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Last week analyst group Gartner held its annual gabfest in Sydney. Over 1000 delegates, hundreds of sessions over four days, dozens of exhibitors. The Gartner Symposium really is the Main Event when it comes to analyst briefings.

But Gartner is not alone. Meta Group holds its annual “Metamorphosis” early in the year, and IDC’s annual one-day briefing on market sizes and directions has been a fixture for nearly 20 years. I myself have been involved in many of these – I used to work for Gartner, and still today I am a research associate with the Butler Group, which holds regular “Master Classes” in Australia.

The IT analysts perform a major role in the industry. Their job is to track trends and understand technologies, so they can advise their clients what IT strategies to adopt. They help users make the right product and architectural choices, and they help vendors understand the market and their competitors.

Their success indicates how important a role they play. The imprimatur of a company like Gartner can make all the difference to a small vendor trying to get on the users’ radar. Gartner’s famous “magic quadrants”, which track vendors and their products on the two axes of “vision” and “ability to execute”, can make or break a vendor.

Just ten years ago, Australia didn’t have a real IT analyst community. Today, there are probably 50 or so people in this country who could describe themselves in this way. Gartner remains by far the largest – probably as big as everybody else put together, but there are many others.

In addition to those I have already mentioned, there are a number of small specialist outfits, plus sales outposts of US-based companies like Forrester Research and Aberdeen. We even now have a small community of independent analysts, most of whom glorify their activities by calling themselves by some facncy moniker.

Bruce McCabe is S2 Intelligence. Chris Morris is Morris & Patryn. I myself am philipson.info. And now we have another specialised analyst – Intelligen, otherwise known as Dave Noble.

Noble was with IDC for many years, and subsequently worked for HP as their analyst relations man. He has an interesting approach to the whole IT analyst scene – he is watching the watchers (he calls it “understanding the influencers”).

Noble has recently surveyed most of Australia’s IT analysts about what they think about vendors and they deal with them. It’s an indication of how large and sophisticated the analyst community in this company has become that it is possible to do such a thing. It’s also a good example of the Information Economy at work – Noble’s reports are information about people who find out information about companies that deal in information technology – almost a quaternary or even quinternary service.
The first question Noble asked the analysts was how useful they found certain types of communication from the vendors. Responses fell into two broad categories, one useful and one not. Well-regarded were things like one-one-one briefings and informal discussions, poorly regarded were blanket PR activities like press releases and press conferences. No real surprises there.

Noble’s research separately addressed analysts tracking the enterprise, software, storage, services and PC spaces. In each segment, he asked questions about which vendors had the best analyst relations programs and which vendors the analysts thought were setting the agenda in each area.

Few of the results were surprising. Generally speaking, the larger and more established the vendor, the better they fared. These guys have the resources to have separate analyst relations teams, and they have the experience in dealing with analysts. But some interesting data still emerged.
Amongst software vendors, Oracle and IBM clearly outpointed Microsoft in the effectiveness of their vendor relations programs. SAS Institute also did well. Amongst storage vendors, specialist EMC did not do as well as the two big systems vendors, HP and IBM. These two vendors also dominated most other categories, except PCs, where Dell, Acer and Toshiba also did well.

Noble asked questions about which vendors the analysts thought were setting the agenda, over the last 12 months and over the next 12 months, and again there were few real surprises – though the relativities were very interesting. Overall IBM is way ahead, followed by Microsoft and HP. IBM’s lead is diminishing, but it is testimony to Big Blue’s sheer size and resilience that is does so well, and in so many areas.

Perhaps the most interesting thing Noble asked was his final question, which had nothing to do with vendor-analyst relations. He asked the analysts what they believed would be the most important technologies driving market change over the next few years. It was an open-ended question, with unprompted responses, and it drew many different answers.
But two issues stood out way ahead of the rest, whether the question was being asked of PC analysts or services analysts or enterprise analysts. The hot buttons are wireless communications – at all levels – and Linux and open source computing.

That’s what the analysts’ agenda will be. Which means it’s a pretty clear indication of what the industry’s agenda will be. The open source debate has the potential to totally change the IT industry’s dynamics, and wireless technology will change how and where we do it.
I know, because the analysts told me.
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