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The average small business is becoming highly dependent on multiple forms of 
digital communications, but the technology choices are increasingly complex 
and come at a cost. With this backdrop, how can small and medium sized 
companies assess what best fits their needs, and avoid paying too much to keep 
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Valuable Business Connections 

A review of SMB communications needs—fixed, mobile or unified 
Businesses of all sizes adopt technology to make them more productive, cost effective or flexible 
and help them compete. Over the years, the adoption of tools such as mobile phones, wireless 
laptops, the internet and email have all been driven by such expectations. Small and medium-
sized businesses (SMBs) are often at the forefront as it can give them a lead on their larger 
competitors. But what starts as a useful extra tool for a few soon becomes the accepted norm 
for all, bringing further challenges and costs. 
 
 The internet has become a vital conduit and tool for many SMBs  

Widely accepted as a fundamental part of business IT, the internet has moved far from its academic routes. 
Around two thirds of SMBs have been online for over 5 years, and for more than half of these companies, this 
commercial use of the internet is part of a formal business strategy. Around a third of SMBs are selling online, 
over a quarter are using IP telephony, and one in six have some form of network video collaboration capability. 
The internet is now a central element of the business and the working life of its employees, and its selection 
process must bear in mind the impact of current and projected usage. 

 Email addresses and mobile phone numbers are the primary business contact points for all employees  
An email address and mobile phone number are the most consistent and prominent contact points on SMB 
business cards. Surprisingly, the fax machine is not yet defunct as many still have its number on their cards—
more so than list a web address. Beyond telephony and text messaging, many SMBs use mobile phones for email, 
web browsing and instant messaging both inside and outside the office. Even at a desk with a fixed phone, the 
mobile is the first preference for many employees wanting to make a call, despite the difference in cost. 

 Working from home is widespread, but is not ideal for communications and is still relatively ad hoc 
Most small businesses have some employees working at least part of their time from home and, for a quarter of 
them, this applies to more than 10% of the workforce. Most of these employees are provided with a laptop 
computer, around half a mobile phone, and a third of employers pay for home workers’ broadband connection, 
but there is less support for fixed phones or PBX integration. More than a third of SMBs notice problems getting 
mobile phone coverage at work, but at home the problem is, if anything, worse, with almost half of companies 
noting that some employees have difficulty getting coverage on their business mobile while at home. 

 Communications costs are high, assistance to understand and control them would be valued 
The flexibility, especially of mobile communications, might be worth it, but costs are still an issue. SMBs are open 
to ideas like fixed/mobile convergence—offering both services from a single device—providing it delivers value 
without requiring substantial upfront investment. Most of them think this is an area where mobile operators can 
help, giving those operators an opportunity to grab fixed call minutes and revenues. 

Conclusion 
Technology advances are creating all sorts of new methods of communications, and the IT and telecoms industries 
are trying to bring these together through products that offer ‘Unified Communications’ or ‘Fixed/Mobile 
Convergence’. However, for SMBs the problem is not one of converging technologies, but simplifying the way they 
communicate. Their core need is one of capable and robust connectivity. This means internet connection services 
providing sufficient bandwidth, responsiveness and reliability and for mobile connections, decent quality, coverage 
and flexibility. What they need to seek from their suppliers is an understanding of these basic communications needs. 
They need to then be presented with products that meet those needs simply and in a way that does not try to 
radically change the current working practices of the business, but allows them to evolve.  
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1. Introduction 
 
All forms of communication take time to become 
established. Businesses, especially small and medium 
sizes ones (SMBs), need to feel confident in the 
application of technology that they will probably come 
to rely on. 
 
When mobile phones first appeared, few realised how 
quickly the suitcase-sized bricks would become so 
small, powerful and ubiquitous. Many early users 
were the self employed, as it allowed them to get new 
business while working on the current project. Now a 
standard tool, the mobile phone delivers data as well 
as voice, and cellular networks provide access to 
laptops and handheld computers for mobile data and 
voice through IP telephony. 
 
Fixed line networks have also changed as high speed 
and pervasive data communications volumes have 
overtaken the long standing voice telephony traffic. 
The evolution from discrete networks, based on 
proprietary protocols, into a universal network based 
on common standards around the internet, has 
encouraged an explosion of application innovation 
and driven down basic communications costs. 
 
From the outset of its commercial boom, the internet 
extended the reach and magnified the capabilities of 
all organisations, encouraging smaller companies to 
compete on equal footings with large ones. SMBs 
have taken advantage of the breadth of applications 
offered over the internet and have come to rely on 
many of them.  Obtaining the best internet 
connection with the right attributes, service 
characteristics and speed has now become vital. 
 
