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Editor’s note

S

taying competitive in an
increasingly tough market, it’s
vital to leverage technology and
new solutions to differentiate oneself.
In response to the market and the
needs of its customers, Microsoft has
changed its business model, shifting
it to become platform-focused.
This enables partners to utilise their
own unique services, solutions
and intellectual property based on
Microsoft technologies in delivering
innovative solutions at scale with their
relevant client base. In the process,
Microsoft has built up a robust and
mature partner ecosystem that will
be further supported by its new local
African datacentres.
As Microsoft evolves its own
business model, it’s critical having
partners that have been able to
transform themselves in setting
industry benchmarks for innovation
in business and technology.
In this issue of Brainstorm Alpha,
we showcase the excellence in
Microsoft’s South African ecosystem
and how these businesses are
helping local enterprises to digitally
transform, as we profile the winning
partners from Microsoft’s 2018
Partner awards.
Brainstorm Alpha is designed
to showcase excellence from
companies in South Africa that
not only deliver, but also drive
technology. This publication serves
as an in-depth case study and can
provide insight and inspiration for
those companies looking to move
to the cloud and digitally transform
their own business.

In the opening editorial, we outline
why it’s all about understanding
how customers are thinking about
the world and how this helps them
enable customers to shift mindsets
and habits. Then we look at how
the locally-located Microsoft cloud
will benefit companies, along with
how companies can change the way
business is done, as well as how AI
will impact workers. The publication
then provides insights into the great
work undertaken by Microsoft’s
partners that led to them winning
their respective awards.
I hope you find the stories
insightful and interesting, with the
publication providing you with an
insight into how you can embark
on your own successful digital
transformation journey.

Simon Foulds
Editor
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Transformation

A time of
transition

T

here’s a lot of industry dialogue
about digital transformation, its
impact on organisations, and
how it’s changing business and market
dynamics. But few are really speaking
from a position of experience.
Microsoft has already walked the
talk, having transformed its strategic
focus and repositioned itself and its
offerings to the new worlds of cloud
and artificial intelligence.
“While we’ve only taken the first
big step on our ongoing journey of
transformation, it is astonishing that
a company of this size and legacy
could change so quickly,” says Zoaib
Hoosen, MD, Microsoft South Africa.
“If you’d said three years ago, it could
have been done in this timeframe,
and we’d be at this stage of our
journey, I wouldn’t have believed you.
That’s reflected not just by me, but by
the financial results, the market, our
customers, and our relevance.”
The change in the company’s
vision and direction has largely been
steered by Microsoft’s global CEO
Satya Nadella. Taking over from Steve
Ballmer in 2014, Nadella is credited with
implementing a strategy that saw the
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Digital transformation
is about more than just
adopting the latest
technologies; it requires
a culture shift, vision, and
leadership.

BY: Adrian Hinchcliffe
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Zoaib Hoosen,
Microsoft

company shift its focus from disparate
products to a more holistic vision,
collaborative in nature, with cloud and
artificial intelligence at its foundation.
“The journey started by defining
what we refer to as the bookends: our
mission on one side, and our culture
on the other,” says Hoosen. “Satya
was very clear that those bookends
wouldn’t change. The company’s
mission is around ‘empowering every
individual and organisation on the

and create more personal computing.
The product groups were then reorchestrated around these ambitions
so they became more collaborative.
“They started talking and working
together and we’ve been able to
leverage the different engineering
teams coming together. That was a big
moment, because many of the groups
probably hadn’t been touched for 40
years,” Hoosen says.
This collaborative approach swept
throughout the company, including how
it dealt with the rest of the industry.
“Satya moved from a closed to an
open Microsoft. We have an ecosystem
where SAP runs on our cloud, as does
Oracle, IBM and Linux. We’ve moved
on from ‘Microsoft runs best on

Hoosen says: “We were building
products and solutions for the
intelligent cloud and the intelligent
edge – and our people were now
focused on how to enable our
customers’ and partners’ digital
transformation journeys. This meant
our people had to learn new skills, have
a deeper understanding of these ‘new’
technologies and of the industries in
which our customers operated. This led
to us having to think differently about
how we engaged with our customers
and partners.”
The knock-on effect was a major
shift in Microsoft’s go-to-market
approach. In July 2017, the company
structure was reconfigured, in terms
of how it was organised and its
engagement with the
partner ecosystem, says
Hoosen. “We changed
how we were looking at
the market opportunities
and how we could
support our customers
on their journeys. We
reimagined our partner
ecosystem and how we
should be co-selling and
building with them.”

“The challenge was around how to shift the
culture. We put a lot of effort into working with
people, understanding how they’re thinking
about the world and how we help them shift
those mindsets and habits.” Zoaib Hoosen

planet to achieve more’; that’s our
north star. But there was also a culture
shift to a growth mindset that had to
happen. We’ve moved from a know-itall to a learn-it-all culture.”
Hoosen says that the growth mindset
resulted in a focus on becoming
‘customer-obsessed, diversity-inclusive
and being one Microsoft – getting rid
of the silos’. The more holistic view of
the company also resulted in closer
alignment and integration of products.
Within the framework of
the ‘mission’, three ambitions
were mapped out: to reinvent
productivity and business processes,
build the intelligent cloud platform,

Microsoft’ to an open system that’s
creating an environment of innovation.
A lot of our partners are also thriving
because of that.”
Change begets change
Nadella’s world view when the
company began its transformation
journey was a ‘mobile-first, cloudfirst world’. But as advancements
in technology were made and the
world evolved, a focus on the broader
Internet of Things and artificial
intelligence became more relevant.
This resulted in Microsoft’s worldview
itself evolving to focus on ‘intelligent
cloud, intelligent edge’.

At a local level
A lot of the thinking
around the transition
was driven at the corporate level, out
of Redmond, Washington. So how did
that manifest on the ground in South
Africa?
“The challenge was around how
to shift the culture. How do we
retrain our staff and get people to
change their habits? We put a lot
of effort into working with people,
understanding how they’re thinking
about the world and how we help them
shift those mindsets and habits. Our
communications team played a big role
in getting the messaging out there.
“On a personal level, I had to learn
to be more vulnerable. One of the key
tenets of the learning mindset is taking
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What does Azure’s arrival mean for the local market?
“We’ve long been talking about the
Fourth Industrial Revolution, the
benefits it brings, the challenges it
raises and our ability to participate in
that space. If we don’t get started, we’ll
get left behind. The arrival of locally
located datacentres enables us to get
started on the digital journey,” says
Microsoft’s Zoaib Hoosen.
For citizens, it will result in new levels
of service, previously unavailable,
being delivered by government at a
lower cost. And the key benefit for
government is accelerating citizen
engagement in a trusted, secure way.
As consumers, we’ve already
experienced the kinds of
enhancements we can expect to see
more of. Using app-based mobile
banking, how much more frequently
do we interact with our banks, now we
don’t need to stand in queues?
“As a consumer, I’m hitting my bank’s
infrastructure probably 10 times more
often than I used to. Before, they would
have had to build infrastructure to
cope, now that concern is alleviated,”
he says.
At a business level, locally-hosted
hyperscale cloud offers companies the
opportunity to commit to a journey in
digital, to better serve customers and

lessons from failure, but you need to
acknowledge you’ve failed – and that’s
not easy. Satya made it a safe space,
and gave us licence to start to do that.”
Hoosen says part of the mindset
shift was on individual and personal
change and ensuring every employee
could find their purpose, and
determine how that resonated within
the new Microsoft.
“But the fit wasn’t right anymore.

Brainstorm

address their changing demands. “It
also opens up new markets, beyond
our local borders, and the opportunity
to offer new services to drive top line
growth. Cloud definitely addresses
efficiency, but the secret sauce is
enabling top line growth.
“When we looked at the cloud
opportunities, IDC’s modelling
demonstrated a possibility of R81
billion in top line revenue growth
for SA companies over the next
three years, by embracing digital
transformation.”
IDC also postulated that this new
digitally-enhanced environment would
create nearly 112 000 net new jobs in
South Africa. “We need to think about
reskilling and the new types of skills
that will be required in the market.
I don’t think it’s a danger of should
we or shouldn’t we take this journey,
it’s something we have to do. If you
look at past industrial revolutions,
the countries that embraced the
new technology of the time with
a high degree of intensity became
the countries that dominate and the
citizens benefited for many decades. As
South Africa, we’ve got to embrace the
Fourth Industrial Revolution or we will
get left behind,” he concludes.

Some people took the journey, some
people are struggling on the journey
and for some people this wasn’t their
journey. These were good people, but
they couldn’t make the shift.”
A key part of the change was
being able to keep pace with the
accelerating speed of technology
and ensuring relevance was delivered
to customers, and helping the
customer along the journey.

“With the new learn-itall culture, we were doing
things for the first time and
we realised that’s ok. We sit
with customers and work out
how to co-create and learn
together. We’ve got more
customer insights into our
products than ever before.”

Leader with vision
Hoosen says although
transformation involves
the agility and flexibility to
learn and correct as you go,
having a comprehensive
vision and beginning with
the end in mind is also
important. “You need
to be clear where you’re
heading. If you’re creating
a dream around a future
scenario, make sure
you have some trusted
advisors around you.”
Undoubtedly, Nadella
has a clear vision and a
talented management
team advising him,
but his inspirational
leadership, coming when
it did, has been key in
guiding Microsoft on its
transformation journey. But
not every organisation will
be afforded a new leader
to come in to do the same.
Hoosen says that
whether it’s a new or
existing leader, digital
transformation has to be led from
the top. “If you’re not changing the
leader, you still need that leader to
be clear that digital is the way to go.
There needs to be recognition at
the board level of transforming the
industry or your business. It doesn’t
mean you have to change the leader,
but there has to be absolute clarity
and support. Without that, you’re a
non-starter,” he concludes.
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Digital
transformation
equals digital
opportunity
According to Microsoft,
four key pillars need
to be implemented
in parallel to form
the foundation for
businesses to seize new
digital opportunities.

T

here can be little doubt that
digital transformation is
happening all around us, as
can be seen by how computing has
become ubiquitous, with computing
power found in virtually every
device today. As such, you need to
understand how digital transformation
affects this entire environment if
you’re to truly plan and implement a
successful digital strategy.

8

Ecosystem

You need to consider digital
transformation from three perspectives,
says Lionel Moyal, commercial partner
lead for Microsoft South Africa.
“Firstly, ‘digital transformation’
can be viewed as the ‘what’ in the
overarching goal of the journey
to a more digital way of working.
Secondly, there’s the ‘digital
opportunity’, which talks to the
‘why’ – namely, it’s about driving
growth, reducing costs, changing the
customer’s experience and improving
service delivery,” he says.
“The third aspect is that of ‘digital
responsibility’, which revolves around
the ‘who’. In essence, as your business
starts to digitise, so you become

engaging customers, optimising
operations, and transforming products
and services.
“Optimising operations is usually
the one that concerns the COO the
most but, in fact, all four need to
be viewed in parallel and seen as
equally important. Remember that
with digital transformation, business
success will depend just as much
on keeping your people up to date
and empowering them in a way that
doesn’t impact your operations,
because this then makes optimisation
of the latter easier.
“Also, customer experience is
another area that’s front of mind
for most organisations as they

Finally, the fourth pillar is about
transforming products and business
models. It’s about reaching the point
where the business is able to pivot
and offer things in a digital fashion,
via new business models.
“Each pillar goes hand-in-hand with
the others. This means that businesses
need to think carefully about how
they implement them,” he says.
The Microsoft approach
As far as Microsoft goes, says Moyal,
the company is working across all
four of these pillars. However, it has
most notably and visibly shifted in
respect of transforming its products
as it adopts the cloud and truly

“Our goal is to change the way things are
done, by building ecosystems across the world,
and by working closely with partners to help
them bring their business applications and
solutions to the global market.” Lionel Moyal

the custodian of a mountain of
digital information relating to your
employees, customers and suppliers,
and you need to protect this data
and treat it properly and in line
with privacy regulations and cybersecurity policies.”
Four pillars
Moyal suggests that digital
transformation is built on four key
pillars, namely empowering employees,
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seek to create new ways to engage
with clients and deliver more
personalised services. Once again,
though, you can’t hope to provide a
better customer experience if your
employees aren’t empowered, agile
and able to make decisions quickly.”
When it comes to the optimising
operations pillar, adds Moyal, the
focus is on automation, artificial
intelligence (AI) and improving
operational processes.

becomes a platform organisation.
“Naturally, when it comes to
empowering employees, we use our
own products and platforms within
the business and adopt pre-release
features and versions ahead of the
market, which means that by the time
these get to the customer, our people
know them inside out.
“We’ve also been driving a
significant culture shift to a learning
culture that seeps into the entire

