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EXECUTIVE OVERVIEW

These days, any organization that doesn’t have a business continuity plan in place is critically
out of date. Everyone’s aware of the big threats—terrorism, natural disasters, regional
power failures, and so on. But with an increasingly remote workforce, more companies are
open to more interruptions to their business—and in a virtual workplace, even if those
interruptions hit on a local level, their effects reach far and wide.

It doesn’t take much: A single building could experience a power failure or Internet outage;
a single region could be under weather constraints (and not of hurricane proportions—
snow, sleet, ice storms, even extreme heat can prevent employees from getting to work); a
single team could be stranded far from where they normally work due to travel hiccups. In
the virtual workplace, all these seemingly minor—or, at least, localized—issues can have
broad effects on the larger organization, since most workers must interact and collaborate
with a wide group of dispersed employees, partners and customers. If those peers are
unable to “get to work,” the consequences will be felt throughout the enterprise—and
might well impact customer satisfaction, and the company’s bottom line.

As a result, more companies are taking a hard look at business continuity—essentially, the
ability to keep the business running, customers served, and employees productive,
regardless of any interruption to standard operating procedure.

One key way to ensure superior business continuity is to have a clear, well designed plan in
place for keeping communications going, not just when an event occurs, but during its
duration. This should go beyond simple notification procedures and include unified
communications—specifically presence, audio and video conferencing and web
collaboration—so that even when in-person meetings are not possible or practical,
employees and partners can continue to communicate and collaborate to keep the business
on track.

On Demand Conferencing tools that can help companies stay in touch with employees, and
help employees stay in touch with one another, as well as partners, customers and suppliers,
include:

• VoIP 
• Audio conferencing
• Video conferencing
• Online collaboration
• Presence information

Although many companies use some or all of the above technologies during normal
operations, they may not be leveraging them enterprise-wide, or for business continuity. But
business continuity requires that employees be able to stay in touch with customers, and
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with each other, regardless of the circumstances. Indeed, customer continuity is as
important as business continuity. Enterprises must ensure that customers continue to be
served, regardless of any interruption; ideally, customers wouldn’t even know an
interruption has occurred.

Alternatively, many companies that want to deploy such technologies are looking for ways
to justify the investment, both immediately and long term. Making on demand conferencing
and collaboration tools a valuable part of the business continuity plan can help achieve that
ROI goal.

This paper examines why companies should develop and implement an on-demand
conferencing and collaboration plan that supports business continuity for both the
enterprise and its customers. It outlines what technologies to use when; how to define and
determine when to put a plan into action; and how to handle the specific needs of office-
based and remote employees. It also looks at how companies can benefit from these critical
communications technologies on a regular basis, to boost productivity, support the virtual
workplace, dramatically improve ROI and positively impact the bottom line.

DEFINING BUSINESS CONTINUITY

Although the terms are often used interchangeably, business continuity is and always has
been distinct from disaster recovery. Disaster recovery rightly implies the need to get
business back up and running after a disaster has hit and, presumably, temporarily halted
operations—the organization is literally recovering from the event. Significant natural
disasters, severe power outages, terrorist and other malicious human acts are all potential
“disasters” that can affect the ability of a company to maintain operations. What’s more,
such disasters can threaten critical systems—and literally ruin them in the case of fire or
flooding, for instance—and so disaster recovery often requires that companies have backed
up critical data in the event such information is lost, for use when the business gets back
up and running.

Business continuity, on the other hand, is key for companies that want to maintain
operations in the face of interruptions large and small. It’s a much stronger, broader and
more meaningful effort, and its focus is as much on customers as on employees—that is, the
ability to support customers as though it were business as usual, even if it’s not.

The goal with business continuity is not so much recovery, but to prevent the need to
recover in the first place—that is, to maintain business operations even as facilities,
networks, and other IT systems and services are unavailable, for any reason. That reason
might be a significant event, but it could also be a more limited or localized one; either way,
companies want their employees to be able to continue to do their jobs with minimal
change in processes, and little if any effect on customers and sales. Indeed, a successful
business continuity plan will ensure that from the customer’s point of view, it doesn’t
appear that an event has occurred at all.

