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HOW TO REALIZE THE FULL POTENTIAL OF MANAGED SERVICES 
AND DOMINATE YOUR MARKET

Overcoming The Top  
Six Obstacles  
To Managed  
Services Success
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OVERCOMING THE TOP SIX OBSTACLES TO MANAGED SERVICES 
SUCCESS
Several recent market research studies paint a glowing picture for the managed services industry. Case in 
point: a 2013 study by research and consulting firm MarketsandMarkets predicts the MSP market to jump 
from $142.75 billion to $256.05 billion in 2018.  The study attributed this heady growth to outsourcing, in-
creased market penetration by new businesses and technological advancements with cloud being a driving 
force.

If the managed services market is this ‘red hot’ why are so many service providers struggling to achieve 
success? The reality is, while many service providers make the leap to managed services few successfully 
transform their business and fully reap the benefits.

Does this sound familiar?

• You researched remote monitoring and management (RMM) vendors and invested in a tool with solid 
reviews. 

• Since implementing the solution you have successfully diverted a small percentage of your existing cus-
tomers to managed services contracts; but struggle to sell new managed services contracts. 

• Despite a significant investment of time and effort, you have not been able to grow your recurring rev-
enue to a level you thought you would or need. 

• You haven’t you been able to automate the number of services required to ensure profitability.

If you’re experiencing any of those business problems, the good news is you’re not alone. And there are ways 
to get on back on-track.  That’s what this paper is all about. 

We reveal the top six obstacles to managed services success based on our work with over 3,000 MSPs 
around the globe. These obstacles lead to significant frustrations, unexpected costs, set-backs – and ulti-
mately to what we call “rip-and-replaces”: a drastic situation where the MSP is so disenfranchised they rip-
out their entire RMM solution and start again. 

Whether you are looking at getting into managed services or have made the leap and are feeling under-
whelmed, this paper will provide valuable insights about the top obstacles and what you need to do to create 
a smoother road to MSP success.

 
This white paper examines the key obstacles that prevent MSPs from realizing 
the full potential of managed services. 
Read this paper to learn:

• The important difference between RMM technology and managed services

• Why focusing on RMM tools is a technical trap that emphasizes the wrong value and hurts customer 
acquisition 

• The key to building recurring revenue 

• Why automation is the key to profitability

• How to scale your services to take advantage of opportunities

• Key requirements for a complete MSP transformation solution
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OBSTACLE #1: THINKING OF 
MANAGED SERVICES AS A  
TECHNOLOGY
RMM technology and Managed Services are some-
times thought of as one and the same. As a result, 
many service providers think once they have purchased 
an RMM tool, they are ready to deliver managed servic-
es. The distinction between the two is an important one 
for choosing a complete MSP transformation solution 
and realizing the true potential of managed services.

By itself, Managed Services is not a technology: it is 
a business model for generating recurring revenue 
from a profitable mix of IT services. Services can 
range from break-fix and reactive through to proac-
tive, fixed-fee and utility computing.

Efficiencies are realized by delivering services remotely 
in an automated fashion using RMM technology. 
Standard RMM features include remote automation, 
remote control, remote monitoring, remote manage-
ment, and reporting.

Viewed in this light, a complete MSP transforma-
tion solution must include more than state-of-the-
art technology. A complete solution must provide 
the technology and business services you need to 
quickly leverage RMM technology – a tool – and take 
a well-defined and profitable set of managed  
services to market.

More than anything, a total solution must consider 
the post-sale, ongoing vendor support that you can 
realistically expect. Will you have access to product 
management to address your needs? How will this 
solution evolve to better meet your needs? While 
more qualitative in nature, this aspect of your evalua-
tion is critical if you are going to invest in a complete, 
long-term RMM solution that meets your business 
needs today and in the future.

OBSTACLE #2: CUSTOMER  
ACQUISITION
Many service providers train their staff on a new 
RMM tool and then hit a wall. Some think that by 
investing in new RMM technology, customers will 
automatically follow: build it and they will come. The 
‘Field of Dreams’ scenario doesn’t play out in real-life 
for several reasons. Here’s why.

