
CROWD VIEWS
EDITION 3

Small Business



2

Small Business | Edition 3

Executive Summary
Section One

Introduction
What’s in the Report for Me?
 For the Small-Business Owner/Manager: Growth Strategy
 For the Small-Business Owner/Manager: Maintenance Strategy
 For IT Suppliers
The Survey
 Demographics
 Business Strategy and Outlook
 Operations
 Information Technology

Section Two - Solutions
Introduction
Key Focus Areas
 Collaboration and Work Execution Systems
 Help Desk
 File Sync and Business Content Management
 Project Management, Task Management, and Coordination
 Team Collaboration
 Web Conferencing
Change Management 101
Some Closing Thoughts

Methodology
Final Thoughts

Table of Contents
3
4
4
6
6
6
6
7
7

11
16
23

27
27
28
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
36

37
38



3

Small Business | Edition 3

Executive Summary
For this study, small business will be classified as businesses with 250 or fewer employees. Overall, the 
outlook of businesses in this study, based on a survey of 301 small business owners and managers, 
was positive. 59% of the respondents believed that the economy would get stronger in 2017, showing 
a relatively optimistic outlook for the year ahead, and with only 12% reporting that they believed the 
economy would get weaker. They came off of a strong 2016 as well, with 70% more successful in 
2016 than 2015. 63% also indicated that they had invested in their business in 2016, and 77% planned 
investment in growth plans for 2017. When asked to characterize their business plans for 2017-2018, 
they were split: about 37% aggressive, 35% conservative, and 28% moderate.

When asked in the survey if the businesses invested in growth in 2016, 63% answered yes, and of 
those that invested, nearly 18% indicated that those investments were in software, cloud software, 
and other IT systems. This was tied for 1st along with marketing/advertising and new equipment, with 
adding new sales headcount in fourth at 17%. Consuming software and infrastructure as a service is 
attractive to business owners as it moves the costs into the operating model, and cuts back on capital 
investments outside of the business core. The cloud frees up more resources to invest in the growth 
of the business. Outsourcing processes, or what some call business process as a service (BPaaS), is 
enabled by cloud computing resources and is more cost-effective than before. Moving complete, but 
non-core business processes outside the business helps concentrate more focus and investment in 
activities that add to growth and competitive advantage. Approximately 51% of the survey respondents 
indicated that outsourcing is an important part of their business plan. The most often-outsourced 
processes were legal at 36%, payroll at 36%, and bookkeeping at 31%.

When building the survey, the assumption was made that the businesses would fit into three major 
categories when it came to business plans, growth businesses versus maintenance / status quo, and 
those that had the desire to sell the business this year. Throughout the survey data that segmentation, 
particularly between growth and maintenance, provided the best insight to business strategies and 
operational plans.

Welcome to the 3rd Edition
of Crowd Views.
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FIGURE 1  Small business role in the US economy

Source: SUSB, NES, ITA (2013)
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In this Edition of Crowd Views
Introduction
Small businesses are the core of the US and global economy. According to the US Small Business Administration (which 
classifies businesses into small ≤ 500 employees; large ≥ 500 employees), in 2013 there were 28.8 million small businesses, 
versus 18,600 large enterprises in the United States. The role of the small business in the US economy is substantial, as you 
can see in Figure 1.

Section One

4
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Although this business segment accounts for a massive portion of our economy, small businesses have long been grouped in 
with their larger mid-market and enterprise-level businesses, which often have sizable workforces and budgets and revenue 
to fuel their businesses. It is only recently that the unique needs and business problems that impact small businesses have 
been recognized and have begun to be addressed by the solution providers that can help fuel day-to-day company operations.

While small businesses do face many of the same challenges as their mid-market and enterprise counterparts, they do so 
with much more limited resources. Operating with fewer resources, whether those are financial or employees, is challenging, 
particularly in an economic environment that often pits small businesses against larger competitors. Technology, when 
applied correctly, can serve to varying degrees as an equalizer for small businesses.

