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Re-Integrating the Enterprise0

Up Front:  IT in Canada CEO/Chief Content Officer Michael OÕNeil conducted interviews with  zax 0
notable members of the Canadian IT industry, to prepare for the ÒUC JamÓ, an online discussion on 
the opportunities and implications of unified communications in Canadian businesses.  

Each interview was loosely based on a common discussion guideline.  Its sections included:

- Opening Thoughts on UC:  UC is an extension of the communications infrastructure, or an 
enhancement of business applications and processes?

- Questions on UC Attributes:  What benefits and obstacles will we encounter, as we use UC to 
address issues like human latency, anyplace/anytime collaboration, presence, and productivity.

- UC Within the Organization:  What impact does corporate structure have on UCÕs potential 
contribution?  How does UC impact an organizationÕs ability to engage younger workers?  And how 
does it affect management skill requirements?

- The UC Business Case:  How should UC acquisition logic be structured Ð what payback 
expectations are reasonable, what support is needed from business and IT management, where is 
opposition to UC deployment likely to come from, and what needs to be considered in identifying, 
evaluating, and/or managing suppliers? 

When reading the following, it should be remembered that the purpose of the discussions was not to 
Òfill in the blanksÓ in this outline, but rather, to explore the unique perspectives of each participant.  
In the end, each provided a perspective that adds to a comprehensive appreciation of what UC is, and 
what it means for Canadian organizations.
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James Burchill0 0

James Burchill is one of CanadaÕs leading Web experts.  He is a true ÒnetizenÓ Ð he uses 
neither a title nor a company name, referring only to his URL and a home page section that 
describes him as someone who Òshows individuals and companies how to profit from the 
innovative use of Internet technologies, strategic content and social media marketing.Ó

First Section:  Opening Thoughts on UC

The discussion opened with James noting that he had spent some time considering both perspectives, 
and finding that Òboth have some useÓ.  However, in the end, he comes down clearly on the side of 
the ÒUC is best seen as an enhancement of business applications and processesÓ side of the 
discussion.  

James notes that there is a limit to the utility of an approach that is focused on enhancing personal 
productivity, and that this limit in turn constrains the potential benefit of unified communications as a 
concept.  He points out that businesses have been implementing productivity systems, deploying 
tools, and sending employees to productivity-focused workshops for many years Ð and that there is 
both little evidence of continuing benefit from these investments, and little proof of potential for 
future gains.

The notion that UC can be usefully applied to business process, on the other hand, offers scope for 
progress that clearly interests James.  He views UC has having the potential to re-integrate 
enterprises that have Òscattered to the four corners of the worldÓ, with critical functions Ð 
manufacturing, distribution , customer support Ð distributed to different places, and through 
outsourcing, to different companies.  With UC, James sees the potential to Òmake the business whole 
againÓ Ð to create not just a communications infrastructure, but a unified business model that provides 
the basis for operations that interoperate seamlessly across workflow processes that are optimized 
entirely independently of system, geographic, and similar impediments.

Questions on UC Attributes

In many UC-related documents, we see discussion of how UC addresses the issue of human latency.  
ThereÕs something very compelling about the notion of reducing the fallow time that we all 
experience when we are waiting for information, for an opportunity to gain the counsel or buy-in of a 
colleague or manager, or for a response from a supplier or customer.

However, in JamesÕs vision, reduction of human latency is far too modest an objective for UC.  A 
reduction in human latency amounts to an enhancement of personal productivity Ð and James 
believes that we have much more to gain by reducing process latency.  

In our discussion, we agreed that human latency is a natural path for UC conversations to follow.  We 
do, after all, have an innate belief in our importance, and our centricity to the processes in which we 
engage.  Yet, James makes an important point:  from a total volume perspective, communications 
traffic resulting from connecting systems surpassed person-to-person communications almost a 
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decade ago.  The Òpersonal productivityÓ approach to UC puts the person first, and is dependent on 
the person for its success; if we are to truly harness the potential of UC, we need to view system-level 
communication as being of the same order of importance as person-to-person interaction.

I think this is a critical point, and one that is nearly always missed in UC discussions.  It seems that 
for the most part, descriptions of UC are concerned with how people can find each other quickly, and 
access the contextual content needed to inform their interactions.  There is frequently some idea that 
these interactions are caused by or otherwise integrated into workflow systems (for example, 
employees accessing HR policies, or sales or support staff connecting efficiently with customers) Ð 
but there is rarely any thought given to how the systems themselves might act as peer-level 
participants in a truly unified communications fabric.  Put another way, we tend to view person-to-
person communication as the ÒobjectiveÓ of UC, with person-to-system or system-to-person 
communication viewed as a supporting level to the human/human dialogue, and system/system 
communications assumed to happen outside of the UC framework.  JamesÕs position Ð that a true 
unified communications system would link interactions between people, systems, and people and 
systems all as peer-level activities Ð is, I think, a hugely powerful insight into how UC needs to 
evolve, to live up to its potential.  James himself touched on this when he said, ÒitÕs interesting that 
we call if UC Ð weÕre driven by the technology rather than the idea.Ó

To get at the idea itself, James believes that we need to fix the Òproblem, not the symptoms.Ó  In this 
analogy, we attack symptoms when we focus on personal productivity issues.  The problem, he says, 
is contained within the system.  To attack it, we need to build models that abstract functions from our 
business processes, and position them so that we can connect them in the most effective possible 
ways Ð regardless of whether those require communications between people, between systems, or 
between people and systems.  Our tendency, though, is to build systems that echo those that they 
replace Ð which put people at the centre.  Until we recast Òunified communicationsÓ as a system-
centric approach to integrating the enterprise, we will miss much of the potential associated with the 
solution. 

