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professionals, which had a run rate of $3 million in sales at the time of the acquisition. Prior to this, Mike 
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ARE YOU READY?
I’ve noticed recently a growing chorus of concern among MSP’s.  It’s not that they are filled with doom-and-
gloom; rather, there’s a shared feeling that a major inflection point has been reached in the MSP industry.

We’re bracing for more change in the next two years than the industry has seen in the past 15. Drivers that 
are creating a perfect storm of disruption include new competitors, converging technologies, and IT every-
where. 

Change on the scale we’re anticipating always brings explosive opportunities and challenges. Whether you 
emerge a winner or loser will be defined by how you respond to both. That’s my purpose in writing this paper:  
to share candid insights on the big trends we’re seeing. 

More importantly, I want to give you the strategies and action steps N-able Technologies is recommending to 
ensure our global Partners stay on top of change – and remain the most successful MSPs in the world. 

Everything in this paper is based on my experience working with our 2,500 global Partners and an analysis by 
N-able’s senior management team. This paper will be invaluable if you’re a MSP or IT service provider  
targeting SMBs or mid-market customers. 

The insights will equip you with practical strategies for sailing with greater confidence through a perfect storm 
of disruption. 
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THE BIG DRIVERS OF CHANGE  
We always expect change. When we see the follow-
ing, we quickly realize that “rear view vision” will be 
less and less useful for predicting the road ahead. 
Here are the five big change agents we are actively 
tracking and creating strategies for: 

1. New Competitors – and “Convergence” 

2. Commoditization – driving price wars

3. Mobility – and mobile computing

4. IT Anywhere – and on any device 

5. The Cloud – a new reality in Managed Services

Let’s tackle each one to create the right context for 
the strategies we are recommending to our global 
Partners – and that you may want to adopt too. 

DRIVER #1: NEW COMPETITORS 
& CONVERGENCE
Here’s a startling fact for many individuals outside 
the Managed Services industry: top tier MSPs put 
between 20 percent and 30 percent operating income 
to their bottom line. That’s a “good news – bad 
news” story. 

The good news is that Managed Services is an 
incredibly lucrative, high-margin business character-
ized by “sticky” customer relationships. 

The bad news? Not surprisingly, high-margins and 
profitability are attracting a lot of attention. Any com-
pany with an installed client base, a digital product 
line and any IT savvy is eying Managed Services as a 
logical extension of their core business. 

That’s why Managed Services has experienced a  
 number of mergers and acquisitions over the past 
couple of years. And it has attracted a lot of new 
competitors from non-traditional areas. 

Some are calling this trend “convergence”: the entry 
of companies with digital products in “sun set” indus-
tries that are looking to extend their relationship with 
customers.  Managed Services is a logical extension 
because many have already invested in IT expertise 
to manage their digital products.  

As a result, big, well-resourced companies are wad-
ing into the Managed Services space: 

• More Telcos – like British Telecom in the UK

• Photocopier companies like Ricoh, Canon, OKI, 
Konica, Minolta – and many others.

• Software giants like Microsoft, CA and Dell

The bottom line: Whether you think of this as conver-
gence or a new breed of competitors, you’re facing the 
same thing. More big digital companies with IT exper-
tise are entering Managed Services. Like you, they’re at-
tracted by the opportunity to generate recurring revenue 
and at great margins. They’re all hungrily eyeing your 
SMB and mid-market customers. Are you ready?

DRIVER #2: COMMODITIZATION
The entry of new, large, well-resourced competitors 
also means SMBs have more choices. Once cus-
tomers see options with fewer differences between 
products and services they reduce their buying deci-
sion to price. When the price tag is the only differ-
ence between services, customers move to cheaper 
options and commoditization is the result.  

Commoditization of technology based services is 
nothing new.  Consider how trivial bandwidth costs 
are today versus what they were ten years ago.  
Managed Services is reaching this same stage now 
– driven in large part by the entry of aggressive new 
companies that are productizing their services. 

That means you’ll see competitors who will stop sell-
ing on value and start selling on price. How are you 
going to justify a fixed fee, managed desktop service 
at $60 when a bigger, aggressive competitor offers to 
provide the same service for $50 per desktop?

