
 

 

Your Phone System:  
Is it Time to Upgrade or  
Replace It? 

Solving your phone problems is 

more complicated than just  

ordering some phone lines and 

plugging in new equipment. You 

have to understand the total  

operating costs and capabilities 

before you can make an informed, 

affordable choice about whether 

to upgrade or replace your phone 

system. 
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Your Phone System: Is it Time to Upgrade or Replace It? 

Is your business experiencing any of these problems with your phone system? 

 

• Poor call quality 

• Doesn’t offer the special features you want, like an interface with email & smartphones 

• Can’t get new parts because the product was discontinued 

• Can’t make moves-adds-changes easily 

• Not sure if it’s worth moving to your new office 

• Maintenance costs are too expensive 

• Not sure you’re ready for Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) 

 

If you answered “yes” to any of these problems, then it’s time to consider upgrading or  

replacing your phone system. For most businesses the phone system is still their primary means 

of communication with their customers and vendors. The best system for your business is one 

that offers the features you need at a cost that’s within your budget. 

 

Your Phone System: Is it Time to Upgrade or Replace It? 

6 key questions & answers 

By Chip Chapman, RCDD, President, Integrated Building Systems 

Which makes the most sense—upgrading or replacing? 

Before you begin contacting random phone vendors and service providers, determine 

whether you should upgrade your current system or replace it entirely. Factors to consider 

include how many employees will be using the phone system, your anticipated future 

growth, and how you see technology shaping how you do business. Are you planning to 

move your offices? Do you have staff members who would like to work from home or need 

to be on the road more? Use the following questions to help you evaluate your phone      

system needs. 
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Just because you own or can buy enough handsets for 

everyone in the office doesn’t mean you can just plug 

in those phones and get them to work with your 

phone system. 

 

Phone stations require several components to work. 

First, you need a telephone handset and a properly 

wired office. Each handset is connected to a station 

card that is installed inside the phone system’s switch 

cabinet. The switch cabinet is the main box where 

internal and external routing and system  

configurations take place. The limitations of the  

station card and switch cabinet are what determine 

whether you can add more phone stations in your  

office or not. 

 

Each station card supports a certain number of phone 

stations. Usually, station cards for key phone systems 

handle 4 stations; station cards for Private Branch 

Exchange (PBX) systems can handle 8-16 stations 

each. The station cards have to be the same brand as 

the switch cabinet, and must be compatible your 

phone system. 

You can add station cards to maximize the number of 

users, but to add them probably means you must  

sacrifice the number of incoming lines. That’s because 

the switch cabinet will only hold so many cards of any  

variety, whether those cards are for phone stations or 

incoming lines. For example, if your phone system will 

not support more than 30 users and you need 40, no 

amount of card-swapping will help you expand your 

system. 

 

To upgrade your existing phone system, your phone 

vendor will need to determine the following: 

 

• Are the station cards still commercially available? If 

not, can they be found reconditioned or refurbished? 

 

• Can new station cards fit in the existing switch 

cabinet? If not, can the cabinet be expanded or can 

new cabinets be added? 

 

• Is your phone system is still being sold to new   

customers? If not, you may be able to buy  

reconditioned or refurbished equipment that has been 

tested and certified. This equipment often has the 

same or similar warranty as newly manufactured  

components, yet costs a third to half the price. 

1. Can your phone system support the number of phone stations that you need? 

Differences between a Private Branch Exchange (PBX) system and a key telephone system 

 

Key system: Users press a button to get an outside line; lights on the telephone set indicate which lines are 

in use. Typically used by businesses with 10 to 20 employees. Handles fewer connections than PBX. Works 

only with analog telephone lines. 

 

PBX: Users typically press 9 to reach an outside line. Typically used by businesses with more than 20       

employees. Handles multiple incoming lines. Offers more features, more connections, and easier upgrades 

than key systems. Can work with digital or analog telephone lines, and may be compatible with Voice over 

Internet Protocol (VoIP). 
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Do your employees complain that there aren’t enough 

outgoing lines? Do customers complain that they get 

busy signals when they try to call you? These are signs 

that you don’t have enough incoming lines, also 

called analog trunk lines, business lines, or POTS lines 

(phone jargon for “plain old telephone service 

lines”). 

 

Most key systems have a limit to the number of  

incoming lines they can support. For example, if this 

limit is 8 and you need 15, you’ll have to replace your 

phone system. However, if your system can handle 

more lines, you can upgrade it by purchasing new 

analog trunk cards to support the new lines. These 

trunk cards, each of which typically handles 4, 8, or 

16 incoming POTS lines, will be installed in your 

phone system’s switch cabinet. 

 

 

To upgrade your system, your phone vendor will need 

to determine the following: 

 

• Are the analog trunk cards still commercially    

available If not, can they be found reconditioned or 

refurbished? 