The internet has enabled small, growth-oriented businesses to innovate and compete effectively at a global scale and with 
global reach. Competing in a global marketplace offers unique opportunities for growth but comes with many new and 
difficult challenges. For small businesses that continue to focus on local markets, the internet is disrupting supply chains 
and business models.

The internet also forms the base platform for many new, innovative technologies that can be used to build a more agile and 
innovative business platform. Cloud computing, both as a distribution method and a more cost-friendly economic model, 
opens up access to many systems and technologies that would not be affordable or even available for most small businesses 
in the legacy model.

Cloud computing is also tied to the growing use of artificial intelligence (AI), allowing companies to automate simple tasks 
and free up resources to concentrate on more useful activities. AI can also help employees make better, data-driven decisions 
by reducing “big data” to actionable insights.

The other growing technology that is at the heart of many innovations is the internet of things (IoT). IoT—coupled with edge 
computing (to oversimplify: moving the computing resources nearer to the IoT sensors) provides much-needed, valuable 
business data to feed AI models—changes the way remote equipment can be operated, and provides fuel for innovative 
business ideas and models. These are only two of several emerging new technologies that will open up other business 
opportunities. Other technologies include conversational systems, virtual reality (VR), and augmented reality (AR).

In Section One of this report, we’ll review survey responses from over 300 small-business owners and managers about the 
state of the economy for small businesses, the owners’ outlook for 2017, the problems they face, and the initiatives and 
technology solutions they’re implementing to address those problems. In Section Two, we’ll dig into more of the solutions 
that can most effectively help small businesses continue to grow in both size and efficiency.
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What’s in This Report for Me?

Survey results that will serve as benchmarks for your own business operations
and strategy

For the small-business owner/manager, growth strategy:

A view into what other business owners are doing with outsourcing, marketing,
and IT

Ideas for competing more effectively by using technology

A look at relevant technology solutions based on G2 Crowd reviews from other
small-business users

Survey results that will serve as benchmarks for your own business operations
and strategy

Ideas for using technology in a conservative business plan environment

For the small-business owner/manager, maintenance strategy:

A view into what other conservative business owners are doing with
outsourcing, marketing, and IT

A look at relevant technology solutions based on G2 Crowd reviews from
other small-business users

A view of both growth and maintain business strategies and operations

For IT suppliers:

Marketing channel use and effectiveness

IT investment plans

Plans for investments in 2017-2018

Data showing the current use of outsourcing for growth and maintain
businesses
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The Survey
For this study, small businesses are classified as businesses with 250 or fewer employees. The survey, conducted in March 
2017, was focused on small-business owners and managers and received a total of 301 complete responses.

When building the survey, the assumption was made that the businesses would fit into three major categories when it came 
to business plans:

Growth businesses

Maintain/status quo businesses

Businesses with the desire to sell this year

Throughout the survey data, that segmentation—particularly between growth and maintenance—provided the best insight 
into business strategies and operational plans.

The following charts break down the demographics out in greater detail:

Demographics

FIGURE 2  Respondents by primary work responsibility

Sales

Customer Service / Support

Marketing

20% of respondents
have executive roles

27% of respondents
have customer-facing roles

7%

15%

8%

12%

Senior Management
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15%

Other

Accounting / Finance

HR

Facilities

Purchasing / Procurement

8%

20%

3%

2%

2%

15% of respondents
have administrative roles

23% of respondents
have technology roles

Percent of respondents
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FIGURE 3  Respondents by company size
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FIGURE 4  Respondents by company size and business objective
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FIGURE 5  Respondents by total company revenue
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FIGURE 6  Respondents by total company revenue and business objective
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FIGURE 7 Respondents by industry and business objective