3



Unfortunately, when mapping a business continuity plan, most companies forget about one
key element of every business: conferencing and collaboration. But these capabilities are
critical to maintaining seamless customer support and interaction; to pursuing sales and
partnership opportunities wherever and whenever they arise; and to driving employee
productivity.

COLLABORATION: CRITICAL TO BUSINESS CONTINUITY

It’s absolutely critical that in the face of a disruptive event, whatever the scale, companies
ensure their employees can communicate with one another, and with the company’s
partners and customers. And there’s more to it than simple person-to-person phone calls
and e-mails (although those are important). In the face of any interruption to normal
business, employees need to receive information about the event, and how they are to
continue operating, often on a continuous basis. The goal is always to minimize confusion,
so that employees spend as little time as possible figuring out how to do their jobs, and as
much time as possible actually doing them.

Once that information is conveyed, those same employees must be able to meet in groups
small and large, and continue to collaborate as they would under normal circumstances—
with one another, and with partners and customers. If travel is restricted, the need to
communicate over distances, virtually, is compounded; but even in situations where travel is
possible, if employees who normally work together in an office suddenly find themselves
working separately, from home or satellite sites, they’ll need to come together virtually in
a way that mirrors their normal working environment, to ensure maximum productivity.

Indeed, in times of disruption, employees must know that although they may not be located
in the same place as usual, and with the same cohorts as usual, their business processes
need not change. This is especially important for employees who are not normally part of a
virtual workplace. Such employees are used to working next to their peers, meeting in
person, and collaborating on the fly as needed. They will not be used to working together,
or supporting customers, in a remote fashion.

For these employees especially, it’s critical that they be able to see and interact with one
another as they normally would, so that they can remain as productive as possible. On-
demand technologies such as video conferencing are therefore critical to a successful
business continuity plan. If employees are well prepared and comfortable collaborating
remotely—even under unusual and disruptive circumstances—they are much more likely to
stay focused and productive, allowing them to continue supporting customers and positively
impact the company’s bottom line.
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LEVERAGING UNIFIED COMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGIES FOR
BUSINESS CONTINUITY 

Companies should plan on having a range of on-demand technologies in place in order to
support communications during an event that interrupts normal business flow. The good
news is that many companies already have at least some of these technologies in place—
they just need to make them available to all employees, and in times of immediate need.
Even better, almost all companies will be able to leverage these same technologies during
the normal course of business, making them wise investments not just for business
continuity but for business in general, and thereby shortening the ROI cycle.

That’s because many of the features that shape business continuity planning also shape
ordinary business operations today, as companies face several critical business challenges
brought on by the increasingly virtual nature of their workplaces. More and more,
employees are scattered across regions, nations, and even continents—and yet they must be
able to collaborate with one another, as well as with partners and customers, at any time
and from anywhere. At the same time, companies are charged with boosting productivity
while simultaneously lowering costs. And both managers and employees want to keep travel
to a minimum, since it’s only getting more difficult and more expensive, both in real dollars
and In terms of lost productivity.

The Unified Conferencing and Collaboration Paradigm

Voice over IP

Companies are deploying Voice over IP (VoIP) like never before, and they’re seeing benefits
that go way beyond simple cost savings. VoIP allows end users to essentially “take their

5

Data

Voice

Video3rd Party

Apps

Integration

Business 

Process 

Integration 

IM

Presence

Unified 

Messaging

VoIP

Scheduling 

Calendaring

Shared 

Workspaces

Email

Productivity

Software



number with them” and be reached wherever they are, at any number and on any device.
Best of all, they can do that without any recurring action on their parts, which is especially
valuable for business continuity.

VoIP’s find me/follow me capabilities ensure that employees can be reached by callers inside
and outside the enterprise, regardless of where those employees are working from. That
means that if an employee is unexpectedly forced to work from home or a remote office,
he will still receive calls dialed to his primary business number—and the caller will never
know the difference. This is critical for continuity, allowing employees to be reached by key
contacts without having to reach out to all those contacts and let them know about the
change. And from a customer-service perspective, it ensure smooth, seamless operations
regardless of any business interruptions.

