ENTERPRISE COMMUNICATIONS
MODERNIZATION

A Leadership Case Study

How Thoughtful Planning, Practical Design, and People-First Leadership Unified
Communications Across a Multi-Site Manufacturing Organization

Tom Backus

MAKING TECHNOLOGY WORK FOR PEOPLE

Monday morning had to feel ordinary.
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Executive Summary

Following a series of acquisitions, our organization had become a single company
operating across manufacturing facilities in Minnesota, California, and Sonora, Mexico.
While the businesses now shared a common identity, their communications infrastructure
reflected years of independent growth. Separate telephone systems, inconsistent dialing
plans, and isolated administration created unnecessary barriers to collaboration.

Leadership recognized that replacing aging telecommunications infrastructure was an
opportunity to do more than modernize equipment. It was an opportunity to unify
communications, simplify administration, reduce operating costs, and build a platform
capable of supporting future growth.

As the Network and Telecommunications Administrator for the organization's largest
manufacturing facility, | led the Minnesota implementation of this enterprise initiative. My
responsibilities extended beyond the technical deployment itself. They expanded into
coordinating planning with corporate leadership and vendors, leading the local
implementation team, documenting existing infrastructure, preparing employees for the
transition, and ensuring every decision supported the needs of the business.

Throughout the project, one principle guided every decision:

Technology should adapt to the people who depend on it—not require people to adapt
to technology.

That philosophy shaped the implementation from beginning to end. We preserved familiar
extension numbering, selected the right mix of Voice over IP and analog devices for each
environment, and invested heavily in planning and communication so employees
approached the transition with confidence.

The implementation successfully unified communications across multiple states and an
international manufacturing facility while maintaining business continuity. Customers
experienced uninterrupted service, production continued without disruption, and
employees quickly adapted to the new system. Looking back, | no longer view this as a
telecommunications project but as a defining leadership experience that reinforced a
lesson | continue to carry today:

The greatest measure of success is not the technology you implement. It's the
confidence people have to do their jobs because that technology quietly supports
them.



Author's Note

There is an old saying that people judge a technology project by whether it was completed
on time and within budget.

In my experience, that isn't how the people living through the project judge it.

They judge it by something much simpler:

"Can | still do my job?"

That question has quietly guided my approach to technology for more than three decades.

Throughout my career, I've learned that successful technology initiatives are rarely
remembered for the equipment that was installed or the software that was deployed. They
are remembered for the confidence people have when they arrive at work the next day.

If technology disappears into the background and allows people to focus on serving
customers, supporting one another, and accomplishing meaningful work, then the project
has achieved something far greater than a successful implementation.

It has earned trust.

This publication is not intended to document a phone system migration. It is intended to
document the leadership decisions, planning, communication, teamwork, and philosophy
that transformed a complex infrastructure project into a successful business outcome.

Technology changes. Leadership principles endure.

My hope is that these pages communicate not only what was accomplished, but why those
decisions mattered—and how they continue to shape the way | lead technology initiatives
today.

Because in the end, the most successful technology is the technology people no
longer have to think about.



Why This Case Study Exists

Most significant technology projects eventually become a few lines on a résumeé.

A new phone system was implemented. A server environment was upgraded. A cloud
migration was completed.

Those statements describe what happened, but they rarely explain why the project
succeeded.

The conversations. The planning. The difficult decisions. The countless small adjustments
that built trust long before implementation ever began—those are the parts of a project that
are rarely documented, yet they often determine whether change succeeds or fails.

| wrote this case study because | believe those stories matter.

Technology projects are often viewed through a technical lens, but the factors that
determine their success are usually human. They require leaders who understand the
business, communicate clearly, prepare thoughtfully, adapt when circumstances change,
and earn the confidence of the people they serve.

The telecommunications platform described in these pages will eventually be replaced.

The leadership principles behind its success will not.



Understanding the Business

"Understanding the business comes before changing the technology.”

Technology projects often begin with discussions about equipment, software, and budgets.
I've never believed that's where they should start.

Before selecting a platform or designing a solution, | ask a different question:

How does the business actually work?

Once | understood how the business actually worked, the strategy began to emerge.



