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	Overview
Country or Region: United States
Industry: IT Services
Customer Profile
Horizons Consulting is a Microsoft® Gold Certified Partner in systems integration that designs and implements business solutions based on Microsoft’s messaging and collaboration software.
Business Situation
Horizons Consulting wanted to strengthen its competitive advantage through objective validation of its engineers’ technical and leadership skills. 
Solution
Horizons Consulting participated in the Microsoft Certified Architect: Messaging program. Horizons is now one of a few companies worldwide with Microsoft certified messaging architects on staff.
Benefits
· Strengthens competitive advantage 
· Enhances service to customers
· Gets results quicker through close ties with Microsoft
· Demonstrates commitment to marketplace

	
	
	“By successfully completing the MCA: Messaging program we have demonstrated our commitment. Clients come to us for the expertise that can reduce project time or solve problems quicker.”
Lonnie Mueller, Business Development Manager, Horizons Consulting


	
	
	
	Horizons Consulting helps global enterprise organizations develop and implement messaging and collaboration solutions. More than 90 percent of the company’s business opportunities are from repeat customers with complex or highly-customized IT environments. Horizons’ clients trust the systems integration company for guidance through the challenges of implementing new technology, and expect a continuously evolving level of expertise from its engineers. To meet these expectations, Horizons Consulting participated in the Microsoft Certified Architect: Messaging program (MCA: Messaging). With MCA: Messaging certification, Horizons strengthens its competitive advantage by demonstrating proven expertise to its customers. The company can deliver enhanced services to clients, and membership in the MCA: Messaging community provides additional insights into building innovative solutions.


	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	[image: image1.jpg]Micresoft | Learning





	
	
	
	


[image: image4.jpg]Microsoft



Situation
Horizons Consulting, a Microsoft® Gold Certified Partner, specializes in designing and implementing business solutions built around Microsoft messaging and collaboration applications. Based in Illinois, the company offers solutions that range from global deployment of mobile technologies and collaboration software to enterprise-wide migration to new messaging platforms. 
Horizons provides comprehensive support through all phases of a project, from preliminary assessment and design to ensuring that the customer feels comfortable with the new technology. The level of support the company provides demands more than technical expertise. Horizons’ customers typically operate in a complex IT environment, and rely on the company to develop innovative strategies for supporting business processes. 
Designing an effective solution requires strong business acumen as well as extensive knowledge of multiple technologies. “Customers call us when they want to make a major change in their IT environment,” explains Gary Cooper, Senior Systems Engineer, “but we sometimes find they just want to replicate old systems with new products.” Instead, Horizons’ engineers help clients analyze the relationship between the business and technology environments to design the most effective solution.
“We encourage customers to look at business processes and determine if there is a better way to do things with the new technology,” says Cooper. This combination of business insight and advanced technical knowledge has helped Horizons Consulting build a loyal customer base. As a result, more than 90 percent of current projects are for returning clients. 
To maintain its competitive advantage and to exceed the expectations of its customers, Horizons Consulting aggressively pursues opportunities that add value to its services. Although the company requires that all its IT professionals have Microsoft Certified Systems Engineer (MCSE) certification, Horizons wanted a more comprehensive validation of their experience and technical abilities. 
Solution
Horizons Consulting learned in October 2004 that Microsoft was testing new advanced certification programs for IT architects.  MCA accreditation identifies senior IT professionals with demonstrated ability in using multiple technologies to solve business problems. One of the programs focused on messaging technologies with an emphasis on Microsoft Exchange Server, and Horizons knew that the certificate could be a valuable asset for the company. Thus, when Microsoft opened the program a year later to Microsoft Gold Certified Partners in systems integration, Horizons was eager to participate.
 “Horizons has been a strong Microsoft partner for over twelve years, and we were invited to participate by their internal engineers,” Lonnie Mueller, Business Development Manager. Horizons did not make the decision lightly—the six-week program requires considerable financial investment and is extremely challenging with a high rate of failure.  “The MCA: Messaging certification is a large financial and time commitment for both Horizons Consulting and the engineers involved, but the company decided that the certification was definitely worth the extra effort,” says Mueller.
Senior Systems Engineer Joe Cirillo agrees, “The most obvious benefit we hoped to realize from achieving certification was the development of new service offerings to our customers.” In other words, Horizons believed that MCA: Messaging certification would not only validate past experience but would also provide a means to improve services in the future. “Although we pride ourselves on always being up-to-date on the newest technologies, we hoped that the certification would give us additional insights not found through the usual channels”
The company next chose Cirillo and a fellow senior systems engineer, Gary Cooper, to participate in the program. In October 2005 the two engineers traveled to Redmond, Washington to begin the certification process. During weekly status calls they reported on “both the intensity of the program and how incredible it was to have top level engineers teaching and sharing information in the classes,” says Mueller. “The level of knowledge of the other participants was also impressive, but it was the review board and weekly skills certification that offered the most challenges. This level of certification is not for everyone, and takes a dedicated individual with strong skills to complete the course and become a certified architect.”
The Horizons Consulting systems engineers and approximately fifteen percent of their peers passed the examination process and returned home with MCA: Messaging certification. As a result, Cirillo and Cooper found their roles expanded in a company ready to take advantage of its new investment. For example, “the MCA: Messaging certified architects are typically involved in the higher profile client projects; these are usually projects that have the more complex designs or the more politically charged environments,” says Mueller. The newly certified messaging architects are also frequently used during the approval phase of projects. “Because of the intense and technical nature of the certification, these engineers are qualified to review architectural messaging designs before they are finalized for our clients,” says Mueller.
Horizons Consulting also appreciates the access it now has to the greater community of IT architects. This connection has been a valuable asset when an unusual problem occurs. “It’s great to have all of Microsoft behind you. For example, a customer recently asked a question and I wanted to see if anyone else in the architect community had reported similar concerns,” Cirillo says. “We were using a technical article as a reference, and when I sent out my inquiry I got a response back from the author of that very article.”
In addition to providing enhanced services to customers, the MCA certified messaging architects have also organized special internal training sessions called lab scenarios. The lab scenarios sharpen the skills of Horizons’ engineers by focusing on complex technical issues in simulated customer environments. The messaging architects also participate in bi-weekly conference calls with the MCA: Messaging community to discuss emerging technologies. In addition, they can take part in 400 level training that is unavailable to the general public.
Benefits
With Microsoft certified messaging architects on its staff, Horizons Consulting distinguishes itself from the competition and validates the confidence of its customers. The company can offer improved services to clients, and solve complex problems quicker through access to the MCA: Messaging community.
Strengthens Competitive Advantage
Horizons Consulting can strengthen its competitive advantage in the marketplace because it is one of the few systems integrators in the world with MCA certified messaging architects on staff. MCA: Messaging certification validates the confidence of existing clients, and helps win new business. “MCA: Messaging certification distinguishes us from the competition and as such gives us an advantage,” says Mueller. Now the company can spend less time proving itself to prospective customers and more time focused on designing solutions. “MCA: Messaging certification gives us instant credibility. Although our success ultimately depends on our performance, the 
	“Membership in the MCA: Messaging program sends a clear message to other professionals that our company is committed and technically savvy enough to maintain this certification.”
Lonnie Mueller, Business Development Manager, Horizons Consulting 