Of course, these benefits aside, VoIP continues to offer companies significant cost savings
and easier administration. That’s one reason that IT executives quickly look to run other
applications on their IP networks once they’ve successfully deployed voice capabilities.

Audio Conferencing

Almost all organizations have some form of audio conferencing in place, but most don’t
leverage it as part of their business continuity plans. And yet audio conferencing can be a
huge benefit—nay, a necessity—during any business interruption.

Audio conferences are easy to use and cost-effective, making them a go-to technology for
business continuity. Employees can simply dial into a pre-set phone number (via cell phone
if landlines don’t work), enter their pass-code if required, and immediately get updated on
what’s happening at the office, and elsewhere, in the face of an event. They can get
information live via conference call, with the ability to ask questions and hear from their
managers and co-workers in real time; or they can access pre-recorded messages on an as-
needed or as-available basis. And, of course, they can use audio conferencing to meet and
collaborate with their departments or smaller project teams, even if the people in those
groups are disrupted and no longer working from their usual locations.

That’s especially important during times of crisis, when employees from one or multiple
locations may be unable to go into their usual offices. As a result, they may be forced to
work from home, or from another office altogether. In either case, they need an easy, cost-
effective way to regularly and effectively communicate with their co-workers and managers,
for as long as the interruption and its effects last.

Video Conferencing

Video conferencing is a critical technology for business continuity for one simple reason: It
enables face-to-face meetings even when people can’t physically be in the same location—
a common result of the events leading to business interruption. Being able to see the
people you’re meeting with is always beneficial, but it’s never more important than in times
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of disruption. That’s especially true for employees who normally work in the same location
as their managers and co-workers—that is, employees who are ordinarily not “virtual
workers.” Such people, working at home or a strange office, separately from their usual
cohorts, are likely to spend a significant amount of time just getting up to speed on what’s
it’s like to be a virtual worker. Cutting that time and allowing displaced employees to get
back to business as soon as possible will drive their productivity and allow them to respond
to customer needs quickly and effectively.

Indeed, it’s important to remember that even in today’s very virtual world, many employees
still routinely work and collaborate with co-workers and customers live and in person. For
them, any event that prevents them from doing so will be particularly disruptive; being able
to see the faces of managers and co-workers will allow them to spend more time working,
and less time wondering how they’re going to get their work done. That can go a long way
toward helping employees regain efficient work habits and stay productive during the crisis.

Furthermore, in the event of a disruption, video conferencing can be a business saver when
travel is restricted. Meetings with clients and prospects that were supposed to be
conducted in person can be conducted via video conference instead, with no loss of
productivity or presence—and, therefore, no negative impact on the business. Companies
can even turn the negative into a positive; customers who are aware of the disruption will
be impressed by the organization’s ability to continue with business as usual, at a level that
really is the next best thing to being there. That agility and flexibility translates into
customer confidence—the thinking goes, “if the company is this responsive in the face of
crisis, they’ll be able to support my changing business needs.”

In addition, depending on the nature of the disruptive event, the visual impact of video
conferencing may be essential to resolving or troubleshooting issues related to the event.
For example, being able to show a remote expert the manufacturing line, or a product
defect, or the landscape of a physically damaged plant, gives real-time results that couldn’t
otherwise be achieved.

Web Collaboration and Content Sharing

When people who normally work together can no longer do so, it’s critical that they still
be able to share data and collaborate on files, projects and applications. Ideally during times
of crisis, they can do so as part of a larger collaborative effort, via audio and video
conference, so that they are able to interact with their co-workers on a more direct and
intimate level even as they get the hard work done.

It’s therefore critical that companies have in place the capability for employees to share
content and applications as part of a broader set of unified communications tools, including
as part of an audio or video conference. Companies will also want to ensure employees can
continue to collaborate on data after they’ve participated in a real-time collaboration
session, so that business can continue as normally as possible even if people can’t work on
documents or applications side by side or face to face.
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DESIGNING A COLLABORATION PLAN FOR BUSINESS CONTINUITY

Many IT professionals neglect to incorporate collaborative communications technologies
into their business continuity plans, but a well-prepared organization should make
conferencing and collaboration a de facto part of any business continuity infrastructure.