Strategy Behind the Migration

Once | understood how the business operated, the technical work became much clearer.
The migration was no longer about replacing a phone system. It became an exercise in
protecting business continuity while guiding hundreds of employees through a significant
operational change. Every major decision that followed was shaped by that objective.

Before proposing solutions, | needed answers to a different set of questions. Why had the
communications environment become fragmented? How did employees collaborate
across locations? What problems was leadership really trying to solve?

Those questions—not the technology—became the true starting point of the project.

Technically, the existing systems still worked. Business-wise, however, they represented
missed opportunities for consistency, collaboration, and operational efficiency. The project
was no longer about replacing a phone system—it was about creating a communication
experience that better supported the organization.

As the Network and Telecommunications Administrator for the Minnesota facility, | had the
advantage of understanding both the technology and the people who relied on it every day.
I understood how production supervisors communicated, how office staff collaborated,
where maintenance relied on immediate access, and what leadership expected from the
systems supporting daily operations.

That perspective proved just as valuable as any technical specification because it
shaped every decision that followed.

Putting the Strategy into Action

"Monday morning isn't won on Monday. It’s won in the weeks before."
Technology doesn't become reliable by accident.
Neither do successful projects.

Once | understood how the business operated and what leadership hoped to achieve, the
next step was straightforward: prepare so thoroughly that implementation would feel
almost routine.



That's the part of technology projects most people never see.

Employees arrive on Monday morning. Everything works. Business continues. From their
perspective, the transition feels effortless.

In reality, that ordinary Monday is the result of hundreds of deliberate decisions made long
before implementation ever begins.

The real work of leadership happened long before the first phone was unplugged.

Success Starts with the Right Team

Every successful project begins with people.

The Minnesota implementation would involve vendors, corporate leadership, local
management, and employees across our largest manufacturing facility. No single person
could accomplish that alone.

Technical skills were certainly important, but they weren't the deciding factor. | looked for
people who could be trusted under pressure—people who communicated well, remained
calm when plans changed, and naturally focused on solving problems together instead of
assigning blame.

Technology projects inevitably encounter unexpected situations. The quality of a team's
response often determines whether those situations become setbacks or simply another
step toward the goal.

Fortunately, | was surrounded by people who shared that mindset.

We weren't there to prove who had the answers. We were there to find them together.

Replace Assumptions with Facts

One of the first discoveries during planning was that our documentation no longer reflected
reality.

Years of growth, departmental moves, equipment changes, and day-to-day operational
demands had gradually transformed what had once been an organized
telecommunications environment into something much less predictable. Some extensions
no longer existed. Some phones had been relocated. Others had been added so quickly
over the years that accurate records simply didn't exist.



Rather than viewing incomplete documentation as a setback, | saw it as an opportunity. If
we were going to modernize the communications infrastructure, we first needed to
understand exactly what we were replacing.

| organized a team to physically visit every office, workstation, and production area
throughout the facility. Every phone was located. Every extension was verified by placing a
call back to my office. Every location was documented. Every unanswered question
became another opportunity to improve the accuracy of our understanding.

By the time the inventory was complete, we weren't relying on assumptions anymore.

We were working from facts.



Design Around the Business, Not the Technology

As the inventory progressed, another question emerged: Should every phone become a
Voice over IP device?

From a technical perspective, the answer could easily have been yes. From an operational
perspective, the answer was more nuanced.

Our manufacturing environment presented conditions very different from the office: dust,
heat, heavy equipment, and constant movement. Installing network infrastructure for every
production-floor phone would have increased both cost and long-term maintenance
without providing meaningful operational benefit.

Instead of forcing a single technical solution across every environment, we evaluated each
location individually. Office areas transitioned to Voice over IP where it added value, while
many production phones remained analog because they were the better solution for the
people who relied on them every day.

The best technology decisions are rarely about choosing the newest technology.
They're about choosing the technology that best serves the business.



Familiarity Reduces Fear

One of the simplest planning decisions ultimately became one of the most valuable: the
extension numbering plan.

Our existing system used three-digit extensions. The new platform required four digits.
Technically, we could have assigned entirely new numbers throughout the facility.

Instead, | proposed something different.

Employees had spent years associating the number seven with their direct inward dialing
numbers. Rather than asking everyone to memorize an unfamiliar numbering plan, we
assigned the Minnesota facility the 7000 extension block.

