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Post-Covid: It’s greener on the other side

It has been a long time since it was possible to have a conversation that did not focus on the pandemic, but the channel is starting 
to emerge from the grip of Covid-19, with talks about hybrid working, upgrades and the importance of the environment.

Of course, I’m not naive enough to believe that most of the conversations that are being had now are not a direct response to 
the unprecedented events of the past 18 months, but this is a moment when the industry seems to be determined to go forward.

The channel is emerging from the shadow of the coronavirus 
pandemic with a clear sense that it can no longer be business as 
usual. Working will not be the same, and that will mean oppor-
tunities around hardware, infrastructure and security. And events 
might not be the same, with virtual alternatives clearly enjoyed by 
a sizeable audience.

But where the channel clearly has to change is around the environ-
ment, social and governance side of things. ESG is cropping up in an 
increasing number of discussions – and with the recent IPCC report 
talking of irreversible damage being done to the planet, the clock is 
clearly ticking. Politicians will gather in November in Glasgow for the 
Cop26 meetings, from which an agreement will hopefully emerge.

But in the meantime, an increasing number of people in the chan-
nel are starting to make a commitment to make a difference even before the guidelines are handed down.

There will be lots of talk about being carbon neutral and banishing plastics and improving product design and packaging. But 
the problem is bigger than that and ties into the other themes of hybrid working and employee well-being. This is perhaps the 
biggest opportunity to rewrite how we all work and live, with the emphasis being on asking about sustainabilty on every front –  
environmental, mental and financial. n

Simon Quicke, editor
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MSPs upbeat but wary of rising competition
A report from Datto reveals widespread optimism among managed service providers,  
but also finds signs that the battle for customers is intensifying. Simon Quicke reports

Interest across the channel in the managed service model has 
continued to rise, with the coronavirus pandemic only accel-
erating that trend over the past year.

Datto has made efforts to try to capture the mood of the market 
in its latest Global state of the MSP report, with the main findings 
reinforcing the idea that this is becoming the dominant delivery 
model in the channel.

The firm found there was plenty of positivity among UK man-
aged service providers (MSPs), with 98% agreeing that now 
was a good time to be an MSP and 81% reporting that they 
came through the pandemic with revenues either unchanged 
or improved. That sense of optimism could also be seen in 
the 97% of UK MSPs that expected revenues to increase over  
the next three years.

AreAs of concern
When it came to hunting out the potential problems, Datto 
found that revenue growth, competition and profitability were 
all issues that caused concern for MSPs.

On a technical front, security remained top of the pile for 
those MSPs looking to help SME customers with their top 

demands. Almost all (99%) of those quizzed by Datto for the 
report said they offered a managed security service. That can 
come from different sources, with UK channel players happy 
to offer co-managed security tools, partner with a managed 
security service provider (MSSP) or with some other form of  
security expert.

The impact of the pandemic could also be seen in the atti-
tudes towards cloud, with 58% of UK respondents indicating 
that between 50% and 75% of their customers’ workloads were 
now in the cloud. Those included email servers, databases and 
application servers. In terms of the public cloud players, Amazon 
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Web Services (AWS) leads the way, slightly ahead of Microsoft 
Azure, with Google Cloud coming in third.

The global picture showed that increased competition was 
the main concern for MSPs, with it clear that there was a lot at 
stake for those that had gained “trusted adviser” status with a 
small to medium-sized enterprise (SME) customer. This is the 
first time competition has topped the list of global concerns, 
which Datto saw as a sign that the MSP market was maturing 
and there was pressure on partners to offer differentiated and 
relevant solutions.

Demand for security and an increasing shift by users towards 
the cloud were also seen across the world. The majority of those 
responding to the research agreed that those areas offered 
opportunities going forward.

“Businesses have had to rethink operations and explore new 
avenues for managed services,” said Tim Weller, CEO of Datto. 
“Over the past year and a half, MSPs were the unsung heroes 
for SMEs, enabling them to run their business while the MSPs 
themselves faced many of the same challenges of remote/

hybrid work and economic uncertainty. This accelerated MSP 
and SME digital transformation. 

“This research reflects that MSPs are focused on cloud migra-
tion, increased collaboration and investment in security solutions. 
With this new mindset, MSPs can support SMEs for the transfor-
mation to come,” added Weller.

Looking to improve
The research reflected the state of the market. David Carr, 
director at ATG, said MSPs were already responding to chang-
ing customer needs. “Ensuring all systems are fully secure is the 
essential foundation of our business,” he said. “Our clients are 
no longer fearful of putting their critical data in the cloud – there 
has been a culture shift as they have learned to rely on us to 
keep their data safe. As that trusted MSSP, it is our job to recom-
mend services to clients which will enhance their productivity 
and processes, all in a secure way.”

Andrew Allen, chief executive at Aabyss, said the emergence 
of competition as the main global concern also gave MSPs some 
food for thought. “While the report revealed that MSP revenue 
will increase over the next three years, 34% of respondents cited 
competition as their biggest concern,” he said. 

“It is encouraging that MSPs are striving to improve standards 
with greater technology adoption. However, the challenge is 
that technologists do not tend to be business leaders. Therefore, 
it is recognised within the MSP community that to remain com-
petitive and grow revenue, there is a clear need for education in 
business management.” n
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Digital a major part of strategy at Nuvias
Distributor is extending its online tools for resellers that want to use them and its recently  
acquired Cloud Distribution business has been adding to its portfolio, writes Simon Quicke

Nuvias is expecting its recently rolled-out digital tools to 
save partners time and add more value to the personal 
contact the firm has with resellers.

In July, the distributor launched Nuvias Digital, a range of tools 
for partners to use, including managing subscriptions and con-
tracts, tracking orders and deliveries in real time, and getting a 
sight of inventory and lead times.

Karl Roe, vice-president of digital transformation and cus-
tomer success at the Nuvias Group, said this was just the start 
of increasing digital tools for the channel and it would be adding 
more depth to the offering over time.

Roe said it had been building more digital processes into the 
way it did business and the recent launch was a chance to go pub-
lic with those investments and share them with partners. “We felt 
this was the time to bring that to the reseller channel because 
there’s a demand for self-service,” he said.

Roe said it was important for the distributor to be able to sup-
port resellers in any way they wanted to communicate and track 
orders, both online and with traditional methods. He was keen 
to stress that the firm was not pushing the channel into making 

decisions about how it interacts with the distributor, but rather 
giving them more options. “Bringing this on as an option, and 
making this a balancing act between the human interaction and a 
digital interaction, is the most important bit for us,” he said.

“There is definitely a requirement to have a digital engagement, 
as well as a personal engagement. That’s why we’ve done it. We’re 
definitely not replacing one with another, we’re adding to it. When 
we’ve got people talking, they’re talking about real opportunity 
and being creative around solutions and opportunities for their 
users and our vendors, instead of talking about where’s my order.”

Making a comparison with choosing which workloads stay on-
premise and which go into the cloud, Roe said there were simi-
lar choices to be made about which processes went digital and 
which remained physical.

He added that increasing its digital offering was a major part 
of the channel player’s strategy, as it was clear that the channel 
wanted choice, so it had to provide more options for customers.

“It’s a one-to-one engagement of customers that are register-
ing for Nuvias Digital, and access to the digital toolset,” he said. 
“We’re walking through one by one, and learning together what’s 

ANALYSIS
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relevant for them, and also taking the input of what should be 
coming on future versions of Nuvias Digital.”

Meanwhile, Cloud Distribution, which was recently acquired by 
Nuvias, has unveiled its first vendor signing since the acquisition, 
with Deep Instinct added to the portfolio. Deep Instinct, which 
uses deep learning to identify threats before they become a major 
problem, recently landed $100m in Series D funding to support its 
go-to-market strategy and said earlier this year that it was keen 
to work with more managed security service providers (MSSPs).

Adam Davison, chief strategy officer at Cloud Distribution, said 
the portfolio would benefit from the vendor’s technology, particu-
larly given the rising levels of threats. “The recent global explosion 
of ransomware attacks breaking through traditional defences illus-
trates the need for a new, highly innovative approach that stops 
cyber attacks in their tracks,” he said. “We see a huge opportunity 
for channel partners currently selling Microsoft Defender or XDR 
and EDR solutions to offer Deep Instinct’s prevention platform as 
an additional layer of defines to stop ransomware and phishing 
attacks including mutations that haven’t even been invented.” 

In response, Graham Howton, channel and MSSP manager at 
Deep Instinct, said the relationship was part of ongoing plans 
to increase its channel activity. “We’re 100% committed to the 
channel model and investing heavily in developing the ecosys-
tem for our chosen channel partners to be hugely successful,” he 
said. “Cloud Distribution is the ideal partner for us as it is uniquely 
positioned to support us in growing our channel to help our part-
ners gain net-new logo customers and drive services revenues at 
a time of meteoric growth in our business.” n

Karl Roe, Nuvias: 
“There is definitely a 
requirement to have 

a digital engagement, 
as well as a personal 

engagement”
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Anyone old enough to remember the “data deluge”? It 
seems like an age ago now, although it is probably only 
two years or so since we were being warned of floods of 

data heading our way that threatened to overwhelm many busi-
nesses. Those were the days of “throwing storage at the problem”.

But what no one realised at the time was that the tidal wave 
of data wasn’t as bad as it was being painted. In fact, what was 
happening was that businesses storing ever-increasing amounts 
of data were not being deluged by it – they were, in fact, becom-
ing “data rich”.

In June, as reported by MicroScope, HPE CEO Antonio Neri 
said the world was moving from the “information era” of data-
rich customers to the “age of insight”. The even better news for 
all those data-rich customers was that they were destined to 
become even richer because data was being generated “at an 
amazing pace, and that pace is unstoppable”.

UnLocking dAtA riches
There was one hitch. They needed to find a way to unlock all that 
wealth they were accumulating so they could make use of it.

The good news is that IT companies like HPE are now putting 
forward products and services that help customers to improve 
insights into their ever-increasing volumes of data.

You have to admit, it’s very good of IT companies to help cus-
tomers get value out of the data that the technology they bought 
from IT companies has had such a hand in generating and storing.

OPINION

Welcome to the 
age of insight
HPE CEO Antonio Neri talked at the company’s 
recent shindig of the need to give customers 
insights into their data, but Billy MacInnes 
wonders just how easy that will be
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Curmudgeons might ask whether it would have been better to 
reduce the volumes of data at an earlier stage by developing tech-
nology that could define and dispose of unimportant or worthless 
data before it had to be stored.

The immediate retort might be along the lines of: “Who decides 
what data is valuable and what isn’t? Who is to say that some-
thing which appears insignificant now might generate valuable 
insights further into the future?”

That’s fair comment, but it’s beyond dispute that some data is 
valuable and some isn’t. Having lots of data doesn’t necessarily 
make your company richer. Having good data does. 

This makes the process of defining how “data rich” you are 
slightly problematic. It turns out that it’s not about how much 
data you “have”, so even as the pace of data generation becomes 
unstoppable, it might not make you any data richer. 

In fact, it could make you poorer if more of that data is of limited 
or no value but you still have to store it, because it means your 
company will be spending more to keep the data, but working 
harder to find the good stuff. 

No wonder IT companies are bringing forward technologies 
that are designed to help customers glean insights from those 
growing volumes of data.

knock-on effects
There is a parallel here with the ever-growing problem of 
e-waste being generated by the IT industry. While much of 
the emphasis and energy is on recycle and reuse, little is being 
done about the most important factor in the growing prolifera-
tion of devices: consumption.

The simplest way to cut e-waste, but the one that is mentioned 
least, is to reduce the consumption of devices and scale back 
manufacturing cycles. The same applies to data. The less we gen-
erate at the start of the process, the less we have to deal with 
further down the track.

You don’t have to be data rich to arrive at the insight that we 
have a terrible habit of letting things get to the point where we 
have to deal with their after-effects rather than addressing them 
at source before they can become a problem. n
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Initially spurred on by the Covid-induced shift to remote work-
ing, many companies are turning to cloud-based platforms 
such as Microsoft Teams for an easy-to-deploy, cost-effective 

solution. Cloud-based systems are now becoming an inevitabil-
ity – analyst research demonstrated a 16.3% decline in traditional 
infrastructure while public cloud spend surpassed $10bn.