Number of respondents

Grow Sell/transfer

Business / Professional Services 53 315 23.8%

Aerospace / Defense 4 1.2%

Energy / Utilities 3 2 1.7%

Architectural / Engineering / Construction 19 3 6.9%

Financial Services / Insurance 16 25 5.6%

Transportation / Logistics / Warehousing 3 1.2%

High Tech 29 6 10%

Healthcare 5 13 4.2%

Industrial / Manufacturing 6 14 5.1%

Media / Entertainment 16 15 6.6%

Hospitality / Food / Beverage 8 11 3.7%

Pharma / Biotech / Life Sciences 2 1%

Public Sector / Nonprofit 1 3 1.5%

Wholesale / Retail 31 27 12.8%

Other 22 6 12%

Telecommunication 5 2.7%3

Maintain % of total
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Business Strategy and Outlook
Small businesses, in general, have a positive outlook for 2017. Nearly 75% of respondents indicated that their main business 
objective for 2017 is growth. When asked about the economic outlook for 2017, 59% indicated that they believed the US 
economy would get stronger. Looking at the data by company size, the 100-250 employees and the 51-99 employees 
segments were the most optimistic about the economy at 73% and 69%, respectively. Figure 8 breaks the question out by 
growth and maintain segments.

FIGURE 8   For 2017, do you believe the economy will:

Get stronger

Stay the same

Get weaker

Don't know

61%

50%

22%

25%

12%

12%

8%

5%

5%

3%

38%

59%
59% indicated that they
believed that the economy
would get stronger in 2017

Grow

Maintain

Total

Percent of respondents
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This optimism is a carryover from 2016, in which 59% of the respondents reported as more successful than 2015. You will 
also note that only 17% reported that 2016 was less successful than 2015. Figure 9 shows the responses from the question 
segmented into grow, maintain, and sell/transfer.

The respondents also indicated that 2016 was a good year for profits, with 58% of respondents reporting that their margins 
were higher over 2015, while 25% reported staying the same, and only 16% reported lower margins over 2015. Again, the 
100-250 employee and 51-99 employee segments reported the highest response with 72% and 71% higher margins in 2016 
over 2015.

With higher profits, you would also expect investments back into the business in 2016—or more likely 2017. The survey data 
supports this, with 63% reporting that they invested in growth in 2016 and 77% planning investments in 2017.

FIGURE 9    In 2016 versus 2015, were your net profit margins:

Higher

Lower

Stayed the same

65%

41%

16%

17%

16%

20%

42%

25%

58%

Grow

Maintain

Total

Percent of respondents

58% reported
more success in 2016

16% reported
less success in 2016
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Let’s take a look at the use of the investments in 2016. In aggregate, software, cloud software, and other IT systems were tied 
for first along with marketing/advertising and new equipment (at 18%), with adding new sales headcount in fourth at 17%. 
Looking at the data segmented by growth and maintain, however, you can see in Figure 10 that software, cloud software, and 
other IT systems had a slight edge among the growth businesses.

FIGURE 10    What was the primary use of the investment?

Software, Cloud Software
and Other IT Systems

Marketing / Advertising

New Equipment

Additional Sales Headcount

New Facility / Locations

Additional Inventory

Additional Non-Sales Headcount

R&D

Other

Acquisition (M&A)
 of Another Business

Percent of respondents

20%

18%

16%

19%

8%

9%

4%

2%

3%

1%

Grow

18%

18%

3%

3%

2%

3%

8%

10%

17%

18%

Total

17%

8%

4%

4%

13%

21%

8%

Maintain

25%

in aggregate, software,
cloud software, and
other IT systems were
tied for first at 18%
along with
marketing/advertising
and new equipment

software, cloud software,
and other IT systems had
a slight edge at 20%
among the growth
businesses
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When looking at the data by company size, respondents in the smallest segment (1-25 employees) were the highest to 
respond that they are investing in software, cloud software, and other IT systems at 22%, four percentage points above the 
average. This is well above the rest of the size segments:

These responses seem to support the concept that smaller businesses are using new technologies to offset some of their 
resource constraints and are leveraging IT for growth. Also, note that marketing/advertising was the number-one answer for 
the 1-25 employee segment at 26%.

As already noted, investment plans for 2017 are even more aggressive than reported in 2016, and those plans are relatively 
consistent across all size segments. Alternatively, the investment plans for 2017 look quite a bit different from what was 
reported for 2016.