The change became remarkably simple. Extension 234 became 7234. Nothing else
changed. Itwas a smalltechnical decision with an enormous human benefit.

Employees immediately recognized the pattern. Training became easier, confusion was
dramatically reduced, and the transition felt familiar rather than disruptive.

Looking back, | don't remember anyone complimenting the numbering plan.

That's precisely why it worked. Good design often goes unnoticed because it feels
natural.
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Communication Builds Confidence

Technology alone never reduces uncertainty.
Communication does.

As implementation approached, | made it a priority to keep both employees and
management informed. Leadership wanted confidence that production would continue,
while employees wanted reassurance that they would still know how to perform their jobs
on Monday morning.

The communication wasn't complicated. It simply answered the questions people were
already asking:

e When would the migration occur?

e Would customers still be able to reach us?

e Would extension numbers change?

e What would happen if something didn't work?

Every conversation removed another layer of uncertainty. By implementation weekend,
people weren't wondering what might happen.

They understood the plan.
That confidence proved just as valuable as the technical preparation itself.
Looking back, | no longer believe the project was won during implementation weekend.

It was won during the quiet weeks when nobody was watching.
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Monday Morning

Success isn't measured by how busy implementation weekend was. It's measured by how
ordinary Monday morning feels.

Months of planning eventually led to a quiet Friday evening.

Employees gathered their belongings, finished the last conversations of the week, and
headed home. Production slowed. Offices emptied. The familiar sounds of a busy
manufacturing facility gradually gave way to silence.

When the doors opened again Monday morning, hundreds of employees would rely on a
communications system that, at that moment, did not yet exist.

Everything we had documented, tested, and prepared for would now be put into practice.

Preparation Creates Confidence

Implementation weekend wasn't about creating success.
It was about confirming the work that had already been done.

Phones registered with the new system. Extensions routed correctly. Paging systems
responded. Calls reached their destinations. Each successful test quietly reinforced what
months of planning had been building all along: confidence.

One unexpected issue did surface during testing.

Calls to my personal cell phone worked exactly as expected, but another employee's
mobile phone wouldn't connect. Rather than assuming something major had gone wrong,
the team simply began working the problem. We reviewed configurations, compared
dialing patterns, and quickly discovered the cause. Calls to neighboring Twin Cities area
codes still required dialing a leading "1," even though they were no longer billed as long-
distance.

A simple configuration change resolved the issue, and testing continued.
Looking back, | barely remember the technical correction.

I remember the confidence with which the team approached it.
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Every Phone Represented a Person

While part of the team continued installing equipment, another group moved throughout
the facility verifying every phone and every extension.

Each successful test represented something far more important than functioning
hardware. It meant a production supervisor could coordinate work, a receptionist could
answer customers, a maintenance technician could respond to an urgent request, and
another department could continue operating without interruption.

The phones themselves were never the objective.

The people who depended on them were.

Leadership Stays Until the Work Begins

By Sunday evening, the installation was complete. Testing had gone well, and the new
communications system was operating exactly as we had planned.

For many projects, that would have been the finish line.
For me, it wasn't.

The first production shift began at four o'clock Monday morning. | wanted to be there before
the first employee walked through the door, so | spent the night on a couch in a small break
room near my office.

It wasn't because | expected problems. Itwas because | wanted to be present if someone
needed help.
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The First Shift

At four o'clock, the building slowly came back to life. Lights came on, machines started,
and employees greeted one another as another workday began.

A few people stopped by my office.

"l can't reach Shipping."

"I can't get ahold of Joe."

The answer was almost always the same.
"Remember... just add the seven."

There would be a brief pause, a smile of recognition, a quick thank you, and they were on
their way. Those conversations rarely lasted more than a minute because the
communications system wasn't failing—people were simply building a new habit.

Within a few days, dialing four digits felt as natural as dialing three once had.

Exactly as Planned

Later that morning, the rest of the implementation team arrived. Management began
exploring features they had never had before. Employees discovered they could search for
coworkers by hame instead of memorizing extension lists.

Customers continued reaching the business. Production continued. Work continued.
Nothing remarkable happened.
That was exactly what we had planned.

Months of preparation had quietly allowed hundreds of people to focus on their work
instead of the technology supporting it.

Monday morning felt ordinary.

Exactly as we had planned.
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