
The World is Flat (© Thomas L. Friedman) and so 

has become IT, especially for SMBs. With a Flat 

world, rises an opportunity for SMBs to employ 

workers who are globally distributed, travel and 

telecommute. With a Flat world comes Flat IT. And 

the IT vendors are missing the dialogue with their 

SMB customers- some vendors more than others. 

They are also missing a new understanding of SMB 

IT adoption cycle.  

 

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Let us first 

understand the world of Flat IT. 

 

Waves have Evaporated to Form Clouds 

Analyst firms typically use words such as IT waves 

or eras in describing SMB IT adoption - client/

server wave, networking wave, Internet wave, etc. 

There is nothing wrong with this wave theory except 

now that there are no more waves left, all water is 

evaporating to form clouds. But some analysts still 

continue with that philosophy and call the coming 

wave as mobility wave. These do not do any good to 

either a vendor or the end-customer. Mobility start-

ed with notebooks & Wi-Fi. An SMB does not buy IT 

considering the wave, it does not even think wheth-

er the wave is waxing or waning. A typical SMB buys 

IT because it needs IT and the SMB with the help of 

channel partners becomes smart enough to under-

stand what IT to buy to make itself more efficient, 

productive and profitable.  

 

Waves were relevant more than a decade ago when 

technology products were evolving in piecemeal 

basis. Today all technologies are available at the 

same time and its adoption among SMBs is de-

pendent upon the business plan.   

 

Building Block IT 

Enter the building blocks. SMBs started off their 

journey into IT by unknowingly using simple building 

block concepts. Their first purchase was always a 

PC which served as the foundational block. When 

they added employees and file sharing became 

important, they built a network and added a server 

– the next block stacked up on the foundational 

block. When they reached a certain size they added 

more servers, the third and subsequent blocks 

became applications such as CRM, ERP and Line of 

business. All of these blocks could not be added 

without the existence of the previous block. Very 

soon when an SMB reached a mid-market level of 

operation, the blocks were neatly stacked one on 

top of another. And when the blocks became verti-

cally unstable, they brought in external experts 

such as consulting organizations to help manage 

these blocks and possibly break them into small 

chunks that could be easily maintained. SMBs 

looked for Enablement. 

 

IT vendors thrived. Dell concentrated on the foun-

dational block, Cisco connected the blocks, HP 

played with all block layers while IBM refocused to 

the top layers. Vendors like Microsoft, SAP and 

Oracle provided the layers that enabled the blocks.  

 

The process of an SMB growth and its relative 

steps to absorb IT were steady and predictable. 

Some SMBs stacked the blocks faster than others 

but steps to get to the top of the block were always 

same. It was also dependent upon the financial 

capacity of an SMB to the extent that those with 

large dollars available for investment built the 

blocks faster not necessarily having the same end-

results as SMBs with limited investment capabili-

ties and which moved slower. Call it cutting edge 

versus laggards, but such nomenclature also nev-

er proved that the cutting edge SMBs were more 

efficient or profitable than the laggards. IT ven-

dors and channels made money as they exploited 

the IT imbalance among various SMBs creating a 

race to reach the top of building blocks as fast as 

possible. 
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Flat IT 

Enter Flat IT. Cloud, mobility, virtualization, and managed services have effectively toppled the 

blocks down in one fell sweep and have laid everything flat on the table. SMBs are now automati-

cally empowered but they do not know it yet, because nobody has told them so directly. The con-

cept of cutting edge and laggard has been torn apart because it carries little meaning as SMBs 

now have a rich menu of solutions available that can be plugged into in a very short time. Now it is 

not a race to the top, but how can an SMB reach its full potential in the shortest period of time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In a Flat world, with Flat IT, similar technology is now available across all countries and gap be-

tween developing and developed worlds is narrowing. In some of the emerging markets, IT is not 

only Flat but leapfrogging technologies as building blocks are not fully present. Where converged 

infrastructure is becoming a possibility, Cloud services will be delivered via wireless.  