9

One Commercial Partner
When it comes to Microsoft’s One Commercial Partner (OCP)
programme, this is one of the company’s biggest areas of
transformation, says Lionel Moyal. While a platform like Microsoft
Azure is a bit like a box of Lego in respect of the multitude of services it
can provide, in the end, it’s the company’s partners that deliver value to
the end-customers, thanks to their solutions, he says.
“We understand that a platform is only as good as the value
delivered via the solutions that can be implemented on it, so OCP
was created as a way of assisting our partners to not only build better
solutions, but more pertinently, to help give these the widest market
exposure possible.
“When it comes to OCP, we now work in a more proactive way with
our partners – we refer to the approach as one of build with, market
with and sell with – to assist them not only in breaking through to their
local market, but, if appropriate, across all of the 141 countries in which
we operate. We tell our partners from the outset that when they create
a solution, they must understand that their market is the whole world
and the solution should be designed with that in mind.”
Moyal adds that as good as these solutions may be, you can’t
simply build it and expect that the customers will come. Typically, he
explains, many partners may not have the necessary strength or scale in
marketing and sales to drive the product forward to its fullest extent, so
Microsoft steps in and assists here. Furthermore, the company has also
empowered its sales force to sell solutions on behalf of the partner, to
introduce them to new customers, and to help them in closing deals.
“OCP has changed our approach to partnerships and our partners
have begun embracing this new model. We see this as a new way to
drive adoption of the most effective solutions for our platform, to
boost the revenue and visibility of our partners, and to give the endcustomers the best of both worlds,” he concludes.

business and ultimately helps empower
everyone within the organisation.”
He adds that the company has
also heavily adopted AI, which is now
built into Microsoft’s forecasting
and modelling, and is also used
in human resources to further
empower employees. AI has become
essential to Microsoft, suggests
Moyal, as the company is effectively
a data-driven organisation.
“We have so much data available

that we can use in many wonderful
ways, but the vast quantities mean
that AI is critical if we’re to generate
insights that can be put to good use.
“When it comes to digital
transformation, we’re definitely
practising what we preach, focusing on
much more than just products. Today,
our goal is to change the way things
are done, by building ecosystems
across the world, and by working
closely with partners to help them

bring their software and application
developments to the global market.”
Where to from here?
Moyal points out that the IDC recently
studied the impact of public cloud
in SA and predicted that it will have
generated around R81 billion in revenue
within the next four years, thanks to
the new business innovation that it will
drive. Furthermore, some 112 000 net
new job opportunities are expected
to be created through the use of
cloud technology across the entire
ecosystem. For the Microsoft ecosystem,
for every rand of revenue Microsoft
creates, he adds, there will be almost
R8 in additional revenue generated
by partners, indicating the kind of
growth that can thus be expected.
“Looking ahead, digital transformation
obviously has implications when it
comes to skills, something there is
already a shortage of in the South
African market. For this reason,
Microsoft is investing significantly in
the skills needed to support a digitally
transforming market in the right way.
This includes things like digital literacy
training and the provision of tools – free
of charge – to youth under the age of
23, to enable them to begin learning
the skills necessary for this new era.
“The other issue regarding skills is
the existing employees who will need
to be re-skilled due to the permeation
of AI into business. AI is going to have
a significant impact here, and although
it’s not yet clear just how big it will
be, it’s likely to impact the workforce
at all levels. This is why Microsoft not
only focuses on democratising AI, but
is especially clear about the need to
ethically implement it in a manner that
will ensure that AI is ultimately used
to augment human skills, rather than
replace them,” he concludes.

Meeting
the Azure
opportunity
Azure datacentres in
South Africa will change
the cloud game. But
partners and customers
shouldn’t wait. Get
ready now.

E

very day, there’s less reason
to evangelise cloud’s basic
benefits. The market is grasping
the importance and potential of this
crucial IT delivery paradigm. Many
companies are already making the
shift, says Kethan Parbhoo, chief
operations and marketing officer at
Microsoft South Africa.
“Many organisations want to
leverage the power of the cloud,
moving components of their
datacentres into cloud environments.
Meanwhile, startups are benefiting
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Operational transformation
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from being able to access cloud
services they couldn’t necessarily
afford in the on-premise world. The
thinking that companies can then
focus on core business components
is something we’re definitely seeing
happen. They get to market quicker,
focus on digital transformation,
develop new platforms and experience
reductions in cost.”
But this is just the start. The arrival
of Azure datacentres in SA will expand
on cloud’s promise significantly as it
brings hyperscale operations into the

local context. Hyperscale is essentially
the critical mass of cloud, where highperformance datacentres use massive
amounts of elastic scale to provision
resources, support platforms and
services, and give users powerful
environments at enticing costs. This
is a particular consideration during
these economically challenging times.
Don’t wait
Yet while there’s growing excitement
about Azure’s local arrival, Parbhoo
says many are doing the wrong thing

11

Kethan Parbhoo,
Microsoft

by playing the waiting game.
“A lot of customers are waiting for
the datacentres to go live. But when
they’re switched on, you won’t
automatically be there. The reality is,
as a customer and partner, you have
to get ready prior to that. Set up your
identity management and policies,
get your people ready from a change
management perspective, and get
the internal skills to have the capacity
to adopt Azure when it arrives.”
To get the most out of a local
Azure deployment, everyone needs

to roll up their sleeves. Even though
customers can expect a lot of
their operational IT burdens to be
moved elsewhere, they still have to
consider the changes required for
their businesses to evolve. They have
to grasp what drives their business
vision, how digital plays into that and
how a local Azure cloud can make it
happen. They then have to plan and
get those components into place.
This isn’t necessarily deeply
technical. Azure is based on three
pillars: the Azure platform, Office365
and Dynamics365. They cover the
gamut of infrastructure, platform
and services that can be used to
boost and evolve operations. It
isn’t a change that only impacts IT,
it concerns the entire business. For
example, staff can be trained to use
Dynamics365 CRM services, boosting
productivity and positive adoption.
Hence the need to prepare, and
this is where partners are key.
Says Parbhoo: “Azure partners
should sit with customers and
understand their reasons to move
to the cloud. They should then align
actions and put a plan in place. For
example, if it’s to increase revenue
and enter a new market, that’s an
external-facing requirement. Do their

“The key is to understand what drives a digital
vision and how a local Azure cloud can make that
happen.” Kethan Parbhoo
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Operational transformation

infrastructure and skills support that?”
Azure’s partners stand to gain a lot
from its arrival, if they are ready for it.
To understand their advantages, they
should decide where they fit into the
growing picture. Parbhoo says there
are three types of partners that should
take Azure seriously.
Lead by partners
The first are partners who aim to onsell
and resell Azure services, taking them
to the market. This is a step beyond
selling licences: “They take the power
of Azure, Office365 and Dynamics365
to customers. They now have the
power of Microsoft cloud in SA and can
resell it utilising their own IT skills and
managed services. That means they
also educate customers on why these
services are worth adopting.”
The second group of partners are
ISVs or independent software vendors.
These companies develop their own
software services using components
from Azure. That’s one of the cloud’s
major benefits: the provider handles
the nitty-gritty of security and
patching while developers access
powerful services such as AI and
Hadoop databases on demand. New
breeds of CRM, ERP, disaster recovery,
IoT and many more solutions are
appearing as companies refresh their
technologies into the cloud and sell
those services to their clients. This is a
particularly vibrant place for startups
and small vendors.
Finally, there are the systems
integrators (SIs). Long an important
part of Microsoft’s partner world, a
lot of work is going into this group:
“Digital is a major topic for many
organisations, especially from a
business perspective. When large
SIs engage with customers, people
aren’t just moving to cloud because
it’s a buzzword or due to fear of
disruption. They want reduced costs,
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Get Azure-savvy – for free!
A daunting part of the transition into cloud is how general skills in an
organisation need to adapt. Shifting to digital is not just limited to
technical and IT personnel – everyone needs to discover how their roles,
and related applications and processes, will change.
Normally, acquiring such knowledge is an expensive process. But
Microsoft has created Cloud Society, a collection of training modules
that cover everything from fundamentals to deep technical knowledge.
Cloud Society gathers the best courses, videos and material under one
umbrella, so access and training are easy. But the real joy is the cost.
Cloud Society courses are largely free, spread over a variety of
Microsoft platforms, such as LinkedIn. There’s a fee to gain official
certification, but no charge to complete the courses themselves.
This helps introduce and involve participants in all aspects of Azure.
It can teach employees how to make the most of Office365, guide
administrators deploying Dynamics environments, show coders how to
develop using Azure services, and much more.
“I’m not a technology guy at all, but I took some of the courses and
I can now design simple things like bots and websites,” says Kethan
Parbhoo. “Cloud Society is one of the ways we ensure we really have
people who can take advantage of digital. Employees have to be ready
to adopt these technologies and services. Here, they can do that at their
own pace and really take control of what Azure offers, regardless of their
role in the business.”
Schools can also take part through Mahala.ms, a programme that
provides Office365 services for free to both public and private learners.
This ensures that future generations are versed in digital. But everyone
should take advantage of the opportunity to become digitally literate.
Through Cloud Society, they can, on their own terms, right now.

modernised organisations, engaging
with customers in a different way or
even empowering their employees. SIs
are helping through different services,
applications and, foremost, serious
change management work.”
To facilitate these relationships,
Microsoft has created programmes
such as Cloud Solution Provider
and Azure Partner. It also maintains
healthy relationships with open
source providers, recently investing
heavily into the Github development
community, and continually provides
resources for partners big and small, as

well as end-user customers wanting to
take the bull by the horns.
The arrival of Azure in SA is a major
opportunity for the market. But don’t
take a wait-and-see approach. To
be ready for Azure tomorrow, you
should start planning today. Parbhoo
says, “The key is to understand what
drives a digital vision and how a local
Azure cloud can make that happen.
Then put in a plan to get those
components going. Partners should
gain the trust of customers and
customers should start asking what
Azure can do for their business.”

Man and machine

Siyabonga Madyibi,
Microsoft

The ethics
of artificial
intelligence

BY: Tamsin Oxford
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There are few things as
topical or relevant than
the need to embed ethics
into AI to protect person,
business and identity.

T

he goal of the freshlylaunched, UK-based Centre
for Data Ethics and Innovation
Consultation is to help manage the
‘novel ethical issues raised by rapidly
developing technologies such as
artificial intelligence (AI), agree on
best practice around data use to
identify potential new regulations’,
and build the trust required to
build a strong digital economy.
Another UK-based organisation,
Digital Catapult, recently released
an ethics framework to promote the
integration of ethical practice into
the development of AI and machine
learning. Both recognise that data
is a powerful tool that can have a
positive influence, but should operate
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Man and machine

within the constraints of ethics and
best practice. The reality is that data
is neutral. It’s the AI and those who
use it that determine its impact.
“We need to introduce safeguards
to ensure there’s always a line
between what the machines can do
and how we handle the issues of
privacy and ethics,” says Siyabonga
Madyibi, legal and corporate affairs
director, Microsoft. “AI requires a
measure of control and it must only
operate within the dictates of the
space to which humans allocate
it. Currently, we have fairly broad
parameters and this is a concern.”
As the power of AI is harnessed,
the potential of machine learning

and that they embody a measure of
sensitivity and fairness.
“AI currently affects so many
different aspects of life that no single
person or entity is unaffected by the
AI conversation,” says Madyibi. “This
perhaps makes AI the most inclusive
conversation we have today. All agree
on its potential to change the industry

“We must pay attention to the impact of AI on
workers, especially in South Africa, where one
of our biggest challenges is unemployment.”
Siyabonga Madyibi

expanded, and the data pulled and
investigated, it’s essential that the
larger issues are put on the proverbial
table and addressed. There are
complex ethical and social questions
that need to be answered. AI can
change lives, but how can it be best
used to assist humans? How can it be
challenged to offer enhanced insights
while avoiding exposing personal
information to a data breach? As we
move towards relying on intelligent
agents in our everyday lives, we need
to ensure that communities and
individuals can trust these systems,

Brainstorm

and the quality of life.”
AI has the ability to enable
breakthrough advances in areas such
as healthcare, agriculture, education
and transportation. It has, in fact,
already seen many of these sectors
revolutionise the way they work.
Questions
However, new technology inevitably
raises complex questions around
society and now is the time to address
these head-on. AI has to be designed
and used responsibly and there need
to be clear ethical principles that

protect people along the way.
To answer these questions,
technologists have to work closely with
government, academia, business, civil
society and stakeholders. Microsoft
has already identified six ethical
principles that have to be embedded
into action and innovation and that
should guide the cross-disciplinary
development and use of AI. These six
principles are fairness, reliability and
safety, privacy and security, inclusivity,
transparency, and accessibility. The
better these principles are understood,
and the more developers and users
can share best practices to address
them, the better served the world will
be as it contemplates societal rules to
govern AI, says Madyibi.
Stealing jobs
“We must also pay attention to the
impact of AI on workers, especially in
South Africa, where one of our biggest
challenges is unemployment,” he says.
“We need to address the fact that
new opportunities will be opening
up thanks to AI and that for those
jobs that close, new ones will open.
Ultimately, the one constant over the
past 250 years has been technology
impacting on jobs: the creation of the
new, the removal of the old and the
evolution of tasks and content.”
“Government must take the lead
to create skills for the jobs that don’t
exist yet,” says Madyibi. “As long as
its approach focuses on protecting
existing jobs, there will remain a divide
that will take a long time to overcome.
We have to be proactive in creating a
space for skills development so we can
overcome the challenges of job losses
and the ethical ramifications of AI
moving into sorely needed roles. Now
is the time to turn a challenge into an
opportunity.”
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Ethical principles
of AI
Microsoft has identified six
ethical principles to guide the
cross-disciplinary development
and use of AI. These are:
• fairness
• reliability and safety
• privacy and security
• inclusivity
• transparency
• accessibility

ensure training, skills development and
labour market reforms. To make the
most of AI, all these elements need to
come together.
AI for all
The ethical conundrums that lie within
AI can’t be dealt with by a single
entity. It’s a shared responsibility
across government, organisations and
individuals. Microsoft is working to
democratise AI in the same way that it
brought the PC to every home – once
considered a crazy dream, now a
powerful reality. This means that the
company is creating tools that make
it easy for developers, businesses and
government institutions to create AI-

and accessibility. How can we use
technology to solve the fundamental
difficulties in South Africa and how can
we clear the boundaries and deliver
real benefits to society?”
AI is the driving force of the Fourth
Industrial Revolution and the global
economic returns of this revolution
are expected to be in the region of
$16 trillion. AI is also anticipated to
create 2.3 million new jobs by 2020,
according to Gartner. What needs to
happen now is to prepare business,
government and society for the AI
that’s coming. The onus is on the
policy-makers to revisit law and even
introduce new legislation to protect
people, skills and ethics.