Doing so is not difficult, but it does take some advanced analysis and preparation. To stay
most effective during a time of crisis or outage, organizations must ensure their employees
can connect to and collaborate with other employees, as well as partners and customers
(an often overlooked part of the business continuity picture). The best solution is on-
demand unified collaboration technologies that let employees meet and collaborate from
anywhere, anytime, without prior planning (after all, you can’t plan for an unexpected
business interruption).

IT managers must also evaluate the types of employees they have—and consider which
could be affected by a crisis—to ensure the right technology tool is offered to the right
employee. Finally, IT and even line-of-business managers need to know when to use the new
technology for the purpose of business continuity, and feel confident in its ability to
perform as promised.

Goals: Staying in Touch with Employees, Partners and Customers

The goal of any business continuity plan—whether it involves communications or not—is
to ensure the organization can continue with business as usual, even in the face of a
disruptive event. It’s critical that companies deploy appropriate conferencing and
collaboration technologies for two reasons: to keep employees connected to one another
and to their respective managers and reports; and to keep employees connected to their
partners and customers. Because communications happen, for the most part, in real or near-
real time, the pressure on communications and collaboration technologies is even greater.

Keeping employees connected to each other is obviously critical for business as usual, and
for supporting and driving productivity. And we’ve discussed how and why technology can
help when displaced employees must nevertheless collaborate with one another on projects
and deliverables. But it’s equally critical for companies to stay in touch with partners and
customers, or they risk escalating costs and losing opportunities in the face of a disruptive
event. What’s more, those partners and customers may not even be aware of the fact that
an organization has been interrupted. Anything IT can do to mitigate the effect on
communications will be appreciated—although it may not even be noticed.

In situations where employees were supposed to meet with partners or customers in
person and can’t because of the interruption to their business, giving them the option of a
video conference can be especially valuable. Customers will certainly understand if
circumstances prevent employees from meeting them in person, but they will also be glad
to learn that the meeting itself can still take place—face to face, and with no loss of
productivity. That reflects positively on the business, and those positive effects will extend
to the customer relationship well beyond the duration of the event.
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Needs Analysis: Collaborative Tools for Every Knowledge Worker

When evaluating and devising a business continuity plan, IT managers must consider the
types of employees they support: headquarters workers, remote-office workers, home-
based workers and road warriors. Each will be affected differently by a disruption (some
won’t be affected at all, depending on the event), and each will have different
communications and collaboration needs.

Regardless of where the normally work, all employees should have access to audio
conferencing, PC-based video conferencing and web collaboration applications in the event
of an emergency. Those that can make it into an office should also be able to use room-
based video conferencing (including high-definition and/or telepresence systems) to
communicate with other branches, as well as select partners and customers. But how ready
and willing employees are to use those technologies will vary.

Headquarters and remote-office workers may not be located in the same place, but they are
likely to be similarly affected by disruptions, whether they’re widespread (affecting a
number of offices, possibly including headquarters) or quite localized (affecting one office,
headquarters or otherwise). These employees will be most severely affected by an event,
because they will most likely be disrupted from their normal working habits—often, they
won’t be able to go into the office at all, and if they can, it may be under unusual
circumstances. They may be the employees most likely to normally collaborate with one
another live and in person, and therefore the employees least likely to be familiar with
collaborative technologies such as desktop video conferencing and web collaboration. They
are also most likely to be working under less-than-ideal working conditions from home,
since that’s not normally where they operate—expect lower-bandwidth Internet
connections, for example. In the event of a disruption, these employees need to know
what’s going on at the office—starting from the not-so-small matter of whether they should
even go in.