FIGURE 11  Percent of companies investing in software,
                     cloud software, and IT systems

% of companies
investing

% variation from average

Average 17.6%

-12 -8 -4 0 +4

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

1-25

26-50
51-99

100-250

1-25 employee segment at
21.8% is 4 percentage 
points above the average
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As you can see in Figure 12, the growth businesses are prioritizing marketing/advertising and sales headcount for 2017. 
Investments in software, cloud software, and other IT systems, on the other hand, drop off quite a bit to 11% from 20% in 
2016. In the size segmentation, the smallest businesses (1-25 employees) are planning on investing heavily in marketing/
advertising at 33%, but drop off the average quite a bit for sales headcount at 15%. The largest segment, 100-250 employees, 
is heavily skewed in the opposite direction, with sales headcount as their highest response at 29%, and marketing/advertising 
at only 5%.

FIGURE 12    Primary use of investment in 2017
                        by grow and maintain business objectives

Percent of respondents

Grow Total

New Equipment 10% 10%10%

Additional Inventory 6% 8%13%

R&D 2% 2%3%

Marketing / Advertising 26% 24%17%

Software, Cloud Software
and Other IT Systems 11% 11%13%

Other 3% 3%

Acquisition (M&A)
of Another Business 1% 2%7%

Additional Non-Sales Headcount 7% 7%3%

Additional Sales Headcount 21% 18%7%

Maintain

New Facility / Locations 13% 15%27%

growth businesses
are prioritizing
marketing/advertising
and sales headcount

investments in 
software, cloud software,
and other IT systems
drop off to 11%
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FIGURE 13   Primary use of investment in 2017 by company size

Company size (employees) 1-25 26-50 51-99 100-250 Average

33%
15%

Marketing / Advertising 8%
5%

24%

15%
22%

New Equipment 22%
5%

16%

7%
15%

New Facility / Locations 14%
19%

10%

6%
11%

Additional Non-Sales
Headcount 3%

14%
7%

15%
22%

Additional Sales
Headcount 22%

29%
18%

11%
11%

Software, Cloud Software
and Other IT Systems 11%

5%
11%

8%
4%

Additional Inventory 14%
5%

8%

1%

Acquisition (M&A)
of Another Business

14%
2%

Operations
The operational data collected in the survey relates to a few areas: outsourcing, marketing channels, and sales channels. 
Outsourcing, or business process as a service (BPaaS), can be an important tool for small businesses to help remedy 
resource constraints while keeping the business focused on what drives revenue and profit.

The respondent businesses were evenly split on 
whether outsourcing was an important part of their 
business strategy, with 51% reporting yes and 49% 
reporting no. The size segments were not so evenly 
split, though; all but the smallest segment were well 
above the average in saying they outsource some 
business processes.

all but the smallest segment (1-25) were 
well above the average in saying they 
outsource some business processes:

26-50
74%

1-25
42%

51-99
62%

100-250
80%
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FIGURE 14 Business processes currently outsourced to a third-party provider
  by company size

Company size (employees) 1-25 26-50 51-99 100-250 Average

35%
24%

Bookkeeping /
Accounting 29%

23%
31%

18%
47%

IT Management 29%
58%

26%

14%
27%

Marketing 14%
15%
16%

10%
27%

E-Commerce 10%
27%

13%

35%
34%

Payroll 34%
50%

36%

5%
13%

Public Relations 17%
35%

11%

5%
17%

HR 5%
19%

8%

7%
3%

Customer
Service / Support 10%

19%
8%

9%

Other 2%
8%

7%

Shipping

16%
7%
7%

35%
16%

Sales

8%
17%
17%

19%
11%

Website
Management

17%
33%

19%
23%

20%

Website
Design / Build

27%
40%

12%
42%

28%

58% of business with 
100-250 employees rely 
on outsourcing IT 
management (category 
average of 26%)

47% of businesses 
with 26-50 employees 
rely on outsourcing IT 
management, (category 
average of 26%)