“We need to introduce safeguards to ensure
there’s always a line between what the
machines can do and how we handle the
issues of privacy and ethics.”
Siyabonga Madyibi

The companies and countries that
do the best in the AI arena are those
prepared to embrace these changes
rapidly and with no small measure of
efficacy and innovation. New jobs and
economic growth come to those who
evolve alongside technology, not those
who resist it.
That said, AI isn’t the cure-all for the
complaints that beleaguer society.
There has to be a strong foundation
for ethical principles, and the industries
of law and education have to evolve to

based solutions that will accelerate the
benefits to society.
“We have to expand skills
development and allow for the people
who will work with AI to gain access
to the education and skills they need
to grow with this innovation,” says
Madyibi. “Many people are struggling
with digital literacy so skills are an
essential consideration as we introduce
AI to the market. At Microsoft, we
believe in AI for humanity and how
it can solve issues around disability

“To avoid missing out on the
opportunity of AI, policy-makers and
business leaders must prepare for
a future with AI,” says Madyibi. “We
must do so, not with the idea that AI is
simply another productivity tool, but
as something that can transform our
thinking and our growth. AI is more
than a trend, it’s a real computing
advance playing out today and we’re
at a critical juncture in the AI journey
where we can define not just what AI
can do, but how it does it.”

PICTURE: Paul McGavin

Licensing solutions

licensing, capabilities and
revenue. For the partner
and reseller revenue
stream to remain intact,
says Gartner, be prepared
to offer helpful business
models and provide
partner-only content
streams and tooling.
For Microsoft,
Dimension Data has taken
the proverbial bull by the
software horns and is the
reason why it has won the
award in 2018.
“Microsoft is looking
for partners that don’t
just sell its technology via
licenses, it wants partners
to build relationships
that encourage customer
adoption of the latest technologies
and its licensing strategies,” says
Graham Parker, group executive,
Britehouse Digital. “We’ve always
provided our customers with the
expertise and insights they need
around the structure of licensing,
BY: Tamsin Oxford

Futureproof
partnerships

Graham Parker,
Britehouse Digital

Microsoft’s licensing models
have fundamentally changed
and the technology giant is
embracing partnerships that
leverage this change.

D

imension Data won the
Microsoft award for Licensing
Solution Provider, which
recognises the work completed by
Dimension Data in translating the
benefits of the Microsoft ecosystem
of cloud services and solutions. It’s
an ecosystem that has undergone
significant change over the past few
years. The evolution of licensing
models and platforms, the rise of the
‘As-a-Service’ model, the rapid arrival
of Microsoft datacentres on African
shores – these factors have impacted
on how organisations engage with
technology and service providers.
According to a recent industry
analysis by Gartner, 80% of historical
vendors will offer a subscriptionbased business model – the shift from
traditional to subscription-based
models of software adoption is less a
gradual move and more a stampede.
For organisations to succeed in this
space, they need to make it easier for
the customer and add value across

around the newer licensing models and
options for adoption, it has to ask one
very important question – so what?
So what are you going to do with the
technology? So what results do you
envision as a result of this investment?
By answering these questions,
Dimension Data ensures the technology
delivers return on investment.
“We have products in five spaces,
including Mail Exchange, Skype,
SharePoint and OneDrive,” says
Parker. “We educate the client on how
to use these solutions correctly and
how to customise and build workflows
on these products so they can
execute their business digitally and
efficiently. We also actively encourage
our clients to move to the Microsoft
cloud offering.”
Dimension Data believes that the
services and solutions that reside within
the Microsoft cloud platforms are far
better for the business than those in
on-premise platforms. They allow for
the enterprise to leverage the advanced
intelligence that Microsoft has built into
the platforms, enhancing performance
and productivity.
The market has seen remarkable
growth over the past few years, as
has demand for Microsoft solutions
and platforms. The technology giant’s

“The market has finally come to recognise the
benefits of moving to the cloud when it comes to
infrastructure investment.” Graham Parker

the best commercial models, what
technology to purchase, and the
most relevant enterprise agreements.
We use our knowledge of Microsoft
packages and what they can offer to
enhance client value and deliverables.”
For any organisation to benefit from
any software investment, particularly

fresh strategy and focus on building
inventive services into its cloud has seen
organisations move from on-premise to
cloud in increasing numbers.
“The market has finally come to
recognise the benefits of moving to the
cloud when it comes to infrastructure
investment,” concludes Parker.
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Work
Anywhere,
Anytime
Excellence in cloud
service provider
deliverables and
commitment saw Tarsus
on Demand scoop up the
award for best CSP 2018.

PICTURE: Paul McGavin

Top CSP provider

BY: Tamsin Oxford
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M

icrosoft continues to set
industry benchmarks for
innovations in business and
technology. Today, Microsoft cloud
services solutions lead the way in
productivity and collaboration tools,
providing organisations and individuals
with the ability to work anywhere and
at any time. For Tarsus on Demand,
becoming a Microsoft Indirect Cloud
Solution Provider (CSP) was the right
business decision.
“It has allowed us to increase our
reach from a partner and end-user
perspective, really giving us the
opportunity to develop the channel
in South Africa and to sell Microsoft
cloud services,” says Kathryn Tindale,
director: sales, Tarsus on Demand. “This
has given us the ability to offer a wider
array of options and solutions from
Microsoft cloud services and provided
us with an exceptional opportunity to
be creative when designing solutions
for our customers.”
For Tarsus on Demand, the Microsoft
CSP offering has allowed it to tailormake solutions for customers, helping

Brainstorm

them to be innovative in the face of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution. It has also
given them the flexibility they need to
translate customer need into customerdriven solutions. Thanks to the Microsoft
bouquet of cloud services, Tarsus on
Demand is able to be increasingly
creative when designing architecture
and infrastructure for clients.
Focus
“We’re a born-in-the-cloud business so
our focus has always been exclusively
on the cloud and the channel,” says
Tindale. “Our initial intent was to deliver
cloud and Infrastructure-as-a-Service
solutions within our own locally hosted
datacentres to our partner markets
so they could deliver to the endcustomer. When we were appointed a
Microsoft CSP partner, this expanded
our portfolio dramatically. We’ve been

able to use our skills, which have been
honed over years of industry and
market-related experience, to refine
our relationship with Microsoft.”
The company has brought its
established skills and expertise into
the Microsoft CSP portfolio. These
skills have seen it accelerate its market
penetration as it has deep insight into
the challenges, requirements and tenets
that drive adoption and customer
understanding. Tarsus on Demand and
Microsoft have created a formidable
partnership that’s collaborative and
streamlined, enhancing offerings and
customer engagement.
“Our customers have benefitted
enormously from this partnership,”
says Tindale. “They gain access to the
latest technology on an easy-to-use,
pay-as-you-go basis that removes the
need for any massive capital outlay.
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Kathryn Tindale,
Tarsus on Demand

“We’re a Microsoft Gold partner
and this assures our partners of
access to extensive skills, training and
enablement,” adds Tindale. “To further
support our partners, we’ve honed our
demand generation marketing skills
to focus on creating demand at an endcustomer level, which, in turn, is driven
back into our partner ecosystem.

market faster and meet customer
demand more effectively. We’re
always coming up with new ways of
doing business and developing ideas
that allow us all to move forward in a
dynamic market environment.”
For Tarsus on Demand, working
with Microsoft and its CSP offering
allows for the development of new
and innovative solutions that address
specific customer needs. It’s also
an opportunity to build around
the Intelligent Edge, growing the
business in fresh areas and using
the cost-effective capabilities of
technology to do new things and
move into new markets. Microsoft is

“We’re a born-in-the-cloud business so our
focus has always been exclusively on the cloud
and the channel.” Kathryn Tindale

“To further our engagement
with the channel, the customer
and Microsoft, we run a cloud
orchestration and billing platform
called Cloud Blue. It’s one of the
leading cloud automation platforms
globally, providing partners with an
easily accessible online storefront
where they can self-provision cloud
solutions for their customers.”
Tarsus on Demand provides its
partners with an online catalogue
of services and solutions that can
be customised for specific client
requirements and to fine-tune specific
offerings. It also allows for partners
to view the latest in Microsoft’s
capabilities in creating new solutions
and services. Cloud Blue allows
partners to create targeted and
relevant solutions for customers across
multiple markets and use cases.

This aids our partners in building
sustainable cloud practices. We do
a lot of social campaigns and digital
marketing, supporting the channel
and creating leads that allow for our
partners to gain traction.”
Dynamic
The relationship between Microsoft
and Tarsus on Demand has been very
dynamic from the outset. For Tindale,
it’s one that has allowed for Tarsus on
Demand to really grow as a company
and in its ability to interpret Microsoft
technologies in the most relevant and
results-driven ways for the market.
“We have an incredible relationship;
because we’re born in the cloud, our
relationship has been cemented by
our flexibility and our ability to fit in
with their strategy,” adds Tindale.
“This ensures that we can go to

providing the market with a platform
upon which it can develop new and
innovative solutions that address
specific needs in the market. This
assures Tarsus on Demand and its
partners of ongoing technological
evolution and capabilities.
Tindale concludes: “Being born
in the cloud means we know what it
takes to build a cloud practice and
therefore assist our partners in their
own transformation journey. Our
partnership with Microsoft allows us
to deliver world-class cloud solutions
to the local tech channel on demand,
thereby accelerating the digital
transformation process. Technology is
becoming so cost-effective and easy to
access that it’s constantly opening up
opportunities for companies and giving
them the ability to try to do something
completely different.”
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Axiz thrilled to be in the awards, yet again

Traci Maynard,
Axiz

M

icrosoft’s Partner of the Year awards
have long recognised the many exciting
innovative businesses in the company’s
2 000 strong partner community in South Africa. These
are the organisations that demonstrate excellence in both
innovation and the implementation of customer solutions,
using Microsoft technology.
Traci Maynard, Microsoft executive, Axiz says that winning
the Consumer Distributor and Sub-Distributor of the Year
award is recognition of Axiz’ efforts and achievements in
this space.
“These awards are always special, as they provide a
platform for our company to showcase solutions built on the
latest Microsoft technologies that deliver benefits to all our
partners. Even more importantly, winning one of these prizes

For further information please contact:
www.axiz.com

means that our people have the opportunity to receive the
acknowledgement they deserve for the hard work they have
undertaken during the financial year,” she says.
“This award from Microsoft is key, as it recognises partners
for their efforts related to the full pack product distribution,
original equipment manufacturer software, Microsoft
hardware and Xbox distribution agreements. Axiz, of course,
remains a long-standing distributor of Microsoft Office,
therefore our business was thrilled to be rewarded with this
particular accolade.”
She adds that the company approach will continue to
remain the same in this arena moving forward – namely
that it will to drive the top three multinational PC hardware
vendors, being Dell, HP and Lenovo.
“One of our Microsoft Common Data Service team’s
focuses for the forthcoming year will be to accelerate device
sales growth. With some 30 years’ of experience in the IT
reseller channel, I believe that Axiz is ideally positioned to
assist Microsoft achieve this in the next financial year.”
So what does the Partner of the Year award mean to Axiz?
Maynard says that as far as she’s concerned, it provides a
critical morale booster at the end of a tough year to the
company’s employees. Most notably, she points out, to the
back office workers who play a vital role in working closely
with the organisation’s vendors, and without whom the win
wouldn’t have been possible.
“The impact this award has on our business is quite
profound. After all, the amount of investment – both
spiritually and emotionally – that our people put into
our Microsoft business is absolutely enormous, and so
recognition of this nature is fantastic, both for our own
employees and for our customer community. After all, when
it comes to the latter, receiving this kind of recognition from
the Microsoft brand tells them that they’ve also made the
right choice of partner.
“Our goal is to leverage both our award win and our longterm relationship with Microsoft to continue to strengthen
our market reputation and reinforce our position in the
overall Microsoft ecosystem. We are proud of the length of
our relationship with the enterprise and excited to once again
be a winner in the Partner of the Year awards. We’re now
considering the Microsoft 2019 financial year awards criteria
closely, in order to ensure that we’re able to aim our strategies
in line with these requirements,” she concludes.

BY: Adam Oxford
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Up in the cloud
What does the future
hold for cloud in
South Africa?

C

loud adoption in South Africa
is soaring, and with the local
Microsoft Azure datacentre
coming online, 2019 is going to see
the rate at which businesses migrate
applications from traditional provision to
‘As-a-Service’ models accelerate again.
Partners play a key role in helping
businesses move to the cloud, helping
to advise and integrate agile, costeffective and secure solutions into an
organisation’s existing infrastructure.
One partner that will play a major role in
bringing more customers to the cloud
is Microsoft South Africa Cloud Solution
Provider (CSP) of The Year for 2018, First
Technology Group.
The CSP programme is still
relatively new in South Africa, says
First Technology’s senior manager:
Advanced Technology, Janetta Cosenza,
who heads up CSP in KwaZulu-Natal
and the Eastern Cape. There’s been a
huge amount of interest so far, Cosenza
says, and one of the reasons that the
firm won the award was the growth in

Janetta Cosenza, First Technology Group
customer numbers in 2017 and 2018,
which increased from 25 to 117, with
bigger growth expected for 2019.
“We adopted CSP fast in KZN,”
Cosenza says, “because there are a lot
of SMB customers here that are ideally
placed to move to the cloud quickly
and want the benefits that it brings. But
we’ve also had a lot of success in the
mid-market and enterprise, anyone
that wants to move to an operational
expenditure model for purchasing IT.
“The world is changing,” she adds. “It’s
all about consumption. People want to
pay for what they’re using, and they want
to be able to access services instantly
and on-demand.”
The other key reason for First
Technology’s success, Cosenza says,
is the consumption rate for licences.
Many organisations struggle with
over-provisioning in the cloud, buying
more licences than they need and
never using them – missing out on
the benefit of pay-as-you-use that’s
intrinsic to cloud. For First Technology’s
customers, the consumption rate is an
extremely high 88%.
Tools
“That says that we are selling the tools
people want to use,” Cosenza says, “and
this, in turn, means they’ll want to renew
and stay on the platform.”
The high consumption rate is down
to hard work by the CSP team, which
actively engages customers to transition.
“The challenge is how to transition
from the old world to the new world,”
Cosenza says, “and understand where
you’ll be in five years’ time. First
Technology has a team of specialists

who can guide you through that
process and answer questions. We help
customers design an architecture that
works for them.”
Being able to leverage the group’s
other strengths is also an advantage, and
bundling services together creates extra
benefits for customers.
“We have a lot of other businesses in
the group,” Cosenza says, “like our ISP
and CRM teams, so we can talk about
end-to-end datacentre transformation
and digital transformation.”
To help grow the business in 2019, First
Technology is investing in a new selfservice customer portal for CSP, which will
allow even greater flexibility and control
over how customers consume services.
This, it’s hoped, will benefit existing clients
and attract new ones at the same time.
“Customers are moving away from
wanting to invest in large amounts
of infrastructure to run collaboration
or Dynamics CRM,” Cosenza says.
“Now they’ll be able to fire up even
an application from a CSP in a couple
of days.”
It will also allow customers to
understand their own usage better,
thanks to built-in reports.
“People don’t want to just buy Office,”
Cosenza says. “They want reporting on
what their sales team is using.”
As the CSP platform matures, however,
there’s still much to be done to push on
the cloud revolution.
“There’s a lot of education that still
needs to come into play,” Cosenza says.
“We have daily meetings with multiple
customers; there are so many tools that
they have access to, but aren’t even
aware of.”

“It’s all about consumption. People want to
pay for what they’re using, and they want to
be able to access services instantly and ondemand.” Janetta Cosenza
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Managing customer relationships
Technology has transformed customer relationship
management capabilities and business potential.

M

int Group has won the
Microsoft CRM Partner award
recognising the customercentric approach the company has
adopted with its dynamic customer
relationship management (CRM) strategy
and technology implementations.
“We could only have won this
award thanks to our teamwork and
commitment to augmenting our
offering to the market,” says Rynhardt
Grobler, head of delivery, Mint Group.
“Our intelligent insights, AI and smart
systems all contribute to us providing
relevant and insightful solutions
that meet customer needs. We
work incredibly hard to differentiate
ourselves in the market and look to
constantly add components that disrupt
the status quo and add value.”
Mint Group provides clients with a
seamless way of managing customers
and their own business processes. The
company has long recognised that CRM
needs to look after the components
within the business, allowing for the
organisation to differentiate its offering
to its customers. This includes anything
from web chats and analytics to
understanding exactly what a customer’s
next best action should be.
“CRM data allows for the
organisation to truly quantify its

customer relationships while adding
the quality required to enhance
engagement and extend the customer
funnel,” says Grobler. “This includes
social media and CRM data and the use
of AI to help the organisation find the
next best opportunity.”
Partnerships
Mint Group lives the CRM premise
within its own walls, putting people and
values first. The team isn’t interested
in just dropping a product, integrating
it and leaving. It’s about working in
partnership with customers and taking
the technology to the next level,
allowing for the organisation to truly
engage with the potential of the digital
transformation journey.
“We’ve long recognised that what
brought the business here today
won’t get them where they need to
be tomorrow,” says Grobler. “We assist
organisations in taking the steps that
they need to create a more digitally
evolved and capable business. They have
to ensure that they’re futureproof and
relevant and that they get value from
their technology investment. No business
can afford to not be ready for what the
market has in store five years from now.”
For Mint Group, it’s critical its team
sits with the relevant individuals within

“CRM data allows for the organisation to truly
quantify its customer relationships while adding
the quality required to enhance engagement and
extend the customer funnel.” Rynhardt Grobler
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Rynhardt Grobler,
Mint Group
a company to ensure that they meet
the strategic goals of that company
and its vision. The ecosystem has to be
structured around the infrastructure
and technology in play today, alongside
what the business plans to achieve
tomorrow. The impact of highly
targeted and structured CRM is already
being seen across multiple industries
and sectors as it continues to deliver
value and return on investment.
“There’s a wide spectrum of industries
that need to know more about the
customer and how to market to them
effectively,” adds Grobler. “This will
generate far more business and assure
a more engaged customer base.
Already data has shown that if hotels
market to who people are and the
things they like, then it’s more likely that
those people will spend their money
with them. It’s critical that we gather
more customer information and tailormake engagements – the era of one
approach fits all has gone.”
The company plans to solidify its CRM
offering across the industries it currently
works with, increasing relevance and the
services by which it differentiates itself.
“We’re building a solid foundation
so we can move into new markets and
deliver superlative customer solutions,”
says Grobler. “The company remains
committed to delivering exceptional
CRM solutions and services to the
global market.”

Business applications ERP

Helping digital transformation with
Dynamics 365 for Operations.

the most complete set of
modules, including finance,
projects, human resources,
product management,
manufacturing, quality,
retail, point of sale,
warehouse management
and transportation. Altron
Karabina has invested in
development and best
practice methodologies
that enable its team
to build in even more
impact. “We can now
deliver world-class implementations
to link the full supply chain from
inbound to outbound logistics across
areas such as retail, vehicle rentals
and fleet management,” says Ives.

BY: Tracy Burrows
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ltron Karabina’s newest practice
moved straight to the front of
the pack to take the Microsoft
South Africa Partner of the Year award
for Business Applications ERP in 2018.
Dave Ives, chief customer officer at
Altron Karabina, says the company
officially launched its ERP practice
through an acquisition in 2016 and
expanded it with more skills and
partnerships as the business grew.
“The growth trajectory forecast for
Dynamics ERP is substantial and we
look to continue investing in this space,”
he says. In the past financial year, the
company became the first in South
Africa to implement a full end-to-end
Dynamics 365 project for a customer,
which included customer engagement
and finance and operations.
“Our investment in this practice
over the past two years has led us, as
a relatively new player in the market,
to win the award based on execution,
delivery and how we’ve gone about
developing our practice. However, we
believe we still have a great deal of room
for growth and development in this area.
Microsoft is growing in this space, and
we’re growing alongside, continually
looking to offer new services. We now
have the ability to bring the complete
platform together – including CRM,
analytics, devices, connection to Office
365, and the provision of applications
– so we’re uniquely positioned to offer
clients the complete solution across the
board.”
Microsoft Dynamics 365 for
Operations allows companies to lead
their digital transformation journey with
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Straight to the top

Opportunities
“Microsoft has made huge strides in
becoming the top ERP platform in
the market, and we believe there are
huge opportunities for partners to take
advantage of the platforms. But doing so
effectively requires a great deal of effort
and investment. ERP isn’t something
you take lightly. It’s about core processes
and the way people work; there have
been failures in this space. It’s important
to choose your platform and partner

Dave Ives,
Altron Karabina

carefully. Microsoft is a serious player,
with an incredible set of services, and
Altron Karabina is the partner to help
you maximise the potential of these
platforms and services.
“We’re investing further in bringing
the complete platform together, and
plan to grow in this market. We believe
that to be a leader in your industry
and provide the best service to your
customers, you need to challenge your
norms and improve your customer
relationships through product leadership
and operational excellence,” Ives says.

“Microsoft is growing in this space, and
we’re growing alongside, continually
looking to offer new services.” Dave Ives
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Microsoft and
Dimension Data:
a valuable, strategic
and global partnership
When it comes to partnerships, Dimension Data
is an old hand at building strong and effective
collaborations with key organisations across the
IT landscape, as evidenced by the company’s
long strategic partnership with Microsoft.

A

ccording to Graham Parker, group executive of
Dimension Data subsidiary Britehouse Digital,
the enterprise, through various subsidiaries and
business units, has been a long-term partner with Microsoft, with
the two entities’ relationship going back more than 20 years.
He suggests that when it comes to awards, Dimension Data is no
stranger to winning accolades either, pointing out that the business
has enjoyed many successes over the years and won many awards
to prove it.
“From a purely Microsoft point of view, recent awards
include the South Africa Country Partner of the Year, the Global
Microsoft Modern Workplace Transformation Partner of the Year
and South African Licensing Solution Provider of the Year awards
in 2018 alone.”
He says Dimension Data is renowned for its best practices and
the high level of competency it offers when it comes to the delivery
of world-class solutions.
“We’re recognised as a Microsoft gold partner across multiple

competencies and this means that the organisation ensures that
all staff working with Microsoft products and services are certified,
highly skilled and experienced with Microsoft solutions. A large
part of our ongoing success derives from the fact that we work
very closely with Microsoft when it comes to developing best
practice methodologies. We also collaborate closely with them
around developing the architectural designs for implementing our
solutions using Microsoft products and services, which we’re able
to take to market as part of a greater solution offering,” he adds.
It’s clear that over the past year or two, Microsoft has put a
lot of effort into transforming its own business, and such a large
transformation inevitably affects the company’s partners and how
they approach things, not to mention that such a transformation
will ultimately impact on the end-customers.
Parker says the Microsoft transformation has proven to be a
really welcome change for Dimension Data. He indicates that
although the relationship between the two organisations has
always been a positive one, the simple fact that Dimension Data

Graham Parker,
Britehouse Digital

is now able to access all levels of Microsoft resources quickly has
been a significant and positive change.
“Moreover, Microsoft has actively been working with our
business to assist us in finding the right solutions for our clients,
something that has had a very positive impact on our customers.
After all, our customers effectively see the relationship in person,
and Microsoft and Dimension Data are able to present a unified
face to the client, which is another aspect that gives great comfort
to the customer.
“Essentially, what Microsoft’s One Commercial Partner
programme offers to end-customers is the ability to feel secure
in the knowledge that Microsoft considers Dimension Data to be
one of their preferred partners. In addition, the partnership helps
to reinforce the fact that at Dimension Data, we have both the
depth and the breadth of capabilities to be able to successfully
deliver Microsoft solutions to each and every one of our clients
that needs them.”
When it comes to the overall Microsoft partner ecosystem both

in South Africa and around the world, he suggests that Dimension
Data has a valuable role to play in this space.
“We’re one of Microsoft’s largest partners in the region and as
an enterprise, we’re skilled across all of the Microsoft solution areas.
Above and beyond this, the simple fact that Dimension Data itself
offers a global presence and the concomitant ability to deliver
almost anywhere makes the enterprise a genuinely valuable part of
the Microsoft ecosystem on a global scale,” concludes Parker.

Please refer to the website for our contact details,
www.britehouse.co.za

Cloud platform
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Willem Malan,
BUI
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Enabling the
cloud and
winning along
the way
There’s something
special about being
recognised as the top
Cloud Platform Partner
of the Year.

“I

t’s always nice to receive
recognition for hard work, but
this is a significant moment
for us,” says Willem Malan, a director
at BUI. “The market is changing and
cloud is becoming more crucial to
businesses. This award isn’t decided
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on a specific project, but rather on the
growth around Azure cloud and adding
more customers. The focus is on
cloud enablement. It wouldn’t happen
overnight, so being recognised for it
shows we’re on the right path.”
The award confirms what was already
increasingly obvious: BUI is enabling

its customers need. But BUI doesn’t just
push services – it creates them, says
Malan: “The ethos at BUI is innovation,
delivery and results. If we just take
solutions out of a box, that’s not the
agility and intelligence our customers
expect. That doesn’t solve their problems
and improve their prospects. To win in
cloud, you have to go deeper.”
Another hallmark of BUI’s success
is its security foundation. Although
Malan says that it’s not possible to
be everything to everyone security-

“The market is changing and
cloud is becoming more crucial to
businesses.” Willem Malan
digital change and cloud adoption in
the local market. It has created a solid
platform-based approach to cloud
adoption, coupled with both Microsoft
services and its own products. In a
country hungry for cloud’s platformand consumption-based options, BUI
has been supporting customers to
change in the most optimal way.
“We’re using platforms to help make
customers comfortable and manage
their journey through support and
maintenance. We’re helping customers
use platforms to run their business on
cloud with confidence. This is important
because the digital challenge is met
in how they adjust their businesses to
take advantage of new technologies. If
they don’t believe and see the change
is worth it, then digital transformation
just becomes another failed IT project.”
Defining cloud for SA
There are several reasons why BUI
stands tall among its peers. It has been
a Microsoft partner for a long time and
is adept at blending the right products
with cloud environments to deliver what

wise, it’s a natural departure point.
Customers also find it comforting to
know security is considered at the very
start of projects. BUI doesn’t just put
customers into the cloud, but makes
sure they’re not exposed – a key worry
around migrating to today’s highly
integrated and complex environments.
“We’re excited about Azure. It
solves two problems right off the bat:
latency issues and data sovereignty
concerns. If anything, it will accelerate
cloud adoption. But the big prospect
is being able to develop and innovate
even more on the Azure platform.
Customers are willing to look at new
ideas and we believe a lot of that will
come from Azure’s local presence.”
Malan says awards are recognition
for BUI’s drive to create services local
businesses want and need. Cloud
is crucial to realise that purpose, he
adds. “The pace of innovation and
change has accelerated tremendously.
Cloud is both the enabler and result of
that, and we’re only at the beginning
of what will arrive. So it’s important
that we don’t fall behind.”

BY: Tracy Burrows
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Industry application development

Turning
a big ship
Taking insurance from
grudge purchase to
pleasure.

W

hen Altron Karabina won
Microsoft South Africa’s
Industry Application
Development Partner of the Year award
for 2018, the accolade underpinned
what the company was already hearing
from its customers: its new Insurance
Accelerator solution is a winner.
Mo Areff, business unit lead –
Customer Engagement at Altron
Karabina, says the new solution was
designed and built in South Africa
over a period of 18 months, harnessing
Microsoft Dynamics 365 and the
expertise of a team of subject matter
experts. It overcomes a challenge
insurance companies have been
grappling with for years – gaining a
single view of customers without a
massive rip-and-replace effort. “We’ve
added a layer that aggregates data from
disparate systems, giving customers
a system of record that allows them
to innovate in terms of customer
experience. The insurance sector has

Mo Areff,
Altron Karabina

long wanted to improve customer
experience, but this industry is a big ship
and can be slow to turn.”
The innovation comes at a time when
insurance companies face pressure
from a number of areas. “When times
are tough, one of the first things
people cut is their insurance. Plus, the
market has become more competitive,”
says Areff. For customers, insurance
remains a grudge purchase, and buying
decisions are based on price and
customer experience. “Our research
shows that insurance customers want
simplicity, innovative services tailored
to their needs, access via any channel,
and to find the relevant information
quickly and easily. They expect a high
level of service at a low cost. However,
many find that they get a fantastic
onboarding experience, but when they
need to claim, everything changes.”
Remain competitive
Insurers today need to address four key
areas to remain competitive, says Areff:
they must innovate, give customers
ownership of their products, support
efficiency and effectiveness, and
become faster and more agile. Digital
transformation is key to achieving all of
these goals.
“Insurers need to embrace technology
with new services and new ways of
building relationships with consumers.
This has to span the entire customer

journey – from making buying policies
simple and straightforward, to new digital
products involving the Internet of Things
(IoT), wearables and GPS sensors. By
using AI and natural language processing
to analyse digital interactions, insurers
can provide a faster, more personalised
service. By digitising processes and
switching to lower cost channels such as
the web and chat, insurers can become
more efficient and thus improve the
overall experience, as well as gain
unparalleled insight into customer needs
and behaviour,” says Areff.
But local insurance firms are often
challenged in delivering service
excellence on claims, renewals and crossselling. “Many have siloes of customer
data, up to 18 different systems holding
the same customer’s records, no single
view of the customer and fragmented
departmental ownership of customer
data. In addition, many haven’t digitised
all their processes for efficiency. These
factors make it difficult to carry out smart
data analysis or offer individualised
products to customers,” he says.
“Our solution helps insurers meet new
consumer needs and ensures a good
customer experience across the entire
customer journey. We created a layer
that can sit on top of legacy systems and
created a system of record, bringing into
one platform the relevant information
from all underlying systems, with one
view available to sales, marketing and
customer service. We also support secure
customer self-service across channels,
including mobile apps, social media and
the call centre,” concludes Areff.

“Our research shows that insurance
customers want simplicity, innovative
services tailored to their needs, access
via and channel and to find the relevant
information quickly and easily.” Mo Areff
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Data, analytics and AI

Get set for the nextgeneration analytics
wave.

T

he winner of Microsoft South
Africa’s Data, Analytics and
Artificial Intelligence Partner
of the Year award for 2018 has been
taking data analytics to the next level
for 17 years. Now Altron Karabina is
gearing up for even more innovation
across Analytics-as-a-Service, more
advanced predictive analytics, machine
learning and artificial intelligence.
Paul Morgan, business unit lead:
Data, Planning and Analytics at Altron
Karabina, says: “Back in 2001, Karabina
was a pioneer in the BI and analytics
space. At the time, it was a bit of a
gamble, but it paid off. We’ve now
got hundreds of successful projects
under our belt, and have won the Data,
Analytics and Artificial Intelligence
Partner of the Year award 13 times.
The keys to our success have been
our Microsoft focus and ongoing
innovation, along with the fact that
over the years, we’ve acquired a lot of
expertise by working with a variety of
systems in delivering analytics.”
Altron Karabina’s Data, Planning and
Analytics business unit has grown to
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Making
South African
enterprise
smarter
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50 consultants, with over 300 clients
across the spectrum of industries,
including financial services, insurance
and investment, retail, manufacturing
and mining, and public sector. The
company’s mission isn’t simply to
sell solutions – it’s to help customers
grow, compete and innovate. “We help
businesses succeed. Over the years,
we’ve always focused on helping clients
achieve their vision for their business,”
says Morgan.
Partner focused
In 2018, the award focused in particular

on a partner that delivered on Azure
Data Services, modern analytics and AI.
These platforms present exciting
innovation opportunities for Altron
Karabina and its customers, says
Morgan. “We’re starting to do things
in the world of machine learning,
and Azure is the platform for us to
use. Among other innovations, we’re
now harnessing Python and R in
complicated, data-cleansing tasks.
Traditionally, we set up hundreds of
rules for data quality, but we can now
apply machine learning to provide a
more flexible solution.”
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Paul Morgan,
Altron Karabina

Morgan adds this is part of a larger
trend for data to enjoy increased focus
among South African enterprises.
“There’s still huge demand from
organisations looking to get more from
their data,” he says. “We’re seeing CIOs
looking to refresh data as an asset, and
companies seeking to review their BI in
light of new business requirements, such
as machine learning and IoT analytics.
The basics
“But many organisations are still
battling with the basics – such as
bringing together their data from
disparate systems. They may still
have problems determining whether
customer A in one system is the

data ambitions to be a stumbling block.
“Many traditional data warehouse and
analytics projects have failed because
people try to get 100% of the data into
the environment before they start an
analytics project. But in reality, they
don’t need all their data consolidated
to start benefiting from analytics and
identifying trends,” he says.
“Many local organisations are now
looking to future-proof their data
warehouses. Altron Karabina doesn’t
just focus on the technology side, we
also advise on strategy, approaches
and architecture. Now as part of
Altron, we’re building in additional
capacity and scale to cope with
increasing demand,” he says. Morgan
notes that growing demand for
Microsoft Power BI tools and skills is
presenting a number of opportunities.
Microsoft Power BI cloud-based
business analytics enables monitoring,

“We help businesses succeed. Over the years,
we’ve always focused on helping clients achieve
their vision for their business.” Paul Morgan

Microsoft Power BI Interactive Data
Visualisation BI Tools are also helping
Altron Karabina deliver innovation
to customers. “We’ve built a Power
BI adoption accelerator mechanism,
helping people to monitor adoption
metrics. CIOs can now determine who
logs on and actually uses the tools, who
the biggest users are, right down to
which dashboards are used most often
and which aren’t,” says Morgan. “Power
BI is set to replace traditional BI tools
in organisations across the board – in
fact, we have our hands full coping with
demand out of Gauteng alone,” he says.

same as customer B in another. If
organisations don’t have the complete
picture of their customer base, they
may struggle to move ahead with new
data and analytics projects. There are
opportunities to bring the transactional
systems together, consolidate data, and
then apply advanced tools in innovative
new ways. Even large organisations that
may have mastered their master data
over the past 15 years might not have
evolved enough to deal with the issues
they have in 2019.”
Morgan also believes many
organisations find the scale of their

analysis and sharing of all of an
enterprise’s most important data on
one dashboard. “Our Power BI training
can have up to 100 people registered
at a time, which tells me people are
planning to roll out Power BI projects
across the board at enterprise level,
and we will have our hands full coping
with growth in this field.
“There are huge opportunities for
growth for both Altron Karabina and
Microsoft in South Africa and into
Africa in the short term. We’re looking
forward to exciting and innovative
times ahead,” he concludes.
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Cloud: the great equaliser
It is clear that cloud is here to stay; all that remains
debatable is the manner of its use and the
provider of the cloud platforms that will be used.

A

ccording to Jason Sharp, director for cloud and
hosting at First Distribution, the company believes
the future will be one where customers end up
utilising multiple clouds – encompassing both private and public – as
well as maintaining certain on-premise facilities.
“Regardless of how it ends up, for those customers seeking to
incorporate the various types of cloud in any way, it’s imperative
to develop a technology roadmap. Essentially, we’re talking about
understanding what the business aims are and what the challenges are
that need to be resolved in order to achieve these goals. Ultimately, it’s
about the business needs – technology is merely an enabler to ensure
that enterprises are able to meet these needs,” he says.
“The beauty of cloud is that it offers opportunities to enter new
verticals and horizontals, allowing businesses to try new and different
innovative ideas in order to achieve their aims. It is particularly suitable
for those organisations with little capital to spare, as cloud serves as the
great equaliser between large corporates and the small and medium
enterprise sector, allowing large and small entities to compete in the
same space.”
Sharp adds that it also enables the creation of products where
businesses are effectively able to become their own product suppliers.
This allows resellers to achieve a greater level of ‘stickiness’ within the
end-customer, as it means the company is providing a range of services
across verticals, thereby making the end-customer increasingly reliant
on their services. When this is achieved, he continues, it enables the
business to scale more quickly, which is really what the cloud is all about
– scaling rapidly, with little capital expenditure, and doing so irrespective
of the size of the reseller business.
“The biggest change the cloud has driven in the reseller space is
that in the past, the focus was typically around selling ‘capex’ sales. This
meant that the company would make several big sales and then move
on, starting again at zero with every new month. However, the nature
of cloud is such that it instead delivers annuity revenue that increases
every month.
“At First Distribution, we are driving our resellers to keep cloud in
mind, both public and private, and we’re well positioned to help them
resolve any issues that their end-customers may have across cloud
types and cloud providers. This includes educating them around
the business imperatives of the various cloud options, and ensuring

Jason Sharp,
First Distribution

they learn the skills required to implement and continue their cloud
operations.”
According to Sharp, implementation skills are particularly important,
as many providers and partners tend to view it as a once-off process,
but, as he explains, the cloud actually enables ongoing and continuous
engagement with the end-user.
“It’s not only about getting customers into the cloud, or getting their
environment set up, but also about continuously optimising the cloud
to improve efficiencies and reduce costs. This is why First Distribution
chooses to follow this enablement process with both experienced and
first time cloud partners, so as to ensure they’re able to deliver the best
experience throughout the entire cloud journey.
“We’ve had a close relationship with Microsoft, both locally and
globally over many years, and continue to take its value proposition to
our partners and its end-customers. To this end, the company’s new
One Commercial Partner programme has been instrumental in helping
us to enable our partners in such a way as to provide exactly what the
end-customers need.”
He adds that public cloud uptake is increasing, and, with Microsoft’s
Azure datacentres coming to South Africa, growth will only surge. This,
he says, will bring the public cloud to SA and Africa in a truly effective
manner – lowering latency, solving data sovereignty issues and ensuring
that cloud users are on the correct side of the law.
“First Distribution believes that while technology is critical in
helping partners to overcome the challenges they face and is vital
to digital transformation, this is only part of the solution. People and
processes are equally important, which is why we believe in providing
enablement training to ensure that our partners fully understand digital
transformation, and how it is relevant to them.”
The company enables partners to improve their digital and
product strategies, enhancing new and existing customer acquisition
and retention. This is supported by its First for Cloud offering – a
comprehensive transaction and provisioning e-commerce platform
provided that empowers partners to facilitate end-user transactions.
“Finally, it comes down to aligning your business with the evolution of
digital transformation, and how to ensure that the end-customer is able
to have a digital experience where they can transact in the cheapest
and most efficient manner. The way the world is changing now means
that with the right access to technology, the smallest business can
compete with and offer the same levels of service as a large enterprise.
“Moreover, it is wise to remember that digitisation encompasses both
your products and how you do business. It is therefore a continuous
journey that requires strong partnerships to maximise value. As
cloud and digital continue to evolve, we will stand by our partners as
passionate advocates of their evolution,” concludes Sharp.

Please refer to the website for our contact details,
www.firstdistribution.com/contact/

Hybrid platform cloud partner

Realising the impossible
Not just a provider of solutions to
customers, but increasingly of other
solution providers as well.