Home-office workers are least likely to be personally affected by a large-scale event, but
they will still have to change their routine as a result of one, and depending on the scale of
the event, they, too, might be affected by power, telephone and Internet outages, at least
temporarily. Furthermore, they may not be clear on what’s happening at the office once an
event has occurred, and therefore prone to the same loss of productivity as their displaced
co-workers. What’s more, because they’re likely to be working from the safety and security
of their home offices, home-office workers may feel the need to—or be required to—take
on significant amounts of extra work in the face of an event. They may therefore find
themselves interacting and collaborating with employees, partners and even customers
they’re not familiar with, until their co-workers get back online. The good news: in many
companies, regular home-office workers are quite comfortable with conferencing and
collaboration technologies, since they already use them often.

Road warriors typically are based either out of an office or home location, but they spend
the majority of their time on the road. Depending on the nature of the business
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interruption, they, like home-office workers, may face little or no affects of a disruption; or,
they may face significant stress, including being stranded on the road and unable to return
not just to work, but to family and friends, too. And, if they’re stuck in travel, these
employees are least likely to have access to higher bandwidth Internet connections and
video and web collaboration technologies.

Finally, many companies should take a tiered approach to technology deployments according
to job roles, giving highest priority to senior managers and others who will need to respond
quickly in an emergency. For instance, you might opt to outfit all executives with executive
desktop video conferencing systems at home, so they will be able to collaborate with each
other, as well as partners and customers, in the event of a disruption. Then you’ll want to
provide all line-of-business managers and knowledge workers with audio, desktop video and
web collaboration capabilities, so they can coordinate with their supervisors and reports,
and deliver any necessary customer support at the click of a mouse. Finally, you can deploy
audio collaboration services on a hosted basis to all employees, so they can stay informed
and collaborate with one another on an as-needed basis.

Putting a Plan into Action

One of the best things about integrating on-demand unified conferencing and collaboration
technologies into a business continuity plan is that they can be leveraged right from the
start to help employees manage the situation. To that end, organizations can take several
steps to inform employees and help them stay in touch with one another immediately. The
more planning you do up front, the smoother the continuity will be.

Offer employees an 800 number to call in the event of an emergency to ensure that everyone
knows what’s happening to the organization, regardless of where any given employee is
located. If an event occurs and employees in or out of the region wonder what, if any, effect
it had on the status of the business, they can call in and hear a recorded message letting
them know. (And, of course, should the event not prove serious, employees would discover
that, too; if, for instance, a snowfall isn’t as dramatic as the weather channel predicted.) 

Use your Web site to deliver information and links to conference calls and collaboration
sessions.Your site is also the perfect place to deliver streaming video content, to employees
as well as partners and customers.

Deliver an audio conference during the day of the event to ensure employees are well
informed of the situation, and to allow them to ask questions. Once they’ve received the
basic information on where to go and what to do, employees will want more details on the
exact nature of the event, as well as what’s expected of them in the hours, days, or even
weeks to come. An initial audio conference call—followed by additional conferences as
needed, all re-broadcast on an 800 number, as well as smaller sessions among teams and
departments—can go a long way toward driving productivity and enabling ongoing
customer care.
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Deploy video conferencing and data sharing capabilities at headquarters, remote offices and
the PC desktop (for those people who can’t actually make it into an office). If a disaster
prevents people from flying, but they are able to go into their own office, they’ll be able to
meet with far-flung co-workers, executives, partners and customers regardless of the event.
Meanwhile, if certain employees can’t make it into the office, they’ll still be able to see their
peers, and be able to share content with them and collaborate on key documents and
deliverables, regardless of their location, or for how long they’re displaced.

Training & Testing: Ensuring it Works

As with all technologies, it’s critical to ensure conferencing and collaboration tools will
work when people need them, especially in the event of a disruption. And because such
events could take out the very infrastructure that’s supporting the communications
technologies themselves, it’s also important that conferencing capabilities be available as
needed.

Just as companies take measures to protect the availability of their data in the event of a
business interruption, they should protect the availability of their communications.That may
include backing up an IP network as they would any other data source; deploying audio,
video and web collaboration technologies across multiple locations, to protect against an
event in one location or another; and contracting with a hosting provider that can deliver
conferencing and collaboration on demand (make sure that provider also has its own
business continuity plan in place, to assure your access should something happen in their
facilities as well as or separate from yours).

