
For many early-stage managed service provider (MSP) executives, hiring outside experts  
is not a priority or a budgetary option. Consequently, many hit a wall when it comes  
to growth.

Six Traits to Demand From  
Your MSP Consultant

What many executives find is that to scale past a certain plateau, they need to invest in the business, doing things like 
embracing ITIL, building automation, ramping capacity, and more. Often, it is the companies at this stage that realize a keen 
need to get help from outside consultants.

Note, both in the MSP segment and across the IT market more generally, the definition of “consultant” has grown very broad, 
encompassing everybody from an executive brought on as an interim CEO to an engineer who’s hired to do a SQL Server install. 
For the purposes of this article, I’m defining consultants as more strategic in nature, more focused on advising than doing. For 
example, a sales consultant could be brought in to help bring in near-term revenue, or to help optimize the existing sales 
team’s processes, skill sets, and approaches. Here I’m talking more about the latter than the former.

Six traits of highly successful consultants
Before I would decide what to sell and support at NEW MSP, 
and before I’d hire a single engineer or buy any monitoring/
management tools, I’d take the time to really understand the 
customers in my target market. I’d dive deep to figure out 
what their needs are—and where I can add the most value.

1. Real, proven MSP experience  
An industry as dynamic and growing as ours is bound to 
attract all types of consultants, whether they have managed 
services experience or not. Does your consultant have real 
world experience, and demonstrable success, within managed 
services? Whether a consultant is being brought in for sales, 
operations, or virtually any other discipline, managed services 
experience is vital. While this may seem obvious, it’s a critical 
ingredient for success.

For example, there are significant differences between IT 
project work and recurring IT services. Practically and 
strategically, it’s very different to deploy something and walk 
away, as opposed to building something that you’ll be 
responsible for maintaining on an ongoing basis. A technical 
expert may have years of experience managing Oracle 
databases, but without managed services experience, they 
may not have a clue about portals, service catalogs, and a  
 
 

host of other areas that are an essential part of the managed 
services landscape. Similarly, selling these recurring IT 
services takes a very different approach and skill set than 
selling most any other service or product.

For consultants to offer real strategic value, there’s no 
substitute for them having a real managed services track record.

2. Technical knowledge 
While your consultants do not have to be network engineers or 
sysadmins, they should know the difference between a router 
and a switch, understand the difference between production 
and development environments, and have a general 
understanding of the IT technology stack.

That is true for a host of potential roles that consultants can 
fill. Marketing deliverables need to resonate with technically 
savvy readers. Sales approaches need to be based on an 
understanding of the technology environments of prospects. 
Business plans need to be built on an understanding of rapidly 
changing technology dynamics. In the end, this business is 
about managing technology, and if your MSP consultant does 
not have that knowledge, what value can they really add?

 



ca.com2  |  MSP STRATEGY BRIEF

3. IT operations knowledge
Similarly, a good MSP consultant has experience with different 
monitoring and reporting tools, operational management tools 
(i.e. help desk), and operational processes and staffing.

If consultants are to be brought in to optimize operations, 
they need to be able to decipher what services are included  
as part of a fixed rate, and which are add-on charges. They 
need to understand the roles and responsibilities of higher 
cost technical staff, and provide insights into what activities 
may be offloaded to lower cost staff. They need to have 
insights into what can be automated, and what can’t.

You would certainly expect a manufacturing business consultant 
to have knowledge of assembly lines and process controls. MSP 
consultants should be held to a similar standard.

4. Business savvy
Does your MSP consultant understand your targeted 
customers’ technical and business needs? More importantly, 
do they understand your business needs?

The best consultants are ones that can map underlying 
technical environments to business value and strategies.  
They can look at how customers have been acquired and 
identify the patterns that are critical to building repeatable, 
efficient sales revenues. They can compare what top 
performing sales reps are doing to what those that continue  
to miss quotas are doing, and establish key best practices that 
can boost results across the board. They can help shape the 
target markets that an MSP pursues, and which it won’t.

Do not underestimate the value of business sense in your MSP 
consultant. With it, their services can be invaluable. Without 
it, a lot of time and money can be invested in efforts that yield 
little return.

5. Focus
Very few consultants can improve your sales and marketing 
materials, help define your service catalog, and fully 
implement your monitoring system from scratch. Beware of 
consultants who bill themselves as a jack-of-all-trades that 
can do all of the above. Instead, start with a focus on your key 
objectives for the upcoming consulting engagement, and 
choose the person who’s most closely aligned with that area. 
Look for both a strategic focus on that area and a track record 
of success, and choose accordingly.

6. References
The managed services community is a small world. It should 
be easy to check up on a prospective consultant. Check their 
references, and check the qualifications of their references.  
An hour invested before engaging a prospective consultant 
can save you tens or hundreds of hours, not to mention 
thousands of dollars, down the road.

Best practices
Once you’ve decided on the right consultant to work with, here 
are a couple suggestions for engaging with consultants to 
realize optimal value:

•	   Start with a focused engagement and clear scope to get  
to know the consultants capabilities, performance, and 
potential value to your business.

•	   Negotiate (and pay for) some retainer hours after the 
project. It can be very useful to have a consultant on-call  
to help with specific issues and customer opportunities 
after the initial engagement is complete. Set up a monthly 
or quarterly retainer so that you can get a quick response  
to inquiries when they arise.

I’m curious to know if you plan to follow the tips above—or if 
you’re already leveraging some best practices of your own.

CA Technologies (NASDAQ: CA) creates software that fuels transformation for companies and enables them to seize the 
opportunities of the application economy. Software is at the heart of every business, in every industry. From planning to 
development to management and security, CA is working with companies worldwide to change the way we live, transact 
and communicate – across mobile, private and public cloud, distributed and mainframe environments. Learn more at ca.com.
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