There are many reasons why cloud-based collaborative solu-
tions are ideal for businesses operating contact centres remotely 
and on-premise, and why platforms such as Microsoft Teams are 
ideal – and not just because they can be deployed rapidly. The 
popularity of Teams is rising as it matures and broadens in capa-
bilities. This has been fast-forwarded by global events that have 
sparked major demand for greater collaboration between remote 
users, but Teams is now a highly mature platform in its own right. 
With Skype for Business service on course to be phased out, shift-
ing from one Microsoft platform to another is a logical move.

Teams has grown from 75 million daily users in April 2020 
to 145 million in April 2021 due to business continuity efforts 
and remote work strategies. Since the annual major update in 
November, there has been a further huge boost in Teams capabil-
ity, improving the user experience and enhancing developer tools.

Typically, standalone, “off the shelf” unified communications 
(UC) platforms require further integrated software to make them 
suitable for roles such as dedicated contact centre operations, 
consistently delivering the high level of customer experience that 
today’s consumers expect as a minimum standard.

Microsoft is continually expanding its Graph API (application 
programming interface); once this reaches completion, solution 

EXPERT VIEW
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for contact centre 
of the future
Anne-Meine Gramsma, chief commercial  
officer at ContactCenter4All, discusses  
the case for shifting to cloud-based  
contact centre-as-a-service solutions
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developers will be able to add further features to ensure a con-
sistently high-quality contact centre experience. Businesses need 
extra functionalities such as call recording, queue monitoring, 
interactive voice response and reporting on top of Teams.

Teams also offers excellent third-party integration capabili-
ties, allowing businesses to deploy dedicated, cloud-based con-
tact centre solutions on top of their existing Teams deployment. 
These offer powerful extra features such as omnichannel, skill-
based routing, call-back capability, queue recording, reporting 
and enhanced supervisory and operator capabilities. This enables 
supervisors to listen in and “barge in” to agent-customer interac-
tions for assistance with particularly challenging queries.

third-pArty integrAtion
For companies looking to migrate from legacy in-house systems 
to Teams and integrated contact centre software, a phased migra-
tion can make this a seamless experience and avoid the need 
for disinvestments from an existing deployment. Businesses still 
assessing their approach to migration are advised to consult 
with a trusted partner and discuss how to shift in this way.

At this initial stage, businesses can identify workflows, assess 
department suitability for migration and develop a proof-of-con-
cept for migration. It is important to identify systems and depart-
ments that can be shifted early on, then gradually broaden this 
migration, retaining the legacy system where necessary. Flexible 
cloud-based deployments greatly accelerate this shift.

The shift to Teams should be swift and cost-neutral. The bot-
tom line is unaffected if deployment is handled correctly with a 

fit-for-purpose partner. Contact centre-as-a-service (CCaaS) 
offers the flexibility to migrate in a staggered way, on-boarding 
staff at a measured pace without incurring significant costs. This 
“pay as you go” model also enables businesses to scale up capac-
ity during surge periods of high demand.

Whether businesses opt for Teams or an alternative platform, 
cloud-based solutions will be key for ensuring business continuity 
in the event of future disruption. Yet many regions are at varying 
levels of maturity in their cloud adoption journey.

In Europe, remote working is much more advanced than other 
regions, with many contact centres shifting to fully remote opera-
tions during the pandemic. These firms are playing the waiting 
game and assessing the options for migrating to a more advanced 
platform before pushing ahead, but are well-placed to begin 
exploring a phased migration of departments and operations.

remote working the norm
Remote working is ultimately on course to remain the norm, with 
many large companies already starting to offer the choice for 
staff to return to the office or remain working from home indefi-
nitely. First-quarter surveys of UK workers are already demon-
strating positive opinions of continued remote work, with others 
keen to split their working time between home and office work.

With many firms keen to establish flexible, modern working 
strategies, setting up cloud-based contact centre facilities with 
remote working capabilities should be a top priority. A proven 
UC platform such as Teams will be central to the success of any 
CCaaS approach. n

EXPERT VIEW
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A fter more than a year of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
there are signs of a partial return to normality as vac-
cination rates increase. But what will that normality 
consist of? As Bob Dylan once remarked: “You can 

always come back, but you can’t come back all the way.”
So what lasting effects have the pandemic and lockdown had 

on partner relationships with vendors, and how will they affect 
how the channel operates in 2021 and beyond?

solidarity in tHe cHannel
David Watts, UK & Ireland managing director at Tech Data, says: 
“There is much more of an interdependency, both up and down 
the supply chain, between vendors, distributors and the part-
ner businesses that are directly serving the needs of customers. 
This interdependency exists at many levels. With the increased 
adoption of cloud services and of subscription- and services-
based business models, that is going to become an even more 
ingrained part of channel relationships.”

Nash Kapoor, vice-president of sales for Northern Europe 
at Alsid, agrees that the pandemic helped to reinforce a sense 
of solidarity across the IT supply chain. “Although Covid took  
everyone by surprise, how the channel collectively responded 
to the pandemic had similarities to how it reacted following the 
2008 financial crash,” he says. “It brought everyone together. 
You can tell a lot about people and organisations from how they 
respond to a crisis, and in my experience, everyone from vendors, 
disties and partners banded together to ensure everyone survived 
the overnight implementation of radical digital transformation.”

The lasTing impacT  
of coronavirus
Life is starting to move back towards 
a more normal footing, but will things 
ever be quite the same in the channel? 
Billy MacInnes reports

MANAGING CHANGE
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Antony Byford, managing director at Westcon UK & Ireland, 
says: “The pandemic gave the industry the opportunity to 
demonstrate empathy for one another. Under normal circum-
stances, companies are going through different economic cycles 
at different times, so they don’t always align. With unforeseen 
global events like the pandemic, it’s a real leveller for the busi-
ness community. We’re all going through this together and it 
has opened the door to real, honest conversations in the chan-
nel about availability, credit and what is realistic when it comes 
to value-added deliverables.”

Kevin Bland, director of partner and alliances at Red Hat, says 
conversations with partners “have been more direct and honest 
than ever and have led to some of the most productive discus-
sions I can remember in recent years”.

He adds: “Since the pandemic, partners have been clearer to 
us about where their priorities lie and where they want our help. 

This usually develops over time, but we are finding this is now 
happening immediately since everybody’s priorities and targets 
have been thrown into sharp focus by the pandemic.”

Bland speaks of an “increased honesty” that has led to “more 
direct conversations” over what Red Hat’s partners’ goals are, 
“and a better understanding of exactly how we can both work 
together to help achieve them”.

Rachel Rothwell, regional director of UK & Western Europe at 
Zyxel Networks, says partners are “much more trusting in our 
relationships, but this has been earned as they now expect a 
much higher level of support and engagement”.

She adds that Zyxel is sharing more responsibility alongside 
its partners and is much closer to customers’ projects. “This 
is instead of the traditional transactional dynamic, where they 
would come to us just for specific products and manage the pro-
cess themselves,” she says. 

MANAGING CHANGE

“since The pandemic, parTners have been clearer To us 
abouT where Their prioriTies lie and where They wanT 
our help. everybody’s prioriTies and TargeTs have

been Thrown inTo sharp focus by The pandemic”
Kevin BlanD, reD HaT
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Greg Jones, EMEA business development director at Datto, 
doesn’t beat about the bush. “If partners have not seen a change 
in their vendor relationships over the past 18 months, they 
should be asking themselves why and considering if they are the 
right vendor for them moving forward,” he says.

communicating virtually
In terms of how the pandemic changed the dynamic of the 
relationship between channel partners and vendors, the cur-
tailment of physical face-to-face meetings had a dramatic, but 
often beneficial, effect.

Suzanne Swanson, vice-president global partners at Trustwave, 
says that without “in-person networking, such as having dinner 
or playing golf”, the company has “had to lean on other ways of 
building relationships that strengthen how we work together to 
drive success for our customers”. 

Swanson says it is no surprise that video calls and virtual events 
“were the main tools we turned to for relationship building”, but 
the consequences were surprisingly positive. “We found that 
we were actually connecting with our partners even more fre-
quently and still able to communicate on a personal level in the 
virtual space,” she adds. “While we certainly look forward to 
connecting with our partners in person, connecting virtually has 
given our relationships a different dynamic.”

Daryl Brick, Europe, Middle East and Africa (EMEA) vice- 
president for partner sales at Cradlepoint, says that the speed at 
which his company does business has been “positively affected” 
by the pandemic. “The lockdowns and various travel restrictions 

MANAGING CHANGE

Trustwave’s Suzanne 
Swanson says the firm 
had to find alternative 

ways of building its 
customer relationships
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have meant we’ve all had to communicate from our home 
offices, but this has proved to be incredibly successful,” he says.

Brick has been able to meet more partner executives dur-
ing the pandemic than he would normally, adding: “The lack of 
travel to meet partners in person has also resulted in fewer train 
journeys, flights and miles in the car, which has enabled us to 
reduce our carbon footprint.”

John Brown, director of EMEA channels at Menlo Security, 
says people are “more often than not easier to get hold of in 
the pandemic”, adding: “It’s acceptable to video call someone 
straight off the bat in normal working hours. Also, reduced travel 
time and fatigue have resulted in much happier and more pro-
ductive executives on both sides of the fence.”

David Friend, CEO at Wasabi, says channel partners have 
reported enjoying a great year. “Granted, there are conse-
quences from having very little face-to-face contact, but I think 
we’re all functioning at a much higher level of productivity,” he 

says. “We’re becoming more accomplished, growing our busi-
nesses faster and wasting less time. Because we’ve all been in 
the same boat with respect to travel, nobody has to worry about 
being ‘left out’ because they’re not showing up in person for 
every meeting. I don’t think we’ll ever want to go back to the 
way we were working before the pandemic.”

Meg Brennan, vice-president for global channels at Riverbed 
Technology, says that by removing travel as a job requirement, 
the pandemic has “created far more opportunities for diversity 
and cross-border collaborations, adding: “Now that everyone 
is extremely accustomed to meeting this way, we believe that 
even when face-to-face meetings return, many meetings with 
partners will remain virtual.”

 There are benefits to remote contact and lots of Zoom calls, 
according to Scott Harrison, UK & Ireland channel sales director 
at Vertiv. He believes Covid-19 has forced partners and vendors 
to get to know each other in ways they wouldn’t have before.

MANAGING CHANGE

“we’re becoming more accomplished, growing our businesses 
fasTer and wasTing less Time. i don’T Think we’ll ever wanT To 
go back To The way we were working before The pandemic”
DaviD FrienD, WasaBi
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“From children and pets on Zoom calls, to sneak peaks into 
people’s homes, these virtual interactions have provided more 
personal insights into colleagues, which have proven invaluable 
for building relationships,” he says. 

“When the restrictions ease and there is a return to a sem-
blance of normality, partners and vendors will be catching up 
in person, which will be fantastic for sharing ideas and boosting 
innovation. However, the pandemic has highlighted alternative 
ways of building and maintaining relationships. Using in-person 
and online engagement smartly will be important as we transi-
tion to a hybrid way of working.”

David Weeks, senior director of partner experience at N-able, 
takes a similar line: “Amid all the chaos, the relationship with 
our MSP [managed service provider] partners has become a lot 
more personal, even though video calls put space and distance 
between us. Instead of formal office meetings, I am inviting 
partners (virtually) into my home to catch up. This does a lot 
to break down barriers and means we can speak more freely to 
each other as partners looking to achieve a shared goal.”

Paul Flannery, vice-president of international sales at Epicor, 
outlines another effect of virtual and video meetings. “Channel 
partners have had to adapt to a sales environment which has 
none of the personal cues they’re used to,” he says. “There is 
now a limited window for reading body language. All you’ve got 
when you enter the Zoom meeting is your product, your brief, 
your industry expertise and your principles.”

Andy Bogdan, head of UK SMB channel at Kaspersky, predicts 
that productivity levels will increase in the post-Covid world of 

Vertiv’s Scott Harrison says virtual interactions has encouraged 
more personal and valuable insights into colleagues’ lives
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work. “Many businesses in the channel will utilise and promote 
their remote services even further as working from home/out 
of the office becomes more prominent,” he says. “Time spent 
travelling across the country to meet people, going to events 
or meetings will be minimised as virtual meetings and events 
become the norm, giving us more time to undertake higher-
value tasks.”

