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The economic downturn has forced many organizations 

to cut back on IT spending, or at least make more 

judicious investments with quantifiable cost benefits. For 

many firms, that leaves UC out of the picture. 

The irony is that when implemented properly, UC delivers 

significant economic benefits. These can include reduced 

travel expenses and increased productivity. 

UC most commonly refers to the combination of voice, 

data and video traffic over a single network. That means 

simpler, more efficient management for the IT department. 

For end users, it means a whole new world of 

communications, in which there’s no distinction between 

your office, mobile and even home phone lines. It’s a 

world in which setting up a video conference requires 

little more than a click of a mouse.

IP networks are the foundation of UC. While VoIP has 

become commonplace in large organizations, companies 

are taking a more modular approach to making the 

transition to UC, focusing on the features they need most.

Heavy-Iron PBX

“The big megatrend is people are moving away from 

the old traditional heavy-iron PBX [Private Branch 

Exchange] phone systems that give you dial tone, phone 

number and voicemail,” says Kevin Gavin, ShoreTel’s vice 

president of marketing. 

“That’s what PBXs used to be about,” he adds. “Now 

we’re moving toward a new style of PBX: the IP PBX. 

VoIP [Voice over Internet Protocol] is part of that.”

Enterprise businesses were slow to adopt IP-based phone 

systems at first. However, as the technology has evolved, the 

business case for implementing VoIP has become obvious. 

VoIP is cheaper and easier to manage than traditional Public 

Switched Telephone Network (PSTN)-based phone systems. 

But when it comes to UC, certain perceptions are still 

holding many organizations back.

“Complexity has been a barrier to deployment,” 

says Janice Leistikow, Avaya’s director of product 

management for converged communications. 

“Businesses want to migrate into it. 

“They don’t want to rip and replace their existing 

systems, especially in today’s economy,” she adds. “It’s 

about trying to show hard dollar savings. You can show 

productivity gains, but it’s tough to show hard dollars.”

Targeted Deployments

Bill Haskins, Global Crossing’s director of product 

management, unified collaboration services, notes that 

leading-edge companies looking to implement full-

fledged UC systems typically have a 12- to 18-month 

roadmap for deployment. 

But in recent months, organizations have been scaling 

back their plans. They are now looking at more  

targeted deployments.

“It’s shifted to where we’re starting to hear companies 

say that they’re pulling back and they’re going to 

evaluate specifically based on economic pressures,” 

Haskins says. 

Mike Fuqua, Global Crossing’s senior vice president 

of global information services, says organizations 

look to instant messaging, desktop sharing and 

other collaboration capabilities as part of the initial 

UC adoption. After that, companies look to add video 

capabilities to the network. 

“A lot of investments in the past have been done in video 

conference rooms with very little payback when you look 

at usage,” Fuqua says. “Unified capability starts bringing 

that forward more.”

The Upgrade Path

For most organizations, any notion of UC adoption 

comes when it’s time to upgrade their phone system. 

That was certainly the case with Chicago-based Brinks 

Hofer Gilson & Lione, one of the largest intellectual 

property law firms with five satellite offices spread 

across the country. The firm implemented an IP-based UC 

system in 2006.

Brinks’ case is typical in that the transition to  

UC began with building a VoIP foundation.

Unified Communications (UC) offers an advanced way of communicating.  
For companies wanting productivity gains and a competitive edge,  

the time for application is now. 
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“The tipping point was that we had an 18-year-old phone switch that 

just was not cutting it any longer,” explains Rod Sagarsee, Brinks’ chief 

information officer. “It was becoming cost prohibitive. It cost more to 

maintain the system with refurbished parts and cards.”

From the beginning, Sagarsee’s plan was to make sure that the  

firm’s attorneys could communicate reliably with clients. At the time,  

VoIP was still considered an uncertain proposition from a quality  

of service perspective.

“On the data side we had a very good foundation,” Sagarsee says. “Our 

biggest challenge was to make sure the voice met up with the consistency of 

the data side. 