The owner or a sales rep is technically oriented and 
more comfortable selling hardware. Instead, they 
need to be able to engage potential customers in 
discussions about how high-value IT services will 
result in better employee productivity, higher billing 
because of less network downtime and an optimized 
infrastructure. 

The fundamental reality is this: managed services 
is not a technical sale. It is a business sale. Failure 
to address pressing business concerns by small and 
medium sized businesses (SMBs) results in slower 
uptake and disappointing sales for many new MSPs.

Although virtualization and cloud services backed by 
your state-of-the-art RMM platform may sound sexy 
and compelling, actively promoting this to SMBs is 
a technical trap that many MSPs fall into. In real-
ity, an RMM platform is more of a benefit to the MSP 
– because it reduces your costs and enables you to 
efficiently deliver profitable managed services. Your 
client cares about the net benefits of your managed 
services to their business: period.

That’s why top tier MSPs understand and can com-
municate the value of the IT function on a customer’s 
core business. In so doing, these MSPs become 
‘trusted advisors’ who are seen to be a strategic 
contributor to the overall business success.

Hands down the best advice you can get for power-
ing-up your customer acquisition strategy and becom-
ing a strategic advisor is to know thy customer. The 
best MSPs know that understanding their customers’ 
needs is central to the success of their managed ser-
vices businesses. This means being able to segment 
their customers and determine exactly how a set of 
IT services will specifically deliver business value to a 
customer in each segment. 

To do this, top MSPs profile as many of their exist-
ing customers as possible. This helps to give them 
an in-depth understanding of each customer’s criti-
cal business services. As such, successful MSPs not 

 
Hands down the best advice you 
can get for powering-up your new 
customer acquisition strategy and 
becoming a strategic advisor is to 
know thy customer.
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only understand their customers in terms of the IT 
technology that they require day-to-day – they also 
understand what industry vertical their customers are 
in. They know what business services or products they 
offer, what their primary business needs and concerns 
are – outside of their IT infrastructure requirements. 
This invaluable insight enables an MSP to discuss 
managed services in the context of their customer’s 
business drivers. It helps them make a business 
sale rather than a technical sale.

OBSTACLE #3: CAN’T BUILD  
RECURRING REVENUE
Generating recurring revenue and acquiring new 
customers are flip sides of the same coin. You need 
new customers to generate recurring revenue. You 
can’t generate more recurring revenue without new 
customers. It is a Ying and Yang modality.

In most cases, the reason MSPs have difficulty gen-
erating recurring revenue is because they are either 
selling to the wrong type of customer, or they are 
selling the wrong service. The key to building recur-
ring revenue is selling the right services to the right 
customers at the right time. 

Many MSPs try to sell fully managed services to 
all customers. In reality, 75 percent of the address-
able SMB market consists of customers who are 
operating at the break-fix and responsive stage of IT 
maturity. These customers want a simpler, easier to 
understand solution that provides quick value to an 
immediate IT need.

For example, in many cases a new customer will 
simply want a solution to a back-up issue or antivirus 
problem. To take advantage of that opportunity, and 
win that new client, the MSP needs the flexibility to 
sell exactly what the client needs – as a managed 
service. This can include managed anti-virus, man-
aged data back-up, managed mobile, patch manage-
ment, data storage, Office 365, Hosted Exchange, 
and other specific services.

N-able calls this strategy “a-la-carte”. It is a key suc-
cess factor for winning new customers because you are 
able to sell a specific service that a customer wants and 
needs now. When that single point service is sold as a 
managed service, you get a new client on your RMM 
dashboard. And you start generating new recurring rev-
enue while quickly demonstrating business value. 

In addition to easing more customers into a simple 
managed services contract, a la carte provides you 
with new upselling and cross selling opportunities 
to both new and existing customers. Both provide 
you with important opportunities for generating new 
recurring revenue.

OBSTACLE #4: NOT PROFITABLE 
ENOUGH
By reducing the cost of delivering managed services 
a MSP immediately improves their profitability. Auto-
mation of as many standard, manual IT tasks is the 
key. In so doing, an MSP can dramatically improve 
the number of devices managed per technician while 
delivering services to end customers more quickly, 
efficiently, and to a consistent service standard.

