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How does a provider of managed IT services grow its 
business? The answer lies in the adage “jack-of-all-trades, 
master of none.” Specialization is the key. To achieve 
sustainable growth, consider using targeted, vertical 
market-specific marketing that fits the particular expertise 
of your organization. A vertical market is a group of similar 
businesses that engage in the same professional service 
(for example legal or accounting) or trade (for example 
construction or manufacturing). Vertical markets provide 
managed IT services providers with the ability to focus on 
building expertise and credibility in particular industries 
or types of businesses, so they can direct sales and 
marketing activities where they will be most effective. 
 
Why Should You Market to Specific Verticals?

Because your competitors will, if they haven’t already. 
The IT Channel is increasingly competitive, and the 
services offered by providers can become commoditized.  
Your organization will stand out if it is perceived as having 
vertical market depth. This means that your employees 
understand and use the “terms of art” particular to the 
vertical market. They are aware of the vertical market’s 
current issues and challenges. From this base of 
knowledge, your company can credibly market itself as 
having vertical market-specific IT solutions.

Typically, the obstacle to credibility is based more on 
perception than fact. You know how to provide managed 
IT services. You are in this business, and now looking 
for opportunities to grow, because you have the right 
personnel and systems to deliver high quality services. If 
you have a diverse client base, then you already have a 
proven capability of adapting to meet the requirements 
and technical solutions unique to different vertical 
markets. To take the next step, vertical market-specific 
marketing and sales identifies those unique IT challenges, 

expresses them in clear language that underscores 
practical solutions rather than technical jargon, and 
emphasizes your organization’s experience and focus on 
the vertical market.

The alternative is an unfocused marketing and sales 
strategy—a “we serve all customers approach.” Untargeted 
marketing has consequences. For example, you may think 
that an email blast is an inexpensive method of marketing 
because there is little additional cost to including as many 
recipients as possible. But the cost here is lost opportunity. 
Your first communication with prospective clients should 
engage them at a personal level, letting them know at 
the point of initial contact that you are focused on their 
vertical market and their business challenges. An email 
marketing message to everyone will be too broad to 
engage the prospective customers you want in a personal, 
relevant way. Subsequent emails may be blocked. 
And if your efforts do lead to a call, an unfocused sales 
presentation may scotch the deal. This is a lost opportunity, 
and it increases the costs of acquiring new clients. 

Which Vertical Should You Focus On?
To date, your business may have taken the approach 

that it will do business with every type of client that 
comes through the door. The criterion for doing business 
is whether or not the relationship is profitable. This does 
not need to change. A managed IT services provider can, 
and should, do business with any client that contributes 
to profitability. A marketing and sales strategy, however, 
needs more focus. In broad terms, here are verticals that 
a managed IT services provider might consider targeting: 

•	 Financial Services
•	 Accounting
•	 Legal
•	 Real Estate
•	 Advertising
•	 Professional Services
•	 Healthcare
•	 Government and Education
•	 Manufacturing
•	 Distribution
•	 Retail
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What are the Top Verticals for Managed Service 
Providers?2

1. Manufacturing
2. Government and Education
3. Healthcare
4. Professional Services
5. Financial Services

 
Source: 2009 CompTIA Survey

2Lauren Gibbons Paul, “Managed Services Goes Vertical; The Insiders 
Guide to SMB,” ChannelPro, August 2011, p.30.
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To determine where to direct your efforts, begin 
by looking at your existing clients. Does any particular 
vertical market predominate? Many managed IT services 
companies, by design or happenstance, have gravitated 
towards certain verticals and market segments. For these 
clients, you will have personnel and systems in place that 
meet the particular requirements of that vertical. Stated 
differently, through hard-won experience, your managed 
ITservices will have adapted to serve the particular needs 
of clients in that vertical market. This is a natural place 
for growth. Here is where you can most credibly position 
your organization as an expert.

You should also think about what you would consider 
to be your ideal client. Are certain customers more 
profitable and/or less demanding of your resources? 
By way of example, your largest client base may be 
manufacturers, which, although profitable, require 
inordinate attention from your staff because clients 
tend to be less familiar with technology and lack internal 
resources to provide basic support assistance.