Legal Services

41%
20%

29%
27%

36%

In the growth versus maintain segmentation, 56% of the growth businesses indicated that outsourcing was an important part 
of their business plan versus only 33% of the maintain group. What processes they currently outsource varies quite a bit by 
company size, as you can see in Figure 14.
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The 100-250 employee segment seems to rely on outsourcing the most, with IT management standing out as the most 
outsourced business process at 58% against a category average of only 26%. The 26-50 employee segment is also higher 
than the average in IT management outsourcing at 47%. Looking at the question segmented by growth versus maintain, it’s 
clear that the growth businesses, which outsource more business processes in general, focused much of that outsourcing 
on essential processes that are not a core part of the business strategy such as payroll, legal services, website design, and 
IT management. Figure 15 shows the complete breakout of the two segments:

FIGURE 15 Business processes currently outsourced to a third-party provider 
  by grow and maintain business objectives

Percent of respondents

Grow Total

Legal Services 39% 34%15%

Payroll 38% 34%17%

Bookkeeping / Accounting 32% 30%22%

IT Management 25% 25%13%

Website Design / Build 31% 26%7%

Sales 10% 10%8%

Marketing 16% 15%12%

Shipping 15% 15%13%

E-Commerce 12% 12%10%

Public Relations 10% 10%3%

Website Management 22% 19%7%

HR 8% 7%3%

Customer Service / Support 6% 7%7%

Other 5% 7%12%

Maintain

Based on the investment plans for 2017, marketing/advertising is an area that will see quite a bit of growth for many of 
the respondents. Looking at the marketing channels currently in use, Facebook is by far the most prevalent among the 
respondents at 80%. The next closest channel was Twitter at 51%. Figure 16 shows the question broken out by size segments:
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FIGURE 16 Marketing channels used regularly (at least once a month)
  for marketing/advertising by company size

Company size (employees) 1-25 26-50 51-99 100-250 Average

48%
42%

LinkedIn 33%
36%

44%

20%
19%

Google Adwords 19%
12%

19%

11%
16%

Newspaper 33%
32%

17%

11%
19%

Banner Ads 29%
12%

15%

78%
84%

Facebook 84%
88%

80%

3%
13%

TV 31%
24%

10%

7%
7%

Advertising
Agency 19%

8%
9%

5%
10%

Billboards 14%
8%
7%

Other

22%
3%
5%

15%

Radio

7%
16%

33%
16%

12%

Pinterest

16%
29%

19%
20%

18%

Instagram

29%
32%

55%
64%

36%

51% of respondents 
use Twitter

80% of respondents 
use Facebook regularly 
for marketing/advertising, 
while

Twitter

51%
55%

43%
64%

51%

8%
26%

Google Dynamic
Search Ads 19%

4%
11%
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Of the channels used, Facebook was named both the most successful at 38% of respondents and the least successful 
at 29%. Since it was, by far, the most used channel, that isn’t really surprising. Figures 17 and 18 show the most and least 
successful channels.

FIGURE 17  Most successful marketing channels in 2016
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FIGURE 18  Least successful marketing channels in 2016
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Sales channels for small businesses are quite diverse and include online/e-commerce, direct and indirect sales, and 
catalogs. Among growth businesses, online/e-commerce was the most common channel, with direct sales a close second. 
Figures 19 shows all of the sales channels used regularly by growth and maintain respondents.

FIGURE 19 Sales channels regularly used 
                        by grow and maintain business objectives

Percent of respondents

Grow

Marketplaces (eBay, Amazon, etc.) 20% 18%

Online / E-Commerce 57% 43%

Inside Sales 28% 20%

Direct Sales 52% 37%

Channel Partners / Value-Added Resellers 25% 7%

Other 6% 3%

Affiliates 21% 7%

Outsourced 7% 5%

Catalog 5% 5%

Distributors 14% 12%

Maintain

among growth 
businesses, 
online/e-commerce at 
57% was the most 
common channel, with 
direct sales a close 
second at 52%
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Considering outsourcing of business processes is relatively prominent among small businesses, the next question evaluated 
how this impacts hiring and headcount at these companies. Some data on headcount plans was collected in the survey, but 
most of it is unremarkable. The good news from this part of the survey relates to plans for permanent headcount reduction 
in 2017, which had a very small “yes” response of 13%. This ties closely to the overall optimism of the respondent businesses 
for 2017.