M

icrosoft’s prestigious Hybrid
Cloud Partner of the Year
award 2018 was presented
to AccTech Systems.
“We started our own digital
transformation three years ago,
focusing on the Modern Desktop
first,” says AccTech CEO Tertius Zitzke.
“But we’ve been working on the ERP
cloud transition for a while, actually.
We started helping build ERP systems
into the Azure stack several years ago
with great success and much lower
total cost of ownership for customers.
Over time, we became more exposed
to the various things cloud offers and
we started introducing those into
AccTech and its solutions.”
Much of AccTech’s hybrid cloud
pedigree is rooted in its role of
migrating and facilitating ERPs and
other large business systems in the
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cloud. Cloud is a broad concept,
not limited to hosting workloads in
third-party datacentres or consuming
services without the burden of capital
investment. Even though AccTech has
been helping customers move systems
and decommission many datacentres,
it also recognises that many systems,
or at least parts of them, should reside
closer to the physical business.
Best of both worlds
Hence the hybrid strategy: it’s the way
companies can get the best of both
worlds. “Integration has been a part
of our cloud strategy from the start
because that’s often the only way to
migrate and evolve an ERP. We’ve had
to integrate with all kinds of systems,
even ones running in other countries,
hence the focus on hybrid cloud.”
AccTech is not a newcomer.

Established in 1994, it’s a seasoned
solution provider. Zitzke’s jocular remark
says it all: from DOS to cloud in 24 years.
AccTech started as a provider of ERP
solutions and has been a traditional
partner to ERP vendors for a long
time, particularly Sage products. In
2007, it became a Microsoft partner
and eventually attracted the vendor’s
attention as the team to take trusted
ERP apps into the cloud. Specifically,
it gained renown for building Sage
services onto Azure and, soon enough,
became Microsoft’s go-to in South
Africa for solutions around its own ERP,
Dynamics.
“Our vision is to help customers
either make money or save money,”
says Aldo van Tonder, AccTech’s chief
digital officer. “It’s all about unlocking
value. To do that, we ensure our
evolution happens in-house.
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Tertius Zitzke,
AccTech

asked: how do we create a cloud model
that doesn’t scare people, especially
in business? We leveraged our own
rich experience, but we also have a lot
of conversations with our customers.
We talk about ERP’s modern value
proposition and the services you
could access. We have a philosophy
of ‘start by crawling, then walk, then
run’. This is important for both big
and small companies. Some are stuck
with legacy, others lack the budgets
to change. It’s our job to make that
change possible on their terms.”
AccTech serves more than
110 000 business application users
today, touching a broader employee
network of well over 1.2 million with its
technology offerings. The result is 84%

“Integration has been a part of our cloud strategy from the
start because that’s often the only way to migrate and evolve
an ERP.” Tertius Zitzke

“We recruit developers and push big
certification drives. At the moment,
we have seven Microsoft Gold
competencies and we bring 18 different
components to cloud solutions.
Increasingly solution providers are
looking to us to help support cloud
projects for their customers.”
A potent industry
The outcome is often that companies

reduce their technology debt and make
smarter use of their IT investments.
The Cloud Hybrid Partner award
galvanises its reputation. Yet it’s not
one AccTech won through technology.
To convince customers, AccTech takes
a business-focused approach.
“Everyone wants to be data-mature
and use that to drive decisions,” says
Van Tonder. “But it’s often their own
thinking that needs to change. So we

year-on-year growth. This is only going
to grow as Microsoft and its Azure
cloud stack grows. Zitzke offers this
advice to companies still undecided
on the change: “The arrival of Azure
locally is huge. It’s a new economy
being created by Microsoft for Africa.
But you can’t get there overnight.
So start somewhere, challenge your
thinking, leave your comfort zone and
reach for the future.”

Modern workplace

Henri Fourie,
Mint Group

Redefining
the modern
workplace
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The move into the cloud
is redefining business,
process, productivity
and accessibility for the
enterprise.

M

icrosoft’s Modern Workplace
award recognises the partner
that has performed the
most impressively in the Microsoft
Office 365 space. For this reason, the
award recognises Mint Group as the
organisation that has most effectively
engaged with customer and company in
showcasing the efficacy and potential
of the Microsoft Office 365 bouquet.
For Mint Group, only a year into
providing these services and solutions
to the market, it’s a landmark moment
and one that the company plans to
repeat in 2019.
“The Modern Workplace award
includes the online services that
Microsoft offers in the cloud, such as
Exchange Online, Skype for Business,
et al – those solutions and services that
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boost employee productivity and the
evolution of the office,” says Henri Fourie,
head of delivery, Mint Group.
Mint Group’s story started with a
division called Employee Engagement
that was focused on Microsoft
SharePoint-based solutions. Much of
what the company worked with was
on-premise, with little cloud access or
deliverables. Then, in November 2017,
Mint Group made the strategic decision
to close the business and relaunch it as
a Microsoft Office 365 cloud-focused
operation that worked on all aspects of
the Office 365 offering.
Engagements
“This business has only been in the
Mint Group stable for a year and we’ve
already won the award,” says Fourie. “Part
of the reason we’ve been recognised
is because of the number of Microsoft
Office 365 engagements we had
throughout the year with many new
customers. We also managed to align our
business with Microsoft’s new strategy
and business model. In addition to the
technical elements that are required to
get customers onto Microsoft Office
365, we’ve also developed our internal
methodology called digital enablement.”
Mint Group recognised early on that
many customers didn’t know how to
get the most from their technology
investment. And many users only
understood, or had access to, a sub-set of

what Microsoft Office 365 was capable of,
so they built training into their offering.
“This is a key differentiator for us
and a core focus as it ensures our
customers always get the best out
of their technology investment,” says
Fourie. “We’ve also worked closely
with Microsoft throughout the year,
supporting sales and marketing activities
that are closely aligned to its business.
This combination of digital enablement,
customer engagement, and a close
relationship with Microsoft has helped us
win this award.”
For Mint Group, 2019 will see the
company continue to evolve and
enhance its offering, working closely with
Microsoft to deliver quality and strategic
results. The goal is to focus on Microsoft
365, expanding service offerings
and delivering the award-winning
methodologies it’s undertaking at the
moment. The company is also committed
to bolstering its digital enablement
capabilities and expanding the courses it
has on offer from a training perspective.
“We plan to solidify the work we did
over the past year while differentiating
our offering as we move forward
into the new year,” says Fourie. “The
enterprise market has already shifted
into the Microsoft Office 365 space
and opportunities are shrinking, but
we’re looking to the potential that
lies in the public sector and small
to medium enterprise. There’s still
significant opportunity for us to
migrate companies onto the platform
and to support them in achieving a
comprehensive return on investment.”

“In addition to the technical elements
that are required to get customers onto
Microsoft Office 365, we have also
developed our internal methodology
called digital enablement.” Henri Fourie
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Expanding horizons for Altron Karabina
Following its acquisition by Altron in 2018, the arrival of new Microsoft Azure datacentres
in-country is set to underpin further growth and innovation for Altron Karabina.

Dave Ives,
Altron Karabina

M

icrosoft systems integrator, Karabina, formed
in 2001, was part of the iSPartners group of
companies until its acquisition by the Altron
Group in September 2018. The acquisition gave Altron a broader
capability of Microsoft business offerings as part of the group’s
strategy to provide end-to-end technology solutions and services
and leading cloud computing and data analytics platforms. For
Karabina, it heralded the beginning of an exciting new age of
expansion and innovation.
Dave Ives, chief customer officer at Altron Karabina, says: “With
Altron, we now have the opportunity to scale both beyond our core
solutions and into new markets across Africa and internationally.
Altron has a legacy of delivering innovation to market, and as a top
partner for the Microsoft platform, Altron Karabina can now leverage
Altron Group resources to offer more services and solutions to
customers across the full stack. We will be able to grow to the next
level, connecting customers with the ever-expanding Microsoft
innovation in a more integrated way.” Together with the Altron
Group, Altron Karabina aims to expand the Microsoft offerings
into the growth areas of IoT, security, cloud and data and analytics
platforms. The Altron Group already has a number of successful
businesses that are executing on these growth areas, and Altron
Karabina is looking forward to expanding with Altron and the
support of Microsoft.
As a key Microsoft Gold partner working across the three
Microsoft clouds – Azure, Dynamics 365 and Office 365 – Altron

For further information please contact:
altronkarabina.com

Karabina is already experiencing a new wave of growth as South
African companies step up their digital transformation efforts.
“Microsoft is on an exceptional growth path – its growth in the cloud
services market and a host of new applications and services, means
all partners have had to step up with new services and new skills to
help customers unlock the value,” says Ives.
The arrival of two new Microsoft Azure datacentres in South Africa
is set to be another milestone in Altron Karabina’s 17-year history.
These new datacentres are expected to overcome local concerns
about data sovereignty and compliance with the POPI Act when
hosting data offshore. With the launch, fast-track offerings help
customers move to a modern, secure and scalable cloud platform.
On the back of its acquisition and the arrival of new Azure datacentre
capabilities, Altron Karabina is gearing up for a busy year of growth
and expansion ahead.
With the local market facing economic challenges, Ives says
transformation will be a key focus for both Altron Karabina and its
customers in 2019. “A challenging global and local economy enables
a closer focus on change. We see companies looking more closely
at transformation that delivers cost savings, improves systems and
processes and brings a focus on customer intimacy. Those willing
to invest at this time, have an opportunity to transform and digitise,
improve processes and go on a journey of business efficiency, and
we are gearing up to support that. At the same time, we at Altron
Karabina are transforming internally, building skills and capacity, and
ramping up for our own African and international expansion, as well
as that of our customers.”

For 2018, Altron Karabina was named Microsoft South
Africa’s Data, Analytics and Artificial Intelligence Partner
of the Year for the 13th time, Business Applications
ERP Partner of the Year, and Industry Application
Development Partner of the Year. Altron Karabina was
also named as a finalist in the Modern Workplace, Best
New Practice and Cloud CRM categories.
With a mission to ultimately help businesses to
succeed, with relevant, innovative solutions using
Microsoft technology, Altron Karabina’s core services
include digital transformation, data analytics, data
management, Office 365 and Digital Workplace,
Customer Engagement, Dynamics ERP, Apps and
Infrastructure solutions.
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Software asset management
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A unique
perspective
Why software asset
management is a
surprising area of
opportunity.

T

his is the second year in a row
that First Technology Group has
been awarded the Microsoft
South Africa Partner of the Year award
for Software Asset Management (SAM).
Matthew Poulter, manager for the
SAM division at First Technology,
says: “SAM is a process through
which you get to know a customer
extremely well. We have to get into
their trenches and get to know their
data and environments in order to
help them understand what licences

Brainstorm

Matthew Poulter,
First Technology Group

they really need and where savings
can be made.”
What’s important, Poulter says, is
that the SAM team’s revenue and KPIs
are driven by consultancy fees alone.
It doesn’t derive revenue based on
the number of licences a customer
has, giving it the freedom to be truly
independent of any sales incentive.

with small businesses, you can have a
real effect on the business as a whole.
Big licensing practices tend to ignore
them, but there’s a lot of variation in the
types of problems that they face, from
cost to management, to putting trust in
small IT firms.”
He cites one company that had
procured laptops from a small
supplier, and paid for Office 365
licences. By the time they discovered
that the software had been hotloaded, the supplier had vanished.

“We’re spending more and more
time with small businesses, and
it’s wonderful.” Matthew Poulter

“We’re divorced from the sales
process, so we can maintain an
objective position,” Poulter adds. “It’s
not our job to say, ‘Look at the new
toys’; it’s to help customers understand
what services they’ve paid for and how
to get the most out of them.”
That means highlighting opportunities
to cut costs or use features bundled
with Office 365, for example, which
companies are already paying for.
Poulter says his consultancy is also
the only one accredited for Microsoft
Managed SAM Services in South Africa,
so he’s able to take on large amounts of
the process of licence management for
enterprise customers.
Right now, however, he says the most
interesting work – and area of growth –
is with SME customers.
SMEs
“We’re spending more and more
time with small businesses, and it’s
wonderful,” Poulter says. “In the
enterprise space, people are well versed
in the issues and know what services
they want. But when you start working

“It’s horrible when a business comes
to us and we find out that they’ve been
taken advantage of,” says Poulter.
Most businesses understand that the
days of getting away without properly
licensing software are over.
“There’s a completely different level of
awareness in the industry now,” he says.
That’s partly down to campaigns run by
the likes of the Business Software Alliance
(BSA) and the increased difficulty of using
unlicensed software in the world of online
activations and cloud-based applications.
“The whole logic has changed. We
used to think about what server room
to build and how thick the floors need
to be to house the cables and where the
cooling is going to be placed,” Poulter
says. “But that’s dwindled away, because
now a server room is a couple of towers
and a connection to Microsoft Azure.”
While this offers businesses many
well-known advantages, it makes
Poulter’s role more important.
“You spend more on software now
than on hardware,” Poulter says, “so
you have to get it right. It’s a business
imperative.”
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IP Co-sell partner

New products
for a new
business model
Developing new models
to suit the fundamental
shift from product to
platform.