Managed IT services providers with successful 
targeted sales and marketing strategies often begin 
by doing a thorough profitability analysis of clients by 
vertical market. They examine cost to serve these clients 
and measure it against the profit margin of each client 
vertical market group. Based on the results of this analysis, 
you may identify verticals that have higher profit margins, 
and determine an vertical market focus based upon that 
data. If the vertical you identify is not one in which you 
already have an established service record, then there 
may be a trade-off of additional expense and effort to 
obtain the bona fides for credibility in that market. 

Finally, consider your geographical reach. Are you 
capable of providing services to clients with a local, 
regional, state-wide, or even national foot-print? Further, 
consider your competition and which verticals, or micro-
segments, may be underserved.

In sum, you may already have the experience to 
credibly market your organization as an “industry expert.” 
Or you may want to focus on more profitable verticals. 
In any event, vertical market-specific marketing requires 
sustained effort and expense. Therefore, before drawing 
the bow, it is important to make an informed decision on 
which verticals are suitable targets for the arrow.

How Should Vertical-Specific Marketing and 
Sales Be Executed? 

This will require a sustained effort. Let’s assume that 
you have reviewed your existing client base and that it 
contains a number of physician groups. Through hard-
won experience, you know the unique IT challenges 
facing these groups. You have decided that expanding 
your business to other physician groups in your region is 
a growth opportunity.

You have professional IT experience with the 
problems that are unique to these physician groups. For 
example, state and federal regulations require physicians 
to keep patient records confidential, so that could affect 
things like hosting, security, and backup services. At the 
same time, physician groups are transitioning from paper 
to electronic records. Billing third-party payors may also 
constitute a significant IT challenge. These physician 
practices may be particularly concerned with the integrity 
and accuracy of Medicare billings given the potential for 
criminal and civil liability. Your organization will be a good 
source of the unique challenges facing physician groups, 
or other targeted verticals.

At this point, if you have strong client relationships 
with some of your physician clients, you may want to 
consider talking to them and asking them to share what 
they value about your organization’s solutions and 
services. You should also use this opportunity to identify 
clients that might be willing to be a reference or to agree 
to a testimonial or case study. Being able to document 
client satisfaction in your vertical market bolsters your 
credibility in targeted marketing efforts.
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Narrow Your Target Market

•	 Geographic area
•	 Industry
•	 Specializatioin
•	 Annual revenues
•	 Number of Employees
•	 Number of locations
•	 Company ownership (public/private)
•	 Types of hardware / software owned
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Because your company does business with several 
physician groups, your sales professionals are generally 
familiar with the vertical. From being merely conversant, 
one or more of them will now need to become an 
expert. You and your sales professionals need to read 
the trade publications that cover the management 
and administrative issues facing physician groups. 
Notably, this is a regulated industry. Your team should 
be familiar with those regulations to the extent that IT 
issues are implicated. What record keeping, for example, 
is mandated by the Patient Protection and Affordable 
Health Care Act (PPACA)? What records must be kept by 
Accountable Care Organizations under the PPACA? This 
knowledge also helps you and your sales reps take on 
a consultative role in the sales process, by speaking the 
same language as your prospects and thus building more 
real and credible interactions with them.

How Specific Should I Make My Marketing 
Message?

It should be as specific as possible. Based on the 
experience of your technical personnel, and on the input 
of sales personnel who have studied the trade journals, 
identify the unique challenges for which properly 
functioning IT is critical. Make a list. Your marketing 
campaign will describe these check-points using solution-
based language. Too often, managed IT services providers 
focus on the technology that fixes the client’s problem. 
But your client, a physician running a medical practice, for 
example, is not in the IT business. The message should 
communicate that you are aware of the group’s unique 
problem—in this example, securing sensitive patient 
health records—and have a proven solution to deliver 
the desired result, meeting regulatory requirements in an 
efficient manner, so that quality care and service can be 
provided to as many patients as possible. 

