
Hanish Patel (Hanish): The success 
of technology vendors relies heavily on 
strong relationships with their channel 
partners. However, many of their channel 
partners lack the capabilities the enterprise 
customers increasingly demand, mainly 
due to the shift to a flexible consumption-
based model, or what’s more commonly 
referred to as XaaS, Everything-as-a-Service. 
X as a service solutions combine hardware, 
software, and services into a single offering. 
How is the role of channel partners 

changing, and what can tech vendors do in 
order to enable their channel partners to 
navigate the change and generate greater 
value for their enterprise customers?
 
Hanish: To dive into this, we have 
Vicki Batka, vice president for Partner 
Organization at Cisco Systems for the Asia 
Pacific, Japan, and Greater China region. And 
Kamesh Mullapudi, managing director with 
Deloitte Consulting. Vicki and Kamesh, a real 
pleasure to have you both on the pod.

Vicki Batka (Vicki): Many thanks, Hanish. 
It’s great to be here.
 
Kamesh Mullapudi (Kamesh): Thank you 
for inviting me.
 
Hanish: So, Vicki, to begin with, I’m going 
to give you a bit of a multi-part question, 
if I may. For the benefit of those who are 
listening to our podcast, can you talk 
about the key trends, including recent 
disruptions and how things are changing 
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in these current times. And also, what do 
you observe from the perspective of how 
customers are buying and consuming 
technology, in particular, the shift in 
preference towards new consumption 
models, such as X as a service subscription-
based solutions? And, of course, Kamesh, I’d 
love to get your perspective on it as well. 
 
Vicki: Wow. 2020 has been an interesting 
year so far. We’ve definitely seen a real shift 
in technology trends. And unfortunately, 
COVID-19 has really pushed technology and 
its consumption to its limits. We’ve seen 
customers and partners having to pivot how 
they consume products as a service, and 
for some very traditional IT retailers, they’ve 
also had to rapidly adapt to respond to their 
customers from how they traditionally sold 
maybe hardware only to now solutions and 
offers to offer that better service to their 
customers. And business resiliency has 
driven managed services, a bit of old term 
in the tech industry, but that’s come back 
into the spotlight as a way to manage the 
complexity. If you think about things like how 
we work from home in a secure manner 
and how we’ve had to access data remotely 
and also support our customers in the 
consumption of technology and really the 
partner, technology partner or retailer, has 
also had to adapt to manage those changes.
 
Vicki: But our customers have also had 
additional challenges around technology, 
and now they face important decisions like 
when to spend their money, how to spend 
their money, what takes priority, and what 
to spend their precious cash reserves on. 
The remote working, I guess, we’ve seen so 
far this year, it’s not going away, it’s here to 
stay. And none of us really know how long 
we will be impacted by COVID. However, we 
can also not afford to leave some of these 
precious projects behind. We need to move 
and rapidly shift some projects forward, 
because otherwise we’ll open ourselves up 
to vulnerability, like we’re seeing with many 
cybersecurity attacks.
 
Vicki: And our customers, shifting to an X as 
a service model is not necessarily cheaper 
than having technology consumed on prem, 
which is what they had before COVID-19. In 

fact, we worry, I worry, that many customers 
had to shift to work from home so rapidly 
that they’ve had rushed implementation. 
And I think as they reflect on that now and 
knowing that there’ll be working from home 
for quite some time, I believe this will create 
further opportunities for our partners to 
really go back in and maybe fix or service 
some of those setups.
 
Vicki: And finally, I guess, as we see 
COVID-19 spikes and waves in many 
countries around the world, our customers 
need to really continue to conserve their 
cash, and they need to do that in a way that 
they can keep their businesses afloat. So, we 
all need to take a look at our business model 
to make changes to adapt and transform in 
this new normal.
 
Hanish: Kamesh, your thoughts on that?
 
Kamesh: I think a number of the comments 
that Vicki made resonate very well with me. 
The market was shifting to a subscription-
based model even before COVID. And 
whether it is the B2C or B2B segments, 
we’ve seen how customers have increasingly 
moved towards the subscription-based 
consumption. Enterprise customers in 
particular are becoming more diverse to 
anything that’s focused on heavy CapEx 
investments, whether it’s hardware 
purchases or other bigger investments that 
they need to make. And customers are not 
just looking for hardware-only solutions 
anymore, but an integrated solution with 
hardware, software, and services that cater 
to their needs.
 
Kamesh: And what COVID has done, it 
has further accelerated this trend. And I 
agree with Vicki that the shifts in behavior 
are likely to stay. Preserving cash in the 
short and medium term is a new priority, 
and customers across the board are 
reprioritizing and rationalizing their ongoing 
initiatives and spend, including their IT 
budget. In fact, to further validate this 
point, as part of Deloitte’s COVID-related 
eminence that we’ve published over the past 
few months, we’ve been tracking spending 
patterns across sectors, and we’ve noticed 
a shift in IT spending towards implementing 
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business continuity planning solutions, so 
BCP solutions, collaboration solutions to 
enable work from home, and cybersecurity-
related solutions that Vicki touched on. It’s 
an incredibly important aspect of sustaining 
the business.
 
Kamesh: And we’ve noticed that the trend 
is more towards spending more money 
in these areas. And all of this is geared 
towards enabling that remote workforce. 
And I believe the shift opens up new 
opportunities for tech vendors and channel 
partners. Moreover, the technology leaders 
today are in a unique position, in my view, 
to help IT organizations reimagine future of 
work, workforce, and workplace powered 
by technology. For instance, by enabling 
collaboration, cloud-based services, and 
remote working, the future of workplace  
will change forever as far as I can see.
 
Hanish: Well, thank you both for that.  
I know I gave you a pretty hefty multi-part 
question there, and clearly a lot to think 
about there with everything going on with 
COVID and the force of everyone working 
from home. But Vicki, I’d like to turn to you, 
and specifically, if you can share with our 
listeners how Cisco has been responding to 
these market changes that you and Kamesh 
just highlighted above and how have you 
been helping the channel partners adapt  
to it?
 
Vicki: There’s no doubt in Asia Pacific 
we were impacted first with COVID-19, 
and we’ve seen every country across the 
region respond and react quite differently. 
What’s been interesting is we’ve also been 
watching the governments and how they’re 
providing the levels of stimulus support 
to suit their market or their country. In 
countries like Australia, the government is 
stimulating small business, in Japan we see 
the government stimulating and supporting 
government agencies and manufacturing, 
and our partners really need to understand, 
how does technology play a part in that 
stimulus of the country or the region, 
and what can they be doing to help put 
technology into the plan to get businesses 
back on track? I guess what Cisco’s been 
doing, we’ve got a few different ways we’ve 
been providing support. Specifically from 

partners, we’ve been offering extended 
finance just to help get them through the 
initial hump that we faced.
 
Vicki: For our customers, we’re also offering 
deferred payment plans. We’re doing 
things like, Cisco’s quite big on regional 
events. We’ve shifted those and we’ve been 
pumping up our virtual marketing and 
shifting our physical events to virtual events. 
So, we want to keep talking to people. We 
don’t want to stop, and we haven’t stopped. 
We’ve seen that very early in our part of 
the world. And what we’ve done is we’ve 
created what I call appropriate technology 
solutions for here and now. Forgot about 
what we might’ve been, the marketing team 
might’ve wanted us to do earlier. We pivoted 
to ensure that we have the right solutions 
for this scenario, that partners can take to 
their customers to help them shift from this 
response [inaudible] to a more reimagine 
how we deal with things like the resilient 
distributed enterprise.
 
Vicki: And our customers and our partners 
across the region are now considering, 
how do they support things like distributed 
workers and things such as employee 
safety and remote work? They need to 
think about and ensure that they have 
a secure cloud-first infrastructure, with 
solutions like automation and zero-touch 
provisioning of workers. And finally, they 
need to think about how we manage 
distributed applications and services like 
secure communication and collaboration. 
So, we are constantly enabling and updating 
our partners to ensure that every step of the 
way we’re teaming together and we manage 
this together.
 
