The Information & Insight Series
The Top 10 Reasons to Consider
Hosted Collaboration Solutions
By Zeus Kerravala,
ZK Research, A Division of Kerravala Consulting

The Top 10 Reasons to Consider
Hosted Collaboration Solutions

January 2013

Prepared by:

Zeus Kerravala

The Top 10 Reasons to Consider Hosted Collaboration Solutions
by Zeus Kerravala
January 2013
ººº ºº ºº ººº ºº ºº ºº ºº ºº ººº ººº ºº ºº ººº ºº ºº ºº ºº ºº ººº ººº ºº ºº ººº ºº ºº ºº ºº ºº º

Introduction

ZK Research

Unified communications and collaboration (UCC) is the coming together of all of
a worker’s collaboration tools. This includes voice, video, data, mobile
integration, presence, conferencing, video and other real-time collaborative
applications. Its value proposition is multidimensional. UCC empowers workers to
streamline the collaborative process, raising productivity to new heights, enables
real-time collaboration (Exhibit 1) with coworkers, partners, customers and
suppliers across the globe, and can significantly reduce communications costs.
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Exhibit 1: The New World of Work Requires Greater Collaboration
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Because of its strong ROI, deploying a collaboration solution should be near the
top of CIO priorities lists. This technology is widely used by savvy early adopters,
and is moving into the mainstream. Deploying organizations must consider:
 Budgetary concerns: Traditional customer premises equipment (CPE)-based
solutions require a significant upfront investment. This may limit the budget IT
leaders can be aggressive with to deploy a collaboration solution.
 Long deployment times: Collaboration solutions can have long deployment
times due to the infrastructure that must be deployed, tested and optimized.
 Operational and management skill-set gaps: Managing communications
used to be very simple. Systems were self-contained and relatively
straightforward, but offered no flexibility. Today’s systems offer significantly
more power and potential but require a new operational skill set for IT.
ZK Research believes the benefits of collaboration are strong enough that
companies should not wait any longer to deploy. Organizations should use the
current macro environment to build a strong collaboration portfolio to position
them for the future. IT leaders should consider hosted collaboration, which offers
all
the
benefits
of
a
premise-based
solution.
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Section II: The Top 10 Reasons to Use a
Hosted Collaboration Service
In the past, organizations shied away from hosted
services because of a perceived lack of security and
control. Today’s hosted solutions can offer
enterprise-grade security and manageability and
much more. Below are the top 10 reasons to
leverage a hosted collaboration solution.

1. Flexibility of deployment
Historically, communications infrastructure has been
deployed on a node-by-node basis. Each branch
office or location had its own PBX, voicemail and
features. As organizations migrate to IP-based
communications, they often replicate this model;
however, this limits the flexibility of deployment.
Organizations used to deploy CPE-based solutions
on a location-by-location basis. While this met the
needs of the workers at the specific location, it made
it difficult to distribute applications to users on the
outside. This is problematic if department personnel
are located in different offices, parts of the country or
regions of the globe. As organizations try to get
geographically dispersed teams to collaborate for
competitive advantage, effective distribution of
applications becomes critical.
For example, an organization may have a
collaborative application, such as Web conferencing,
which they want used by a highly distributed sales
force. With a premise-based solution, the long rollout
process to different locations would mean some of
the sales force would be using the new tool and
some would not — creating inconsistencies for the
entire sales force.
A hosted solution provides the ultimate in
deployment flexibility. The solution can reach any
worker, in any location, on any device, over all
networks. This means the deployment strategy will
no longer need to be structured around the
limitations of the technology. Instead the company
can choose to deploy whichever applications will
benefit the business most to whatever group of
users they choose to, when they desire.
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2. Ability to centralize management functions
and administrative tasks
One of the more difficult challenges in managing any
kind of premise-based application is scaling
management functions and administrative tasks.
These are tasks such as setting up new users,
making changes to user profiles, updating features,
and application software patches. Exhibit 2, below,
shows the lifecycle of UCC management and all of
the related tasks.
With a premise-based solution, many of these tasks
may need to be repeated a number of times based
on how the deployment is structured. For example,
the simple task of applying a patch to the system in
an organization with 50 locations could mean doing
that specific task 50 times. This significantly
increases the chance of human error or
misconfiguration, let alone time and resource use.
Another difficulty is managing client-side software. If
the user’s application is local to the endpoint, each
end point may need to be upgraded to enable a new
feature. This is why some organizations can spend
months going through software upgrades and will
often pass on minor software upgrades. The
administrative
burden
outweighs
the
user
productivity benefits.
With a hosted solution, all administrative and
management tasks are centralized, so the
administrator can perform tasks once and have
confidence that the result will be complete
companywide. In addition, because hosted solutions
often use a Web browser for the user interface, the
frequency of upgrades for a user device is minimal.
Centralization of management and administrative
tasks can save companies hundreds of hours over
the traditional distributed model.
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Exhibit 2: The UCC Management Lifecycle
Deployment
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Source: ZK Research, 2013