There has been a huge growth in the use of 
communications, and SMBs, while quick to recognise 
the potential, encounter many challenges when trying 
to evaluate what is available. They face a multiplicity 
of options and, as technologies converge, technical 
and operational challenges can still catch out decision 
makers. This report aims to bring together a number 
of issues facing SMBs from across the communications 
landscape, and help them navigate through the main 
options available to them. 
 
 

2. IT and Communications 
 
Businesses face many diverse challenges which fall 
into three broad categories—uncertain risks, rising 
costs and new opportunities. Technology brings its 
own costs, risks and opportunities, and its overall 
value to a business must be considered before an 
investment is made. Well applied, IT, in general, and 

communications tools, in particular, can help address 
these business challenges (Figure 1). 
 

 
 
Telecommunications, once considered a separate 
facilities cost, is now closely tied to IT spending and, 
for many companies, accounts for a significant part of 
the IT budget. As communications costs rise, either 
based on tariff rises or increased usage, this puts a 
squeeze on other elements of IT (Figure 2). 
 

 
 
A most significant element of communications costs is 
that spent on mobile, including mobile phones, 
smartphones, dongles, datacards and their associated 
airtime charges. This element is growing and, for 
many organisations, is often out of control. There are 
concerns for cost, especially where employees travel 
abroad and require roaming mobile services, as these 
costs are often difficult to predict and can be 
alarming. 
 

3. Who, what, where? 
 
The first communications need for any company is 
customer contact. Advances in communications are 
welcomed and adopted, and this can be seen in the 
way SMBs promote themselves to try to reach their 
customers. Mobile phone numbers are displayed on 
the sides of builders’ vans or listed in business phone 
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directories, brochures proffer an invitation to contact 
through enquiries@smb.com and websites offer 
callbacks at the click of a mouse. 
 
Each of these routes have different costs and, while 
SMBs can be flexible, they have to avoid unnecessary 
expense as they capitalise on new technologies. The 
variety of options available to them can be seen in the 
changes in which details are listed on business cards; 
in the mid 1990s a fixed-phone and fax number 
sufficed for most, but they are now likely to include a 
myriad of other ways to make contact (Figure 3). 
 

 
 
For some industries, fax still provides a universally 
accessible medium for sharing scanned images, and 
some may still feel a fax conveys more legal weight, 
although email is often just as acceptable. While 
dedicated fax machines have been replaced by multi-
function devices, SMBs that rely on fax can go further 
and consider online or cloud-based fax services. These 
allow fax messages to be sent by or viewed on any 
connected computer, or even a smartphone. 
 
Confusingly, many employees have several telephone 
numbers listed on their business cards, representing 
different forms of telephony, each with their own 
idiosyncrasies and expectations. Combining, or 
converging, the separate strands of voice telephony 
would be useful in itself, but the industry wants to go 
a step further with the total unification of 
communications. This combines not only voice 
services, but also data—email, Instant Messaging (IM) 
etc.—over fixed or mobile networks, taking the best 
elements of all. 
 
Some solutions come from those with vested interests 
in networks—operators and carriers—and so are 
termed fixed / mobile convergence (FMC) or fixed / 
mobile substitution (FMS) as one has their sights on 
the other. Vendors providing the building blocks or 
services for VoIP have extended their offerings to 
other media and data, rather than just voice, and have 
coined the term Unified Communications (UC). 

However, as solutions are still evolving, SMBs should 
think carefully about how well different Unified 
Communications will meet their needs. They still need 
to assess the merits of individual elements to ensure 
they retain a best of breed, and not simply unified, 
solution. Where there is uncertainty, a hosted or 
cloud-based solution that can be billed incrementally 
based on usage should be considered.  All applications 
will have an impact on the underlying network, and so 
internet connectivity decisions should take into 
account current and future needs to scale.  

One aspect that unified communication can address is 
getting hold of the right person. SMBs are unlikely to 
have administrators, secretaries or PAs directing calls, 
so the contact state of any individual, or ‘presence’, 
can make a big difference to expected contact-ability.  
 
While this started as an attribute of consumer 
messaging, it is now a major feature of many tools, 
and the cornerstone of UC solutions. Bringing the 
different strands together will become increasingly 
important as other contact points, e.g. Skype or IM 
handles and even Twitter accounts, are becoming 
more widely used. 
 
Finding people to connect to is a particular issue when 
businesses are spread across several locations and, 
although many SMBs will only have one formal set of 
business premises, there are significant numbers 
operating across multiple locations (Figure 4). 
 