“Time is money with attorneys,” he adds. “They need to share documents 

and data and communicate with the client at all times. Obviously they relied 

tremendously on the voice side for that at the time.”

Before making the full transition to VoIP, Sagarsee implemented unified 

messaging capabilities by installing Avaya’s Modular Messaging platform 

onto the network’s existing phone switch. The firm then made the full VoIP 

transition in January 2006.

“Our implementation was flawless,” Sagarsee says. “We had a third-party 

vendor work over our shoulder so our team could learn. Later we would get 

certified and add our additional satellite offices over the years, which saves 

tremendously on third-party costs. 

“We were able to complete the project on a Martin Luther King Jr. Day 

weekend,” he adds. “When people left on Friday they had their old phone. 

They came back on Tuesday and had a really cool, fancy color screen display 

with all these wonderful options.”

Those fancy phones were Avaya’s 4625SW IP phones. But users also had 

access to other features, such as the ability to right-click on an Exchange 

contact to place a call from their desktops. The system also included Avaya’s 

IP Softphone, giving users the ability to use their computer as a phone on the 

road through an Internet connection. 

Along with IP Softphone, Avaya’s Extension to Cellular feature has proven 

very popular among Brinks attorneys. “It allows an attorney, if they still have 

a handset phone on their desk, to hit a button on their phone and extend a 

call that they’re on immediately to their cell phone,” Sagarsee says. “That 

way they can just get up and be mobile if needed.” 

Soon after the initial deployment, Sagarsee made additional integrations that 

made communications more seamless from commonly used applications.

“The nice thing about the Avaya foundation is that it’s not a proprietary 

solution,” Sagarsee says. “We have Microsoft OCS [Office Communications 

Server] and we integrated the phone switch with that, so not only are people 

able to right-click on a contact and call them computer-to-computer, but they 

can make phone calls on OCS as well.”

Brinks attorneys rely heavily on conferencing. Two years ago, the firm built a 

new conferencing center in its Chicago headquarters. Sagarsee leveraged the 

UC foundation to deliver voice and video conferencing to all six offices.

Sagarsee also deployed Meet-Me Conference for online conferencing and 

video conferencing technology from Nefsis (formerly WiredRed e/pop). “It 

was so successful that now it’s a standard; we use it with clients overseas,” 

Sagarsee says.  

“It’s just a tremendous competitive advantage as well,” he adds. “Imagine 

the cost savings when it comes to traveling across all offices or traveling to a 

client. In a lot of cases, you don’t have to anymore.

Unified Communication (UC) turns 

your firm’s staffers into mobile workers, 

making them more efficient and effective, 

regardless of where they are working. 

•  at work: UC functions are often 

presented via web browser with 

embedded IP telephony or with links to 

the local PBX system and messaging.

•  at home or a remote location: Any 

combination of the Internet, public 

telephone network or wireless 

network can be leveraged to deliver 

an office-like experience. 

•  on the road: UC delivers similar 

functionality via voice services 

supplemented by speech recognition 

commands and wireless Internet devices.

•  Highly mobile workers: They can be 

reachable by a single number that rings in 

the office, on a cell phone or on a software-

based phone on a notebook or PDA.

•  Users with frequent customer interaction: 

This group includes sales, support and 

marketing associates who touch your 

customers all along the order cycle. 

•  intense collaborators: This group includes 

people who need to work together creating 

an environment where ideas can be shared 

and decisions can be made quickly. 

Unified Communications: 
 who benefits?
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“Brinks’ initial deployment cost was somewhat more than average 

because the firm included redundancy and disaster recovery as part of 

the network overhaul,” Sagarsee says. 

That was essential since the IP network would be deployed to the five 

branch offices as well. This included staffers in Washington, D.C.; Ann 

Arbor, MI; Indianapolis; Salt Lake City and Research Triangle Park in 

North Carolina. 