3. Rapid deployment of services and faster
speed to market
The legacy distributed deployment model meant
organizations could spend months rolling out new
applications or feature upgrades to its user
population. IT needed to load the new feature set to
each location, and then test independently.
With a hosted solution, a new feature or application
can be made available to the company as soon as
the service provider makes it available, so the
organization can roll it out on their own schedule.
Ultimately the organization can be as aggressive as
it wants, allowing it to respond to competitive
pressures and almost overnight.

4. Extend deployment quickly to home office,
remote workers, branches and business partners
To say today’s workforce is highly distributed is a
huge understatement. ZK Research estimates that
over 75 percent of workers today reside outside of
corporate headquarters. In addition, workers are
increasingly collaborating with partners and
customers outside of the organization.
Effective collaboration must reach individuals
whether they are at home, in an airport, in a branch

office, or at another company. With legacy
communications, this required remote access tools,
VPNs, specialty software and an administrator.
A hosted solution can reach any individual
anywhere, and provide a consistent experience.
Companies with a hosted application can deploy
collaborative applications to any user immediately,
even those outside traditional corporate boundaries.

5. Meet the challenges of device evolution and
consumerization
The world of end-user devices has absolutely
exploded. Five years ago a technically advanced
user carried a corporate-issued laptop, typically
running Windows, and a corporate mobile phone. IT
had tight control over these devices and was able to
manage user experience because of limited end
points. User experience could be managed because
all users looked similar from a device perspective.
Today is entirely different. A user may have a laptop,
two smart phones and a tablet, and augment that
with other devices such as a netbook. ZK Research
has found that tablets have already reached 21
percent penetration of all corporate workers, which
is staggering considering the first tablet came to
market in early 2009.
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The struggle for IT now is how to enable the same
applications across a set of devices with different
operating systems that IT does not control. Adding
to the challenge is that consumer devices have a
replacement cycle of 18 to 24 months, vs. corporate
devices at 30 to 36 months — so even if IT could
solve this problem today, it could face migration to a
whole new set of devices in 18 months.

Ensuring
communications
and
collaboration
applications are continuously available to workers
wherever they are, using whatever equipment they
have, over any network connection needs to be of
the utmost importance. Often, collaboration tools are
used to communicate with customers and business
partners, meaning any unavailability could mean lost
revenue and brand damage.

The only way to meet this challenge is to push the
application(s) into the cloud via a hosted service. A
hosted service can deliver any application to any
device, and let the user switch devices at their
leisure. A hosted solution is the most scalable, costeffective way of meeting the challenges of device
evolution and consumerization.

Since a hosted solution is not tied to any particular
location, individuals can access them over whatever
infrastructure using any device, whether the physical
location is available or not. This can greatly simplify
an organization’s business continuity plan: The
alternative would mean having to build a redundant
data center with infrastructure that must be
continually maintained and tested. Additionally, a
hosted collaboration solution obviates the need for a
dedicated, physical disaster recovery location, so
that in a disaster, workers can function anywhere
including from a home office.

6. Budget efficiency
A hosted solution provides many budgetary
advantages over CPE-based solutions, including:
 Lower budget barrier to entry: There is minimal
upfront hardware to purchase for a hosted
solution. This means an organization can get
started with deployment immediately, instead of
having to find a large budget to purchase new call
servers and application servers.
 Budget planning: A hosted solution allows the
company to plan its budget for the collaboration
solution more accurately than with a CPE-based
solution, since the subscription model provides
spend that is predictable and easy to calculate.
There are many ongoing advantages to a
consistent monthly spend.
 Lower
overall
TCO
than
traditional
deployments: A hosted solution costs less to
run, without the upfront capital investment.
Migration of a business application to an SaaSbased solution is typically 30 percent to 40
percent lower over a five-year period.
 IT resources and staffing efficiencies: By
shifting the collaboration infrastructure to the
cloud, IT can offload many repetitive
maintenance tasks. This allows IT to focus on
more strategic initiatives, maximizing efficiency.