 
 
SMBs need to be adaptable and are often quicker to 
adopt flexible working practices to better serve their 
customers than larger businesses and make them 
more attractive employers than their enterprise 
counterparts. These practices include more flexible 
working and enabling employees when they are away 
from the business premises and, increasingly, those 
working at home. 
 
As noted in a recent Quocirca report

1
, fewer than a 

quarter of SMBs do not permit home working, but 
over half encourage it either formally or informally. 
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For many this will be only part time, for employment 
flexibility reasons or to extend the working day, 
especially where there is a need to communicate with 
those in other time zones. 
 
There are other reasons for this shift. Work-life 
balance has been very topical in recent years, as well 
as legislative change from governments and 
demographic pressures: 
- Ageing population: many are working longer and 

enjoying different phases of life with a blurring in 
what is regarded as retirement. 

- Transient employment: increased migration and a 
growth in small owner/consultancy businesses is 
giving flexibility to both employer and employee. 

- Women in the workforce: the Department for 
Work and Pensions expects 80% of workforce 
growth to be women. European directives add 
flexibility to maternity and paternity leave, 
affecting working choices. 

- Commercial premises: encouraging home working 
can cut the pressure on space, by the use of cost 
effective locations. Regional variations and 
incentives can make re-location worthwhile. 

- Environmental pressures: congestion and carbon 
emissions are helped by reducing commuting and 
other journeys and efforts to cut down on power, 
heating and cooling. 

 
Allowing employees to work from home has lots of 
benefits, but there are other implications to consider 
too, such as security, avoiding social isolation, loss of 
corporate culture and management control. 
 
While today, most organisations provide and pay for 
the main communications tools their employees need, 
this may diminish over time (Figure 5). Employees, are 
consumer users too, so the best future route may be 
to deliver integrated business services over the 
employee’s own network connection. 
 

 
 
It might also be possible to consolidate the 
management and billing of network connections for 

those working from home, and SMBs should look to 
providers who can help manage the combination of 
business and personal demands on connectivity. 
 
The connection to remote or mobile workers can be 
strengthened by linking mobiles into the switchboards 
and PBX systems and using voice over IP (VoIP) to 
home computers, so that calls can be easily redirected 
and the remote phones become recognised 
extensions of the office phone system. 
 
 

4. Communications value and new 
opportunities 

 
For the SMB, major benefits from communications 
tools include the reduction of the impact of distance 
and geographic location, and the illusion of presence 
or scale. However, if this introduces extra complexity 
into day-to-day operations, involves substantial 
upfront investment or produces uncertainty about 
operational costs, SMBs will be reluctant to consider 
certain technology advances. 
 
Novel concepts are unlikely to be of interest to SMBs 
simply because of technology innovation or a desire to 
be at the leading edge. They have to deliver 
something recognisable as business value. While 
lower costs are always of interest to businesses large 
or small, the smart SMB knows that nothing comes for 
free. Cheaper solutions can often cost more in the 
long run if they make life more complicated, or 
encourage employees to waste that even more 
precious resource, time.  
 
So far, SMBs have adopted novel communications 
approaches and tools where the value is clear and the 
cost or risks of adoption are low (Figure 6). 
 

 
 
Integrating mobile phones closer into the extensions 
or contact points in the business is helpful for 
organisations looking to reduce some costs, and also 
for the mobile phone users to make it easier to do call 
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transfer, hunt groups and short code dialling. Those 
stuck at desks will also probably appreciate the 
improved connection with their mobile colleagues, 
thus supporting organisational culture and morale. 
 
SMBs have discovered that products initially aimed at 
consumers, such as Skype, can be useful for making 
lower cost, or free, business calls. While these 
consumer tools and the use of consumer tariffs for 
mobile phones and broadband connections all allow 
significant cost savings, they have to be balanced 
against the impression it may create, especially if 
something goes wrong. 
 
Many SMBs recognise the business value of 
commercial VoIP products to simplify their networks 
and reduce the cost of making phone calls, and more 
have plans in the pipeline. As they develop their use 
of communications, the expected benefits are clear—
more effective use of time and resources (Figure 7). 
 

 
 
Not all communications advances are marketed with 
this priority in mind, so SMBs should make sure they 
press communications vendors on the effectiveness 
and productivity of their products and services. This 
has to encompass consistency of service delivery, as 
when multiple users or applications share a common 
resource—for example network bandwidth—there 
has to be sufficient reliably available capacity 
otherwise the service and productivity benefits will 
suffer. 
 
