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The Practical Side of Business

PASS IT ON

V
oice over Internet protocol (VoIP)

is an alternative communications

technology that uses a single,

“converged” IP-based network

to transmit voice, fax and data. This is in

contrast to traditional circuit-switched

or time division multiplexed technology

that requires one network for voice and

another for data.

Understanding the value proposition

of VoIP – along with its risks, underlying

architectures and applications – is critical

to realizing the full potential of this

emerging communications technology.

The ability to reduce system

administration and maintenance costs,

since businesses manage only one network

instead of two, is cited by many leading

industry analysts as VoIP’s primary value

proposition. In addition, costs associated

with moves, adds and changes can be

reduced, as well as long distance charges

since VoIP uses gateways to switch

long-distance voice and fax calls onto

IP-based networks for toll bypass.

Bill Tadevich, vice president of sales

for South Bend-based WAN/LAN solutions

provider Network Solutions, Inc.

(www.nsi1.com), says that many of his

customers also cite flexibility as part of

VoIP’s value proposition.

“Many of our customers come to us

because they’re frustrated with the

limitations of legacy TDM phone systems,”

Tadevich explains. “They want a VoIP

solution because they recognize it provides

the flexibility, not only as a component

of the communications infrastructure,

but as an applications platform from

which they can launch business tools to

increase productivity and profitability.”

Value vs. risk
While VoIP’s value proposition is

compelling, there are also risks involved.

One major concern is cost. Businesses

need to determine how much of their

existing equipment can be migrated to a

VoIP system. They must also determine

how much it will cost to upgrade the

data network to handle voice traffic.

Another risk associated with VoIP

is reduced quality of service (QOS). Unlike

circuit-switched systems that offer maximum

QOS by using a dedicated link for the

duration of a call, VoIP systems use a

virtual connection, which, while allowing

for more efficient use of network resources,

may compromise QOS.

Jeff Slabaugh, information technology

manager for Goshen-based Dutchmen

Manufacturing, Inc. (www.dutchmen-rv.com),

says QOS was his biggest concern when

the company decided to deploy

a VoIP solution.

“To make sure our VoIP

solution would still provide

us with a reliable, high-quality

voice connection, our vendor

performed a network infrastructure

audit to identify any areas of

concern,” Slabaugh notes.

“Their recommendation included

upgrading several routers,

which gave us significantly

improved quality and reliability.”

Improving interoperability
VoIP has also been criticized for its

lack of interoperability. Like QOS, progress

is being made in this area. Many standards

still need to be enhanced, however, in

order to avoid vendor “lock-in” and

ensure investment protection. Businesses

should be on the lookout for VoIP systems

that support servers and phones from

multiple manufacturers.

Significantly affecting interoperability

are the various architectural approaches

offered by VoIP vendors. A converged voice

and data network does not necessarily

bring with it a converged applications

architecture. Businesses should ask vendors

if their VoIP system provides pre-integrated

applications and media processing on the

same server architecture. If so, this will

minimize the number of required

devices and integration points, thus

lowering total cost of ownership.

Perhaps the single-most important

market driver behind VoIP technology is

the applications that it provides. Those

that particularly lend themselves to VoIP

include Web-based call center, mobile,

unified messaging and, especially, remote

applications.

Consolidation savings
Dutchmen Manufacturing used VoIP

to consolidate its five separate phone systems

at remote sites into a single system with

one number that can be used to reach

any of its plants.

“Before VoIP, if a customer

called a sales representative

to find out the status of an

account, that representative

had to call a different location,

gather the information, and

then return the call,”

Slabaugh explains. “Now, our

representatives can either

have a conference call with

our accounting office, or

simply transfer the caller to

them. Not only has this significantly

improved productivity and enhanced

customer service, but we’re also saving

money by eliminating long distance costs

associated with intra-plant calling.”

Despite these real-world benefits,

both Slabaugh and Tadevich warn that

finding a vendor that’s experienced in

both voice and data is critical to realizing

VoIP’s full potential.

“VoIP is not a do-it-yourself technology,”

Tadevich says. “Businesses require a

properly designed and implemented

network, along with thorough training.”
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