Calls and meetings conducted by the sales team 
should use the same focused approach. Because of the 
study required, it may be helpful to assign a particular 
sales person, or a group, to a particular vertical market. 
One sales person, for example, will be responsible for 
knowing the unique challenges of serving physician 
groups; he or she will attend the appropriate conferences, 
read the appropriate trade journals, and will be the point-

person for contacting prospective clients. One or more 
technical personnel will also be designated. These teams 
will speak the language, anticipate client questions, and 
have a solutions-based message at hand.

How Do I Identify and Market to Prospective 
Clients?

You now have a target (in our example, physician 
groups operating in a specific geographic region). Based 
on your past experience working with these types of 
customers, you have identified the IT challenges unique to 
the vertical market. With additional study, you have crafted 
a solutions-based message. Your written communications 
brand your company as particularly focused on the vertical 
market and as having a proven track-record of providing 
solutions to unique vertical market obstacles. 

Also, you now have a dedicated group of sales and 
technical personnel that understand the vertical market, 
know its jargon, and who can credibly promote your 
company as an expert in the industry. In sales calls, they 
can quickly address problems, while building trust and 
credibility. 

An important benefit of a targeted, vertical market-
specific marketing effort is that you will have a source 
of contacts that would not otherwise be available. 
Attendance at trade shows will result in more meaningful 
and abiding relationships. If you’ve met the individual 
responsible for IT-related decisions, the result may be 
immediate business or at least the ability to acquire details 
about the prospect that will aid your sales pitch (e.g, do 
they use a competitor or keep IT in-house). 
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Build Credibility with your Target 
Market

•	 Have customer reference accounts in the same vertical 
market

•	 Create customer case studies for that vertical market
•	 Write or contribute to articles for industry publications
•	 Attend industry tradeshows and events
•	 Read trade news and journals
•	 Learn the vertical’s terms and concepts- “speak the 

language”
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Create profiles of the prospective clients and use 
a predictable and repeatable approach to marketing. 
Your sales department should have clearly defined 
goals based on metrics. For example, your sales person 
will call five physician groups per day and conduct five 
meetings with groups, prospective or existing clients, per 
week. Attendance at a trade show should result in five 
new contacts, with follow-up to be conducted shortly 
thereafter. 

Gear your digital marketing lead generation efforts 
to your vertical markets. Create pages or sections on your 
website that address the unique challenges of your chosen 
verticals. Optimize these pages for search engines. If you 
purchase online advertising or keywords, do some research 
to discover the most commonly searched IT services terms 
in your verticals. Prospect profiles should reflect all of the 
marketing and sales contacts your company has with a 
lead. This helps you avoid the repetitive, obtuse marketing 
that can repel prospects. Subsequent marketing efforts to 
the same contacts should be targeted, relevant, and reveal 
new or additional information about business challenges 
and solutions. You’ll want to keep communicating with 
prospects over time (with their permission) so that you 
can warm up prospective leads and demonstrate your 
expertise. A sustained, multi-part marketing campaign is 
often called “drip” or “nurture” marketing, and it can be a 
very effective way to move contacts into the sales cycle.

To stick with our example of physician groups, 
your marketing might highlight how new regulations 
implementing health care reform will impact IT 
requirements. Or your subsequent marketing might 
indicate that you have now signed with several practices 
in the prospect’s area, i.e., new clients that have chosen 
your services for competitive reasons that the prospect 
may wish to consider.

A Successful Approach?
To reiterate an earlier point, vertical market-specific 

marketing does not mean that profitable clients outside 
of the vertical should be turned away. Rather, the purpose 
is to develop a marketing strategy that better reflects your 
experience in specific verticals. The goal is to create the 
perception (to match the reality) that the managed IT 
services you provide are well-suited for particular verticals. 
The end-result should be a brand, or a reputation, that will 
sell itself. 

Once you are hired by a significant number of 
companies in your target market, other similar companies 
will give you the opportunity to sell them as well. As 
the “expert” you understand the unique challenges of 
their businesses and have ready solutions to address 
these problems. You may still be a “jack-of-all-trades” for 
practical purposes, but you have a credible message of 
expertise for specific targeted channel that will promote 
the sustained growth of your business.
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