certification makes it much easier for us to pursue new opportunities,” says Mueller.
Enhances Service to Customers
As a smaller company the MCA: Messaging program required a considerable commitment of time and resources from Horizons Consulting. However, the company has been able to maximize its return on the investment. “By successfully completing the MCA: Messaging program we have demonstrated our commitment to the type of work we deliver. Clients come to us for the expertise that can reduce project time or solve problems quicker,” says Mueller. “The MCA: Messaging certificate is worth the investment.”
In order to take full advantage of its MCA certified messaging architects, Horizons Consulting has developed a more consistent delivery approach to enhance the services it provides customers. “MCA: Messaging certified engineers are now instrumental in the initial discussions and decision process for both architecture design and testing situations,” explains Mueller. “MCA: Messaging certification has motivated us to rethink our internal support infrastructure and thus deliver programs that take full advantage of the messaging architects’ skills. Our more structured approach gives an additional level of validation to the deliverables we provide to the customer.” 
Gets Results Quicker Through Close Ties With Microsoft
Horizons Consulting specializes in projects that require advanced technical and management skills. Challenges involving technical complexity and political issues can be resolved quicker with MCA: Messaging certification. For example, engineers often discover that customers have assumptions that could prevent a new technology from being properly integrated into their IT environment. However, says Cirillo, “If the customer understands the MCA: Messaging program and the capabilities of the certified architect, then he or she is often more open to the engineer’s suggestions.” As a result, Horizons consulting can implement a solution quicker and more effectively.
Access to the advanced training opportunities and in-depth technical insights of the Microsoft messaging community also helps Horizons Consulting achieve faster results. “As the MCA: Messaging program evolved,” says Cooper, “we saw the benefits of having MCA: Messaging certified engineers as a way of not only setting us apart but also for us to have the ability to solve technical issues quickly and accurately.” Any project can have an unforeseen problem, and Horizons Consulting can resolve them quicker by exploiting the cumulative skills and experience of its own engineers and the extended MCA: Messaging community.
Demonstrates Commitment to Marketplace
By participating in the MCA messaging program, Horizons consulting has demonstrated commitment to its customers and colleagues in the messaging industry. Moreover, access to an extended knowledge base has “vaulted our engineers to a new level,” says Mueller. “Membership in the MCA: Messaging program sends a clear message to other professionals that our company is committed and technically savvy enough to maintain this certification. This means a lot to our customers and reflects well on our relationship with Microsoft as a partner.”

Microsoft Learning
Microsoft Learning builds innovative learning products that enable both individuals and organizations to make the most of their investment in Microsoft technology. Offerings from Microsoft Learning—encompassing Microsoft training and certification, Microsoft Press® books, and Microsoft TechNet publications—include skills assessments, books, certification programs, classroom and lab-format curriculum, e-learning, and other online reference materials. Our goal? To make you a more efficient user of Microsoft technology. Learn more about Microsoft Learning: 
www.microsoft.com/learning 

“MCA: Messaging certification gives us instant credibility. Although our success ultimately depends on our performance, the certification makes it much easier for us to pursue new opportunities.”


Lonnie Mueller, Business Development Manager, Horizons Consulting �
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For More Information


For more information about Microsoft products and services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (877) 568-2495. Customers who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234 in the United States or (905) 568-9641 in Canada. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information using the World Wide Web, go to: �HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com/"��www.microsoft.com�





For more information Horizons Solutions products and services, call (800) 499-4110 or visit the Web site at: �HYPERLINK "http://www.hrizns.com/"�www.hrizns.com�











