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Abstract. This paper reports findings from a study conducted to evaluate Intel’s 
Service Delivery Platform for small businesses. The Service Delivery Platform 
adopted a Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) approach, and aimed to deliver infor-
mation technology (IT) services on a pay-as-you-go subscription model. The 
majority of small business decision makers found the solution appealing. Nev-
ertheless, wide adoption of the solution will be contingent on quality and 
breadth of service offerings, cost, reliability of service delivery, and respon-
siveness of support. 
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1 Introduction 

Small businesses in all countries are an important part of the economy [2, 4]. In the 
USA, more than 98% of all firms are small businesses with less than one hundred 
employees; these businesses employ about 36% of the total work force (USA census 
data, 2004). They represent a market segment that is eager to explore or grow their 
business with the help of new information technology. From 2004 to 2008 we visited 
more than 50 small businesses to understand their technology needs in various areas, 
including collaboration, information management, and IT manageability. We found 
that IT landscapes in small businesses were smaller, but just as complex, as those in 
large organizations. Small business needs included networks, servers, personal com-
puters, phones, printers, and many other hardware equipment. Like larger businesses, 
they needed software applications for productivity, business process automation, and 
internal and external collaboration. However, they were much more constrained than 
larger businesses in terms of resources, knowledge, and expertise regarding informa-
tion technology.  Small business owners consistently told us that they had challenges 
in understanding and keeping up with the newest developments in technology, and in 
selecting the best solutions for their businesses. They also had difficulty quickly  
deploying solutions, maintaining a highly managed computing environment, and  
providing end-user support.  Many small businesses depended on external service 
providers for IT management. These service providers were looking for solutions that 
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could help them to build trusted relationships more effectively with customers, and to 
manage IT for different businesses more efficiently. 

The Service Delivery Platform is designed to address these needs and challenges 
for business owners and for service providers.  The platform adopts a Software-as-a-
Service [1] approach. It aggregates services from different vendors, and aims to  
deliver the services to small businesses with a “pay-as-you-go” subscription model. 
Services here intend to cover applications that businesses may need for their daily 
operations, including IT managerial, employee productivity and business processes. 
The platform provides a web-based portal that is targeted to two types of users – 1) 
business owners and decision makers, who will use the portal to conduct research on 
IT solutions, and review recommendations and feedback from other users; 2) Internal 
or external IT administrators, who manage services and provide support for end users. 
The portal supports key user tasks such as service subscription, device management, 
status monitoring, and remote trouble shooting and support. Key portal components 
include:  

• Service catalog: Descriptions of platform service offerings, including pricing, 
screen shots, technical details, user reviews, and user manuals or instructions.  

• Control panel: A view to allow business owners or IT administrations to remotely 
add or remove services via a subscription to their clients’ end-user computers. 

• “Pay-as-you-go” subscription service. It allows businesses to pay for services 
based on the number of users and length of time they use the services. Services can 
be started or cancelled any time from the web portal.  

• Status monitoring dashboard:  Allows owners or IT administrators to view all of 
their devices, and remotely monitor the status of service installations or operations 
on different devices.  

This research was conducted to evaluate an early prototype of the Service Deliver 
Platform with small business owners and their internal or external IT administrators. 
In-depth interviews were conducted with twenty businesses in several locations across 
the United States, including New Jersey, New York, and Oregon. The primary goal 
was to understand their key perceptions regarding the value of such a solution, inten-
tion to adopt, decision factors, and potential adoption hurdles. To support further  
design and development of the web portal, the research also tried to understand per-
ceived usefulness of its key features, and priorities of potential service offerings on 
the platform.  

2 Method 

Several participant recruiting criteria were designed to identify businesses as potential 
early adopters or early majority on Rogers’ innovation adoption curve [3]. The goal 
was to identify businesses with potential needs for IT services, and at the same time, 
that could provide objective and balanced views on the values of the Service Delivery 
Platform. The criteria include: 
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• Business verticals: proprietary market research data suggested different industry 
verticals had different levels of spending on IT services. Four verticals that had 
high and middle levels of spending in IT services were selected for the interviews, 
including 1) professional services; 2) retail; 3) finance, insurance & real estate; and 
4) wholesale and distribution.  