The challenge is to automate the right type of 
routine tasks to realize new efficiencies, achieve a 
systematic approach, and improve technician pro-
ductivity. For example: 

• Updating patches, resetting passwords, running 
defrags, application deployments, performing 
asset management and updating software on em-
ployees’ systems, endpoint security, and regula-
tory compliance – with auditable logs – the ability 
to rapidly auto-discover all network and systems 
across the infrastructure and many other tasks.  

The more you can automate, the less time you spend 
reinventing the wheel, the more efficient you become, 
the fewer scripts you will need to write, and the more 
consistent your service delivery standards will be. 
Other key benefits from remote automation include:

• Reducing or eliminating truck roles to client sites  

• Reducing operational and/or maintenance costs 
while adding more services

• Speeding-up response times to clients 

• Managing more devices without adding techni-
cians

• Freeing-up time and IT resources to proactively plan

 

Automating the right tasks is the key 
to efficiency and ultimately optimal 
profitability.  
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• Maintaining consistent, higher-quality services 
and SLAs

• Increasing end user (employee) satisfaction

• Allocating your IT resources and work more  
efficiently

By automating more manual processes, IT automa-
tion is also a strategy for eliminating or reducing the 
number of “nuisance” calls and lessening the cost of 
dealing with those calls that you do receive. More-
over, automating the right processes is the key to im-
proved efficiency and ultimately optimal profitability.

OBSTACLE #5: INABILITY TO 
SCALE
Automation and scalability go together like a hand-
and-glove. Automating key IT tasks enables you to 
add customers without increasing your technician 
headcount. Simply put, a technician that does not 
use some type of automation tool to deliver IT services 
will need to rely exclusively on manual tasks and they 
can expect to manage about 125 devices1. 

 
Add an advanced Remote Monitoring and Manage-
ment (RMM) automation tool – like N-able’s N-central 
– and the same technician can manage 250 to 500 
devices – or more depending on their skill level. This 
is how scalability is achieved. As a result, MSPs enjoy 
fewer truck rolls to resolve problems, the quality of 
services to end users is improved, technician’s utiliza-
tion rates increase, and the cost of service delivery is 
lowered. These are a few of the many positive  
outcomes for using an automation tool. 

A successful automation solution starts with best 
practices, policies, and processes – these are what 
you must automate to achieve new breakthroughs 
in productivity and achieve true scalability. These 
could be based on your business experience or rec-
ognized best-in-industry practices. Regardless once 
automated these processes become your ‘secret 
sauce’ for delivering repeatable, scalable IT services 

to the same standards and to all customers every day 
of the week.  

This is exactly how the World’s top MSPs do it. They 
use internal processes to ensure their technicians are 
doing things in a consistent, scalable and repeatable 
fashion with no margin for error. They understand 
that everyone needs to be doing things in the same 
way using the same proven step-by-step approach 
if they are to be efficient, profitable, and scalable. By 
documenting their processes, they also introduce 
standard operating procedures and knowhow that all 
technicians can follow regardless of experience and 
knowledge – effectively reducing their dependence 
on a few key senior technical resources.

OBSTACLE 6: NEW COMPETITIVE 
PRESSURES
Any industry that experiences dramatic growth like 
managed services attracts competitors: lots of them.  
That’s why traditional, pure play MSPs now find 
themselves rubbing shoulders with a new breed of 
MSP. Many product-centric companies have jumped 
on the managed services bandwagon. These include 
VoIP, print management, audio visual, copier provid-
ers and many others. 

In recent years Sun Microsystems®, Symantec® and 
Cisco Systems® have integrated managed service 
providers into their operations. Microsoft® and Dell® 
have established managed services operations.  
Photocopier companies like Ricoh®, Canon®, OKI® 
and others have joined the party. 

All have converged on the managed services sec-
tor as a way to diversify their revenue and add new 
value to established customers. These are bigger, 
well-resourced competitors; and all are hungrily eying 
the attractive margins that have propelled managed 
services into the limelight.

More competitors bring two inevitabilities: greater 
commoditization of services and price wars. Com-
moditization occurs the moment SMB customers see 
options for where they can get managed services. 
As those options start to look the same, the service 
category is effectively commoditized. Once that 
happens, many service providers start competing on 
price.