One such area is fixed/mobile convergence, which 
offers the flexibility of the mobile handset, but at fixed 
line prices, at least when able to contact short range 
radio networks, either based on existing cellular 
technology or Wi-Fi, if the handset supports it. 
Although few SMBs have, as yet, adopted fixed mobile 
convergence, it has broad appeal, and for reasons 
beyond simply saving money (Figure 8). 
 

 
 
Many expect FMC to make life simpler, either in the 
network or for the user. This is at the crux of 
extracting value from SMB communications. It must 
allow them to get on with what they need to do—
respond to customers, do deals, build relationships—
rather than deal with the complexity of the underlying 
technologies. For many SMBs, communications 
products offered as a service, with the complexity 
hidden and ongoing expense based on regular 
predictable costs, will have the most appeal. 
 

5. Communications challenges 
 
This increasing use of sophisticated and powerful 
communications tools is not without risk. For those 
companies with a high dependence on specific 
connections, such as the internet for services such as 
telephony or customer sales, the stability and 
continuity of service is vital. 
 
While frequent failures of internet connections are 
not commonplace for UK companies, any significant 
gap in service could be catastrophic for a company 
reliant on continuity of connection, but will be of little 
import for companies whose network is only providing 
extra visibility, or employee access (Figure 9). 
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The internet has moved from something “nice to 
have”, to a way to extend the business, and now to an 
integral and critical component. This has to be borne 
in mind when seeking suppliers and validating their 
offerings. Simply looking for lower cost or higher 
bandwidth at the same price will be false economy if 
the service fails. 
 
The connection does not have to break completely for 
the service to have failed the customer. A significant 
drop off in performance or variable and unpredictable 
speed of connection can also cause some services that 
depend upon it to fail. Additionally, the lack of high 
speed broadband in some areas can be an issue, and 
has been highlighted as such by the Federation of 
Small Businesses. 
 
The UK government’s attempt to address this issue, 
following from its Digital Britain report, still has some 
way to go. For SMBs, where the internet has become 
vital, it is important that they do not skimp on 
services. They should put their ISP and the 
connections it offers under scrutiny and assess the 
reliability of performance and service and the quality 
of support as well as headline speed and cost. 
 
Just as use of the internet has become pervasive, so 
mobile phones, once the preserve or the sales rep or 
service engineer, are now a vital business, as well as 
personal, tool. However, despite years of investment 
in mobile networks and cell towers, coverage can still 
be patchy, especially once outside major population 
centres. 
 
These areas may have lower premises costs, 
encouraging SMBs to relocate or set up, but causing 
problems with mobile coverage. In addition, ad hoc 
home working may mean that, while there is a signal 
in the office with one mobile carrier, the only signal at 
home may be with a different carrier and many SMBs 
note coverage problems (Figure 10). 
 

 

 
 
 
Mobile phone users will try anything to get or improve 
a signal in the office; climbing on desks, leaning out of 
windows, waving the phone at arm’s length, standing 
on tiptoes. Others will give up and just go outside. 
 
This is not the most productive use of their time, and 
might be frustrating for both the mobile user and 
those trying to reach them, especially if signal 
strength varies unpredictably. Expecting employees to 
switch to a fixed line alternative is not likely to be 
productive either. Their contacts and other useful 
information are likely to be stored on the mobile 
phone and even in the office it will often be the 
communications device of choice for most employees. 
 
Far better to deal with mobile coverage issues head 
on. When evaluating premises’ locations, check with 
mobile providers and, where possible, test signal 
levels. Where signal strength is poor indoors, but not 
absent, consider using signal boosters that offset the 

Integration, not complexity or cost 
TEA London, a bespoke audio visual 
systems installer, typifies a highly 
distributed SMB reliant on communication. 
All employees are multi-skilled, often out at 
a customer site and hotdesking when in the 
office. They depend on the internet, 
including some IP telephony, Wi-Fi 
hotspots, mobile phones and some use of 
laptops and BlackBerry. 
 
To create the illusion of scale and 
contactable presence its clients or larger 
third party contractors expect, TEA London 
uses the internet for serving project and 
design changes, and phone calls are routed 
to mobiles with the caller identity 
preserved to boost customer 
responsiveness. 
 
While mobile technology supports work on 
site, paperwork is still in use due to the 
challenges of dusty environments, and 3G 
is still regarded as a cost too far. For TEA 
London, IT is not its core expertise so any 
new technology introduced has to support 
and add value to its business. As mobile 
handsets become more powerful and costs 
reduce, they will be used more to help TEA 
London become more efficient and support 
the distributed design process. 
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Faraday cage effect of windows tinted by metal 
coatings or metal framed wall structures. Finally, 
solutions based on ‘femtocells’—mini cell towers—are 
starting to be offered. These provide a short range 
radio signal for mobile phones, but then connect back 
to the carrier through a regular broadband 
connection. 