• Attitude towards IT: during the recruiting process, businesses owners were asked 
about their use and attitudes toward technology. Businesses that were selected for 
the interview regarded technology as important or somewhat important, and had 
been using technology enthusiastically or pragmatically. 

• Current IT service models: the selected businesses represented two types of IT 
support models whereby IT was mainly 1) self-managed by either part time or full 
time IT staff; or 2) managed by outsourced service companies.   

The two-hour interviews were conducted on the businesses’ sites with both the 
business owners/decision maker and internal or external IT staff. 

After general discussions about their business background and current IT practices, 
the solution of Service Delivery Platform was presented to the interviewees with sto-
ryboards and visual paper prototypes or mockups. Afterward, those interviewed were 
asked to 1) rate usefulness of major features of the platform and describe how the 
features might be used in their organizations, and 2) review different potential service 
offerings in the catalog and discuss whether they were interested in subscribe to dif-
ferent IT services from the platform 3) discuss overall appeal of the solution, adoption 
hurdles and concerns.  

3 Results 

Out of the twenty businesses we interviewed, fifteen rated the platform solution as 
appealing or very appealing. The businesses expressed general interest in subscribing 
to services in areas related to security and protection, employee productivity (e.g., 
word processing and E-mail), and external service provider support. However, the 
businesses also pointed out that their adoption would be contingent on a number of 
factors, including cost, the breadth and quality of service catalog offerings, reliability 
of service delivery, and responsiveness of support. 

3.1 Key Perceived Values 

The businesses identified a number of values and benefits in the Service Delivery 
Platform. Key values include ease of service deployment, ease of control and  
management, pay-as-you-go flexibility, and potentials for preventive management. 
 
Ease of Service Deployment. We frequently heard in previous small business related 
studies about the difficulty in keeping up with technology development. That senti-
ment was reiterated in this study. As one business owner said, “our old technologies 
worked just fine, but we were often forced to upgrade (because vendors no long  
provided support to old technologies).” Or, as other business owners said, “the most 
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challenging is trying to keep up with what’s available as far as new equipment and 
what we can use”, and “it is time-consuming (to do research). I have no idea on what 
is out there.” 

The key features of the Service Delivery Platform appear to address this challenge. 
One key benefit that business owners and IT staff identified was that the platform 
potentially allowed easy research, and much quicker decision or deployment of IT 
solutions.   

The business owners viewed the service catalog as a place where they could con-
duct research on new technology, view opinions of other business owners and rec-
ommendations from other users. In addition, the platform provided a mechanism for 
them to easily experiment with different potential solutions. For example, with mi-
nimal commitment they could easily install an application on one or several computer 
and experiment with it. The ability to cancel services at any time gave users more 
confidence to try out different services.  

 
Ease of Control. Another key perceived benefit is ease of control and management.  
IT staff liked the remote subscription service. Especially for external IT staff, the 
ability to remotely install and uninstall services would allow them to more efficiently 
provide support to customers in different businesses. They were most interested in 
features allowing them to efficiently manage services for multiple computers. For 
example: 

• Creating an image or configuration with a set of various services, and then apply-
ing the image to a computer to install multiple services together.  

• Copying the service configuration of one computer to another one: for example, 
when a user’s computer needed to upgrading to a new service configuration. As  
an IT staff said: “The hardest thing when upgrading a computer, is to get all that 
information back over (to the new computer).” 

In addition, the portal provided a centralized location for IT staff to track assets 
and licenses, allowing businesses to view all their devices and the software installed 
on each device.  

A number of businesses mentioned current challenges in tracking software  
licenses. As one owner said: “one of the challenges we run into is trying to keep track 
of everything we have, all the software versions, all the licenses we have, the latest 
downloads. That becomes extremely cumbersome.” Another IT staff said: “it is huge 
being able to consolidate all your clients into one view.” The businesses pointed out 
that the visibility also allowed them to more effectively plan for future technology 
needs.  

