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State of SMB IT April 2011

Executive Summary:
G R A S S  I S  G R E E N E R

What comes to mind when you think of spring? The winter thaw? Brighter skies 
just around the corner? 

After 18 months of a prolonged “winter” in the SMB IT world, it finally looks like 
SMBs are experiencing a true thaw of their own. One that finds SMB IT pros ready 
to revive those fields that have been lying fallow due to the financial pinch.  

The forecast for IT budgets and staffing looks strong. Overall IT budgets are seeing 
their largest growth (8%) in more than 18 months. More businesses are planning 
to add IT staff than any time in the past 18 months.

Over half of SMB IT pros use virtualization today, and one in three SMBs (and 
growing) are putting core applications in virtual environments. Virtualization 
projects have moved into the IT pro’s “top three” list for the first time, ranking 
in the categories of most complex hardware projects, most complex software 
projects and most expensive software projects for the first half of 2011.

While core IT spending areas (hardware, networking and even now virtualization) 
still reign supreme, more of 2011 IT budget allocations are shifting to areas 
previously dubbed “emerging” technologies – hosted and cloud services. These 
budding investments are riding the coattails of prior years’ virtualization adoption 
growth rates.
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With virtualization as the cornerstone, SMB IT pros are sowing seeds of change 
and embracing hybrid IT environments. Twice as many SMB IT pros (28%) are using 
cloud solutions today compared to the second half of 2010, surpassing even the 
most aggressive growth forecasts. Hosted services spend will jump 37% over the 
prior 12 months, and nearly one in three IT pros plans to change the way data is 
stored, including tripling their online/hosted/cloud storage (3% to 9%).

Emerging from the prolonged recession with more confidence, knowledge and 
aggressiveness in building dynamic, robust and nimble IT environments, SMB IT 
pros are excited about the future. Solid roots have taken, new areas show promise, 
and we are witnessing a fundamental shift in deployment and management of 
SMB IT networks.

Refresher: The Second Half of 2010
H O P I N G  F O R  WA R M E R  D AY S

During the second half of 2010, small and medium business IT professionals were 
hoping for a return to “business as usual.”  With a still-uncertain global economic 
outlook, some SMB businesses showed glimmers of hope that change was coming.  

Mirroring the first half of 2010, IT purchase plans for the back half remained 
conservative in nature, favoring core and emerging technologies. (Figure 1) IT 
staffing continued to embrace a “use what you’ve got” mentality, as the majority 
made no plans to increase their full-time IT staff.

While the end of 2010 seemed to show a spring thaw for a small percentage of IT 
professionals, the forecast for the majority was still one of staying hunkered down.

IT Budgets
F E R T I L I Z I N G  T H E  F I E L D S

Improving SMB IT budgets are feeding a growth in spending plans. Up 8%, this 
budget increase is the largest in the past 18 months and double the 4% in the 
last half of 2010. (Figure 2) Averaging $132K per year, more SMB IT pros (29%) are 
seeing larger budgets (includes intended spend across all IT hardware, software 
and services but does not include staffing), while fewer SMB IT professionals are 
seeing their budgets wither (19%, down from 31% eighteen months ago).

And just how is the financial windfall to be spent?  Core technologies still make 
up the largest portion of the IT budget. The real news is the additional budget 

SMB IT budgets grew 8% 
in the first half of 2011.
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allocation for what to this point SMB IT pros have referred to as “emerging 
technologies” – hosted and cloud services.

Twenty-six percent of IT budgets are earmarked for hosted and cloud services, up 
from 19% this time last year, a whopping 37% increase.  The “back forty” still holds 
as 40% percent of IT budgets are set aside for hardware projects, down 15% (from 
47%) at the end of 2010. This reallocation of IT budget to hosted services further 
supports that SMB IT pros are using more hybrid solutions in their networks as less 
hardware will be added into IT networks in the first half of 2011. (Figure 3)  