Bombarded with choices 

Most SMB employees are dealing with day-to-day 
business issues and will not want to be distracted by 
technology choices. The launch of third generation 
mobile (3G) networks is one area where new 
technology alone failed to address business needs. 3G 
promised to offer constant connection for data and a 
huge step up in available bandwidth. As a side benefit 
it also offered greater capacity for voice calls, 
essentially allowing operators to provide more calls at 
a lower cost and potentially lowering prices. 
 
Adoption of 3G phones started slowly, as the ‘killer 
applications’—mobile video or TV, and high speed 
mobile IT data access—failed to deliver, or were 
considered over-priced. However, the use of 3G 
through ‘dongles’ or embedded in laptops has proved 
more appealing, especially to the business 
community. This can be seen by how each has been 
accepted by SMBs, with currently slightly more use of 
3G phones, but an expectation that more 3G laptops 
will be deployed over the coming year (Figure 11). 
 

 
 
However the real mobile flexibility for laptops has 
come from Wi-Fi. Inside the business premises, Wi-Fi 
offers flexibility of working space; much the same is 
true for home use too, allowing any room to become 
the office, rather than a dedicated location. 
 
The use of public hotspots has blossomed as more 
free locations have sprung up, service providers have 
amalgamated and ‘all-you-can-eat’ tariffs have 
become more prevalent. Most of the working 
locations suitable for laptop use—airports, coffee 
shops, railway stations—are becoming equipped with 

Wi-Fi, making it a viable option on the move. 
However, as mobile operators move to flatter data 
tariffs, and even offer 3G dongle and Wi-Fi bundles, 
the differences between connectivity options will 
become less marked, making life somewhat easier for 
SMBs. 

Convergence or confusion? 

The challenge for many SMBs is how to assign or 
understand the way that real business value maps 
onto the capabilities offered by the vendor. While a 
number struggle with the jargon involved, most of the 
respondents (many of whom had job titles suggesting 
several years experience in IT) feel it is not too much 
of a problem (Figure 12). 
 

 
 
However, when quizzed more closely, most SMBs do 
struggle with the precise meaning of terms used to 
describe attributes of communications services. This 
should come as no surprise, as they have their own 
business needs to focus on, but it does have an impact 
both for suppliers and their customers. 
 
Many of the novel applications and services that SMBs 
are increasingly starting to use—mobile email, mobile 
web, VoIP and video conferencing, for example—have 
an impact on product and service selection. This may 
affect the size of bundle that should be selected, the 
bandwidth or latency requirements of a connection or 
some other aspect. The differences and their impact 
are not always clear to the customer until after they 
have made a purchase, and this is an area where 
suppliers should do more to assist SMBs in their 
decision making process. 

Business/personal crossover & “shadow IT” 

The unofficial use of communications tools for 
personal and social reasons has a cost on the business 
and can impact network capacity and bandwidth 
available for other applications. 
 
If these tools are useful from a business perspective, 
rather than simply entertainment or social use for the 



Valuable Business Connections March 2010 

 

©Quocirca 2010 Page 9 
 

employee, they need to be brought into the open and 
under the awareness of the IT or communications 
manager. This is partly for security and control 
reasons, but also for network and capacity planning. 
 
The problem with many consumer internet 
applications is that the traffic they transmit is difficult 
to spot, especially if it is all wrapped in web protocols, 
so it just looks like any other web traffic. Some of 
these applications, such as those falling under the 
umbrella of Web 2.0—including blogging and social 
networking—might not be consuming significant 
bandwidth, but do have an impact on productive 
employee time and concentration. There is also a 
content security issue. For example, a corporate email 
address on a social network site can be used for 
targeted phishing attacks to gain corporate info, or 
disgruntled employees can post defamatory blog or 
wiki entries about their employer. 
 
Using the internet at work for non-work related tasks 
is something all SMBs are seeing in varying degrees. 
Web browsing overall and domestic activities—bill 
payment, financial accounts management—are the 
most widely seen activities, followed closely by social 
networking, although this can be brought under 
control if the organisation wishes (Figure 13). 
 

 
 
An outright ban is unlikely to work, but a simple 
acceptable usage policy is easy to define, and could 
protect both individual and business from future 
misunderstandings. While some personal use of 
corporate time and resources is reasonable and 
acceptable, organisations will need to ensure they 
have sufficient capacity to accommodate it and SMBs 
should not let this get out of hand and so might need 
to apply controls to support a policy. 
 
