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Last week nearly 2000 people attended Gartner’s annual Symposium and IT Expo, held at Sydney’s Darling Harbour Convention Centre. They listened to over 100 sessions, divided into six tracks, about every aspect of the computer industry, from mobile devices to senior management techniques.
The presentations were delivered by 50 Gartner analysts. Many of them were from other Gartner offices around the world, and were in Sydney as part of a worldwide Gartner roadshow. Similar events have been held over the past two months in Cannes, Tokyo, Orlando and San Diego.

Besides its flagship Symposiums, Gartner also runs a host of other events around the world. This year it will hold over 50 separate conferences worldwide, generating over $150 million. That’s more than 10 per cent of Gartner’s total annual revenues.

These figures show just what a phenomenon the worldwide analyst game has become. Gartner has thousands of analysts. It is by far the largest player, but other companies like Meta, IDC, Forester, Butler Group and AMR have thousands more. Watching the computer industry, and understanding it an explaining it to others, is big business.

I must confess an interest here. I worked for Gartner for a couple of years, and nowadays I supplement my journalistic activities with some analyst work for British company Butler Group. I even style myself sometimes as an “independent analyst” part of a growing group of individuals who play the analyst game without a corporate umbrella.

As recently as ten years ago there were very few computer industry analysts in Australia. Now the community in Australia is large enough that it is itself being analysed. Dave Noble, a former analyst with IDC, has established a small company called Intelligen to survey and track the analyst community in Australia and across Asia-Pacific. He has a tie-in with an international analyst relations group called Lighthouse.
Noble counts over 60 industry analysts in Australia and New Zealand, not including those who do such work exclusively inside user or vendor organisations. For the last two years he has polled these analysts on their attitudes towards vendors, their specialities and experience, their preferred method of communication, and the like.

He calls his report “Understanding the Influencers”. It might just as well be called “Who Will Watch the Watchers?” – nobody has really held the analyst community to account before. Indeed, the name of his report indicates one of the primary features of the analyst community – they have a powerful influence on the IT community.

A Gartner endorsement can make or break a computer product. Gartner is at pains to point out that it does not actually recommend particular products, but it can damn a product with faint praise or – even worse – ignore it, and that product will have trouble attracting buyers in a competitive marketplace.
Many vendors now, even the smaller ones, have dedicated analyst relations people, whose job it is to ensure the analysts are exposed to and understand that vendors’ story. It’s all a bit of a game, but one that is played with great seriousness by all involved.

Gartner has now become so large and influential that many of its prognostications become self-fulfilling prophecies. Often, if Gartner says a technology or a product will succeed, then so it will, precisely because Gartner says so. The best people at Gartner are very aware of the power they have, and attempt to use it wisely and impartially.

But that is not true of everybody in Gartner, and it is not true of every analyst in other analyst companies. The industry is rife with “cash for comment”, much of it blatant. Most of the analyst companies, Gartner included, write reports paid for by a particular vendor. They maintain a greater or lesser degree of editorial independence, but very few such reports seem to criticise their subject.

I’ve had more than 20 years’ exposure to the analyst community. When I haven’t been one myself (and I was doing it back in the 1980s), I have watched them, used their research, and seen the way they operate. Most analysts are intelligent, knowledgeable and of an independent mind, but I have also seen my share of time-servers, charlatans, shonks and those who simply weren’t up to the job.
That’s one of the reasons Dave Noble’s research is so useful. He can’t directly identify individual analysts’ shortcomings, of course, but by the very act of researching them he can call them somewhat to account. When he started his work there was a fair degree of resistance from the analysts – they did not want to be examined in the same way they examined others – but that has dissipated as the analysts have realised he’s not out to get them.

This year most of Australasia’s analysts answered Noble’s short questionnaire. The subsequent reports are a goldmine of information about how analysts regard the computer suppliers (which is where Noble sells his report) and how they do their work. Details are available at www.intelligen.com.au
The analyst community is growing larger and more influential. But it is largely unaccountable – it is high time it had a little scrutiny.
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