O

ver the past few years,
Microsoft has fundamentally
changed its business model.
This shift to a platform focus required
partners that were able to utilise their
own unique services, solutions and
intellectual property (IP) based on
these new Microsoft technologies to
deliver innovative solutions at scale to
their client base.
Ascent Technology quickly
recognised the value-add to its own
clients that was a direct result of

Johan Lamberts,
Ascent Technology

Microsoft’s new approach. This led
to the creation, by Ascent, of new
solutions like DB Shield and DB Health.
Both of these played a key part in the
company being presented with the
Microsoft IP Co-Sell Partner of the
Year award. This award recognises
the partner with the most successful
IP Co-Sell engagements in the 2018
financial year.
In addition, its DB Shield and DB
Health offerings materially encouraged
the adoption of Microsoft Azure.
Richard Field, data platform
consultant at Ascent Technology,
points out that DB Shield is designed
to protect databases via a set of
preconfigured defences, while assisting
clients to build a custom security policy
for their database environment.
“The service monitors activity locally
on each database server and is able to
alert or terminate malicious behaviour

before they cause performance
issues or down time. It’s a structured
consulting engagement that provides
suggestions for best practices
regarding maintenance, and offers
recommendations for architecture and
performance tuning,” he says.
Winner of both the 2018 IP CoSell and Best New Practice awards,
Ascent Technology is no stranger to
Microsoft Partner of the Year Award
wins. The company has a 15-year track
record as a Microsoft Partner in the
Enterprise Data Platform space, during
which time it won the Microsoft Data
Platform Partner of the Year award five
years in a row.
Success
“Ascent has built its extended success
on being an innovator, an IP creator,
and a business that understands
intimately what its clients want and
need. Strongly supported by Microsoft,
we focus on playing the role of trusted
advisor, bringing expert skills and
carefully crafted solutions to the table,”

“Strongly supported by Microsoft, we
focus on playing the role of trusted advisor,
bringing expert skills and carefully crafted
solutions to the table.” Johan Lamberts
in real-time, even when running
in virtualised or cloud computing
environments. In this way, it protects
client data from security threats.
Moreover, DB Shield requires no capex
investment and is quickly deployed
to provide immediate business value
and insights with no infrastructure
dependencies.
“DB Health, meanwhile, is a solution
created to help clients assess whether
a database is performing optimally,
making it easier to diagnose challenges

says MD Johan Lamberts.
He points out that Microsoft has
built up a robust and mature partner
ecosystem that will be further supported
by its new local datacentres, something
Ascent is particularly excited about.
“We envisage that with these
datacentres, the uptake of our solutions
by clients will increase exponentially, as
having a local datacentre environment
will help to place the cloud at the front
and centre of every organisation’s
thinking,” he concludes.
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Consumer distributor and sub-distributor

A fundamentally
positive step forward
Providing value-added services to its
partners pays dividends.

H

aving received the Consumer
Distributor and Sub-Distributor
Partner of the Year award,
Axiz believes this is vindication of
the company’s long and extensive
Microsoft experience.
Axiz is delighted to have had the
opportunity to be part of the Microsoft
awards for 2018, as it offers two fantastic
angles for the organisation, says Traci
Maynard, Microsoft executive at Axiz.
“Firstly, it provides us with a platform
to showcase our solutions built on the
latest Microsoft technologies, which
provide benefits to all our partners.
Perhaps more crucially, though, it also
ensures that the organisation and its
people receive the recognition they
deserve for all their hard work during
the past financial year,” she says.
“As a key CSP, we positioned
ourselves to be in the running for this
award by providing Microsoft cloud
solutions and services through the CSP
programme, assisting our customers
to undertake cloud transformation –
as demonstrated by the evolution of
our reseller base – and by delivering
strong cloud sales growth. Therefore,
to be recognised for what we do in
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the cloud space by the world’s leading
cloud provider, is a fundamentally
positive step and clearly highlights our
cloud success in the IT reseller channel.
“It’s obvious that cloud is a critical
part of the thoughts that occupy the
minds of CIOs everywhere, and our
focus on cloud delivery makes us a key
player in this space. Part of our role
has been to assist customers in the
sometimes scary transition from the
accepted, on-premise model to the
modern cloud approach. Axiz certainly
believes that it’s perfectly positioned
to share its experiences with those
customers and partners that are still
nervous about taking their first step
into the cloud.”
Positive changes
Speaking of the cloud, Maynard adds
that it has been interesting to see the
change in Microsoft sales motions
and the segmented offers to both the
channel itself and the distributors like
Axiz. She points out that, following
Microsoft’s lead here, the company has
also chosen to enact positive changes
to its own approach.
“As part of our drive to assist clients

“It’s obvious that cloud is a critical part of
the thoughts that occupy the minds of CIOs
everywhere, and our focus on cloud delivery makes
us a key player in this space.” Traci Maynard

Brainstorm

Traci Maynard, Axiz
in all things cloud-related, we have
focused closely on four key pillars,
namely Modern Workplace, Business
Applications, Apps and Infrastructure,
and Data and AI. We’re well aware that
many of our customers struggle to
identify which Microsoft technologies
fit into which segment, and what they
need to focus on, considering the scale
of technologies available.”
By breaking it all down into these four
main segments, she adds, Axiz makes
it much simpler to help its partners to
easily identify the technologies they will
need in order to take their businesses to
a whole new level.
“What does winning this award
mean to Axiz? Well, as far as I’m
concerned, it’s vindication for all
the hard work that every single one
of our people has put in during the
year. It also provides a critical morale
booster to the company’s employees,
especially those who operate in the
back office and are seldom heard
from, but who play a vital role in
working closely with the organisation’s
vendors, and without whom the win
would not have been possible.
“The impact that winning awards
like this one has on our business is
profound. Our people have, after
all, placed an enormous amount of
spiritual and emotional investment
into our Microsoft business, and so
recognition of this nature is fantastic,
both for them and for our customer
community,” she concludes.

And now for something
completely different…

I

ncredible Connection was recognised
by Microsoft as its Retail Partner of
the Year, an award that showcases
the retail giant’s commitment to
customer service and evolving
partnership. The technology retail chain
has established a relationship with
Microsoft that doesn’t fit the mould of
most buyer and seller engagements.
The two companies work together in
developing innovative ways of engaging
with the customer, creating critical
touchpoints that deliver end-to-end
customer experiences and drive sales.
“Our relationship with Microsoft is
layered. On the one hand, we trade
with their pure products such as office
accessories and software,” says Mark
Wood, merchandise executive, Incredible
Connection. “On the other hand, we have
programmes that we’ve built around the
licensing and activations that are required
for Office software and that enhance what
Microsoft has on offer. These programmes
require a very different way of working
and shift the typical buyer/seller dynamic.”
Symbiotic
Incredible Connection invests
considerable energy into its partnership

with Microsoft as it recognises the
value in terms of brand and customer
engagement. It’s a symbiotic
relationship with these two brands,
working together in delivering value and
exceptional solutions in the consumer
technology space.
“We really appreciate this symbiosis
and have developed a strong relationship
with Microsoft as a business and with its
people,” says Wood.
The relationship between Microsoft
and Incredible Connection has been
around as long as the latter has been
in business. The two have embarked
on a technology-powered journey that
has lasted over 20 years. Today, the
retail company operates across multiple
Microsoft categories, including gaming,
accessories and peripherals, as well as
Office software solutions.
“There’s resistance from some software
publishers that want to sell traditional
boxes, but now is the time to migrate into
the digital space, and quickly,” says Wood.
“Microsoft recognised this long before
anyone else and dominates in this space,
providing customers with services and
licensing solutions that really resonate
with the customer. What we appreciate
is how Microsoft is continually moving
ahead in the technology space.”
In collaboration with Microsoft,
Incredible Connection has developed
premium device tables in-store. These
are the first tables that customers see as
they walk into any given store – clearly
branded by Microsoft, with strong
customer engagement features. The
devices showcased on these displays
are unique and premium, making

“We work closely with Microsoft to improve in-store
navigation and engage with customers to ensure
that they really understand what they‘re buying and
the technology that is available.” Mark Wood
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The customer
is always right
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Retail partner

Mark Wood,
Incredible Connection
customers feel as if they have met a
technology specialist that caters to
their specific needs.
“By introducing them to our higherend devices, we have been able to lift
our recommended selling price and
given customers the ability to engage
with the most advanced devices on
the market,” adds Wood. “This is a
far superior strategy to just trying to
move boxes and much closer to our
unique selling proposition. These
premium devices are also supported
by the Microsoft field team so we
gain in-store support, merchandising
and staff training.”
Incredible Connection also runs a
variety of programmes with Microsoft
to drive the Office bouquet of products,
giving customers improved insight into
what their devices have pre-installed
and what they need to work. The
Incredible Connection in-store experts
also work with customers to activate
Office solutions instantly, ensuring that
customers walk out with an operational
system from the outset.
“We work closely with Microsoft
to improve in-store navigation and
engage with customers to ensure that
they really understand what they’re
buying and the technology that is
available,” concludes Wood.
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one month trial of Microsoft Office 365 for a double dose of productivity. The Mecer MyLife is sleek, light and expandable, packing every
feature you need into a beautiful, clean and simple design. Get high performance and energy efficiency at an affordable price!
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Intelligent edge device

Transforming
access on the
intelligent edge
One distributor made a
sharp move to transform
accessibility for the
average South African
and expanded the
intelligent edge.

T

he Microsoft award for
Intelligent Edge Device Partner
of the Year was awarded to
Mustek for its proprietary brand
Mecer and its innovative approach
to device distribution in South Africa.
The distributor and assembler of
personal computers and ICT products
won thanks to its commitment to
bringing cost-effective computing to
the average South African consumer.

Anle Els,
Mustek

“Mecer is the largest local device
partner to Microsoft in South Africa
and will remain Mustek’s key strategy
going forward,” says Anle Els, Mecer
product manager, Mustek. “The
intelligent edge device was the ideal
marriage of technology and capability.
Using the technology provided by
Mecer and Microsoft, we address the
commercial, consumer and education
markets in helping to fulfil relevant
needs and demands.”
As a local player in the South African
market with a very targeted local focus,
Mustek differentiates itself through
its customisation and customer
engagement. The company customises
devices and specifications according
to what customers need, and provides
an array of services such as imaging,
asset-tagging and asset-tracking. The
award recognised the organisation’s
commitment to enhancing access and
capability of the devices that exist
around the Microsoft intelligent cloud.
The future
“We see intelligent edge devices as
those that exist around the cloud,” says
Els. “Our goal is to get as many devices
into people’s hands as possible, making
them affordable for every South African
consumer. We’ve always looked at
devices in one specific way, but the reality
is that they’re the key to unlocking the
future. When you suddenly have all this
information at your fingertips, your life
can change for the better.”

Computing should not be elitist.
It should be available to all. This is a
critical concept that can put South
Africa on par with international
markets. If the South African consumer
could access technology and the
cloud, they could make more informed
decisions and fundamentally influence
policy, politics and the economy. The
goal that Mustek has is to create an
economy that’s educated and adds
value through access to devices on the
intelligent edge.
“We’ve been really successful in
addressing this challenge and making
waves in this market,” says Els. “What
we’ve done has made a significant
difference. Mecer appeared on the GfK
report released in October with 11%
market share in the consumer segment
when it hasn’t been on a Gfk report for
the past 24 months. This is thanks to
our initiative and our partnership with
Microsoft.”
For Mecer, Microsoft has allowed
it to expand its footprint and drive its
strategy forward. The technology giant
provides the support and information
Mecer requires to take operations to
the next level.
“Working with Microsoft has been
a collaborative partnering experience
as the team always ensures we have
access to the ecosystem they provide,
from hardware to productivity
software to the cloud,” says Els.
“Our relationship with Microsoft has
allowed us access to best practice and
market-leading guidance and support.
They worked with us to identify the
leading technologies that will drive
Mustek forward into 2019.”

“Our goal is to get as many devices
into people’s hands as possible,
making them affordable for every
South African consumer.” Anle Els
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Azure consumption growth

Winning the cloud
One company stands out
from a bustling crowd as
the leader when it comes
to Microsoft Azure in
South Africa.

T

he coming year is set to be a big
one for adoption of Microsoft
Azure-based services locally,
as the much anticipated South African
datacentre comes online. It’s a launch
the market has been waiting for, settling
any remaining doubts about data
sovereignty and cloud performance that
potential customers might have.
Confidence in Azure is already high, of
course, and in a large part that is thanks
to the work of partners like the First
Technology Group, which picked up the
2018 award for Partner Influenced Azure
Consumption Growth.
First Technology Group grew
its Azure Consumed Revenue in
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tailored to meet very specific market
demands and requirements, which
made them relevant to customers and
their unique business needs.

