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Channel to the rescue

Offering hardware support offers partners the chance to
cash in on the growing services market, says Fleur Doidge

The global market for hardware support
services may be riding a wave, according to
1DC, and increasingly, channel partners
will be involved in @ market that was once
the preserve of vendors and their own
proprietary support partners. In fact, IT
services in general are hardly stranded at
sea either, with outsourcing and managed
services in particular expected to stand up
well against the downturn.

According to Matt Healey, manager of
sottware and hardware support research at
IDC, between today and 2013 the channel
will play an increasing role in the sale and
delivery of support services [or all kinds of
core I kit. The tide will be turned partly
by a need for VARS to batlast their shrink-
ing hardware sales margins while differen-
tiating themselves from rivals.

“Vendors that do not recognise Uhe

growing importance of the
channel in their sales
process will face greater
challenges gaining
market share than
those that are
aware of the
channel impor-
rance,” said

Healey in a June

report.

Although 1T
services profits
generally should
' remain shallow this
U year actoss Western
J Furope and parnicu-

larly in the UK. the
market is expecied to
recover nexl vear
and have hit
four to
five

per cent growth rates once mere by 2012,
In addition, the IT outsourcing marker
across Western Europe has been tipped to
keep growing during 2009, although the
customer base will be reduced and
customers may wish to renegotiate terms.

Meanwhile, vendors will compete Gercely
Lo retain customers and cul prices where
possible, according to IDC. So where are
the opportunities tor the channel?

Forecast fine for services

11 s not always been plain sailing for
Redditch-headquartered Networks First.
Peter Titmus, managing director at the
one-time integrator, said that it has
tocused on delivenng IT support services
since around 2003. A 3Com partner, it
narrowly escaped going to the wall in 2000
and decided on the Lifesaving move o
networking and communications infra
Structure Suppore provision.

“That’s when we became a services
organisanion rather than a productbased
business,” said Titmus

Networks First already knew what it was
like 1o deal with an end user as a veseller, so
it was a natural progression - Laking
advanrage of inherent strengrhs with
which vendors find it harder to compete.
According to Iitmus. unlike its competitors
Networks First [ecuses on the most busi-
nesscritical networks, not volume deals.

“So we have a huge investment in spares,”
he said. “And we have about 35 heavily
qualified engineers, with different
specialities including IP telephony and
security. We come up against the big
players such as BT frequently.”

Fixing desktops is not really its thing But
many resellers that aim to deliver support
services find they do not have the critical
mass 1o make the necessary investments.

We are profitable, we are
cash-generative and all the

other stuff
D, Networks First

Pushing the right buttons; Natworks First has 35 highly

Customers need guaranteed service level
agreements (SLAs) and a customised
approach o their individual needs,

“T s growing very well. We are profl-
itable, we are cash-generative and all the
other stull” he said, “Lately, we have been
doing about twice as well as we expected,
given the rime of year. We are up ahout 20
per cent at the moment. Despite the
recession, we are growing.”

Networks First offers its branded Kestrel
network support service and its Swift
remote network support service on top of
consultancy, professional services and
sacurity, as its core offering. However,
generally evervehing is ratlored to cus
tomer requirements.

“We do some general maintenance
activities as well,” said Titmus, 71 think we
have managed to get that trust - which can
fake some doing.”

Few companies want to do everything in
house. Over the past couple of years,
outsourcing has become more accepled.

The development of a productive,
collaborative third-party relationship can
take the pressure off, especially when the
different components of a network do not
seem to plug and play together as well as
may have been previously advertised.
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“People would prefer to put their
mvestment into another part of the
business than support,” sud Titmuos “And
we renew about 85 per cent of deals.®

Taking a different tack
Richard Eglon is marketing manager at
Comms.care, an IT Support services
provider with a twist - it only works with
other resellers, rather than directly with
the end user customer

The company has just recruited another
six nerwork engineers. These new hires
will help with VAR and integrator engi
NEEring projects. netwnrk maintenance
and bespoke installations across the whole
of the UK

“Many reseliers have cot back on their
own engiaeenng and other resources, And
most resellers seem to have a specialised
team, We go in to help them froma
communications perspective,” said Eglon.