IT Staffing
M O R E  H A N D S  T O  T I L L  T H E  S O I L

SMB IT pros are looking for more help. Nearly one in three (31%) plan to add IT 
staff, the largest increase in the past 18 months. Fewer SMB IT pros (54%) will 
let their hiring plans lay fallow (neither adding nor reducing), down from 61% 
in late 2010. Only 5% plan to reduce IT staff, holding steady with those doing so 
throughout the past 18 months.  (Table 1)

Smaller companies (<20 employees) remain most confident in their hiring plans. 
Thirty-three percent of companies with fewer than 20 employees plan to increase 
IT staff compared to only 17% of businesses with 20 or more employees. (Table 2)

31% of SMBs plan
to add IT staff.
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With the increase in budget allotted to hosted and cloud services, how IT pros 
plan to staff in 2011 is different than prior years. In a word, the new mantra is 
“flexibly”. More SMB IT pros than ever before (15%) plan to add part-time staff to 
remain, well, flexible. This is more than double that of 2010 (6%) and is by far the 
highest percentage in the past 18 months. 

This part-time labor enables SMB IT pros to learn more about the true support and 
management needs of their increasingly hybrid environments, without having to 
make long-term staffing commitments prematurely.

Virtualization Projects
G O O D  H A R V E S T S  A N D  S O L I D  R O O T S

Virtualization projects are on the SMB IT pro’s “top three” list for hardware project 
complexity, software project complexity, and planned software spend for the first 
time ever. Virtualization debuted in the number two spot on the hardware list 
for project complexity with 35% of SMB IT pros saying so (after server upgrade, 
replacement or consolidation at 48%). This increase is 3x from the 11% reported 
in the last half of 2010. Virtualization also now ranks third (32%) behind backup/
recovery (39%) and Active Directory/Exchange (36%) as an IT pro’s most complex 
planned software project.

Three out of four SMB IT pros (74%) plan virtualization projects by midyear 2011. 
Over half (54%) of SMB IT professionals use virtualization today, holding steady 
with the 52% who were doing so by the mid-point of 2010. (Figure 4) Given 68% 
said in past surveys they planned to use virtualization by the end of 2010, it is no 
wonder we see 2011 project plans that reflect a backlog of work to deploy and 
expand virtualization use.

Virtualization is clearly not just a fad among SMB IT pros any more. Of those using 
virtualization today, over half of SMB IT pros (54%) use it for core applications 
such as web servers and databases, up from 43% doing so in the first half of 2010. 
Another 25% plan to begin using it for core applications by mid-2011, making 
such core applications the single largest use for virtualization by midyear 2011.

74% of SMB IT pros plan to 
be using virtualization by the 
mid-point of 2011.

Virtualization projects burst 
into the “top three” list for 
hardware complexity, software 
complexity and software 
planned spend in 2011.
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Hosted IT Services
M A K I N G  R O O M  F O R  M O R E  S E E D S

The number of SMB IT pros planning to cultivate IT hosted services is on the rise. 
With 26% of IT budgets allocated to hosted IT services, this market is fertile for 
growth in 2011. Nearly two-thirds of SMB IT professionals plan to purchase new, 
upgrade or renew hosted IT services, a significant increase from both the last half 
of 2010 (48%) and the first half of 2010 (56%). (Figure 5) For hosted email alone, a 
solid two in five SMB IT pros (40%) plan to purchase new, upgrade or renew during 
2011, a continued uptick from 38% in the last half of 2010.  

Hosted IT services have proven to be rich in returns. As evidence, for every one 
SMB IT pro planning to purchase a new hosted IT service, two IT pros are planning 
to renew. This increasing renewal rate signals that SMBs are finding value in 
hosted IT services, as larger numbers are drawn to the flexibility that hybrid IT 
environments can bring.

Cloud Solutions
G R O W I N G  L I K E  W E E D S

Twice as many SMB IT pros (28%) are using cloud solutions today compared to the 
second half of 2010 (14%), surpassing 2010 forecasts (24%). Growth plans for 2011 
continue to be aggressive, as another 14% of IT professionals plan to start using 
the cloud by midyear. In all, 42% of SMB IT pros plan to be using cloud services by 
mid-2011.