7. Improved business continuity

8. Application diversity
A hosted solution can provide great application
diversity, since any application can be made
immediately available to any user at any time.
Organizations can have the latest version of an
application, or an entirely new application without
the restrictions that CPE-based solutions present.
The distributed nature of CPE-based solutions
means keeping all of the locations at current patch
levels or version levels, which is very challenging.
Many organizations only upgrade as-needed,
creating a high degree of version inconsistency.
Upgrading the system or adding a new application
could mean having to get all locations up to feature
parity before the rollout could even start.
None of these limitations exist with a hosted
solution. The organization is assured to always have
the latest and greatest features and services, which
can create a significant competitive advantage.
Additionally, a hosted service provides the most
flexible access to collaborative applications, while
maintaining a consistent level of secure access as
well. Flexibility and security must both be assured
before IT can deliver applications on any device over
any network.

Disasters can strike at any moment. Natural
disasters, power outages or even manmade
problems can strike without notice, making any
particular location, the resources in it, or people
located at it, unavailable.
© 2013 ZK Research
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9. Business agility

10. Low entry-cost migration vs. rip-and-replace

True business agility can only be achieved with an
agile IT infrastructure. For organizations to meet
their larger business goals, CIOs need to be able to
respond to line-of-business leaders faster and with
projects completed on time. ZK Research has found
90 percent of IT projects are delivered late or
cancelled altogether, which can have a tremendous
ripple effect. Nowhere is this truer than with
collaboration applications. A robust collaboration
solution allows companies to streamline business
processes and create new ones that provide
information to more workers and customers faster
and more accurately.

Migrating from legacy communications infrastructure
to a robust collaboration solution can be an
expensive, risky process. Organizations are faced
with the daunting challenge of ripping out old
technology and replacing it quickly with new
infrastructure, so user downtime is minimized. This
is often followed by long troubleshooting periods, as
IT needs to understand what functionality isn’t
working and how to fix the issue.

A hosted collaboration solution provides a stable,
rock-solid collaboration foundation. CIOs can
respond to corporate leaders immediately and
deliver the project on time. Instead of having to say
“no” or “not yet,” a hosted solution allows the CIO to
say “yes” and the company can have the solution
when required.

Juxtapose this with a hosted solution: IT can enable
new functionality immediately and run solutions in
parallel, hybrid environments with a very low upfront
investment. The company can gather lessons
learned and best practices, and understand the
productivity and cost benefits in hybrid mode, before
rolling the solution out to the entire organization.
A hosted solution allows a lower risk migration path
at a pace the organization is comfortable with.
A hosted collaboration solution can bring all of the
benefits of the technology to the company
immediately, with less risk. Additionally, a hosted
solution can address all of the barriers to deploying
UCC (Exhibit 3).

Exhibit 3: Barriers to Deploying UCC Within an Organization
Question: What are the top obstacles to UC in your organization? n=1282

Lack of trained IT staff

38%

Uncertain ROI

29%

High up front costs

Security concerns

Complexity of deployment

26%

23%

22%

Source: ZK Research, 2013
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Section III: Case Study — West
Communications
Enterprise decision-makers have many choices
when
it
comes
to
choosing
a
hosted
communications and collaboration solution provider.
ZK Research recommends that organizations
consider a service provider that is optimized for this
era of communications. It’s ZK Research’s opinion
that West Communications is a great example of
such as service provider. Below is a profile of West
Communications and its hosted service.
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There are many service providers today that offer a
range of hosted UC services. West uses its service
and support as a differentiator to deliver an
unparalleled experience. West leverages a
proprietary network event correlation and best-ofbreed management systems to provide customers
with predictive and proactive network management.
Because of this laser focus on support, West has a
99 percent customer retention rate and its
customers receive the following benefits:


End-to-end network visibility and control

About West Communications:



24/7/365 with certified engineers

Omaha, Neb. headquartered, West Communications
was founded in 1986 and has locations in 26
countries and provides service to 141 countries.
West has a wide portfolio of products that help
businesses communicate more effectively by
increasing revenue and lowering costs in multiple
phases of the business.



