
Collaboration Solutions

What Conferencing Service Providers Don’t Want you to Know!

“If you use our service, it will cost you more.”  

There was a time when using a conferencing service provider for all business conferencing needs made sense.  There was also a time when sharing a central mainframe for data processing was a cost-effective option,  just as using the central office switch to route all of your local telephone traffic was the way to go.    The introduction of the PC and the PBX changed the basic paradigm.  Having a distributed, on-premise solution started making ‘dollars and sense’.  That same kind of paradigm shift has occurred in the collaboration market.   The combination of PC and Web scheduling and notification options; powerful processors that support thousands of ports of capacity, and the availability of self-service conferencing, has changed the dynamic for conferencing and collaboration.  
In today’s telecom environment, it is a certainty that an in-house conferencing solution will save most companies using a conferencing service provider a great deal of money.  .  For most, it is not matter of if, but rather a matter of when conferencing should be brought in-house.  Even with last-ditch, cut-rate service provider prices designed to make you think twice, you’ll still be able to cost justify an in house conferencing solution.   Gartner Research, a leading industry research firm, estimates that most customers will save up to 40 percent on their conferencing costs with an in-house solution.  Most companies realize a complete return on their investment within seven months. 

Don’t let the telephone companies use strong-arm tactics by trying to tie other services  – like long distance – to conferencing subscriptions.   Despite what your contract might say, most service providers are willing to unbundle the conferencing part of your business to maintain your long distance minutes. 

“Even when it looks like we’re giving it away, we’re not. Just check the fine print.”
Just below the surface in the typical service provider sales pitch that describes their new low rates, you’ll often find the ‘gotcha’.  Premium “options” like call recording and archiving, extension of conference time and other features available as part of standard in-house solutions are rarely covered by the low per minute rate you are quoted..  Also, in order to qualify for this new lower rate, there is often a significant term and/or usage commitment with a threshold that can be well above the company’s current conferencing usage.   If that commitment is not achieved, the actual rates can be as much as, or greater than, the original rates.   

With an in house solution, costs are predictable and easily managed, with no incremental usage fees for advanced features.  Since conferencing use is gaining wider acceptance within business, its use is expected to continue to grow at a very significant pace.  That trend translates into both a top and bottom line advantage for your company.  In the end, ROI matters, and for businesses that are even moderate users of conferencing, the payback can be quick and substantial.  

“Custom solutions? No problem…we’ll put your name on the bill”

As a rule, conferencing service providers can’t meet unique needs of businesses. Their business model requires that ‘one size fit all’.    And while regulations and general business practices span industry segments, every business has policies and processes that a custom conferencing solution can extend and enhance.  Customization of an in-house platform can take many forms:

· Seamlessly link into corporate scheduling and workgroup tools (like Microsoft Outlook, Lotus Notes, or even a company-specific system) - Centralized scheduling and notification saves time – users can view schedules in real-time, eliminating the need to reconcile multiple calendars and constantly reschedule.  Users can even develop notification and feedback rules for sensitive meetings or crisis situations.   Best yet, your database of sensitive employee information remains just where it should, under your roof.   

· Provide customer specific Web and PC user interfaces for conference management and control – Options to support multiple languages make it easy for multi-location companies to deploy solutions globally while supporting local demands.  Application-specific telephony and PC interfaces for conference command and control also allow make the systems adaptable to business practices and processes, rather than requiring a business to force-fit communications use to a service provider’s all-purpose system.  

· Support the standard corporate directory  – Even if a service provider could easily access and use corporate directories for scheduling, notification, and account administration, no company would expose its service providers – or anyone outside the company for that matter – to such sensitive information.  

· Develop custom reports with real-time data access – Conferencing systems, whether on site or at a service provider’s facilities, generate lots of useful data.  That’s information valuable to accounting, marketing, and operations – virtually any decision-support function.  In-house systems also make it easier to bill-back usage to individual departments by tracking individual user IDs.  With an in-house solution, getting the data in a format that’s easy to present in company standard formats is simple.  More importantly, it’s available in an instant.  With service providers, if you can get more than what is on the bill, you’ve only won half the battle, because it could take weeks to get the data you need.  By then, it’s out of date.

In the end, no matter how you slice it, telephone companies are primarily in the business of providing dial tone and in some cases inexpensive Web access.  
Specialist conferencing service providers also add value by focusing on the high end,  high touch,  conferences such as investor relations calls.   Even if you decide to own your own conferencing system, there may still be a place for your service provider in your conferencing mix.    Certain value added services, like operator assistance,and rollover support for handling conferences when the corporate conferencing system is at capacity, make sense in many cases because the cost of the extra capacity for these rare occasions, or operators for infrequent attended calls, isn’t worth dedicated equipment or staff. 
“Although we’re concerned about security for our customers,  with shared network services there’s always a risk.” 
In a February 25th 2002 ZDNet article, writer Wayne Rash noted, “Commercial services will go to great lengths to demonstrate their security commitment. But most of the time you don't really have a way to find out who's using a particular product, much less what effect it could have on your enterprise.”  His advice?  Bring these services in house!