 

• Will the new analog trunk cards fit in the existing 

switch cabinet without losing the slots needed for 

phone station cards? If not, can the cabinet be         

expanded or can new cabinets be added? 

2. Do you have the number of business phone lines you need?  

Incoming phone lines are either analog (like POTS 

lines) or digital. This matters because certain calling 

features that you may want, like direct inward dialing 

(DID) and some caller ID options, require digital lines. 

Some phone systems can work with either digital or 

analog lines, but others (like small key systems) can 

only operate on analog lines. 

 

What’s the break point for selecting one type of  

incoming line over another? When you need more 

than 6 to 8 POTS lines, it’s usually more economical 

to get digital lines in the form of a T1 line. 

 

Each T1 line offers 23 or 24 incoming lines, which can 

all be dedicated to phone use. The “flexible” T1 

allows those lines to be divided for use among phones,  

Internet, wide area networking, and additional band- 

width. The cost of a T-1 line can range from $250 to 

$500 per month, depending on your location and  

service provider. You may also have to pay for  

additional equipment required to accept the digital 

signal. 

  

Remember, if you want digital service from the phone 

company, your phone system must have the capability 

to handle digital lines. Ask your phone  

vendor if your system can be upgraded with T1 trunk 

cards; if not, you’ll need to buy a new phone system to 

take advantage of digital service. 

3. Can your existing phone system handle digital lines?  



5                                                  ©2012 Integrated Building Systems                                  www.IBSwebsite.com 

 

Your Phone System: Is it Time to Upgrade or Replace It? 

Often, businesses replace their phone system because 

it does not offer the features they want. But just  

because those features are not currently installed 

doesn’t mean they aren’t available in some form. In 

some instances, they may be added either through a 

matched system offered by the same manufacturer, or 

by a generic system that works with most brands. 

 

 

Keep in mind your wish list of features and functions 

may not be fulfilled by any single phone system.     

Deciding between makes and models is a trade-off  

between costs and capabilities.  

 

Some considerations for special features are detailed 

on this and the next page. 

4. Can your existing phone system handle the features you want? 

Voicemail 

We all know that voicemail allows voice messages to be recorded, played, and saved. While this is a standard 

feature on most phone systems, there are common problems that exist with any voicemail system, not just 

the generic versions. The most-common problem is “maxing out” the system. Voicemail systems are sized by 

two factors: 

 

• Ports: The number of simultaneous users that can access the system. 

• Hours: The total length of recorded incoming messages the system can handle. 

 

A system may be a “4 by 10,” meaning that there are 4 ports and 10 hours of recording time. So, for  

example, if you have 20 employees, only 4 of them can check voicemail at any given time. If a fifth  

employee attempts to check messages, the system will be busy and will not allow that fifth person access.  

 

The “10” refers to the number of hours of total storage capacity of the system, not how many hours each 

users has. If employees don’t delete their old messages, the system can quickly fill up. This prevents  

incoming callers from leaving a voice mail message.  

 

If you can buy a properly-sized voice-mail system offered by the manufacturer of your switch, chances are 

you’ll have fewer problems. 

 

Automated Attendant 

If you need help answering the main phone number and transferring calls, you can install the automated  

attendant feature. This is an add-on to the phone system that plays callers a recording and instructs them to 

dial an extension, or select from a short list of options by pressing a number. Although it may not currently 

be installed in your system, most phone systems have the capability to accept automated attendant. In fact, 

most of today’s systems have this feature already combined with the voicemail feature. 
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Custom Calling Features 

You’re probably well-acquainted with custom-calling features, such as: 

 

• Caller ID  • Call waiting  • Call forwarding  • DID (direct inward dialing)  • Conferencing (3-way calling) 

• Toll restriction  • Last number redial  • Speed-dialing  • “Find me/Follow me” service  • Executive barge-in 

 

It’s important to know that not all phone systems can support all these features. In some instances it’s easy 

to tell: for example, you can’t provide caller ID services to a telephone that can’t display the number. Other 

functions require a special access button on the telephone. Make sure your system and your phones are 

equipped for the desired features.  

 

As described earlier, some features may require digital telephone service. If your system can only handle 

analog lines, these features won’t be available to you. Usually, any of the custom-calling features that 

aren’t standard equipment are sold in packages. Just like the convenience package for a new car, you can 

buy lots of features by adding certain packs to your phone system.  

 

Automated Call Distribution (ACD) 

Businesses like customer-service centers that handle a large volume of incoming calls typically use ACD. The 

ACD provides management reports for things like number of calls received, call duration, calls completed, 

calls lost, time spent on-hold, etc. Statistics can be provided for individual stations and departments; and for 

certain days, weeks, months, days of the week, time of the day, etc. The ACD is often an aftermarket  

product designed to work with any larger PBX phone system.  