It’s also important to make sure employees are up to speed on how to use and leverage
conferencing and collaboration technologies, so that when they’re forced by circumstances
to do so, they’re well prepared. You won’t want (or likely to be able) to train users on the
fly in the middle of a disruption, and you’ll need to make sure people can use the tools at
their disposal whenever, however and wherever they need to. That said, most organizations
will want to take advantage of their conferencing and collaboration technology during
normal business—that is, not wait for a disruption to leverage to power of real-time
communications. Doing so has multiple benefits, including shortening ROI and ensuring
workers are well versed in the technology, so they can be as productive as possible under
any conditions.

ADDITIONAL BENEFITS & LONG-TERM GAINS

One of the best things about using conferencing and collaboration technologies as part of
a business continuity plan is that unlike most other business continuity investments, these
tools can be used every day—there’s no need to wait until disruption strikes. This is
especially true for companies that deploy unified communications—including presence,
audio conferencing, video conferencing and web collaboration tools—on IP networks, and
when named user pricing ensures costs won’t skyrocket with use. Because the technology
is viral, the more available it is to users, the more they’ll take advantage of it—and the
faster companies will realize their ROI.
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Organizations that make conferencing and collaboration a part of everyday communications
will realize significant benefits, including shortened times to market, increased productivity
and lower travel costs. And when and if it comes time for employees to use the technology
in the event of a business disruption, they’ll be well trained and well versed on the
technology, and ready to use it to keep operations running smoothly and productively.

One way to ensure familiarity with conferencing and collaboration tools is to deploy them
within the enterprise on a routine basis. Certainly, this can include regular use by employees
for conducting meetings and collaborative work sessions. But it can go beyond the ordinary,
too, to prepare employees for how to use the technology during more significant events.

So, for instance, a company might launch a daily audio conference call and streaming video
session, to which employees can call in live via phone or the web, or access a recorded
version. The call can give updates on important business goals and issues for the days to
come, housekeeping information, and so on. It can also link to training or other
informational events, offered via audio or video conference and incorporating any relevant
Web collaboration and streaming video. For example, a company might offer a link to
benefit enrollment options and information; vacation, personal and sick day policies;
instructions on filing T&E reports; and so on. That same routine conference call can then be
used in an emergency to update employees for business continuity, with literally no change
in business process or policy.

POLYCOM® TECHNOLOGY OVERVIEW

Polycom delivers end-to-end rich media collaborative applications for voice, video, data and
the web. The company’s solutions range from systems designed for the PC desktop and
mobile devices to room-based systems, voice products, and the heart of the network. The
company’s mission is to make it fast, easy and cost-effective for people to connect anytime,
anyplace and with any device—virtually, but with an experience that’s just as good as being
there.

Polycom is also delivering on-demand unified collaborative technologies——converged
voice, video, data and web capabilities--and it fully supports the shift to IP networks. The
company offers a range of high-quality desktop and room-based products designed to be
easy to deploy, manage and use, including voice and video endpoints; video management
software; web conferencing software; multi-network gateways; and multipoint conferencing.
Because these tools are “on-demand,” they don’t require any advanced planning or
reservations—a must for companies looking to support business continuity.

In addition, Polycom Global Services focuses on helping customers create and deploy a
business continuity plan, as well as make the transition to IP, increase conferencing
utilization, and identify areas where quality and cost savings can be improved.
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CONCLUSION

Most companies today take business continuity seriously, but many neglect to consider how
to keep employees, partners and customers connected. But with a workforce that’s
increasingly virtual, more organizations face more business interruptions, even if they occur
only on a local level.

Companies that have a clear, well designed plan in place for keeping communications open
during and after an event will be better able to truly maintain continuous operations than
those that don’t. Tools that can help companies stay in touch with employees, and help
employees stay in touch with one another, as well as partners, customers and suppliers,
include audio conferencing, video conferencing, online collaboration and presence
information.

Although many companies use many of those technologies on a regular basis, they may not
be leveraging them for business continuity. But they should—to maximize the benefits of
the tools themselves, and ensure that no disruption gets the better of their business.
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