Of course, no commercial service really wants to expose its customers to security breaches or fraud, and they sure expend lots of resources to plug holes and shore up their networks.  But when it comes to network and communications security and integrity, there is no silver bullet, control counts.  

Most companies wouldn’t consciously place critical corporate data or communiqués – whether it’s customer, product or employee information, financial data, schedules, or email archives – on systems where similar data from other companies (maybe even competitors) co-exists.  But that’s exactly what collaboration services do every day.

An often used, but telling example illustrates the point.  Many service providers use the same URL address format for all their customers.  In other words, let’s say that your conferencing provider assigned you the URL www.yourcompany.serviceprovider.com     
so that you could view and access your scheduled conferences.   Since this format is used for all of their customers, you could substitute any major companies name in the URL for your own.  After a few tries, you’re certain to get a major corporation’s list of scheduled conferences, including interesting topical references:  customer information, IT implementations, product introductions, and more.  That’s information that any Internet user can get!  Imagine what an unscrupulous network hacker could accomplish with that as a starting point. 

Certainly service providers can host dedicated systems too, but only at a cost that is comparable to in-house deployments without the same benefits.  And without corporate control and easy adherence to corporate standards, the accessibility of most conferences – both audio and data – held on third party systems is at the discretion of the host, who often has to “opt-in” to security features that, under corporate IT control, would be forced.  These include use of conference locks, authentication procedures, and even something as simple as participant identification.

And while the risk is more inherent in communications and information that traverses the Internet, the rise in audio conferencing use is giving way to greater fraud.  A November 12, 2001 Wall Street Journal article, “Phone Fraud Suddenly Plagues Teleconferences” described its scope and impact.  Unlawful use of accounts costs service providers and their clients.  The direct impact on the end user is a cost that can take time to identify – potentially several billing cycles – and time to resolve, tying up resources as a result.  Identifying, preventing and managing the repercussions of this fraud also increase the cost of business for the service provider, which is passed on its customers.

Account information – from user to usage details – should be considered strictly confidential.  That information is a highly valued asset, however, of the service provider.  The ramifications of that became all too clear with the demise of some high-profile dot-coms, where customer lists and account data became the prize of the highest bidder.  With the seemingly daily news about telecom service providers’ financial distress, it’s an issue that should be the concern of any security-conscious telecom or IT manager.

“You’re paying us lots to manage your conferencing, even though an in-house system is easy to manage with people you already have and a lot less expensive” 

Ten years ago, purchasing a conferencing platform required a forklift and a team of specialists to deploy and maintain.  At that time it made sense to use a service provider to distribute the administrative cost of the platform across many customers.  Today, conferencing systems are based on standard server architectures, and can be administered through common enterprise network management tools.  Plus, with Windows and Web-based user and administrator interfaces, any IT department can handle system maintenance.  As a result, the cost of administration is trivial relative to service provider fees.  Gartner Research estimates that, per 700 conferencing ports per system, the resource demands are 3/8 of one system administrator.  The fully loaded cost?  Just a few dollars per year, per supported employee.  

“You no longer need to stay with us to ensure always-available conferencing.” 

Some Service Providers use scare tactics like, “If you bring your conferencing in-house, what happens if you reach capacity on your in-house equipment? What if the CEO gets locked out of a critical meeting?” The reality is that these fears are unfounded. 

For organizations that want to completely eliminate per-use charges, usage demands are fairly easy to calculate, and a safety capacity is relatively inexpensive.  In addition, the solution can easily be partitioned based on demand, to allocate lines for reserved or critical conferences to ensure access.  

It’s also easy to arrange for “overdraft protection,” where, regardless of capacity constraints, conferees can be sure to have access when they need it.  The enterprise scheduler of choice (Outlook, Web, etc.) automatically rolls over to extra capacity in the event that all lines are occupied  

“You no longer need to pay us for operators all of the time – especially since you only need them some of the time.”

With the rapid growth of self-service conferences, just 5 to 10 percent of a business’ conference calls use operators.  These personnel can be used for a variety of supporting functions, including meeting and greeting entering participants, controlling participant interaction (mute, polling, private conference, etc.), and monitoring use.  Depending on specific corporate demands, events requiring operator attendants – like quarterly earnings calls – can be outsourced or may use existing resources.  (Often help desk or phone operators are used to support such calls.)  For firms hosting regular event conferences, it can even be cost effective to bring in dedicated resources considering the high cost of attended calls through a service provider.  

“Access to our lines may become vulnerable during a crisis or our service can be disrupted.” 
Whether it’s due to a natural disaster effecting regional access, or a geo-political crisis effecting links for global corporations, telephone networks are simply not designed for the extraordinary spikes in demand such events generate.  Still, crisis management teams need fast access and quick thinking.  An in-house conferencing platform on the corporate voice network is always available to on-network conferees regardless of their office location, even when the outside lines required to reach a service provider’s system are unavailable.  

“Although we increase productivity as a substitute for travel, an in-house solution increases productivity by displacing our service” 
As a rising tide lifts all boats, discretionary expenses like travel can be pared by any conferencing use – whether via an in-house solution or through a service provider.  In-house systems though, due to their ease of scheduling and use, drive even greater use by employees, and therefore greater productivity.  