 

Station Message Detail Recording (SMDR) 

All PBXs and many key systems have the ability to generate reports about outbound calling activity. This  

requires a special add-on called the SMDR, which captures information about every outgoing call (e.g.,  

number dialed, call duration, date, time) and reports it in a variety of formats. Your system may have the 

ability to disallow long-distance access to certain users, or to block calls to individual phone numbers or area 

codes. 



7                                                  ©2012 Integrated Building Systems                                  www.IBSwebsite.com 

 

Your Phone System: Is it Time to Upgrade or Replace It? 

The decision to keep or replace your phone system 

may also be driven by maintenance and service issues. 

Is your system unreliable? Does it require constant  

service? Are service calls too expensive? Maybe the 

answer is to keep the system and seek a preventive 

maintenance service agreement, or at least a service 

agreement that provides some routine maintenance. 

 

A service agreement will probably include software 

upgrades to keep the system up-to-date. A phone  

system is really a computer programmed to switch 

voice traffic between incoming lines and the stations. 

Like all computers, it runs on software that must be 

upgraded as the manufacturer releases new editions 

that debug common problems and allow your system 

to perform more features. 

 

 

Most service providers will require that your system be  

upgraded to the latest version of software before they 

will accept it under a maintenance agreement. If you 

have v1.2, and the latest is v8.1, you will need to have 

all upgrades installed in order, from v1.3 all the way 

to the current version. At that point, buying a new 

system may be more cost-effective than paying the 

price of such an upgrade. 

  

If you are planning an office move and your phone  

system is more than 5 years old, replacing it may also 

be more cost-effective. Unless you can move the  

system and set it up in exactly the same configuration, 

you will have to weigh the additional costs of moving 

the system, updating software, purchasing additional 

equipment, and reconfiguring the system versus  

purchasing a new phone system. Ask your phone  

vendor to cost and compare the two options. 

5. Are you up-to-date on your maintenance and software agreements? 

The future of phone technology is here, in the form of 

computer-telephony integration, also called Voice 

over Internet Protocol (VoIP). This is not an upgrade to 

a key system—it’s a completely new technology that 

replaces it. Some PBX systems may work with VoIP, 

which functions like an application on your network. 

 

Originally, the goal of VoIP was to save money on  

telephone equipment and to eliminate the cost of 

leased lines and long-distance toll calls. The long-term  

value of VoIP is that the system is easier to maintain 

in-house, especially for companies with an internal IT 

staff.  

 

Most new phone systems sold today have a life cycle of 

5 to 10 years. If you’re planning to replace a phone 

system, you can currently choose from VoIP, digital, or 

hybrid systems. Within 10 years, it’s likely that VoIP 

systems will be the only thing available. 

 

6. Are you ready for Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP)? 

Which is best—upgrade or replace? Here’s the bottom line. 
 

Whether you operate basic office phones, a call center, or anything in between, you have to  

understand the total cost of ownership before making an informed choice about whether to  

upgrade or replace your phone system.  
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About Integrated Building Systems 
 
Integrated Building Systems connects technology by design for companies when they are building, 

updating, or moving offices. IBS identifies and integrates technology solutions that are fast,       

reliable, affordable, and long-lasting. Established in Columbus, Ohio, in 1993, IBS specializes in  

cabling, security, audio-video, data networks, phone systems, and wireless communications.  

 

As your phone consultant, IBS will work from a vendor-neutral perspective to help you: 

 

• Evaluate your business needs and present viable solutions. 

• Speed up the research and purchasing process, using our knowledge and experience with 

most phone-system vendors and manufacturers. 

• Interpret phone system jargon so that you can make apples-to-apples comparisons. 

• Identify the 10-15 features of the 100s available that you will actually use to  

benefit your business. 

• Evaluate and recommend service providers and contracts. 

• Help procure a system for the best price. 

• Understand the total cost of ownership, including maintenance, training, and  

integration with other technology systems in your business. 

 

About the author 

Chip Chapman is President of Integrated Building Systems. Over the past 30 years, he’s helped clients solve 

technology problems, from selecting a new phone system to improving the speed of their network. His work 

has spanned all phases of construction and renovation, all makes and models of IT equipment, and all types 

of businesses. This experience helped him earn the distinction of Registered Communications Distribution 

Designer from BICSI, the international accrediting organization for the IT industry. It also gave him unique 

insights into how businesses can actually prevent problems and overcome many challenges when it comes to 

office technology. Chip can be reached at 614.240.5999. 

 

Get help today! 

Call Integrated Building Systems at 614.240.5999 to schedule a free consultation.  

Visit www.IBSwebsite.com for more information on how IBS connects technology systems 

by design. 