 

Managed Services is a logical  
extension for many companies with 
digital products. 
These companies want to leverage their IT 
expertise and extend customer relationships to 
generate recurring revenue. This convergence 
has created a new breed of competitor:

• Copier printer companies

• Audio visual companies

• Telephony companies 

Every company in these sectors has a Managed 
Services initiative at the Manufacturer or  
Reseller level.
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The bottom line: If you are going to thrive against a 
new breed of competitor – and the inevitable com-
moditization of Managed Services – you will need a 
strategy for achieving new levels of operational  
efficiency.

DRIVER #3: MOBILITY AND  
MOBILE COMPUTING
According to Cisco’s Visual Networking Index 
Global Mobile Data Traffic Forecast Update1 , 
global mobile traffic will increase 13-fold by 2017, 
with more than 10 billion mobile connected devices. 
Mobile devices are expected to outnumber people 
on the planet by the end of the year. And Wireless 
data traffic is expected to grow 66 percent a year for 
the next five years. Those stats reinforce what you 
already know. Mobile adoption continues to grow 
globally – and rapidly. 

That growth has created a rare greenfield opportunity 
for Managed Services. More and more, smart phones 
and tablets are included as part of an overall Man-
aged Services Agreement. If these devices, often 
loaded with sensitive corporate data, are not properly 
managed and secured, they pose significant risks to 
the SMB. 

Fortunately recent advancements in RMM technology 
have allowed MSPs to extend their Managed Ser-
vices contracts to their SMB and mid-market cus-
tomers. This could be in support of a COPE strategy 
– Corporate Owned, Personally Enabled – or BYOD 
– Bring Your Own Device approach.  

Whether COPE or BYOD, explosive growth in mobile 
means you need to have a competitive and efficient 
Mobile Device Management Strategy. I would take 
this one step further.  

The future of Managed Service is about “mobile com-

puting management”. Managed Services contracts 
must extend to include whatever mobile devices 
people are using to work on – a laptop, tablet, smart 
phone, whatever. 

We’ve reached a point where the MSP has to stop 
thinking about “managing the device.” Instead, 
they’re managing the ability for the end user to work 
on any device of their choice – with all the different 
points of potential failure in between.  

If you think “device and application management,” you 
will be reducing your service to a point solution – a 
commodity trap. You have to think bigger. You have to 
think “mobile computing management.” That means 
monitoring and managing the whole environment.

Today that environment likely includes Office 365, 
the Internet, router, firewall, and the switches in your 
SMB’s organization. You are monitoring and manag-
ing every single point of contact right up to the mobile 
device that the end customer is holding to access their 
email, the cloud, the Internet, and various applications. 

Today, it’s all about seamless mobile computing – on 
a laptop, a smartphone, a tablet – with zero distinc-
tion between these devices. Forget “device manage-
ment”. Think mobile computing to differentiate your 
services.

DRIVER #4: IT ANYWHERE
It all started with BYOD and the movement has been 
turbo charged by the adoption of one device in par-
ticular: tablets.

According to Morgan Stanley Research, tablets are 
the fastest ramping mobile device in history:

 “Cumulative tablet shipments in 2010 and 2011 were 
more than double the cumulative shipments of any 
other mobile device in its first two years2.”

 

 

The new reality: Managed Services is 
going to commoditize.  
For many it already has. We have seen desk-
tops fall from $60 to $30 Euros per month in 
some European marketplaces. 

Gone are the days that the Internal IT 
Department or Service Provider can 
dictate product choice 
• Executives and employees expect – or de-

mand – choice

1 The Cisco Visual Networking Index (VNI) Global Mobile Data Traffic Forecast Update, February 6, 2013 http://www.cisco.com/en/US/solutions/col-
lateral/ns341/ns525/ns537/ns705/ns827/white_paper_c11-520862.html 
2Source: Morgan Stanley Research, Blue Paper, Tablet Landscape Evolution, May 31, 2012
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3 http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702304757004579334950080308232

That’s an impressive feat when you consider the tab-
let category was only just created by Apple in early 
2010. According to Morgan Stanley Research,  by 
December 2011, Apple had shipped more iPads than 
any single PC vendor.