 

Flexibility. For the subscription-based payment model, the businesses identified two 
main potential benefits: flexibility and cost saving. The ability to subscribe to or to 
terminate service subscription at any time allowed businesses to pay for what they 
were actually using. It enabled businesses to easily access expensive applications that 
they did not use frequently, or not all of the time, such as video and image editing 
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applications.  The users also identified the benefits of easy decommissioning of ser-
vices from devices. As one owner said “That’s the hardest thing for a small guy (to 
decommission devices); Jay leaves the company tomorrow, his laptop is sitting there, 
no one’s using it, I want to be able to turn Jay’s office just in a manner that says Jay’s 
not using it.” Another owned pointed out that “it is a much better approach than the 
yearly commitment type.”  

 

Preventive Management. Another key perceived benefit was that the Service Deli-
very Platform would allow businesses to shift from reactive IT management models 
to proactive and preventive management models. It was observed that IT management 
in these businesses was mostly reactive, in the sense that IT administrators acted 
when users approached them with problems. The Service Delivery Platform offered 
features such as asset tracking, device status monitoring, service status monitoring, 
and service activity support. With these features, businesses would be more aware of 
what devices were in the environment, how they were used, and how everything was 
running. As a result, those interviewed said they would be able to “address issues 
before catastrophic impact,” “more effectively anticipate and plan for user needs,” 
“easily create a budget for IT services,” and “do more fire prevention instead of fire-
fighting.” 

3.2 Usefulness Ratings 

The participants were asked to rate usefulness of the main features on the platform, 
using a five-point scale with 5 being “very useful”, and 1 being “not useful at all.” 
Table 1 summarized the highest rated features. These ratings were consistent with 
participants’ discussions on key values of the platform. The most highly rated features 
were related to ease of service deployment, preventive management, centralized 
tracking and control.   

Both business owners and their IT administrators were interested in ability to 
quickly deploy services with a “service image or profile”, or by “duplicating service 
configuration from one device to another.” The values of these features were abilities 
to quickly provision or deploy a computer for a user. Similarly, when a computer was 
no longer used, for example, after a user had left the company, businesses wanted to 
quickly “decommission” the computer so that they would not pay for the services. 
The features of “real time service status” and “device status” were found useful  
because they allowed internal or external IT administrator to closely monitor their 
computing environments and take proactive actions if needed. Finally, the businesses 
owners liked the ability to “track all their assets” via the portal, and the ability to  
receive and review a “service activity report” to understand what services they had 
received, and how much they had cost; the information would be useful for creating a 
budget plan for the future.  
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3.3 Interest in Services 

After the discussion of key features on the platform and portal, those interviewed 
were invited to review potential offerings in the service catalog. The service offerings 
were related to four categories, including employee productivity, collaboration, secu-
rity and protection, managed service provider support, backup and restore. The partic-
ipants were asked to indicate whether they would be interested in purchasing or in 
subscribing to the services from the Service Delivery Platform. Table 2 summarized 
their interest in purchasing services.  

Table 1. Highest rated platform features (n=20) 

Features Rating 

Real time service status 4.4 

Device asset tracking on the portal 4.2 

Service configuration duplication - Allow quick 
deployment of PC to replace an old one 

4.2 

Service image or profile 4.1 

Device status information 4.0 

Service activity report 4.0 

Decommission 4.0 

Table 2. Businesses’ interest in different services (n=16) 

Services Interested in  
buying (%) 

Services Interested in  
buying (%) 

 

Office applications 81 VoIP 44 

PC anti-virus 81 Local backup 38 

Email anti-virus 81 Database 31 

Email anti-spam 75 Remote firewall 31 

Intrusion detection 75 BI 19 

Remote backup 69 Accounting 19 

Email 69 CRM 13 

File sharing 50 Project management 13 

VPN 44 Content management 13 

 
The businesses were most interested in services related to security and protection, 

and basic employee productivity including office, email and file sharing applications.  
High levels of interests in security and protection services were consistent with the 
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participants’ discussions on their current challenges. One major challenge pointed out 
by several different businesses was protection from malware or spam email from the 
Internet. As one IT staff said “A big problem is people download some programs that 
make their PC not working.  It (PC) slows down and becomes unusable. It is very 
time consuming to solve the problem.” As another business pointed out, “Biggest 
thing we have to watch is e-mail spam…   What the server spends most of its time 
doing is rejecting spam. .. 5,000 to 8,000 collectively a day we get hit with.”  