Hanish: So then with the backdrop of 
what you’ve just described there, Vicki, 
is how Cisco adjusted and really been 
proactive in some of these movements to 
help the partner. Kamesh, I want to take 
that as a backdrop and ask you, for those 
tech vendors whose sales are primarily 
channel partner–led, how will the role of the 
channel partner actually evolve to address 
the changing market needs? Or let me put 
it another way. Why should the channel 
partners transform and why the way they’re 
currently operating needs to change?

Kamesh: Hanish, in the new as a service 
world, many of the traditional roles that 
we have associated with channel partners 
are losing relevance. Technology vendors 
now expect their partners to add value 
by focusing on helping their enterprise 
customers achieve business outcomes, 
through highly tailored solutions and 
engaging in end-to-end IT management, 
everything from vendor selection through 
post-deployment support.
 
Kamesh: So simply put, in the new world, in 
the everything as a service model, channel 
partners should move up the value chain. 
They need to revisit and evolve across 
the dimensions of what they sell, who 
they sell to, how they sell, and how they 
make money or how they monetize, so 
to speak. For instance, they need to think 
about reselling hardware, how to move 
from reselling hardware and software to 
delivering integrated IT solutions, including 
custom software solutions built on top of 
the technology vendors offerings. They need 
to think about who they sell to, from selling 
to IT executives, to engaging with line of 
business executives who better understand 
the strategic priorities of the business.
 
Kamesh: So, in summary, channel partners 
should move from having a transactional 
relationship with both the tech vendors  
and customers, to a more value-based 
strategic partnership. And that change is 
absolutely critical for their continued  
survival in this market.
 
Hanish: So, let’s stay with that train. Vicki, 
if we just heard about what the channel 
partners need to do, what role do you 
believe the tech vendors can play in helping 
their channel partners transform? And given 
the diversity and business profiles of these 
channel partners, size, technical maturity, 
customer base, and so forth, it’s clear that 
one size will not fit all. So, what aspects do 
they need to consider as they support their 
partner through that transformation?
 
Vicki: Kamesh said it really well. It’s about 
the shift to the value. How does the partner 
find value, and what can Cisco be doing to 
support that? And last year in November, 
we had our global annual partner summit 
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event. And we introduced a concept to 
encourage our partners to really stop and 
think about “What’s the differentiation that 
they have in the market?” And remember 
this was pre-COVID, but it was very timely as 
it turned out. We were encouraging them to 
find their edge. And what we meant by that 
is, what is their unique value proposition. 
And this, again as Kamesh said, it could be 
vertical expertise, such as small business, if 
they’re a small business specialist. It could 
be an industry expertise such as healthcare, 
education, or it could be a product 
specialization that they have, something 
around cybersecurity or videoconferencing.
 
Vicki: So, it’s important that they start 
there and really think about, what are they 
really good at, and how are they different 
from other partners or channel partners 
in the industry, especially locally. And we 
also encourage our partners to work with 
other partners, we call that peer-to-peer 
partnership. And once you identify what 
you’re good at and what your strengths 
are or your specialization, using something 
like a teaming agreement, you can partner 
together. And especially now, it makes a lot 
more sense than having to start and going 
to invest in the skills and capability, maybe 
partnering with someone else that has that 
might be a better offer or a better solution.
 
Vicki: And the thing I love about Cisco is our 
commitment to partners. We’ve been doing 
this a long time and we’ve been successful 
due to that longevity and commitment 
to partners and the predictability that we 
have of our unwavering support to our 
partner ecosystem, regardless of what 
type of partner you are, the size of your 
partnership. Some of the things I love 
that we’ve been doing is, we offer great 
support around innovation. And right now, 
in chaos often we see amazing innovation. 
And we have a program for DevNet and 
it’s a network of application providers, 
eco-specialists, people that are innovating 
and coming up with concepts wrapped 
around Cisco technology. And we create a 
community called DevNet that they can be 
a part of for free. And it basically will help 
both share their solution to others, also 
and more importantly, it can help them 
monetize their solution both locally and 

across the globe. So, it’s a great way to really 
help them get awareness of their products 
and solution. And then at the same time, 
we also look at things like specialization. So, 
we’re working with partners to ensure if they 
are a cybersecurity or videoconferencing 
specialist, how do we help them build a 
practice? What can we wrap around that 
with support and enablement to really make 
that successful? And we’ve even run some 
great innovation competitions, again, to 
help some of these partners really monetize 
some of their solutions.
 
