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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 
the communication flowing? 
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Valuable Business Connections 

A review of SMB communications needsτfixed, 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 cardsτ
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 workersΩ 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 convergenceτoffering both services from a single deviceτproviding 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 
ŀǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦŦŜǊ Ψ¦ƴƛŦƛŜŘ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƻǊ ΨFixed/Mobile 
ConvergenceΩ. 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 categoriesτuncertain 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 buildersΩ 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 dataτemail, Instant Messaging (IM) 
etc.τover fixed or mobile networks, taking the best 
elements of all. 
 
Some solutions come from those with vested interests 
in networksτoperators and carriersτand 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 ŀƴȅ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΣ ƻǊ ΨǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜΩ, 
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 
employeeΩǎ ƻǿƴ 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 clearτ
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 
resourceτfor example network bandwidthτthere 
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 doτ
respond to customers, do deals, build relationshipsτ
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). 
 

 
 