In contrast, the businesses expressed lower levels of interests (<50%) in more so-
phisticated applications such as voice over IP (VoIP), database, business intelligence 
(BI), virtual private network (VPN), remote firewalls, project management, customer 
relationship management, and content management. The main reasons given for the 
lower level of interests were: lack of needs, and existence of similar applications that 
they were not likely to replace in the near term.  

3.4 Potential Adoption Hurdles 

Even though the businesses demonstrated enthusiasm in the solution of Service Deli-
very Platform, they pointed out several potential adoption hurdles.  

• Cost: the interviewees could perceive the cost saving benefits from the subscrip-
tion-based service model, nevertheless, they mentioned that they would carefully 
compare its cost to that of more traditional purchase models or shop at multiple 
places to look for the prices. It was critical for the platform to provide compelling 
pricing models so that businesses could reduce the total cost of IT operations.  

• Quality and breadth of service offerings: Even though the businesses expressed 
more levels of interests in different services, they expected the service catalog to 
offer a wide collection of high quality of services. The participants mentioned that 
the best adoption entry points were when businesses were purchasing new comput-
ers or a new business was formed. At the time, they expected the service catalog to 
provide services for all basic computing needs.   

• Reliability: Businesses expected the platform to deliver and install services in a 
highly reliable fashion, and that the services would not cause any disruption to PC 
performance. As one owner said. “We cannot afford any downtime -- every minute 
we will be losing money.” 

• Responsiveness of support: Business owners expected a very quick support re-
sponse, a response as fast as they currently received from internal staff or local 
service providers. “They should be just one phone call or one email away.” 

4 Discussions 

Small businesses have large and complex demands for information technology, none-
theless lack expertise and resources to stay abreast with the newest developments. 
From this study, small businesses experience numerous pain points with traditional 
models of software or service management, including research, purchasing, deploy-
ment, license management, maintenance contracts, and expensive upgrades. Software-
as-a-service approaches appear to have the advantage of provide the simplicity and 
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flexibility small businesses desire. In this study, business owners demonstrated  
willingness to trust a reliable external service provider for their computing needs, and 
adopt a subscription-based model for their software and support. Nevertheless, both 
service providers and businesses owners will need infrastructure support in order  
to achieve the required reliability, efficiency and effectiveness for service delivery. 
The Service Delivery Platform is intended to be such an infrastructure that will con-
nect service vendors, end users, and support providers. The value propositions and 
key features of the Service Delivery Platform were well received by both businesses 
owners and internal/external IT staff in the study. Such a platform will need both a 
compelling business model and user experience to achieve wide adoption.  

It is critical that it appropriately addresses needs of both business owners and  
service/support providers. Key user experience needs for business owners include: 

• A service catalog with information tailored to business owners. Typically they are 
not technology experts and are not interested in technical details.   

• Easy communication with external service providers, for example, the ability  
to receive reports on what services have been provided, proactive and tailored rec-
ommendations on what technology might be useful for the businesses. 

• Quick deployment, with the ability to easily experiment with different solutions, 
and then quickly deploy solutions.  

For external service providers or internal IT staff, key needs include: 

• Technical details in service catalog as they need much more detailed information 
on different services offered in the catalog.    

• Well integrated service management tools, including asset tracking, service sub-
scription management, status monitoring, and device remote control for manage-
ment or trouble shooting purposes.  

• Service bundling and packaging that provides the ability to easily create different 
service bundling or packages for different business customers or end users.  

• Customer management and support tools for external service providers that support 
customer management, such as billing, support ticket management, and communi-
cation with customers.  
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