Comms<ares business has gone from 80
per cent communications and 20 per cent
other IT services to more like half of each.

“Companics [ind that having their own
TESOUTCRS IS quite expensive. So we are
seeing a big shift happening arcund the
downturn, with people coming to us with
smaller jobs,” said Fglon,
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qualfied engneers, whie Comms-care has recantly recruted another su

“Going back five to 10 years, the channel
was made up of services providers with
hoth direct and indirect models, Resellers
would go to them and then get their noses
pushed out - thar left a bad taste. We are
never going e go direct.”

He maintained that a multivendor,
multitechnology approach to nffering
suppert services is vital. The company has
Cisco Gold and Microsoft Gold partner
accnsditations, and is especiatly proud of
artaining Cisco Certified Internetwork
Expert (CCIE) as well as voice and security
certifications

Customers like gerring it all in one shop,
especially if they can get it close 10 home
Meanwhile, maintenance sarvices ~
Gpecially of legacy systems, extending the
life span of older technology - have grown
despire the downturn.

Mark Forster, operalions manager at
Comms-<are, agreed.

“We have been particularly busy, An
increased number of organisations that
once used us on the odd occasion are
relying on us more as their intemnal skills
and knowledge base have been dramati-
cally reduced,” he said

There has also been a rise in requests for
advanced technology services, as compa

nies seek to update their [T infrastructure
1N order 1o cut costs.

A roundded offering mav inciude marker-
ing support as well as tailored SLAs.
Comms-care also whitelabels 11s service,
meaning the partner can more castly
present a unirad front 1o the customer.

Meanwhile, the risc of Information
Services Infrastructure Library (ITIL)
policies around IT SeIvices processes means
vet more due diligence is required.

“And we run our own training schemes,”
Forster said, “A lot 15 done with role play
for the full cycle, not just for operations
onsite but for sales meetings and chatleng
ing people on a case-by-case basis.”

Soft skifls such as conflicr resolution are
crucial, especally for anyone dealing with
customers. Many a deal is won or lost
not on the capabilities of the
provider but on its bedside manaer —
the perception of competence
founded, rightly or wrongly, on the
way its staff behave.

“Some very skilled technicians just
‘close up' in a room full of people,”
Forster said. “And you need 1o know
how to handle an irate customer.”

Floating ideas close to home
John Carter, managing director of IT

| .
LV support network FixITlocal, said a

prime problem with the dominance
of large services providers is thar their
support is normally most desirable close to
the customer’s location, enabling rapid
response times and a personalised service.

“That means in a 10-mile radivs. perhaps
more in Scotland. And perhaps three or
four miles away, il they are in London,”

His take on IT suppore is different again.
Fixillocal's wireless networking, I'C
security, support, installation and repairs
business fargering consumers and small
businesses is crewad by some 1,000
independent IT professionals scattered
around the UK While coming in for some
crincism for its business model in the past,
the company 18 well placed to take advan-
tage of local IT support opportunities in
COMINLE yedrs,

“What we are seeing 1s a 30 per cent
INCTease N opportunities being given to
resellers, and thal is going up and up.”
Carter said. "It takes time to grow, but we
are doing a lot of search engine optimisa-
tion onsite and a lot with Google search
words and so on.”

I the reseller is capable, all sorts of
support can be offered, especially in
upcoming growth areas such as TPbased
and wireless communications as well as
online backup. Customers that may




Steady hand on the tiller
Direching communications batween a
-mnemr_ partners il having | mm

cannot ba M amsilyto hand.

Nebvorks Firsts manag ng desclor Peler
Titmus saysgouddahbmsandcwbmw
reiationship managemant [CRM) systams
are cntical

“We have got = database that, from the
llntcomclyau havewith somebody, it
goss into our CRM systerm Whenwe
‘establish some commercial relation acd

previously have gone Lo the big chains [or
IT support are looking elsewhere. discover.
ing that the skills and capabilities they
seek in local resellers.