Direct extension of the corporate IT department



End-to-end, proactive management of:

West develops customized solutions that are unique
to each company, fit each organization’s needs and
can help the company meet its technical and
business goals.
West is a leading service provider in cloud-based,
mission-critical
voice,
data
and
video
communications
services,
infrastructure
and
applications, and delivers services to a wide variety
of companies in different vertical segments.
West Hosted UC as a Service (UCaaS) Solution
In 2011, West acquired Smoothstone, a UCaaS
provider, for $120 million. However, West isn’t just a
provider of UC solution, instead the company strives
to offer a complete solution comprised of five key
elements (see Exhibit 3), which include:
1. Network services
2. Enterprise telephony
3. Chat and presence capabilities
4. A wide range of conference and collaboration
applications including web conferencing and
video.
5. Professional
integration.

services

and

application

o

Circuit outages

o

Network anomalies

o

BGP routing tables

o

Advanced deep packet level analysis

o

Immediate response to critical network
conditions

The heart of the UCaaS solution for West is its cloud
based solution called VoiceMaxx. VoiceMaxx
enables companies to transform enterprise
communications with a suite of cloud based, ondemand services including full PBX functionality,
advanced enterprise and personal call management
tools.
VoiceMaxx provides voice communications at a
dramatically lower cost than legacy PBXs while
providing users with a wide range of feature
packages designed to improve accessibility and
mobility that give both users and IT departments the
highest degree of flexibility and control.
VoiceMaxx can also be integrated with existing IP or
legacy voice infrastructure, enabling a higher degree
of investment protection compared to other hosted
or cloud based UC solution providers.
To accommodate the wide variety of workers,
VoiceMaxx has six different packages for customers
to choose from. These are:
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Premium package, which includes call recording
and mobile connect. This package is ideal for
users who require a high level accessibility and
mobility.



Standards plus is designed for general
interoffice staff requiring phone control tools and
features such as personalized functionality with
mobility call management.



Standard package is optimized for general office
workers that require some personalized
functionality but do not need a broad range of
UC tools. Primary features are direct dial and
voicemail.



Admin/reception package includes direct dial,
voicemail, fax and attendant console. This
package is focused on administrators and
receptionists.



Limited use package is a single-use direct-dial
number for areas like building lobbies and break
rooms.

West also offers an add-on package called
VoiceMaxx Complete. This is for companies that
want to streamline communications. The Complete
option includes rental of a phone and unlimited
outbound, long distance calling.
The company offers a number of services that can
be delivered along with the VoiceMaxx service
including:


MaxConnect — IP trunking



Mobile Connect — mobile integration



ControlMaxx — contact center



MAXXIS
and
MaxxPort
—
infrastructure, management and QoS



MaxxSecure — unified threat management



MaxxUC — Web-based conferencing



MaxxBridge — audio conferencing

network

The VoiceMaxx services are complimented with a
consultative service that enables West to deploy
adaptive technology, such as Microsoft, Cisco, etc.
based on unique customer configurations.
Lastly, all of these services can be managed through
the MaxxPoint Web Portal. The portal is the
customer’s eyes into all of the West services and
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should be thought of as an extension to the
companies IT staff. MaxxPoint is a single pane of
glass for account and service management, call flow
and control, network management, security
management and detailed reporting.
Because of the breadth of services and the hightouch consulting services, West can deliver cloudbased UC solutions in almost any way the customer
needs, meeting the challenges of almost any
environment. ZK Research recommends that West
be on the short list of any organizations looking to
leverage the cloud for more efficient delivery of
unified communications.

Section IV: Conclusion and
Recommendations
UCC has the power to change the way people work,
streamline business processes and raise corporate
productivity to new heights, all at a dramatically
lower cost than traditional communications.
However, there are many significant barriers that
prevent companies from being more aggressive with
their collaboration deployments — meaning the
company isn’t realizing the full potential as quickly
as they should.
A hosted collaboration solution can help
organizations deploy UCC to more workers in more
places faster than with traditional CPE-based
solutions. To help companies get started, ZK
Research recommends the following:
 Consider a hosted collaboration solution to at
least augment your current deployment: The
hosted solutions available today are significantly
different than the solutions of a few years ago or
legacy IP Centrex. Today’s hosted solutions are
at feature parity with premise-based solutions
and should be considered a viable option.
 Evaluate at least three hosted collaboration
solutions: The market is still developing and
evaluators should not make a decision based
purely on incumbency. Evaluate three service
providers, which includes checking with reference
clients to validate the solution provider’s claims.
 Start the deployment with a small, controlled
pilot group or regional deployment: Learn best
practices, calculate the productivity benefits and
cost savings with a pilot group or regional
deployment, and then use these metrics to justify
a larger deployment. The barrier to entry is low,
so there’s no reason to not get started
immediately.
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