Those impressive adoption stats underscore that tab-
lets have entered the workplace with record break-
ing speed. In so doing they have helped accelerate 
“IT anywhere” effectively transforming the Managed 
Services business. 

What does that mean? Gone are the days when the 
internal IT department or Service Provider can dic-
tate product choice. In exchange for working long 
and often grueling hours – like responding to emails 
from dawn to the wee hours of the night – everyone is 
demanding lots of choice. 

Executives and employees alike expect to move 
seamlessly from one device to the next – from PC to 
laptop to smartphone to tablet.  MSPs are now con-
fronted with greater device complexity, more applica-
tions, AND an increasingly empowered workforce that 
expects – or demands – choice: the option to work 
on any device, where and when they want. 

The new reality is “IT anywhere.” While this is a direct 
extension of mobility, it means Managed Services 
contracts need to be more flexible and include more 
devices and applications than ever before – while 
delivering 24/7 help desk support to ensure their cus-
tomer’s end users have the professional assistance 
they need, when they need it.

DRIVER #5: CLOUD
Big players like Amazon, Google, and Microsoft are 
driving everything to the Cloud.  That’s bad news for 
any companies, including managed service provid-
ers, which rely on traditional hardware sales. IBM 
is a case in point. In January 2014, IBM announced 
the steepest drop in quarterly revenue in four years3. 
Hardware sales were the hardest hit with revenue 
dropping a staggering 27%. A big part of the problem 
was attributed to the cloud, or as some critics note, 
IBM’s slowness to adapt to the cloud.

Microsoft continues to roll out new data centers to 
support its hosted private cloud productivity suite. 
They’ve done a very good end-run by educating your 

SMB and mid-market customers directly about the 
price savings and efficiencies they can realize by 
adopting a cloud solution. What happened? Uptake 
on Microsoft Office 365 has been massive. According 
to some sources, the Home Premium edition of Office 
365, launched in January 2013, signed-up a million 
customers within three and a half months – faster 
than many online services including Facebook.

The reality we face as MSPs is this: cloud-based 
solutions are being aggressively marketed to end 
customers. And, every single end user – 100 percent 
of your customer base – is probably comfortable with 
the cloud. They’ve embraced the cloud on a personal 
level with applications like iCloud, Dropbox, Ubuntu, 
IDrive, SugarSync, Amazon CloudDrive , ZipCloud – to 
name a few.

With personal adoption so prevalent – and big com-
panies like Microsoft, Google and Amazon trumpeting 
the efficiencies of cloud-based solutions, MSPs need 
to quickly follow suit and join the chorus.

STRATEGIES FOR CHANGE
Collectively we think there are many implications for 
MSPs including the following:

• MSPs must adapt AND adopt to stay relevant 
with these changes

• MSPs need a cloud and mobile practice to meet 
new technologies and platforms

• MSPs will need to automate to establish leverage 
– and scale their business to meet the challenge 
of commoditization

• MSPs will need leverage these efficiencies to 
combat their new competitors

Automation – the #1 Key Success Factor
The biggest recommendation we make to our Part-
ners is automate everything they can – as quickly 
as they can. Automation is the use of control systems 
and information technologies to reduce operational 
costs and increase staff efficiencies in the delivery of 
IT services. 

You need to be a leaner meaner machine to stay in 
the Managed Services business. Automation is hands 
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down the fastest and easiest way to achieve that 
– and indeed embrace the changes that are trans-
forming the Managed Services industry. 

Fight commoditization
Commoditization is the biggest threat and chal-
lenge faced by traditional, pure-play MSPs. This is 
the change driver that is keeping our Partners up at 
night.

In an ultra-competitive marketplace that’s rapidly 
being productized by new, bigger, well-resourced 
competitors, automation is your secret weapon for 
guaranteeing the efficiencies you need to maintain 
your profitability. 

This is particularly true as prices get driven down, 
as we fully expect in an increasingly commoditized 
marketplace. The only way to compete when your 
customers demand lower prices is the ability to 
deliver your services more quickly and efficiently. 