And this uptake is hardly just for testing out new cloud services or a one-time 
activity. During the prolonged “winter” spanning 2009-2010, SMB IT pros spent 
their time investigating and evaluating various cloud services and solutions. As a 
result, concern over cloud solutions being a new/unproven technology dropped 
from the number one reason not to deploy cloud solutions in 2010 to fourth in 
2011. (Figure 6)

Additionally, all company sizes (less than 20 employees, 20-99 employees, 100 or 
more employees) are equally aggressive with cloud adoption today, a departure 
from the second half of 2010 when companies with fewer than 20 employees 
were almost twice as likely to adopt as larger businesses. What is this telling us?  
Larger companies, known to be more conservative (based on the amount already 
invested in infrastructure and risk adversity), are equally aggressive in utilization of 
cloud solutions today.

Twice as many SMB IT pros are 
using cloud solutions today 
compared to six months ago.
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Among SMB IT pros using the cloud today, 39% use the cloud for web hosting, 
making it the single largest varietal in the cloud family. Another 14% plan to start 
using the cloud for web hosting within the first half of 2011. As for other cloud 
services, email hosting, data backup/recovery services and application hosting are 
also common uses in the cloud with 32%, 29% and 25% (respectively) using the 
cloud today for such services. Within the first half of 2011, another 18%, 21% and 
19% respectively plan to begin using the cloud for these services as well.

Storage Plans
R O TAT I N G  T H E  C R O P S

Nearly one in three IT pros (30%) plans to change the way data is stored within the 
first six months of 2011, reducing their stores in local system hard drives (42%) and 
direct attached storage (DAS) (11%). (Figure 7)

While IT pros do plan to use more network storage (network attached storage 
(NAS) and storage area network (SAN)), online/hosted/cloud storage is the more 
interesting trend. By mid-2011, SMB IT pros who plan to change the way they store 
data intend to triple their online/hosted/cloud storage from 3% to 9%.

Conclusions
HYBRID VIGOR & NEW GROWTH

SMB IT pros did not sit idly by during the economic recession. Rather they spent 
time evaluating emerging technologies (hosted and cloud services), overcoming 
perceived barriers to entry. Preparing for a full economic recovery, SMB IT pros are 
now expressing increased levels of IT confidence and know-how.

With aggressive IT plans for virtualization, cloud computing and hosted IT 
services leading the way, SMBs are preparing their robust hybrid IT environments. 
Coupling that with larger IT budgets and increased hiring plans (especially flexible 
part-time/contractor positions to remain nimble), SMBs are on the cusp of shaking 
off the extended dormant winter season and embracing a new fruitful spring.

By mid-2011, IT pros who plan to 
change the way they store data 
plan to increase online/hosted/
cloud storage by 300%.

Storage Allocation Today

Figure 7
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Background & Methodology

The March 2011 State of SMB IT Survey is the fourth edition of the Spiceworks 
Voice of IT market research program report studying IT current technology 
purchasing, usage and staffing trends among small and mid-sized businesses 
worldwide. The report publishes data collected from an opt-in panel of 
participants from the 1.4 million members of our Spiceworks user community. The 
State of SMB IT Survey is conducted semi-annually (winter and summer) to keep 
an active pulse on the happenings of IT professionals and IT departments at small 
and mid-sized businesses.

Responses to this latest survey 
were collected from over 3,000 IT 
professionals at small and mid-
sized businesses worldwide. Thirty 
percent of respondents were from 
North America, 28% from EMEA 
and 26% from Asia-Pacific, with the 
remainder (8%) from Latin America. 
(Figure 8) Over 23 industries are 
represented by the respondent 
base with no single industry represented by more than 16% of the response set.

All small and mid-sized businesses (less than 20 employees, 20-99 employees 
and 100 or more employees) are represented. Eight percent of respondents come 
from businesses with 5 or fewer full-time IT staff. The average number of full-time 
IT staff is 3 IT professionals. (Figure 9) Respondents have an average 9 years of IT 
experience. (Figure 10) Eighty-four percent of respondents are IT decision makers 
or influencers within their respective companies.
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