Newer trends such as sofTwireas-a-service
|Saas) and hosting as well as CRM all offer
support opportunities and those are
unlikely to vanish.

*It is not about the cost of buying servers
and software licences so much as iris
about the cost of training all your staff to
make sure the product you buy is eéflec.
Live.” said Carter.

Meanwhile, smaller companies cannos
afford to invest in multiple vendor rraining
programmes and certifications for staff
and most businesses in the UK are smaller
businesses. Nor do they want multiple
relationships to back up a heterogeneous
ITinfrastructure,

“That is not going to change,” said Carter,
“And thar is what a small business wants,
When something goes wrong, they want to
get someone reliable in to sort it out, they
et a bill and thar is the end ol iL.*

with windows 7, for instance, expected
to artract some long overdue hardware and
soltware upgrades across all walks of
business, a real surge in installation
apportunities and IT support réquirements
is expected. When broadband in the form
of 2150 Century Networking molis out across
the UK, a wave of demand for online
support and services is set to hit.

However, Carter is calling for more stan-
dards within the industry. because the qua-
Iy of a company’s 1T support services ave
often quite opague to customers. Support
providers hawe often been selfcertified.

“Wie are working very closely with the
Technology Channels Association and
PULTing Pressure on it 1o say that we
should hawe [transparent] standards in the
indusery,” said Carter.

agreement wih people, using that systam
:: mawow‘g;\ymo‘mmmm_
propar, vary 85,

‘hllmmmm: thinkwe can o,
aliowing for any costs or software support
and items that wa hava o by from the
manulaciurer, and so on, can be includad,”

Thie taam fills in the blanks as it goes,
miaking sure that all progucts used ses led
nto the system.

I1 1 gasy 1o pinport details it anything
goes wrong, and how o contact the
customer no matter what.

The compary keeps in constant iouch with
Lol parties Lo ensure custorners and
partners alike are happy with the service,

Peler Keast is operations manager at ADA
Networks, a Berkshirebased converged 1P
sysrems and unified communications
reseller that has long partnered on
COMMUNICATIONS SUPPOLL SeIViCes,
Customers that have benefited from the
arrangement so far include bluechip
clients like the BBC and WS Atkins,

it has been a good experience. When |
first cime to this company, it did not de a
large amount of maintenance and support,
which was the first thing we hired Comms-
care for.” he said,

A view of the horizon

A cultural change was reguired. Like many
reseliers, the staff modus operands was 10
o just what they knew. 157a deal required a
different speciality, it did not happen or had
10 be changed. I a contract was oo simall, it
coulkd be overlooked. The problems were
gradually overcome, said Keast, becausa
Comms-care, as the third-party support
provider. was prepared to go the extra mile.

“Most ornzanisalions are verv coniract
driven. And say, “sorry, that is not in the
quote in my contract’,” he said. “1 have had
service rurrins with pretty much every
other vendor that we have worked with, in
terms ol that they often want (¢ use
particular solutions.”

Once a trusted relationship is established
that gives the customer - and partoer -
faith that the best solution for their needs
will be chosen. And the recusring revenue
can go on for years. Keast recommended
Comms<are 10 ADA Networks, tor example,
because he had partnered the former for
support services in his previous role.

“Our customers are primarily lange
organisarions. Typically, they are large
enterpnses or at the high end of the
market, of all kinds. There are universities
and corporates such as Tetley, 50 of Arco's

In a tight spot: ADA Networks
Dremises ils customers it will
fix problems within four hours

UK stores and now DHL Logistics right
across the TTE he said. “The common
thing they all have is that they require a
guaranteed-fix service level.”

ADA Networks customers need (o know
that if they put in a call, within four hours
it can be fixed. Their partner support needs
can be mission-critical, even though many
might assume that such organisations will
manage thedr IT themselves, Also, they are
aware they are dealing with a third party,
for the maost part.

“Customers see the value of our arrange-
ment. Some have no inchouse 1T at all, so
have full breakfix, Previously, the BEC had
about 700 support contracts,” said Keast.
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