When you are more efficient, you also gain another 
significant benefit from automation: scalability. You 
are able to ramp up the number of devices supported 
by a support desk employee. Your business may 
grow – but your headcount stays. Automation drives-
up the productivity and efficiency of each of your 
technicians and help desk employees; which also 
drives-up your revenue per employee. 

Demonstrate value to all types of customers
Automation is also the key to profitably addressing 
the needs of SMB customers who are operating re-

actively at the break-fix, chaotic stage of the market.  
Automation allows you to demonstrate value and 
transition these customers into proactive, fixed fee 
contracts. Automation equips you with a commodity 
fighting, “fixed-fee at a lower price” value proposition.

Automation extends to management of the cloud
Automation gives you a better chance to mitigate the 
threat of cloud. Here’s why.

Your customers may be under the belief that migrat-
ing to cloud-based solutions is easy when we know 
the very opposite to be true.  Interfacing with the 
cloud requires complex technologies like PowerShell, 
Citrix VMWare, HyperV and others. What is needed 
is a strategy for inoculating your business from these 
complex cloud interfaces – while at the same time 
delivering to your end customers the management 
capability of the cloud. Again, automation can help.

An automation solution that provides you with pre-
automated policies based on best IT practices is the 
ultimate answer and solution for dealing efficiently 
with the complex cloud technologies. Policies are 
basically pre-written scripts that perform tasks seam-
lessly in the background.  

You don’t need to know PowerShell or VMWare or 
how to write complicated and usually expensive 
custom scripts.  All you need to know is the workflow 
for your customers – then you select a policy and let 
it run.  

A further important consideration when dealing with 
the challenge of the cloud is this: your customer will 
actually have more points of failure that need to be 
monitored and managed in the cloud. In this respect, 
cloud adds complexity and drives demand for a 
trusted MSP. 

For example, at the top of the stack you have Office 
365, which needs to be managed or administered: 
adding, deleting, changing users. This is complex to 
do; and no end user is going to do it on their own. 
You also have all the points of failure that sit below 
this: the Internet, the firewall, the router, the desktop, 
etc. 

All of that complexity still needs to be managed. But 
you are not delivering the capability of interfacing 
with the cloud – you are delivering the management 
capability of the cloud. And with that management 
comes a much bigger opportunity to leverage the 

Big benefits of automation 
• Scale your business and establish leverage

• Increase productivity/employee

• Standardize service delivery across the NOC 
and help desk

• Reduce the human factor

• Deliver higher and more consistent level of 
service to customers

• Align support with sales programs

• Ensures mundane preventative maintenance 
occurs
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relationship you have with your customers and be-
come a Trusted Advisor.

THE N-ABLE AUTOMATION  
SOLUTION
N-able Technologies is delivering the critical automa-
tion features and functionality needed most by MSPs 
today with Automation Manager. This is a true ef-
ficiency and productivity enabling breakthrough that 
automates over 95 percent of standard IT tasks. 
Automation Manager:

• Is the industry’s first and only codeless and 
completely customizable automation engine 

• Ships with a library of over 300 ready to use, 
pre-built automation objects and policies that 
are uniquely based on best IT practices 

• Provides a visual drag and drop GUI interface 
to create automated workflows that map to your 
IT processes – without any prior scripting 
knowledge

• Reduces technical complexity, enabling you to 
leapfrog technical challenges and easily extend 
your managed services to the cloud and mo-
bile users quickly and efficiently  

 » No need to know granular details about Vir-
tualization technologies and Cloud services 
platforms.

Automation Manager is a proven solution for en-
abling you to rapidly scale without adding to your IT 
infrastructure – and profitably grow your business.  
Pre-written, best-in-industry policies guarantee that 
your IT services are delivered to a consistent service 
standard and in the most cost-efficient way possible.

Choose from over 300 pre-built – pre-scripted – MSP 
automation objects

All objects are based on documented best practices 
and can be used to define an automation policy using 
a simplified, visual drag-and-drop graphical interface. 
Each of these objects takes seconds to select – as 
opposed to the hours required to write a script for 
each task. Imagine how much time your technicians 
will save – and how much more scalable and profit-
able your business will become with this kind of pow-
erful, standards based Automation Engine.