 

SMB IT has become Age & Size Agnostic 

SMBs need only buy a client centric device (PC, Tablets, Smart phones) to get started. The client 

centric blocks are mutating, from desktop PCs to Tablet PCs, but remain a same must have. Those 

who predict that PC is dead are not seeing the picture correctly. They are probably getting carried 

away by the current ―wave‖ of Tablet adoption. However, the nature and use of PC as the founda-

tional block has changed. An SMB today can start work immediately with a server storage or file 

sharing that resides in the cloud, use a smart phone that provides access to corporate information 

anytime and anywhere, have a CRM application that resides off-premises, a communications infra-

structure that is cost ef-

fective, and a line of busi-

ness applications that is 

plug-and-play; all enabled 

by a simple credit card 

payment system. 

 

This brings us to another 

point which relates to IT 

becoming Age and Size 

agnostic for SMBs. To-

day’s SMB is not required 

to wait to install servers or 

grow to a certain size of 

employees to have appli-

cations that make finan-

cial sense. But once 

again, we are getting 

ahead of ourselves. Let us 

look at the chart on the 

right. 
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òNow it is not a race to 

the top, but how can an 

SMB reach its full 

potential in the shortest 

period of time.ó 
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The building blocks as described earlier were also dependent upon age and size of an SMB. In a typical 

SMB, we saw that hardware equipment and software applications found their way into the workplace at 

almost predictable timeframes and size of business. For example, a network storage IT vendor would wait 

for an SMB to have a specific number of PCs and servers before pitching them storage. Similarly, a CRM 

software vendor would identify, profile and market to businesses that had infrastructure in place, as well as 

had a certain number of customers and employees before marketing to them the benefits of using such an 

application. These applications had to be necessarily used along with consulting, licensing, and upgrade 

fee and other peripheral costs which were only affordable by SMBs that had reached a certain size and had 

been in business for a certain period of time.  

 

SMB Transformation 

However, the future SMB is going through a transformation. No longer do they have to wait to reach a cer-

tain size or have a pre-defined age of business to use hardware equipment and software applications that 

make them efficient and productive quickly. Above all, if a channel and a vendor are able to demonstrate 

an ROI for an SMB, the uptake of such technologies can and usually start even when an SMB is a two em-

ployee company. Future SMB is desperately moving from Enablement to Empowerment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In a true sense, induction of IT within an SMB has become Age and Size agnostic. Today, a healthcare SMB 

such as a dentist can have all its patients’ records, calendar, diagnostics, x-rays, and other specifics reside 

off premises. All these facilities are available to a dentist from the day he starts his business. In terms of IT, 

they only require PCs with large displays, Tablets, and Smart phones. There are many more such examples 

of SMBs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SMBs are no longer clustered in one location. There are always exceptions such as a retail business; how-

ever, in the above example of a dental healthcare provider, the dentist now has the capability of maintain-

ing multiple locations, employing specialists who are not bound to any one location or dental business. This 

allows the dental organization to have a better reach. Similarly, SMBs are now able to hire and retain em-

ployees with relevant expertise who are geographically distributed. Additionally, these SMBs are able to 

outsource or even have their own back-end locations within labor arbitrage countries. Both within country 

and outside of country expansion becomes possible due to the IT which is now available at their disposal.  

òThe process of an SMBõs 

growth and steps to 

absorb IT are no longer 

steady and predictable.ó 
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Missed Dialogue 

IT has become Flat and SMBs are beginning to know about it and trying to understand its implica-

tions. Problem is that vendors are not having a direct dialogue with their SMB customers on the 

efficacy of Flat IT. They are all having an increased dialogue with their respective channel partners 

but are unable to equip their partners to the extent of utilizing the effects of Flat IT. Granted that 

the modified messaging is not easy but it is not enough to say that they have an SMB strategy or 

even more specifically, SMB Cloud or SMB Mobility strategy. 

 

Flat IT challenges the IT vendors and channel partners to thread the various components of IT into 

one integrated solution. This is important as SMBs are mostly wanting integrated solutions that 

limit complexity and therefore seek channel partners and vendors that are capable of such deliver-

ables. Unfortunately, very few channel partners currently do so—as few seem to embrace a holistic 

solution view which is making SMBs unsure of overall benefits and desire to spend. 