 
Other advances are also having an impact. Consumer 
communication products are mostly easy to set up 
and use. Access to broadband networks, standardised 
audio visual protocols, cheap or free applications like 

Skype, and the availability of integrated speakers, 
microphones and webcams in laptops and desktops, 
has made them simple to use. 
 
So simple in fact, that anyone with even a little spare 
budget and unfettered access to the IT network can 
trial internet applications on the business network. If 
it is sufficiently useful to provide some benefits from 
even occasional use, the level of investment does not 
require any authority. This leads to back door 
deployments, sometimes called “shadow IT”, as 
individuals see how easy it is to deploy low cost 
collaborative solutions. By the very nature of these 
products, IT and communication managers will often 
not realise they have been deployed, and the 
perception of current levels of user deployments is 
likely to be an underestimate (Figure 14). 
 

 
 
Alternative communication applications delivered 
over the internet, such as Voice over IP telephony 
(VoIP), video conferencing and other forms of 
messaging and collaboration tools are becoming 
increasingly important as businesses look for more 
ways to be efficient and competitive. Their employees 
may already be familiar with these tools as many have 
originated in the consumer marketplace, but this 
brings further issues as the dividing line between 
personal and business use blurs (Figure 15). 
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Distributed security 

SMBs recognise the need for security, although it 
varies for different forms of communications. The 
need to secure access to services and their content is 
not new—seals and ciphers have been around for 
centuries—but the number of applications and the 
diversity of media have grown exponentially. Each 
service adds demands on performance and reliability, 
and exposes new areas of vulnerability and risk.  
 
There is also an increased dependence on the 
timeliness as well as authenticity of delivery, and 
many services can be impaired or denied by 
unscrupulous or inappropriate activity. The more 
widely distributed the network, with employees at 
home or remote locations, the greater the need to 
ensure that protection and security measures are also 
spread right out to all points of access and use. 
 
SMBs mostly recognise the importance of security, in 
particular when making new physical links—such as 
setting up mobile or internet connections (Figure 16). 
 

 
 
However, they do need to realise that it is not only the 
network connection that provides vulnerability, but 
other elements of the process. Some of the most 
recent notorious public examples of breaches of 
security have involved paper reports being 
photographed, databases being copied onto CDs and 
simply sent in the post. Networks should be secured, 
but as part of a broader policy that assesses the 
business processes, not just the technology. 

Escalating costs 

Most SMBs have more pressing concerns than using 
the latest mobile gadget and, even when adopting 
mobile technology, cost still figures highly. Mobile 
phones have become an invaluable tool, and data 
access will become as important over time, but the 
challenge is making sure cost does not undermine 
value (Figure 17). 
 

 
 
Competitive pressures, especially from the consumer 
market and a maturing of the industry overall, have 
resulted in mobile tariffs falling, or at least the size of 
call minute, text and data bundles rising while costs 
remain static. Despite this, an emphasis on telecoms 
cost reduction and attempts to control usage, most 
companies are still seeing costs rise (Figure 18). 
 

 
 
Of the reasons given, it is no surprise that the number 
of users, and the amount of use of mobile technology, 
are both growing. Increased mobility and remote 
access are widely thought to be improving 
productivity, competitive advantage and customer 
responsiveness, and this has been evident in previous 
Quocirca research.

4, 7
 

 
There is also the cross over between personal and 
business usage. More businesses should follow the 
approach of those who do check individual employee 
bills as there are some who may take advantage of a 
lax attitude, either deliberately or accidentally. In any 
event, there are taxation and regulatory issues to 
consider. 
 
These also are affected by what level of contribution 
the employee is expected to make. Companies are 
fairly evenly split in their approach between whether 
they do or do not subsidise their employees’ personal 
use of a business mobile phone. For those who are 
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also not checking specific use or are relying solely on 
employee estimates, any subsidy could be a relatively 
unknown quantity. 
 
The use of broadband services from home is another 
particularly complex area, where the organisation not 
only has to balance control of the connection—which 
provider, quality of service and security—but also 
costs, as the connection will no doubt be used for 
family and consumer applications too. Deciding how 
to apportion these costs will become harder as even 
more consumer services are delivered over the same 
connection as those used for business. 
 
Employees have a home life too, and personal use is 
increasingly blurring with business. On the one hand, 
many now take work home and put up with being 
called out of hours, whilst on the other, management 
of domestic issues, such as banking and bill payments, 
are being carried out during normal working hours. 
 

 
 
Employees also have broader social networks and, 
thanks to the internet, these are taking even more of 
their time and attention, perhaps despite the wishes 
of their bosses. Managing personal and business use 
of communications is a growing issue for many 

businesses, affecting voice, data, fixed and mobile 
needs. 
 