 
Automated processes become your 
‘secret sauce’ for delivering repeat-
able, scalable IT services to the same 
standards and to all customers every 
day of the week.   

1Based on N-able’s work with over 3,000 global MSP partners
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Larger MSPs have infrastructure and therefore effi-
ciencies to leverage. They can use these efficiencies 
to create compelling service bundles while driving 
prices down. Smaller, upstart MSPs usually try to get 
a foothold in the market by reducing their price. Their 
strategy: undercut competitors and win a customer 
on price. Then slowly increase prices after they have 
created value. 

It’s a war out there and it is going to get rougher. How 
do you compete? 

The first advice we provide our partners is to never 
compete on price. This is the beginning of a slippery 
slope. You must always compete on value. This loops 
straight back to the importance of making managed 
services a business – and not a technical IT sale.  The 
moment you reduce managed services to a technical 
sale you are commoditizing your service and entering 
a price war. Don’t do it. 

Instead use the insight you get from really under-
standing your customers and their business drivers 
to show how your managed services can address 
their top business priorities. With this strategy you are 
competing on value – not price.

Finally, by embracing automation practices based on 
best practices, you will be able to deliver your man-
aged services with greater efficiency while scaling to 
take advantage of new customers and opportunities 
– without adding to your headcount or cost.

IN SUMMARY
Many IT organizations make the leap to managed 
services and fail to realize the full potential and  
generate recurring revenue. The six key obstacles 
highlighted in this paper are the most common points 
of failure for these MSPs.

To realize the full potential of managed services 
MSPs need an approach that is easy to communi-
cate to SMB customers, addresses a specific need, 
provides immediate value, is easy to sell, and is quick 
to deploy. Key success factor in overcoming the top 
obstacles to success include: 

• Approaching managed services as a business 
sale – not a technical sale  

• Focusing on the right customers – SMBs that are 
critically dependent on their business systems 
and see IT as an investment

• Having a flexible strategy for selling what customers 
need now – rather than fully managed contracts for 
100 percent of the market 

• Automating routine tasks based on best practices 
to realize new efficiencies and scalable growth

• Fighting commoditization by competing on the 
business value created for SMB customers

N-able Technologies offers the most comprehen-
sive MSP transformation program in the industry 
and includes:

• N-central® , the #1-rated Remote Monitoring 
and Management Automation platform Business 
transformation services that include a dedicated 
Partner Development Specialist to assist you with 
your transition to Managed Services 

• Extensive customizable sales and marketing col-
lateral

• A unique, hybrid licensing model and a-la-carte 
products for selling what SMBs want now 

• MSP in a Box – the ultimate digital reference tool 
based on best business and technical practices 
for setting up an running a profitable Managed 
Services practice

Blueprint transformation services

N-able’s Blueprint services provide a structured three 
phase process for helping you transform your busi-
ness or re-tool processes for optimal selling and 
delivery of managed services. This is the most com-
prehensive industry program of its kind; it includes a 
powerful mix of professional development services 
and state-of-the-art online resources.

This program has been tested by over 3,000 global 
partners servicing 25,000 customers. It has a proven 
track record for generating new recurring revenue 
from Managed Services within 90 days – and has 
been used to generate millions of dollars in Managed 
Services revenue. 

 
More competitors bring two inevita-
bilities: greater commoditization of 
services and price wars.  
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Find out more about this important breakthrough opportunity by visiting: www.n-able.com.

ABOUT N-ABLE TECHNOLOGIES®

N-able Technologies by SolarWinds is the global leading provider of complete IT management, Automation, 
and MSP business transformation solutions. N-able’s award-winning N-central® is the industry’s #1 RMM 
and MSP Service Automation Platform. N-able has a proven track record of helping MSPs standardize and 
automate the setup and delivery of IT services in order to achieve true scalability. N-central is backed by the 
most comprehensive business enablement support services available today and the industry’s only Freemium 
licensing model. Thousands of MSPs use N-able solutions to deliver scalable, flexible, profitable managed 
services to over 100,000 SMBs worldwide. With offices in North America, the Netherlands and Australia,  
N-able is 100% channel-friendly and maintains strategic partnerships with Microsoft, Intel®, IBM®, CA®, and 
Cisco® among others.
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