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Interest in, and adoption of, Unified Communications (UC) by businesses of all sizes is on the rise. According to the Aberdeen Group
, 59% of all organizations surveyed that have VolP in place are leveraging solutions for videoconferencing, 36% of them are using presence, and 34% of them are deploying unified messaging solutions. Moreover, 40% of organizations are deploying solutions that will allow them to simultaneously manage performance of VoIP, video, and UC applications. This aggressive march towards UC is driven by the opportunity it affords to achieve significant competitive advantage from more efficient operations both internally and across the supply chain, as well as enabling markedly improved customer intimacy.

Big players such as Microsoft, Cisco and IBM have been pouring money into the development of their UC solutions for years, and it certainly seems that UC is finally becoming a reality for a lot of businesses. But the jury still seems to be out concerning its operational success, with many companies still finding reason to complain about the level of service quality offered by their UC providers.  This article will explore how and why vendors and Managed Service Providers (MSPs) must ensure they provide the capability to monitor and manage both network and application performance in order to make their UC system meet acceptable performance standards from a business operational view point.  
What is UC anyway? UC breaks down today’s silos of communications. When done right it’s really just one application with a supporting rules engine that unites diverse communications components such as presence, messaging (i.e., IM, email, voice, video) and collaboration modes (i.e., voice, data, video telephony, A/V/Web conferencing and information sharing applications) with business value chain processes, business applications and directories. This then provides a common user experience regardless of media type or device used, be it hard phone, softphone or mobile. In the future these benefits will also be delivered via cloud service offerings for which comprehensive communications application performance management becomes even more critical as the service delivering infrastructure is largely removed from the enterprise.

In order to fully leverage their UC investments companies must address significant network design and communications application performance management concerns before the reality of UC meets the vision. Why? Real time applications such as VoIP drive more real-time traffic onto networks. These real time streams are intermixed with non-real-time traffic, such as email or other back office applications, which are less delay-sensitive. It is important to take this into consideration, putting policies in place to give priority to VoIP traffic over data applications. 

From an IP-network perspective, VoIP transmissions need to be intelligible to the receiver; voice packets should not be dropped, re-ordered, excessively delayed, or suffer varying delay (otherwise known as jitter). Good QoS policies must be in place to give priority to VoIP traffic over the data applications, which aren’t typically delay-sensitive. From a voice application perspective, such factors as echo, delay, speech-level, noise-level and speech distortion must be maintained within required operational boundaries. It follows that both network (QoS) and UC application performance (QoE) must be adequately monitored and managed to deliver satisfactory performance to the end user as shown in the diagram below:   

QoE plus QoS gives a complete picture
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Consider this comment following a VoIP deployment in the financial services sector: “When the IPT system was only part deployed, we became very aware of the difference between Quality of Experience and Quality of Service. A small proportion of our call centre staff were not satisfied with the call quality when using the IP telephony service. This was due to a number of factors, including varying volume levels, or an echo or hiss on the line… We purchased numerous Quality of Service tools, all of which indicated that our IP telephony system was working well. None of the tools could explain the mystery behind the call quality issues that we were experiencing. We needed a tool to identify phone call experiences of customers as well as to check the network infrastructure was working.”

Traditional network management, VoIP and vendor tools in general are not designed to manage real time applications and are not capable of relating user complaints to performance measurements (e.g., echo, voice/image distortion, blurring and volume levels). Nor do they measure QoE performance for each stream, in each direction, for every call. All that’s measured is the IP network statistics, often across a group of sessions, without recognition of content. These measurements are not designed to enable respondents or support staff to accurately determine problem type; this means that problems cannot be passed on to the correct department for right-first-time repair (e.g., to the WAN provider, Desktop support, LAN support or Voice/Video support). Additionally, the repair team is often given very little or no actual interpretation of the call quality detail to make a rapid fix possible. 

What is the wider impact of not being able to maintain and manage call quality? Vendors and MSPs will not be able to upsell their systems or services if their pilots and trials fail because they haven’t got the right sort of performance management tools to provide the visibility of the user experience and the service levels delivered. Failure to operate these real-time services efficiently and reliably causes operations and support costs to increase through extended troubleshooting and the use of expensive resources trying to fix problems blindly. Additionally the lack of business-relevant SLAs tied to VoIP application performance, especially in the call centre, will ultimately lead to a loss of user confidence with the new technology. The consequent fall back to more expensive means of communication ultimately leads to a failure to generate the anticipated improvement in productivity and cost savings that drove the UC investment. 
Many MSP’s and other hosted VoIP vendors define their SLAs based on the popular and inaccurate  belief that if you get the network architecture correct, with appropriate QoS, the voice and video applications will run just as well as the data applications. As a consequence, most VoIP SLAs are based on network transport performance metrics and do not reflect the experience the end user is having on a call. The reality is voice and video are real-time applications. They do not behave or impact users in the same way as data applications.  

Businesses need tools that measure actual call quality and consequently force the IT department or its service provider to deliver on its promise of excellent voice quality.  When it comes to UC roll outs across organisations on a larger scale, it is the proactive monitoring of the system at both the network and the application level, i.e. the user’s perception of quality, that becomes the key factor in controlling operating costs, and maintaining a consistent and acceptable user experience.
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