Bogdan believes the pandemic has shown the channel, and 
everyone who works within it, a new way of working, “and I am 
confident that the opportunity to change won’t be missed”.

tHe need for balance
But Alsid’s Kapoor warns that virtual meetings are not a 
replacement for in-person engagements. “We’d do well to 
recognise that virtual versus in-person meetings is not a zero-
sum game,” he says. “The pandemic did not promote flexible 
working, but the opposite. Being forced to work from home is, 

by definition, inflexible. There will be an over-compensation 
for in-person meetings as the country reopens and people are 
keen to meet up again in person. The hybrid approach will see 
everyone rush out, but then I think it will settle, and we’ll be 
doing meetings when we can over video conferencing. So parts 
of the shift are here to stay.”

Mick Bradley, EMEA vice-president at Arcserve, argues that 
after 12 months of channel partners and customers trying to do 
their jobs “from the confines of their living rooms, I think we’re all 
itching to find out how we can explore face-to-face meetings”.

But there will need to be a balance, he adds: “It won’t be that 
we wake up one day and head straight out on the road, but it’s 
crucial that the more familiar techniques of wining, dining and 
general interaction is not lost, so investing money as we come 
out of lockdown will be key to achieving that.”

Bradley thinks the channel’s role going forward will be to “moti-
vate and create enjoyable relationships between customers and 

“many businesses wiThin The channel will uTilise and 
promoTe Their remoTe services even furTher as working  
from home/ouT of The office becomes more prominenT”
anDy BogDan, HeaD oF UK smB cHannel aT KaspersKy
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suppliers”, and that will be crucial to accommodating a return 
to normal life post-lockdown. “A key thing to remember here is 
that there will be a lot of tired and bored people post-lockdown,” 
he adds. “Culturally, there needs to be a big investment in enjoy-
ing relationships and driving engagement.”

Gareth Meyer, head of operations at Ultima, highlights the 
effects of the “instant availability of everyone” due to the lock-
down and the forced shift to remote working. “While compa-
nies could accelerate their go-to-market strategies by having 
improved access to our partners and their executive sponsors, 
there was a downside to instant availability and the effect of the 
‘always on’ mentality that we have all developed,” he says.

Wellness and mental HealtH
As a consequence, many vendors have instigated “wellness” 
days to help employees have proper downtime and the oppor-
tunity to reset, says Meyer. “At Ultima, for example, all employ-
ees, aside from our support desk staff, took a wellness day and 
downed tools on one Thursday. The feedback from partners 
and employees was extremely positive. We all need to evaluate 
how we work going forwards with the expectation that everyone 
should always be available.”

Well-being is an issue that Andrew Corcoran, UK & Ireland 
channel sales director at VMware, also chooses to concentrate 
on. He speaks of “a welcome focus” on employee well-being and 
mental health throughout the pandemic at the company, “and 
the channel in the UK and Ireland has responded in a similar 
fashion by supporting their employees and partners”.

VMware’s Andrew 
Corcoran says he 

values the increased 
focus on well-being 

and mental health

MANAGING CHANGE

http://www.microscope.co.uk
https://www.computerweekly.com/microscope/news/252498873/Ultima-CEO-talks-of-digital-strategy
https://searchcio.techtarget.com/FlexibleIT/VMware-Your-Way-With-Kubernetes


microscope.co.uk September 2021 18

Home

Editor’s comment

MSPs upbeat but wary 
of rising competition

Digital a major part  
of strategy at Nuvias

Welcome to the  
age of insight

CCaS is role model  
for contact centre  
of the future

The lasting impact  
of coronavirus

Disaster recovery  
for SMEs: Five key  
areas to consider

Five-minute interview: 
F5’s Neill Burton talks 
chickens, buzzwords  
and doing the right thing

Channel comment: 
Walking in customers’ 
shoes to understand 
and deliver exactly  
what they need

The heightened understanding of working remotely and the 
relationship with productivity from the business perspec-
tive has seen many channel part-
ners in the UK and Ireland report 
growth throughout the past year,  
says Corcoran. 

“Placing an importance on 
employee well-being and their 
mental health has delivered results 
the cynics would not have thought 
possible as they started their jour-
ney working from home last year. 
When the restrictions are finally 
lifted, I have no doubt that the focus on well-being will remain.”

sailing rougH seas
Dave Henderson, co-founder of cyber specialist value-added 
reseller (VAR) BlueFort Security, argues that it hasn’t always 
been plain sailing, as many vendors and distributors traditionally 
reliant on a face-to-face relationship model struggled to shift to 
an online presence because they were not digitally native.

“Communication between the various channel partners and 
their customers has undoubtedly taken a hit,” says Henderson, 
and many vendors took their policy approach to Covid-19 from 
their US headquarters. This led to a misalignment with con-
ditions and customer requirements on the ground in the UK. 
There has been no expectation of any particular cadence of 
contact between vendors, distributors and VARs. The net result 

is that unless a conscious effort to keep in touch is made, in 
some cases, considerable amounts of time have passed without 

vendors, distributors and resellers 
hearing from each other.”

Many vendors “struggled to 
operate and understand the mul-
tiple video-conferencing tools that 
they need to communicate with 
their customers”, says Henderson. 
“Nevertheless, some superstars 
have emerged, and – through 
a mixture of innovative online 
events and sheer determina-

tion – they have managed to hold together and develop their  
customer relationships.”

The pivot to remote working also led to an increase in the num-
ber of transactional errors with distribution, he adds: “Accuracy 
has suffered for sure. And, perhaps most worrying of all, sur-
prisingly lax security practices in the distribution/vendor supply 
chain communications have been exposed.”

Looking back over the past 12 months, Riverbed Technology’s 
Brennan says the vendor’s relationships with partners and dis-
tributors “have strengthened in a way they wouldn’t have had 
we not experienced this pandemic together”, adding: “There 
is a strong sense that we have weathered a storm together 
with our distributors and channel partners. As a result, there 
is a much higher level of trust, commitment and loyalty than  
previously experienced.” n

“There is a sTrong sense ThaT 
we have weaThered a sTorm 

TogeTher wiTh our disTribuTors 
and channel parTners”

meg Brennan, riverBeD TecHnology

MANAGING CHANGE

http://www.microscope.co.uk
https://www.computerweekly.com/news/252482041/Coronavirus-Remote-working-and-mental-health
https://www.computerweekly.com/news/252482041/Coronavirus-Remote-working-and-mental-health
https://www.computerweekly.com/news/252482041/Coronavirus-Remote-working-and-mental-health
https://www.bluefort.com/


microscope.co.uk September 2021 19

Over the past 18 months, businesses of all sizes have 
learned to live with disruption. As lockdowns forced 
offices to close, organisations moved to remote 
working en masse.