Microsoft’s 2018 financial year by more
than $3.3 million. This made the group
the single largest Microsoft Azure
consumed revenue growth contributor
for Microsoft South Africa.
The company also managed to add
an additional 21 net new Microsoft
Azure customers to its portfolio, a fact
that played no small part in it winning
the award.
First Technology Group achieved
its recognition by diligently driving
Microsoft Azure investment and
adoption through a focused deployment
and consumption model. It used the
co-selling programme from Microsoft
alongside its specialised pre-sales
services to ensure consistent growth.
The company developed a range of
co-sell offerings, ensuring they were
easily available on the Microsoft Azure
Marketplace and on AppSource –
Microsoft’s approved cloud storefronts.
This allowed First Technology to reach
new customers and drive its sales,
deployment and consumption models
successfully. The offerings were also

Pre-sales
For First Technology, much of its
success can be attributed to its
specialist pre-sales services. These
adopt a methodical approach to
assessing and analysing environments
so as to ensure that solutions are
the most relevant and accurate. The
analysis allows for First Technology
to develop a best fit-for-purpose
solution and costing model that
provide the customer with exactly
what they need in realising the full
potential of Microsoft Azure. First
Technology also offers an Azure
Total Cost of Ownership analysis, a
migration plan and automated Azure
deployment via an API plug-in to
Microsoft Azure directly.
Thanks to this low barrier to entry
and quick access to Microsoft Azure
services, customers are given an easy
pathway to adoption. It also ensures
that customers get to grips with the
opportunities that Azure opens up
for their business – opportunities
that are readily available thanks to a
customised and relevant approach to
implementation and adoption.
This approach achieves up to
70% faster deployment and 93%
accuracy when it comes to Microsoft
Azure investment and consumption
predictions. It has also enabled
customers to make data-driven, fit-forpurpose Microsoft Azure decisions,
delivering almost immediate return on
investment for the customer.
In a market that’s already sizzling
with competition, and only set to heat
up in 2019, these strategic, customercentric operating models put First
Technology on a strong footing for
the future, and ideally positioned to
drive all the advantages of Azure in the
coming years.
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Best new practice

Ascent Technology’s
Best New Practice award
is indicative of the
company’s evolution
and its high-level of
technology adoption and
innovation in respect of
Microsoft’s cloud.

O

ver the past few years,
Microsoft has evolved its
business model from one
based on products to one based on
platforms, which has meant that its
partners likewise have had to evolve.
Microsoft ascribes this to a natural
evolution of its business, adding it’s
critical to having partners that have
been able to transform themselves in a
manner that enables them to deliver on
the four pillars Microsoft is focused on.
These are:
• Empowering employees by ensuring
they’re able to do their best work
from anywhere and on any device;
• Optimising operations in order to
reduce costs, safeguard business
data, minimise risk and facilitate
compliance;
• Engaging customers via constant,
personalised and automated
connections, which can help
boost sales and build customer
relationships; and

Brainstorm
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Embracing
change
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Richard Field,
Ascent Technology

end – in what ultimately amounted to a
very short amount of time.”

• Transforming products by focusing on
innovation and agility, especially when
it comes to transforming the data you
possess into powerful assets.
According to Richard Field, data
platform consultant at Ascent
Technology, the company quickly
realised that if it were to remain a
leader in its field, it would need to
thoroughly embrace these changes.
“The award recognises the partner
that adapted best to the software
giant’s own business evolution
and was thus able to build the
best new practice and solutions
in conjunction with Microsoft. For
Ascent Technology, working closely
with Microsoft in crafting this new
practice was great, but the real reason
we won the award, I feel, is because

Strong engagement
Ryan Baleson, partner development
manager at Microsoft, adds that
Ascent Technology demonstrated an
incredible level of technology adoption
and innovation in respect of Microsoft’s
cloud technology, as well as driving
strong team engagement across the
two organisations.
“Ascent Technology has worked
closely with Microsoft for a number of
years, and following our decision to
fundamentally change Microsoft’s own
business model, Ascent Technology
quickly recognised the value-add to its
own clients that’s a direct result of our
new approach.”
Field says in order to stay
competitive in an increasingly tough
market, Ascent Technology believes it’s
vital to continue leveraging technology
and new solutions.

help diagnose challenges before
performance issues and/or downtime
become an issue, providing the client
with suggestions for best practices
regarding maintenance, as well as
recommendations for architecture and
performance tuning,” says Field.
“Similarly, the ‘DB Shield’ Service
protects databases on a corporate
network via a set of preconfigured
defences, at the same time enabling
the client to build a custom security
policy for their specific environment.
It’s designed to protect business
data from threats by monitoring
activity locally on each database
server and by alerting or terminating
malicious behaviour in real-time,
even when running in virtualised
or cloud computing environments.
We enable our clients to change
their own business models and ways
of engagement, by leveraging the
cloud more effectively to optimise
operations, allowing them to get the
most out of their people,
processes and tools.”
It also makes it easier to
demonstrate compliance
to auditors and improve
critical asset data
protection.

“Ascent Technology has worked closely
with Microsoft for a number of years, and
following our decision to fundamentally
change Microsoft’s own business model,
Ascent Technology quickly recognised
the value-add to its own clients that’s a
direct result of our new approach.”
Ryan Baleson, Microsoft

everything we did was focused on
ensuring significant benefits to our
clients,” says Field.
“We were able to work proactively
with Microsoft to achieve this goal, at
the same time transforming our entire
solution practice – from beginning to

“This approach was key to us winning
this award, as it led to us developing
the two new solutions that gave us the
edge. The first of these solutions is ‘DB
Health’, a database system health check
that assesses if a client’s database is
running optimally. Moreover, it can

Ongoing evolution
Johan Lamberts, MD,
Ascent Technology is
positive about the new
Microsoft datacentre
regions being developed
in South Africa. He says:
“We envisage that this
will drive even greater
cloud uptake in our
client base, and we see
it as a significant enabler
for delivering services to the African
continent as a whole. This, in turn,
ties directly into Ascent Technology’s
own strategy of delivering its offerings
throughout the continent, and we expect
the datacentres to assist us further in the
momentum we have already created.”
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Best go-to-market

Using digital
to change minds
Winning an award is one
thing. Winning one that
never existed before is
quite another.

X

Content was never looking for
accolades. It was a business in
transition and realised it also
needed a shift in marketing. The results
were so successful that it was awarded
the first-ever Go-To-Market Execution
Award from Microsoft.
“XContent was changing as a
business,” says Jenny Prospero, the
company’s business manager. “It was
moving away from just focusing on
traditional business applications such as
BPM and SharePoint implementations.
Instead, a strategic decision was made
to pursue cloud as both a solutions base
and business model.”
That meant nothing could be done
the same way, including marketing.
Presenting XContent’s new value
propositions to the market required a
fresh approach to entice customers.
Prospero realised that to accomplish this
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Jenny Prospero,
XContent
required some fresh ideas
matched with what has
worked before.
“Digital doesn’t throw
out what you know, but
enhances it. We know
we shouldn’t lose sight
of people working with
people - that’s where
deals are made. So we
use a blend of traditional
marketing for more
intimate engagement and
digital for more reach,
to create that surroundsound message.”

Two paths to success
The marketing strategy
has two prongs: one is
to improve and promote
the XContent brand. Even though it has
been a reliable solutions provider for
large businesses, it never had to drive
awareness much. But in the fast-paced
world of cloud solutions, it had to
convince the market that its expansion
into cloud didn’t dilute its expertise.
Supporting this is the second prong:
creating relevant content that’s published
across a variety of channels. Instead of
big-bang approaches popular in the
past, Prospero and her team did research
to identify customer personas they could
target. But above all, it involves using
digital to be flexible and smart.
“Digital gives us a real-time ability to
adjust our strategy and we can get the
type of reporting to constantly check
if what we’re doing works. Outcomes

aren’t just monetary, some are softer
indicators. But the key is to keep the
message flowing and then seeing if the
results reflect that. I suppose the big
change here is that modern marketing
is not a once-off big bang where
you throw budget at exposure. It’s a
continual strategy you have to manage
and adjust because it’s not fool-proof.
But it’s easier to monitor, and you can
keep budgets stable and try new things
without that much risk.”
This would not have been feasible
if XContent’s leadership didn’t fully
support the marketing efforts. But they
do, knowing that in a digital business,
there are no silos, only cooperation: “The
conscious decision to move away from
on-premise solutions was directly from
the leadership and reinforced everything
that happened since.”
It was clearly the right choice. Not only
is XContent growing as both a business
and a brand, but winning the first-of-itskind award ended any argument. It was
a great moment for everyone involved,
says Prospero.
“On the night we won, we were
blown away! Looking at the journey, at
getting the marketing in place, it was a
very proud moment. But I believe we’ve
only scratched the surface of what can
be done with digital in marketing. It
teaches you a lot about doing more
with less, about strategy, execution and
feedback. Today, you can do things in
marketing and have insights you never
had before. Old limits are now new
opportunities. I’m very excited to see
how this will all develop.”

“Digital gives us a real-time ability to
adjust our strategy and we can get the
type of reporting to constantly check if
what we’re doing works.” Jenny Prospero
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Change
is constant
Mint Group has adapted
to all manner of changes
in its environment, but
one constant is how it
has stayed aligned to
Microsoft throughout.

T

he fast pace and dynamism
associated with technology
means that being able to roll with
the punches and evolve is vital. But in the
era of digital transformation, it’s not just
about having the necessary skills to tame
the latest technology; you also need to
transform your whole business to align
with vendors and customers, and gain
competitive advantage.
The speed at which transformation
is taking place within the company is
one of the key reasons why Mint Group
was named winner of the prestigious
Managing Director’s award 2018, says
Zoaib Hoosen, MD, Microsoft South
Africa. He adds: “What I looked for
in the finalists (for this award) were
companies that were transforming
the fastest. We also looked for the
companies that were embracing the
new, while honouring the old.”
“One consistent in the history of Mint’s
story is that we’re a company of change,
it’s baked into everything we do,” says
Carel du Toit, CEO of Mint Group.
Microsoft has recently undergone a
significant reorganisation in response
to the opportunities around digital
transformation. “We had to transform
inside the company, transform our sales
teams and our skill sets, but we also
needed the channel to transform with
us,” Hoosen says.

Brainstorm

One Commercial Partner, which is
Microsoft’s partner business, was a major
focus for that channel evolution. “It was
quite a heavy reorganisation, and we
asked different things from our partners
than we have before,” Hoosen says.
Selling together
One of the major changes was the
launch of ‘IP Co-sell’, which enables
partners to sell solutions based on
Microsoft products through its app
stores and online marketplaces, to other
partners and customers.
Mint was quick to align and seize the
opportunity, and, in fact, Du Toit says
it plays a key part in the group’s geoexpansion, as well as recent revenue
growth. In the last calendar year, the
group has experienced sales revenue
growth of 90%, and the importance
of IP and licensing has been a major
factor for this.
“Our IP and licensing revenues are
growing significantly. We’ve really grown
the value of the IP business, our licensing
revenue grew by 400%,” he says.
Beyond this, Hoosen says that Mint
Group has shown that it understood
the needs of its customers, the
opportunities presented, and
demonstrated the ability to leverage
Microsoft solutions to assist.
“We spend a lot of time
understanding a client’s lay of the land,
maturity, and highest business priorities
and then we determine what we can
deliver,” says Du Toit.
A key part of Microsoft’s reorganisation
was around the prioritisation of focus
on the cloud and AI as fundamental
technologies. Again, Mint has been quick
to align to the technologies that are
fundamental to this.
“Our approach is quite holistic, as
we’re one of the few partners that focus
on all the Microsoft cloud workloads –
Office, Dynamics and Azure. However,
our entire business, all the technologies
we leverage, everything we do is
designed around one thing – how do
we get our clients to be more client-
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centric? For example, we have an AI
business, but really, we’re focused on
how to drive the use of AI to make a
better client experience. For us, it’s
all about client interest and how we
leverage those platforms to drive client
solutions,” says Du Toit.
This focus on the client and providing
outcomes, rather than selling specific
technologies, typifies how the channel
should be evolving. Du Toit admits
that Mint is taking a more advisory,
consulting role in this approach.
“Digital transformation has forced
consulting companies to enable and
enablement companies to consult. We
don’t get involved in defining a client’s
strategy, but we’ll definitely be involved
in helping them understand how
technology will shape that strategy,” Du
Toit says.
Perhaps the ultimate reason for
Mint’s success is that it has grasped the
oft-unspoken element of Microsoft’s
new strategy. Now, more than ever
before, thanks to the Azure business
model, Microsoft benefits when its
customers are successful. And Mint has
been aligned to this way of thinking
since its inception.

2003 - 2018

Celebrating

15

years of Absolute Data Excellence

REQUEST A QUOTE

TECHNOLOGY

Database System Review | Comprehensive Health Report | Measureable Results

DATA BAS E S Y S TEM
HEA LT H C HEC K
S ERV I C E
from Ascent Technology.

DB HEALTH
Database System Health Check Service

A Database System Health Check assesses if your Database is running optimally, and can help
diagnose challenges before performance issues, and/or down time affect your users.
That’s where Ascent’s Database Health Check Service comes in. Our Database Health Check
Service is a structured consulting engagement that provides suggestions for best practices
regarding maintenance, and offers recommendations for architecture and performance tuning.

Where is my crucial data? | What is happening to the data? | Who is accessing the data? | Is the data private and secure? | Can I report on this?

D ATA B A S E S E C U R I T Y
AND COMPLIANCE
WITH DB SHIELD
from Ascent Technology.

DB SHIELD
Database Security and Compliance Service

Ascent Technology’s DB Shield Service protects databases on your network with a set of
preconfigured defenses, and helps you build a custom security policy for your environment
– making it easier to demonstrate compliance to auditors and improve critical asset data
protection.
DB Shield requires no capex investment, is available on a subscription based model and is quickly
deployed to provide immediate business value and insights, with no infrastructure dependencies.

Contact details

Tel: +27 11 745-1340

Email: info@ascent.tech

Web: www.ascent.tech