UC Within the Organization

Our dialogue in this area started with a discussion of whether one of two different organizational 
approaches Ð Òcommand and controlÓ vs. Òsense and reactÓ Ð is better suited to UC, and what impact 
factors like industry sector, geographic scope, etc., are likely to have on UC success.

Building on his observations regarding the need to centre UC on the business model, James noted 
that either type of organization was capable of being successful in a UC deployment:  Òorg structure 
just describes how you look into the systemÓ.  He went on to note, though, that a command and 
control management team would be more likely to embrace a personal productivity approach to UC, 
since it better echoes the sequential structure.  The vision associated with UC, he says, is not 
command and control Ð it echoes the organic, distributed, multi-node, self-balancing, self-healing 
principles on which the Internet itself is based.
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This assertion leads to some interesting observations about the management skills required for 
success in deploying and evolving UC.  James notes that if UC is seen as way of creating a unified 
business model, every group within the organization Òhas the opportunityÓ to contribute value Ð but 
that doing so requires a blend of technology skills and marketing/communications capabilities that 
are not typically combined within a single role in the organization.  As a result, UC deployments 
require management to find ways to achieve a degree of fusion across these disparate capabilities, to 
best enable the business to describe and codify its critical functions, and then apply technology to 
optimizing these processes.

The UC Business Case

The last section of our interview dealt with the UC business case:  how UC should be positioned, 
where/in what timeframe a buyer should look for payback, expectations regarding the involvement of 
IT and business management in the process, potential impediments to success, and several supplier-
related issues.

To begin this discussion, James reiterated his belief that UC should not be positioned as an extension 
of the current communications infrastructure.  In fact, the notion of seeing UC as any form of 
technology solution rankled him:  UC is Òway past a critical business system,Ó he said, ÒitÕs 
communications, business, and beyond Ð way past souped-up phone system.Ó

Such complex constructs often result in elongated payback horizons.  However, James doesnÕt 
believe that this should be the case for UC.  A system designed to optimize organizational efficiency 
around a unified vision of the enterprise should offer both quick payback and Òorders of magnitudeÓ 
payback.  In JamesÕs vision, the personal productivity impact of such as system is merely a 
byproduct.  The real benefit comes from eliminating latency around the critical path through the 
organization.  You canÕt, he notes, alter physical constraints like Òthe speed of paint drying.Ó  
However, you can reduce the process latencies surrounding painted inventory - and payback from 00000000000
this type of process breakthrough will greatly exceed any costs associated with enabling technology.

When the discussion turned to expectations of IT support for deployment, James sounded a note of 
caution.  From an IT perspective, the approach to UC that he envisions requires a Òletting goÓ.  In 
effect, communications moves from being organized around packets to being organized around 
meaning.  This is likely to prove a difficult leap for many IT managers.

However, IT will not necessarily prove to be the only source of resistance to far-reaching UC 
deployments, or even the most important source.  James notes that opposition might well come from 
the Òtop of the treeÓ Ð the chairman/CEO.  UC beyond the concept of technology that applies better 
automation to current communications methods and patterns requires vision, and not all senior 
managers will be able to supply these qualities.  For that matter, he says, UC Òcould potentially be 
broadsided by anyone in the organization.Ó  This led to another important UC market observation:  
that to be successful, firms deploying UC will need Òseveral champions Ð (at) every level of the 
business.Ó  One person, even a powerful CEO, will find it difficult or impossible to persuade 
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employees of the importance of his/her vision throughout the UC development and deployment 
process.   Supporters are needed across the organization, to ensure that there is meaningful buy-in at 
all levels and in all departments.  James offered a caution associated with this last point:  it is possible 
to start a UC deployment in one area of the business Ð but this approach Òtreats symptoms with 
tacticsÓ, avoiding the scope that can deliver rapid and compelling payback on investment.

Lastly, we talked about supplier positioning and management.  James has investigated the Microsoft 
and Nortel UC offerings, and has a general understanding of how other vendors, such as Cisco and 
IBM, might approach UC.  Amongst these vendor positions, he feels most comfortable with Cisco as 
a technology partner Ð Òthey specialize in connecting disparate technologies through unified data 
transportÓ Ð but quickly notes that UC is more a systems integration than a platform technology issue.

His final observation on this point, though, sounded a note of caution even on this score.  ÒNever,Ó he 
says, Òmake the supplier Ôpoint manÕ for the UC deployment.  ItÕs not about the technology.  
Technology is evolving Ð meanings are not.Ó  In the end, communications systems need to convey 
meanings that support a unified business model Ð and this is a process that needs to engage both 
broad-minded management and effective suppliers.
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