For some, this was new territory. For others, it was part of an 
existing business continuity and disaster recovery (DR) plan. 
Staff working from laptops with data in the cloud is an estab-
lished way of coping with incidents that can range from power 
outages to natural disasters.

Disaster recovery plans have long been common for enter-
prises and large public sector bodies, but they are equally vital 
to smaller organisations. If a small or medium-sized enterprise 
(SME) supplies enterprises or government, a DR plan is often 
mandated. But many of the principles behind disaster recovery 
planning apply regardless of the business’s size. And technol-
ogy, especially cloud-based services, is making disaster recov-
ery more accessible to SMEs.

1. disaster recovery, or backup and recovery?
Disaster recovery is often viewed as a purely technical exercise, 
focused around data backup and restoration. Although protect-
ing data is still a key part of any disaster recovery process – no 
organisation will survive if it cannot recover its data – DR is 
broader than that.

A DR plan needs to consider how data is protected. This is 
vital to deal with potential failures caused by software or hard-
ware problems, but also environmental incidents, such as the 
recent flooding across the UK and continental Europe.

DisasTer recovery for smes: 
five key areas To consiDer

Stephen Pritchard looks at key disaster recovery considerations for 
SMEs, including why backup is not enough, how to create a disaster 

recovery plan, best-practice DR testing and DR as a service 
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Planners need to consider how and where the business will 
operate in a recovery situation. This includes physical prem-
ises, including failover or recovery workspaces, and the ability of 
employees to work from home.

The organisation will also need to consider replacement 
equipment, in the event that existing hardware is damaged, 
destroyed or inaccessible. This 
includes laptops, tablets and 
other endpoint devices, but also 
communications and networking 
equipment, and servers and stor-
age for on-premise systems.

Most SMEs will not be able to 
afford duplicate datacentres or 
standby servers. In some cases, 
organisations will be able to failover 
to the cloud or use the cloud tem-
porarily. For others, the recovery 
strategy will mean obtaining and setting up new hardware in 
order to recover applications and data. The key to any approach, 
however, is planning.

2. dr planning: not if, but WHen
Over the past few years, organisations have moved from working 
on the basis that a disaster could happen, to a recognition that 
disaster will happen. This has been partially driven by the growth 
in cyber crime, especially ransomware. Meanwhile, the pan-
demic has pushed disaster recovery up the corporate agenda.

Regardless of size, organisations need to start with a DR plan 
that sets out what should be done in the case of a disaster and, 
critically, who will do it. The plan should be comprehensive, 
reviewed and practised. 

CIOs need to understand where their data and critical sys-
tems are, how they are backed up, and how they should be 

recovered. With organisations 
operating a growing number of IT 
systems, they may well need to 
prioritise a staged recovery, too. It 
will not be possible to spin up all 
systems at once. Once the CIO or 
the project team has agreed the 
plan, it needs to be communicated 
across the organisation.

All too often, organisations fail 
because of a lack of prepara-
tion, says Tony Lock of analysts 

Freeform Dynamics. “DR is far more than IT system recovery 
at a technical and data level,” he points out. “Beyond the tech 
and data, it is essential to make sure that recovery processes are 
well understood, including who is going to take responsibility for 
initiating the recovery and covering any costs incurred. Do staff 
know where to go and how to be contacted, and are the recovery 
processes clearly written and easy to find in an emergency?”

Organisations also need to look at their supply chains, and 
how they depend on others for the supply of goods, services, 
and even data.

BUSINESS SECURITY
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“Firms often fail to consider third-party dependencies, and 
rarely examine inter-company arrangements, but in a disas-
ter, their priorities aren’t necessarily going to be aligned with 
yours,” says Adam Stringer, a business resilience expert at PA 
Consulting, adding that a clear plan will help to identify these 
dependencies and how an organisation would function if a key 
supplier fails.

3. risk and recovery
In order to plan, CIOs and business resilience managers need to 
understand the risks and the requirements for the business to 
return to normal operations.

The key metrics used in disaster recovery – regardless of busi-
ness size – are the recovery point objective (RPO) and the recov-
ery time objective (RTO). 

RTO is how quickly data needs to be recovered, and acces-
sible. For some systems, this will be measured in seconds; in 
others, it might be hours or even days. 

The RPO is how much data the organisation can lose. Again, 
some organisations will have a very low tolerance for data loss.

For RPO and RTO, not all systems will be equal. Some, such 
as customer-facing applications or those with regulated data, 
will have fast recovery times and a low threshold for data loss. 
Others will be less critical, or updated less frequently. The key is 
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for planners to work with the business to understand the priori-
ties and timescales.

Planners also need to consider RPO and RTO in terms of 
threats, says Stephen Young, director at DR and cloud backup 
company AssureStor. He pinpoints the risks of data theft and 
data loss as key considerations, along with RPO and RTO.

4. test and test again
Disaster recovery planning is 
not finished once the plan is in 
place, however. Organisations 
need to communicate the plan 
– and test it

“Firms may have written 
plans and procedures, but 
they may not be practical 
or widely known and aren’t 
actually then applied in a 
crisis,” says PA Consulting’s 
Stringer. “They need a clear 
decision-making structure and play-
books that have been agreed and refined 
through practice and testing, plus easy-
to-understand approaches like a gold, silver and bronze com-
mand structure. These are more practical use to firms during a 
disaster than a detailed 100-page manual.”

Organisations also need to consider who will manage the cri-
sis response. This might not always be the managing director or 

CEO; it could be the head of finance or the IT director. The key 
is to ensure everyone knows who will take charge, and how they 
will communicate.

Freeform Dynamics’ Lock agrees. “Testing will consume time 
and budget, but without it, the odds are that the recovery will at 
best be incomplete or slow,” he says. “At worst, either it will not 

work, will take far too long for the business, or may lose 
important information.”