Hanish: I mean, it’s certainly clear from 
what you’ve described that Cisco provides 
an incredible amount of support for the 
channel partner, but it does strike me, if 
these channel partners to transform is 
certainly going to take effort and involves 
change on their part on, on everyone’s part. 
So, what are the key challenges that these 
channel partners usually face as they make 
efforts to adapt to the new business or 
customer models as we’ve described earlier?
 
Vicki: Yeah, Hanish, it is very challenging, 
and we [inaudible] partners by encouraging 
them to really assist their customers and 
think about their customers as a full life 
cycle journey. I know on previous podcasts, 
you’ve talked about customer experience. 
It’s really important that you think about 
the customer, not just from something 
like, sell it, install it, and forget about it. We 
have to create this longevity in relationships 
with customers, and the partner needs to 
be constantly adding value . Simple things 
like, if they’re selling software, make sure 
it’s implemented correctly, make sure it’s 
turned on and activated, make sure it’s 
actually adopted across the business with 
the customer. This really requires listening 
to the customer constantly and ensuring 
that the customer is getting the value and 
realizing the value of their searches. It also 
opens up, Kamesh mentioned this before, 
other services, opportunities on top of  
the technology.
 
Vicki: We offer Cisco partners the chance to 
also choose how they transform at their own 
pace. So, just two years ago, we introduced 
a way, a path if you like, for partners to 

transform. And we’ve taken key learnings 
from those sessions, and we’ve created 
simple two-day workshops, so even self-
paced models that can be easily adapted for 
the business. And for those wishing to really 
make a greater, deeper change and real 
transformation, we actually, by partnering 
with Kamesh and the team at Deloitte, we 
offer a 17-week program of change, which 
is deep transformation. But what’s really 
important is it’s not about Cisco. It’s about 
the partner, it’s about their business, and it’s 
about them really making the tough decision 
to change and transform. Cisco can’t do that 
for them. They have to do that themselves. 

Hanish: So, let’s dig into that. When you say 
it’s about the partners, Kamesh, it’s clearly 
a journey, right? So, how can those channel 
partners overcome the challenges along 
their, I’ll call it their transformation journey?
 
Kamesh: Like any transformation that 
we have been part of, the key to success 
is to have an open mind, open mindset 
towards that change. And in this case, the 
partners will need to develop a customer-
centric approach to doing business. And 
to add to Vicki’s points from earlier, the 
level of engagements that the partners 
need to have with the customers needs to 
significantly [inaudible]. Channel partners 
need to engage customers throughout the 
life cycle, and they should invest in customer 
success practices that enable them to 
measure success through outcomes and the 
value realized. Also, transformation needs to 
be driven from the top. From our experience 
running these transformation programs at 
some of the major channel partners, we 
would rate leadership buy-in as the key 
success factor, in fact, the top factor for 
successful transformation. And fortunately, 
in all of our engagements, the channel 
partners that we’ve worked with have shown 
excellent commitment, and we’ve seen the 
C-suite participate in day-long workshops.
 
Kamesh: And it’s important, because the 
rest of the team is going to take some 
inspiration from their involvement, and 
that’s important for the mindset shift that 
we’re talking about. And, of course, the 
partners should also be open to investing 

Channel Partner Transformation and XaaS | User Friendly: S5/E1



in people and processes and tools and 
technologies in the short and medium 
term in order to enable and support a 
transformed business in the long run. And 
it might mean a willingness to forego profits 
in the near term, but they’re also setting 
themselves up for a transformed future 
that’s a lot more profitable for themselves, 
and then of course, a lot more valuable for 
their customers.
 
Hanish: I mean, with the shift in the 
consumption landscape and the way that 
it’s affecting tech vendors, it’s clear that 
there’s a knock-on effect in terms of the 
impacts to these channel partners and 
ultimately their operating models. So, I 
want to put something to the both of you, 
and again, here goes me with a multi-part 
question for you, but firstly, what would a 
strategic partner of the future look like? 
Can you share what the key factors would 
differentiate a strong partner of the future 
from the rest of their peers? And then to 
follow on from that, how did tech partners 
and how can they start building, identifying, 
and laying out a strategy to build their 
future partner ecosystem?
 