However, for those whose work can be measured via 
objective results, rather than ‘presence’ or hours 
spent in the workplace, such flexibility can be more 
easily managed. Provided the employee meets their 
work targets and is not abusing the internet 
connectivity—using overly bandwidth intensive 
applications, or accessing inappropriate content—
then everyone should be happy, even if the person 
has spent 30% of their time on personal internet use. 
 

6. Considerations and conclusions 
 
As communications technologies have developed they 
have each made it easier to keep in touch or make 
contact with anyone—in or out of the office, 
anywhere in the world. However, while the data 
networks converged on a single base standard—IP 
(the internet protocol) in the 1990s—the telephony 
world has been slow to follow. 
 
Separate industries around the traditional fixed 
telephony, and the young upstart mobile world, have 
started to draw together and again the internet 
protocol, IP, is at the centre of this. 
 
However, for SMBs the problem is not one of 
converging technologies, but simplifying the way they 
communicate. There has already been a wave of 
attempts to combine telephony, email, instant 
messaging and conferencing around the desktop 
under the banner ‘Unified Communications’. 
 
While this has led to a number of highly sophisticated 
solutions oriented around the desktop PC, the 
extension to the mobile world—beyond the laptop, to 
the handset—has often only seen the phone as an 
alternative endpoint. This does little to address 
concerns around cost control, given that the mobile 
phone is generally the handset of choice, even when 
next to a desk phone or VoIP-enabled computer. 
 
FMC, while intending to create a solution, only adds to 
the confusion. In reality it is applied to a diverse and 
often conflicting set of solutions; these require new 
technologies to be added or adopted, either by the 
handset user, the business or the carrier. It is not clear 
that one single form of technology will win out long 
term, so an investment in any specific solution risks 
being a dead-end, so must be re-assessed regularly. 
 
SMBs need to ensure they keep up with new 
communications technology advances to help them 
compete against larger players and on the world 
stage, but they cannot afford to get locked into 

Crucial connections 
James is a typical SMB IT and 
communications manager, responsible for 
everything in an office in the UK and US 
and spending most of his time fire fighting. 
Email and the internet are his most 
pressing concerns, as their failure is noticed 
even before any problems with the phone 
system. 
 
For him, the relationship with his suppliers, 
in particular his ISP, was crucial. What 
made this work well was consistency of 
account management, support and 
proactive contact from the ISP to see how 
things were going. 
 
This has served him and his employer well, 
and the internet usage has doubled, with 
weekends no longer a quiet period as more 
employees have started working ad hoc 
from home. The reliability and adaptable 
performance of his ISP paid off on the day a 
snowstorm prevented anyone from 
reaching the office, but work was able to 
progress pretty much as normal. 
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solutions based on the wrong technologies or that 
make their business more complicated, so here are a 
few steps they can take as part of their 
communications investment planning: 
 

1. Assess current use – what is in place and on 
the roadmap? Rationalise and consolidate, 
but do not blindly cut back on items bringing 
in value or that are saving costs elsewhere. 
Make ongoing assessments; the asset mix 
shifts as employees come and go, or services 
and suppliers change. Avoid paying 
unnecessary bills or for those who have left. 

2. Prioritise shared or limited resources – 
internet and data connections will often run 
many services. Are the business-critical ones 
that rely on them being protected and 
provided sufficient capacity or resources? 
Can these be easily scaled in an incremental 
way? Low cost connectivity can be a false 
economy, especially when applications such 
as e-commerce and conferencing save other 
costs such as transport, energy and rent. 

3. Investigate supplier alternatives – could 
existing suppliers offer a better discount or a 
new one with more options offer a bundled 
service to reduce overall costs? Short term 
deals, while welcome, do little to address 
underlying problems. Take a broader view of 
total communications needs and potential 
solutions rather than item by item savings. 

 
4. Incremental outsourcing – staffing or skilling 

up to run the wide range of communication 
technologies required for even the smallest 
business is expensive. Can you outsource 
elements—e.g. device management, security 
or billing—to avoid needing in-house support 
and keep costs predictable? 

5. Disconnect usage from cost – seek out flat 
rate tariffs so that usage is not discouraged 
and recurring operating costs are predictable. 
Investigate fixed per user per month services 
for software as a service (SaaS), voice over IP 
telephony, and other communications needs. 

6. Converge budgets – different technologies—
mobile phones, fixed lines, laptops, data 
cards—may have been the responsibility of 
different groups or individuals in IT, 
procurement, finance and facilities. Move 
this into one place so that decisions are more 
strategic and less territorial. As technology 
converges, make sure budgets do too. 