Testing should be regular, with DR 
experts suggesting once a year as 

a bare minimum. Critical sys-
tems might need testing at 
least monthly.

5. draas and saas options
Smaller firms, however, will not 
have access to large IT teams 

that can build duplicate  
IT systems.
Fortunately, the cloud offers 

various alternative options, rang-
ing from dedicated disaster recovery-as-

a-service (DRaaS) providers to business 
applications such as Microsoft Office 365.

Office 365, Google Workspace and cloud-based enterprise 
applications enable a business to recover much of its operations 
as long as its staff have access to a web browser. Cloud storage 
can also be a lifeline. n
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morning, neill. tell us WHat you do for a living.
Hello! I’m director of channels and alliances for F5 in the UK 
and Ireland, and I’m responsible for growing the joint business 
of F5 and its local partners.

WHy are you tHe rigHt person for tHis job?
I’ve spent the past 20 years working in the channel, mostly as a 
salesperson for a partner. I believe my experience in selling and 
running business units as a partner, and having gained a clear 
understanding of what is important, has helped me to develop 
meaningful programmes and initiatives for our partners at F5.

During my time running channel sales for vendors, I’ve always 
challenged the partnering principles and programmes that 
involve a lot of words but little action.

WHat gets you up in tHe morning?
Well, I can’t say the past year has exactly been a lie-in! I’ve 
probably worked harder and longer than I’ve ever done before, 
driven in part by the increased demand for secure remote 
infrastructure as a result of the pandemic. In addition, I’ve been 
getting to grips with three major F5 acquisitions.

But to answer the question, we bought a golden Labrador 
puppy in September 2020, and she wants to play at 6am and 
doesn’t take no for an answer.

WHo Helped you get to WHere you are today?
That’s a difficult question. I have worked with so many brilliant 
people and I’ve learned valuable lessons from them all. I’m a 

neill BurTon, f5
MicroScope puts its questions 
to Neill Burton, director of 
channels and alliances in  
the UK and Ireland at F5

FIVE-MINUTE INTERVIEW
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great believer that those people who approach life and busi-
ness with integrity and openness, with curiosity and energy, 
provide me with the template for success that I need.

WHat is tHe best or Worst business  
advice you Have received and from WHom?
In 1985, someone told me to buy some stock in this little 
company called Apple, as one day they would be bigger than 
Microsoft. Well, I ignored that. That’s why I’m still working.

WHat advice Would you give to  
someone starting out today in it?
Be human. Be a nice person. Be curious and energetic about 
your customers and be honest about how your company can 
help. Don’t focus on the money. Success, and all the rewards 
that come from it, is a consequence of doing the right thing. 
In this industry, where you can go from zero to hero and back 
again in the space of a quarter, it’s important to operate with 
integrity and compassion.

is it possible to get tHrougH an industry conversation 
WitHout mentioning ‘digital transformation’?
Absolutely. Yes, digital transformation is one of the most 
sought-after outcomes for organisations and has become even 
more so during the pandemic. Getting there successfully could 
be the difference between staying afloat and going under for 
many businesses. However, if people can’t articulate the con-
cept without using buzzwords, then they’re just playing bingo.

The way I look at it, if I can’t explain it to my mum in a way she 
understands, then I’m failing.

WHat does tHe next five years Hold for tHe cHannel?
Five years is a long time over which to hypothesise. If you 
had asked me the same question a year ago, pre-Covid, the 
answer would have been very different.

If the past year has taught us anything, it’s that those organ-
isations that “serve” not “sell” will be successful. Those that 
just want to sell the new shiny thing will struggle.

I believe the channel will pivot its customer relationship to 
be one that revolves around “adopt and consume” technol-
ogy, rather than “sell and support” technology. Hopefully 
the channel will finally find the holy grail of operating in a 
consumption-driven world and not in a capital expenditure-
driven one. And the vendors have a responsibility to flex their 
programmes and licensing schemes, so they are profitable 
enough to do so.

tell us sometHing most people do not knoW about you
As an East End boy, I’m very proud of my Cockney heritage and 
was once a registered Pearly King.

WHat goal do you Have to acHieve  
before you die, and WHy?
I would like to own a cocktail bar or restaurant. I feel that a role 
in the channel has given me unrivalled experience that would 
help me to manage and run such a business.

FIVE-MINUTE INTERVIEW

❯Click here to read more five-minute interviews online.
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Have you learnt anytHing neW – guitar,  
painting, etc – during tHe pandemic?
I thought it was a good idea to get chickens during 
lockdown. I renovated a disused chicken run and coop 
that I discovered in the front garden and 
became the proud owner of Maria, 
Lulu and Whitney. Although a fox got 
Whitney, so I can’t say I learnt chicken 
husbandry very well.

WHat is tHe best book  
you’ve ever read?
I tend to only read when I am on holiday, 
and those opportunities have been few 
and far between. Special ops books to 
cater for my inner spy. A great book that 
has always resonated with me is Mahan 
Khalsa’s Let’s get real or let’s not play: The 
demise of dysfunctional selling and the 
advent of helping clients succeed. It includes 
brilliant lessons on sales qualification and 
building lasting client relationships.

and tHe Worst film  
you’ve ever seen?
I am a big movie fan, but Tenet – Christopher 
Nolan’s recent film – had to be my biggest 
disappointment. I had no idea what was going on.

WHat Would be your desert island mp3s?
Does anyone play MP3s any more? I’m a deep house fan, so 
anything that is mixed like that is my thing.

WHat temptation can you not resist?
Chocolate…or is it that I cannot resist helping  

people achieve their full potential? No...it’s  
definitely chocolate.

WHat Was your first car and HoW does 
it compare WitH WHat you drive noW?

My first car was an MKI Ford Escort Mexico. 
An absolute classic for anyone over 50 

reading this. I drive three vehicles now. 
A 911, a Range Rover and a Ducati 
Panigale, all of which share similarities 
with the Mexico.

Like the Mexico, the Porsche is beau-
tiful but constantly breaks down. The 
Range Rover handles like a boat, very 
much like the Mexico. And the Ducati, 
like the Mexico, will spin you off into 
the bushes if you let your concentration 
wander for just a second.

WHo Would you least like to be 
stuck in a lift WitH? WHy, WHat did tHey do?