 

MSP Automation Object Library – Technicians can 
choose from 100s of pre-written, ready to use Ob-
jects to automate tasks that support IT services – in 
this example, Systems Management.

Ships with N-central – the #1 Rated RMM & MSP 
Service Automation Platform
Automation Manager is fully integrated with N-cen-
tral, the industry’s most flexible and customizable 
RMM & MSP Service Automation Platform for deliver-
ing profitable, standards-based Managed Services. 

N-central provides MSPs with an award-winning 
RMM automation platform for remotely monitoring, 
managing and automating the broadest range of IT 
tasks – for any type of device – and delivering man-
aged services to SMBs in the most scalable and cost 
effective way possible. N-central is distinguished by:

• A centralized management console – “single pane 
of glass” – for quick command and control of any 
device – on premise, mobile or in the cloud  

• Backed by N-able’s industry leading business 
support services, including a dedicated Partner 
Development Specialist, for enabling an MSP to 
ramp-up and go-to-market in the fastest time 
possible with new revenue generating services

• Includes the industry’s only hybrid licensing 
model with FREE Essential licenses for demon-
strating quick value to customers and fuelling 
rapid growth

• Includes optional a-la-carte modules for maxi-
mum flexibility to meet the needs of all types of 
SMB customers and achieving 100% market 
coverage: 

 » Patch Manager (NEW), Mobile Manager, 
Report Manager, Remote Control Manager – 
Attended, Audit Manager, NetFlow Manager, 
Security Manager, and Back-Up Manager
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TAKE ACTION NOW
 In this paper I’ve highlighted five big drivers of global 
change in the Managed Services space:

1    New Competitors – and “Convergence” 

2.   Commoditization – driving price wars

3.   Mobility – and mobile computing

4.   IT Anywhere – and on any device 

5.   The Cloud – a new reality in Managed Services

Individually, each of these drivers poses serious chal-
lenges – and opportunities to any MSP. Collectively, 
they are a “perfect storm” of disruption. Of these, 
commoditization is arguably the most serious. 

Commoditization is the net result of new, larger 
competitors who are looking to Managed Services 
as a way to extend their customer relationships and 
to take advantage of the meteoric growth in mobile 
and the cloud. To do this, these larger well-resourced 
competitors are beginning to productize their servic-
es – for all channels of delivery and devices – and in 
so doing rapidly commoditizing Managed Services.  

We can see that in near future, if not right now, Man-
aged Services contracts will be won and lost on the 
basis of price, not value.

This is why Automation Manager is a major break-
through for the Managed Services industry. For the 
first time, MSPs can ensure all technicians deliver 
scalable, repeatable IT services to a consistent 
standard. Specifically, Automation Manager provides 
MSPs with “out-of-the-box” expertise that enables 
them to:

• Easily automate routine and repetitive IT tasks

• Eliminate error prone manual tasks

• Free-up technicians for higher value tasks

• Use standardized and documented best pro-
cesses

• Deliver industry compliant and consistent results

• Achieve faster service delivery across physical 
and virtual environments

More than anything, Automation Manager is your se-
cret weapon in a fight against commoditization. It is 
a proven strategy for delivering Managed Services in 
the most cost optimized and profitable way possible. 

Automation Manager comes standard with N-central, 
an award-winning RMM Automation solution from N-
able. N-central is available as an on-premise software 
solution or as a hosted subscription based service 
from N-able Certified Resellers.

See What You Can Automate and the  
Savings You Can Expect with Automa-
tion Manager 
• See what savings you can expect from Desk-

top Automation, Server Automation and 
Windows Server Active Directory Maintenance 
using Automation Manager.
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To learn more about N-able Technologies and the game changing, breakthrough productivity gains that are 
being realized by N-able Partners around the world,visit www.n-able.com.

ABOUT N-ABLE TECHNOLOGIES
N-able Technologies by SolarWinds is a leading global provider of complete IT management, Automation 
and MSP business transformation solutions. N-able N-Central® is an award- winning 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 comprehensive business 
enablement support services and a unique freemium licensing model. Thousands of MSPs use N-able solu-
tions 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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