7. Get outside help – if your telecoms costs are 
large or complex enough—e.g. 50+ 
employees with mobile phones, or 100+ 
employees using a mix of internet, telephony 
and mobiles—consider engaging outside 
independent help, such as from a telecoms 
expenses management specialist. 

8. Device discrimination – not everyone needs 
every technology. Assess and match what the 
business supplies to employee need. Support 
employees' personal choices as far as 
possible—many may believe they have 
access to better PCs, phones or technology at 
home—rather than forcing an expensive and 
unproductive ‘standard issue for everyone’. 

9. Manage devices – This helps with security 
and consistency, and avoids unexpected 
costs e.g. from former employees. It can be 
run and managed in-house, outsourced, or 
provided as part of a carrier contract, but is 
generally better if a single platform, service 
or solution manages across all devices and all 
users with all types of connections. 

10. Face up to personal usage - Do you charge 
employees for personal usage? What 
restrictions are appropriate for international 
calls, using the internet in the office, Wi-Fi 
hotspots, or premium rate numbers? 
Employees need to be aware of their 
personal use, and managers must responsibly 
enforce controls based on a well-
communicated company policy.  
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About Easynet Connect 
 
Easynet Connect is a leading provider of quality connectivity and internet access for small to medium size businesses. 
 
Established in 1994 and part of BSkyB Group, Easynet Connect is one of the largest networks in the UK with 6030km 
of fibre and last mile access to more than 70% of UK businesses via a network of more than 1,200 unbundled 
exchange. 
 
Easynet Connect was the first provider in the UK to provide DSL services over an unbundled local loop and has 
pioneered managed LLU services for business.  The services range from business class ADSL and SDSL through to high-
quality, leased line equivalent and Ethernet based services. Our SDSL coverage is currently the most extensive in the 
UK. 
 
We offer a range of uncontended symmetrical speeds up to 1Gbps, all backed by 24x7 UK-based network monitoring 
and customer support, 99.9% Service Level Guarantees and an enviable 95% First Time Fix rate. 
 
Our 20-day installation pledge for our EtherStream and SureStream products is the shortest of the few installation 
pledges currently available on the market. 
 
For more information visit www.easynetconnect.net or call 0800 053 1777 

http://www.easynetconnect.net/
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About Quocirca 
 
Quocirca is a primary research and analysis company specialising in the 
business impact of information technology and communications (ITC). 
With world-wide, native language reach, Quocirca provides in-depth 
insights into the views of buyers and influencers in large, mid-sized and 
small organisations. Its analyst team is made up of real-world practitioners 
with firsthand experience of ITC delivery who continuously research and 
track the industry and its real usage in the markets. 
 
Through researching perceptions, Quocirca uncovers the real hurdles to 
technology adoption—the personal and political aspects of an 
organisation’s environment and the pressures of the need for 
demonstrable business value in any implementation. This capability to 
uncover and report back on the end-user perceptions in the market 
enables Quocirca to advise on the realities of technology adoption, not 
the promises. 
 
Quocirca research is always pragmatic, business orientated and conducted 
in the context of the bigger picture. ITC has the ability to transform 
businesses and the processes that drive them, but often fails to do so. 
Quocirca’s mission is to help organisations improve their success rate in 
process enablement through better levels of understanding and the 
adoption of the correct technologies at the correct time. 
 
Quocirca has a pro-active primary research programme, regularly 
surveying users, purchasers and resellers of ITC products and services on 
emerging, evolving and maturing technologies. Over time, Quocirca has 
built a picture of long term investment trends, providing invaluable 
information for the whole of the ITC community. 
 
Quocirca works with global and local providers of ITC products and 
services to help them deliver on the promise that ITC holds for business. 

Quocirca’s clients include Oracle, Microsoft, IBM, O2, T-Mobile, HP, Xerox, 

EMC, Symantec and Cisco, along with other large and medium sized 
vendors, service providers and more specialist firms. 
 
Details of Quocirca’s work and the services it offers can be found at 
http://www.quocirca.com 

 
 
 

REPORT NOTE: 
This report has been written 
independently by Quocirca Ltd 
to provide an overview of the 
issues facing organisations 
seeking to maximise the 
effectiveness of IT investment. 
 
The research behind this report 
involved interviews with 
companies which have 
deployed fixed mobile unified 
communications solutions. 
 
The report also draws on 
Quocirca’s extensive 
knowledge of the technology 
and business arenas, and 
provides advice on the 
approach that organisations 
should take to create a more 
effective and efficient 
environment for future growth. 
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