Anyone with halitosis.

FIVE-MINUTE INTERVIEW

“i ThoughT iT was 
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if you could be any animal for a  
day, WHat Would you be and WHy?
A giraffe. I am 5ft 9, so I would love to look down from above 
just for one day.

if you Were facing aWesome peril and impossible  
odds, WHicH real or fictional person Would  
you most Want on your side and WHy?
Ironman. Super smart with technology – and talk about 
self-confidence.

and finally, a grizzly bear and a silverback  
gorilla are getting ready for a no-Holds-barred  
rumble. WHo is your money on and WHy?
Well, I hope this scenario never happens. But in the spirit of 
the question, and having watched a lot of David Attenborough 
documentaries, my money would be on the bear. Grizzlies are 
immensely strong and famously bad tempered, whereas goril-
las are very placid and not really built for fighting. And providing 
you aren’t pitching in King Kong against poor old Baloo, then a 
grizzly is twice the size of a fully grown gorilla. £100 on Baloo! n
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“if i had To pick an animal To be, 
i’d be a giraffe. i am 5fT 9, so i 
would love To look down from 

above jusT for one day”
neill BUrTon, F5

FIVE-MINUTE INTERVIEW
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Walking in an enterprise customer’s shoes
Chris Hurst, general manager, Kaspersky UK&I
In today’s uncertain and disrupted landscape, high-quality per-
sonalised service has become all the more important. And as 
our work and personal lives continue to merge, there has been 
unrelenting demand for consumer-like experiences in the busi-
ness arena too. 

Business clients increasingly expect to receive a personal touch 
as a matter of course. For enterprises and vendors, achieving this 
means working together to understand the customer journey, 
ensuring data is protected and delivering a high-level service that 
keeps enterprises’ partners and clients safe.

The way enterprises communicate with their client base 
needs to change. While many businesses have been happily hid-
ing behind faceless email accounts for years, that is not enough 
to satisfy the modern consumer. This is especially the case 
for cyber security customers, who will be seeking reassurance 
at a time when most people are working remotely, which has 

drastically heightened the cyber security risk level. Personalised, 
face-to-face communication with clientele is crucial.  

Recent Kaspersky research showed that channel partners want 
better relationships with the vendors they work with, so they 
can better inform their own users with more informed insights 
and advice, for example. And research from McKinsey and 
Company last year found that business leaders in the UK rated 

CHANNEL COMMENT
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“while many businesses have 
been happily hiding behind 

faceless email accounTs for 
years, ThaT is noT enough To 

saTisfy The modern consumer”
cHris HUrsT, KaspersKy UK&i
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the importance of digital communication channels to reach their 
business customers three times what they were before. 

Luckily, technology is on hand to help. Emerging technolo-
gies such as augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) 
are providing more engaging and immersive ways of connecting 
with consumers now and for the future. However, as systems 
that transmit and store data, AR and VR must be treated with 
caution, with data breaches and distributed denial of service  

attacks (DDoS) among the potential risks businesses face when 
using these technologies.

While the quality of artificial intelligence (AI) algorithms has 
come on leaps and bounds, when it comes to empathy and the 
ability to build trust, humans beat computers hands down. There 
is no doubt that in areas such as processing vast quantities of 
data, AI can be extremely useful. However, its use for client pro-
filing can only go so far. Although data provides insight into cer-
tain patterns, it does not reflect every aspect of the relationship 

with the buyer. As no two consumers are the same, it is always 
best to think of it as back-end tech, front-end human.

Access to key customer data through sales enablement tech-
nology can provide valuable insight, but this is the time to talk. 
By communicating with your clientele, you can better understand 
the processes they go through as part of their buying journey.

It is not just your user clients that you need to develop a rela-
tionship with – it is equally important to build close relationships 
throughout the entire supply chain. Research with the channel 
community last year showed that drastic change is needed in 
our industry. The survey found that more than half (56%) of IT 
resellers and distributors felt isolated if they heard nothing from 
their vendors, while two-thirds (65%) admitted they were finding 
it increasingly difficult to build relationships with vendors during 
recent, pandemic-induced restrictions. 

Given this difficulty – and with decision-makers often working 
from home and finding themselves bombarded with emails and 
webinar invitations – it makes sense to understand business lead-
ers’ preferred methods of communication, to build strong rela-
tionships with other organisations. This might involve researching 
how best to make use of social media, for example, to fully under-
stand how best to communicate with partners in the new world.

In business, as in life, relationships are key. Cyber security pro-
viders, however, are in a difficult position. They are respected 
and relied on for their input and advice. After all, one mistake 
could have catastrophic ramifications for the company in ques-
tion. They therefore need to tread the line between being a  
problem solver and a best friend.

CHANNEL COMMENT

“when iT comes To 
empaThy and The abiliTy To 
build TrusT, humans beaT 
compuTers hands down”

cHris HUrsT, KaspersKy UK&i
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Building trust and maintaining honest, open communication 
between all parties in business is imperative. Businesses must, 
therefore, place a far greater emphasis on putting the client 
first, and adopt a genuine, customer-centric approach. This 
also applies in the cyber security space, with vendors providing 
enterprises with a tailored experience and service level based on 
their readiness to transition to remote working, the level of risk 
they face and their existing cyber security posture.

Whatever the industry, it is important to understand shift-
ing demands. In the past year, for example, companies have 
become vulnerable to a host of new attacks as a result of 
employees logging in to corporate resources from personal 
devices and on unsecured networks. This has caused brute-force 
attacks against the RDP protocol to skyrocket in almost every  
corner of the planet.

Vendors, IT resellers and distributors should walk a mile in 
the customer’s shoes. By doing so, they will be better placed to 

understand what drives them and to deliver personalised solu-
tions that matter.  Once this is understood, companies can com-
municate effectively what it is they require from their security 
vendor. This will lead to providing long-term value to clients, 
addressing and anticipating their likely future requirements, and 
ultimately increasing brand loyalty and trust for the future. n

CHANNEL COMMENT

“vendors, resellers and 
disTribuTors should walk a mile 

in The cusTomer’s shoes. by doing 
so, They will be beTTer placed To 
deliver personalised soluTions”

cHris HUrsT, KaspersKy UK&i
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