitor separate components such as hard 
drives, memory, and operating systems. 

•  Industry Standard Server: This option permits  
customers to select their own servers – an appeal-
ing choice where hardware standardization is a 
must – and also offers a high degree of flexibility. 

•  Virtualized Servers: Many organizations are  
investing in virtualized infrastructure, and it can be 
desirable to include the UC solution in this bucket. 
Virtualization can offer many benefits including 
simplified operations and disaster recovery  
planning. 

•  Cloud: The ability to use cloud services for all or 
some locations can be attractive for organizations 
with many remote locations and diverse needs. 

•  Hybrid Options: Services can be combined and 
mixed using technology on the customers’ site 
as well as the cloud, yet managed as a single 
solution. 

Frameworks: A framework refers to core IT services that 
interact with many other services. Examples include 
directories and email. Frameworks can create a real 
sticking point due to compatibility issues with existing 
infrastructure. Many organizations use Microsoft solu-
tions such as Active Directory, Exchange, and Office. 
Google-powered frameworks are gaining popularity, 
especially within the small business, government, and 
education sectors. There are many other frameworks, 
including IBM, Amazon, and even Salesforce. Orga-
nizations change frameworks for a variety of reasons 
including financial, technical, and political motivations. 
Most UC solutions work with Exchange, but not all work 
with other frameworks. 

Endpoints: As stated previously, the preferred endpoint 
is highly subjective. It is not just a matter of telephone  
vs. soft client, because desktop and personal hardware 
is changing rapidly. Apple desktops are increasing 
in popularity, as are Android-based devices. Android 
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is more popular worldwide, but Apple’s iOS devices 
are more popular in US enterprises. When it comes 
to actual phones, there is also quite a bit of flexibility 
to consider in analog, digital, IP, Wi-Fi, and DECT 
options. Look for a broad range of choices, and inquire 
about the frequency of updates. 

Extensibility: Most UC systems rely on partners to help 
complete or enhance the solutions. Look for an eco-
system of partners for services such as call recording, 
specialized endpoints, call accounting, performance 
and quality reporting, contact center options, and 
more. Ideally, the ecosystem is based on published 
open interfaces. Some ecosystems are tightly  
controlled, which limits options.

Most modern UC solutions now support SIP trunks,  
but surprisingly, not all support SIP endpoints. Most 
UC solutions support analog devices, but not all 
support digital devices. The advantage of digital is 
that full-featured, multi-line devices can be configured 
over traditional cabling – providing still more potential 
flexibility for the future. 

Architecture: A system’s architecture refers to how  
the system is designed. While most solutions claim 
to be software-based, many still require hardware 
components for licensing. This limits the ability to 
dynamically move or restore systems in virtualized 
environments. For maximum flexibility, look for hard-
ware and software that are completely decoupled 
and independent. Additionally, regarding virtualized 
systems, inquire about whether all related applications 
can be virtualized and integrated with popular tools 
and utilities. 

Future 
The UC industry is evolving rapidly. Validate that the 
past few major updates did indeed include major  
improvements. Vendors are often unwilling to share 
their road maps, but do inquire. Also ask about R&D 
spend and priorities. Tremendous change is coming 
with regard to contact center technologies, hosted 
services, web-based communications, video services, 
and of course many items that are not even on the 
map yet. Look for past attitudes and evolutions toward 
new technologies, rate of adoption, and overall time-
liness and commitments to new solutions. One factor 
to consider is the overall health of the organization, 
as research and development requires funds that are 
often cut in difficult times. 

Final Thoughts
Admittedly, flexibility is not a 
mature concept. “Speeds and 
feeds” still largely consume 
the industry. As both end 
users and IT organizations, 
we have never had more 
choice than we do today. We 
have extraordinary options 
regarding communications, 
from text to full motion video. The options are increas-
ing, not decreasing. The only way to make a long-term 
(5+ years) technical recommendation is to plan for 
the unexpected. And then, remain flexible. After all, 
totally new solutions that are percolating in someone’s 
garage today will power your organization soon. 
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