Sagarsee says the system paid for itself within six months, and Brinks 

has saved money tenfold over since the initial return on investment. The 

firm saves about $20,000 a month on everything from long-distance 

calls to conferencing costs. And Sagarsee is ready to expand even further 

on the firm’s UC capabilities.

“We’ve got these wonderful conference rooms with televisions 

embedded in the walls for video conferencing between offices and with 

clients,” he adds. “We also have the Microsoft RoundTable cameras 

in certain conference rooms where you’re able to see everybody at a 

360-degree angle. 

“What we’re about to do is integrate Windows 7 with the system so we 

can take advantage of touchscreen technologies on those big screens,” 

he adds. “An attorney could speed-dial a client and launch it into video 

just through a few touches on the screen.”

Know Your Needs

Brinks’ case shows that making the transition to UC is an ongoing 

process. And it requires a lot of painstaking work at the beginning of the 

process. Sagarsee spent eight months researching VoIP systems before 

choosing Avaya. 

Avaya’s Leistikow recommends opting for vendors that adhere to 

industry standards, which provides easier interoperability among 

different hardware and applications. She also advises companies to take 

a look at their users and their networks to make sure they deploy a UC 

system that’s right for their business.

“Think about your user profiles and what they need to get their jobs 

done,” she says. “And you have to take your network into account. Do 

you have the right amount of performance? Will you use video? Don’t 

forget to do a network assessment.”

ShoreTel’s Gavin suggests surveying the marketplace and getting 

proposals from a number of vendors. “They should listen hard to what 

the vendors say,” he advises. “They should ask to speak to references 

and take the time to call those references and understand what the 

firm’s experience was.”

After you’ve selected a system, Global Crossing’s Fuqua says it’s also 

essential to train your users. “People still resist change,” he says. “You 

need to reinforce capabilities. 

“We do ‘lunch and learns’ and we put out session tips on our intranet 

sites,” he says. “Those go a long way because they constantly reinforce 

the capabilities that some may not be embracing yet.”

Transforming Communications

Most organizations are taking a transitional approach to UC. But the 

real gains come from looking at UC as a transformational tool.

“In a UC world, you start to think about your communications less about 

a phone call and more about communications sessions, and these 

sessions can be multiparticipant and multimodal,” Gavin says. 

“In a UC world, you’ve got a desktop appearance,” he adds. “You’ve  

got a client that runs on your computer. When you’re on a call, you  

can see how long it’s been on, what number you’ve called, and  

it’s got point-and-click ease to conference in other people.”

Fuqua notes that more IP communications vendors are integrating 

UC features into their products. As these features become more 

commonplace, you can expect to see more organizations implement UC 

as a standard component of business operations.

“Anybody that’s bought a PBX in the last year or two is already in. And 

anybody who buys one in the next year or two is by definition already 

in the UC game,” Gavin says. “It’s not some futuristic thing; it’s a today 

thing. The adoption is now.”

Also driving adoption is the fact that younger consumers are already 

accustomed to UC capabilities, even if they don’t call it UC. Think about 

instant messaging in Facebook, or one-click video chats in Skype or Gmail. 

Younger people are entering and moving up in the workforce all the 

time. As they do, they will expect those types of tools to be a part of 

business, as well personal communication.

“The outside consumer and the younger generation leverage a lot of 

the tools that are common to unified communications,” Fuqua says. 

“That older generation still sitting in the enterprise hasn’t made that 

aggressive step yet.” 

But some companies are well on their way. Sagarsee says Brinks’ goal is 

to become fully virtual within the next three years. For Brinks, the road 

to UC adoption is paying huge dividends, not just in cost savings and 

productivity enhancements, but also as a competitive advantage. 

That’s another aspect of UC that organizations need to take into 

account. Quantifiable cost efficiencies may be the easiest way to get a 

green light for an IT project. But staying a step ahead of the competition 

is always a top priority. ◊

Ask your account manager  
about CDW’s  
Unified Communications Health Check 
for Cisco UC environments. 