Vicki: Look, there’s a couple of things 
that we can do as a technology provider, 
but actually it comes back to the partners 
and their business. They have choice, so 
if I think about it, the partners really need 
to understand their customer base and 
they need to create their unique value. 
There’s no doubt about that. Where they 
have weakness or they lack the skills 
and capability, potentially they should 
peer up, as I mentioned, with other 
specialist partners to ensure that they can 
support their customers. Partners also, I 
believe, need to make some new friends. 
Traditionally tech people talk to tech people. 
It’s what we’ve done over a number of 
years. And I think we need to be careful. The 
customer and the buyer has often shifted 
now outside of IT and into marketing or HR 
or line of business budget owner.
 
Vicki: And this means that we have to adapt 
as a technology industry. We need to speak 
the language. We need to have a better 
understanding of the customer’s business 
from their perspective. You know, we can’t 

speak in bits and bytes. We need to be 
talking business outcomes, we need to think 
about what’s important to them. And that 
creates an opportunity for partners. Really, 
the more that they can build on top of that 
and create offers on top of, that will create 
profitability options for them, which will be 
very important in the future. And I believe 
that a partner that has true differentiation 
and that can offer their customers a 
wide range of services and offerings and 
can support a customer through these 
particularly challenging cons will be resilient 
enough to transform their business for 
future success. And I just hope that Cisco 
continues to be their technology partner of 
choice. But finally, I guess it’s important also 
to call out, we won’t do this alone. We don’t 
have to do this alone. Take vendors like 
Cisco, we have support, we have tools, we 
have enablement to help the partners get 
there. And I guess it’s up to the partners to 
embrace what’s available, and that way we’ll 
all rebound together.
 
Kamesh: Your multi-part questions are 
testing my memory. So, let me see if I can 
address all of them. And Vicki touched upon 
a number of those themes. It’s incredibly 
important for partners to think about 
the future differently. And, in fact, we’ve 
published some work on what our view of a 
partner of the future looks like. This is based 
on years of work, including with Cisco and 
other tech vendors that we’ve done before. 
And so, this is what I believe, right?
 
Kamesh:
What is important is a shared vision. The 
partner of the future needs to share a 
common vision, strategic objectives, goals, 
what have you, with the tech vendors and 
take the journey together. They need to align 
their go-to-market strategy with the vision 
of the tech vendors and co-create offers to 
take them to market. You cannot be working 
in different spheres, right? You have to be 
working together in this thing. And from a 
capability standpoint, while channel partners 
have traditionally relied on running their 
business through relationships, we need to 
acknowledge that customers are evolving 
and are looking for partners that can bring 
specialized capabilities to the table.
Kamesh: So, the partner of the future 

needs to invest in developing such 
capabilities to be able to sell and deal 
with multiple buying centers and navigate 
multiple relationships. And, of course, 
the third one is differentiation. Partners 
need to differentiate their value and their 
competitive advantage against their peers, 
for example, the ability to develop a custom 
solutions specialization in specific solutions 
that Vicki talked about earlier, in terms of the 
areas that they focus on and the verticals, 
rather than having generalized offerings. 
So these, I believe, are some of the critical 
aspects that the partners need to think 
about as they’re evolving to that partner of 
the future model.
 
Hanish: In summation, it’s clear that tech 
vendors need to invest the time required to 
make their channel partners an integral part 
of the everything as a service transformation 
journey. At the same time, channel partners 
should work closely with the tech vendors 
to implement changes, learn, and adapt, 
and build their ecosystem to serve end 
customers more effectively. I mean, it’s a 
two-way street where tech companies and 
their channel partners jointly work together 
to create a value-based ecosystem now and 
in the future. And with that, I want to thank 
Vicki Batka and Kamesh Mullapudi for joining 
me today and dealing with my multi-part 
questions. So, kudos to the both of you. And 
thank you once again. 

And until next time, happy listening.
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