 

Not only is it important, but now is the perfect time for broad/solution vendors with large partner 

networks such as Cisco, HP, IBM, Dell, SAP and others to evaluate their partners, seek and cluster 

partners based on where they are with regards to capabilities of delivering complete solutions and 

introduce programs to support development.  

 

On the other hand, single product vendors should identify most complementary niche solution 

deployments, target and build strategic partnerships among vendors and channel partners to 

deliver holistic and easily deployable competencies and products. 

 

Analyst Speak 

In analyst speak, vendors have to help channel partners ramp up and focus on delivering Cloud 

and mobility based solutions that have higher relevancy to SMBs such as vertical industry solu-

tions. In order to accomplish this, channels need to go beyond technology knowledge and really 

understand the dynamics of industries their customers are part of. They need to become industry 

subject matter experts. Vendors need to look at their current set of horizontal products & solutions 

and develop case studies for utilizing them in a vertical setting. 

 

Vendors whose channel partners are able to deliver a suite of services that cut across Mobility, 

Cloud and Managed services will find SMBs that are willing to listen to them. The only course for 

channel partners and vendors is to find the optimal intersection of the three. These ―3-in-1‖ part-

ners will define the next channel landscape. The new channel landscape will cater to the needs of 

the new SMB worker. And the new SMB worker will be employed in a business environment that 

utilizes Flat IT.  

   

New Dialogue 

Traditionally, IT industry gets caught up in terminology such as Cloud, Mobility, Managed Services, 

Big Data and so on. No wonder SMBs deep understanding of Cloud is nebulous and means differ-

ent things to different businesses. Vendors and channels have a real opportunity here to tweak 

their messaging that take on a series of statements that explain what the Flat IT can do for SMBs 

in terms of functionality, operational cost, fix cost, profitability, and how it benefits their business 

plan. Or even in more simple terms, messaging such as: how can an SMB use a PC to connect to 

line of business applications faster, more securely, and from anywhere. We have begun to see 

some advertising from a few vendors. 

 

All layers which form the building blocks are collapsing rapidly, the internet (through cloud) is dis-

intermediating it. What is arguably changing in this paradigm is affecting software ownership/

delivery and servers/datacenter hardware requirements. A small business worker can access 

Office 365 from his notebook or tablet from Microsoft servers, co-located in a datacenter, hosted 

by Joe Hardware solutions, but he may not know that, and go about his business as normal. 

 

Building Block IT was mostly on premise whereas Flat IT can both be outsourced and insourced. 

SMBs have been going through transformations for a long period of time; however, today’s trans-

formation is more definitive and long lasting. Let us make the best of IT which is technology Need 

based and not technology Availability based.  
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and not Availability 

basedó 
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and Gartner. Techaisle conducts surveys with SMBs and channels to 

understand market trends, opportunities, buying behavior, purchase 

intent, and IT priorities. Techaisle offers its clients: SMB & Channels 

focused Syndicated Research, Custom Consulting, Market Forecast 

and SMB Segmentation.  

Techaisle 
San Jose, Redmond, Rome, Delhi  
 

Contact 

US: 408-914-2989 

EMEA: + 39-340-735-1725  

India: + 91-981-041-2226  

Inquiry@techaisle.com 

 

Blog: www.techaisle.com/blog 

 

www.techaisle.com 

 SMB Mobility Adoption and Trends including Tablets & Smart phones 

 Channel View– Trends & Challenges in offering SMB Mobility, Cloud & 

Managed Services Solutions 

 SMB Cloud Computing Adoption Reports 

 Small Business IT Priorities, Business Issues Reports 

Related Research Content 

mailto:Inquiry@techaisle.com?subject=Inquiry
http://www.techaisle.com/blog
http://www.techaisle.com
http://www.techaisle.com/toc/techaisle-smb-mobility-tablet-smartphone-report-table-of-contents.pdf
http://www.techaisle.com/toc/techaisle-smb-channel-view-table-of-contents.pdf
http://www.techaisle.com/toc/techaisle-smb-channel-view-table-of-contents.pdf
http://www.techaisle.com/techaisle-report-datasheet-smb-cloud-computing-adoption.pdf
http://www.techaisle.com/techaisle-report-datasheet-small-business-issues-it-priorities.pdf