The other data point is from the question on the causes of the reductions. Outsourcing business functions came in the 
highest at 33%, which is not surprising based on the other outsourcing questions. Automation replacing employees, which 
has gotten much attention and speculation as a potential cause for job losses recently, came in quite low at 13%. Of note is 
the fact that the answer is a small percentage of a small sample, with only 13% of the total 20 respondents being offered the 
question. As such, this should only be used as a basic indication of direction.

FIGURE 20 Primary sales channel for generating revenue
  by grow and maintain business objectives

at 33% direct sales 
was the primary sales 
channel for growth

at 28% direct sales 
comes in second behind 
online/ecommerce at 
29% for maintain

Marketplaces
(eBay, Amazon, etc.)

Online / E-Commerce

Inside Sales

Direct Sales

Channel Partners /
Value-Added Resellers

Other

Affiliates

Outsourced

Catalog

Percent of respondents

Grow

7%

31%

9%

33%

6%

5%

3%

1%

1%

4%

Total

9%

29%

9%

33%

5%

5%

4%

1%

1%

4%

Maintain

10%

29%

10%

28%

4%

7%

5%

2%

5%Distributors

The primary sales channel for growth is direct, which also comes in at a close second behind online/e-commerce for the 
maintain businesses. Figure 20 shows the primary sales channels for growth and maintain.
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Information Technology
The use of IT is high for the small businesses in this survey, and managing it can be a resource drain. There are several 
approaches that could be taken, including managing it in-house, outsourcing, and a blended model. When asked how they 
managed IT assets, only 15% reported having no dedicated IT resources or services. All those respondents who didn’t have 
dedicated IT resources or services were in the 1-25 employees segment.

Growth businesses used all three approaches, although the largest percentage of them (54%) used dedicated internal IT 
resources. Figure 21 shows both segments across all three methods.

FIGURE 21 Managing IT Assets by grow and maintain business objectives

of the 15% who 
reported having no 
dedicated IT resources 
or services, all were 
from the 1-25 employee 
segment 

at 54% more than half 
of grow businesses used 
dedicated internal IT 
resources

Grow

20%

12%

54%

14%

Total

18%

16%

51%

15%

10%

23%

50%

17%

Maintain

Outsource all IT management

Internal resources

A mix of internal and outsourced

I do not have any dedicated
IT resources or services

Percent of respondents

FIGURE 22 IT investments planned for 2017 versus 2016 
  by grow and maintain business objectives

40% of respondents 
are planning on 
increasing IT spending 
in 2017 over 2016

at 47%, IT investment 
plans are somewhat 
higher among the growth 
segment

Grow

41%

8%

47%

4%

Total

46%

9%

40%

5%

73%

5%

17%

5%

Maintain

Decrease spending

Increase spending

Remain the same

Don't know

Percent of respondents

With the optimism for growth in 2017, it’s not surprising that 40% of respondents are planning on increasing IT spending in 
2017 over 2016. Among the growth segment, IT investment plans are somewhat higher at 47%. Figure 22 shows investment 
plans by growth and maintain:
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Looking at investment plans by company size, the larger segments, 51-99 and 100-250 employees, have higher than average 
responses with plans to invest in IT. Figure 23 shows the complete breakout of investment plans by company size:

FIGURE 23   IT Investments planned for 2017 versus 2016 by company size

Company size (employees) 1-25 26-50 51-99 100-250 Average

8%
13.3%

Decrease spending 11.9%
4.2%

8.8%

7%
3.3%

Don't know 2.4%

5.4%

33.5%
43.3%

Increase spending 59.5%
58.3%

40.2%

51.5%
40%

Remain the same 26.2%
37.5%

45.6%

The final two questions in the survey relate to what IT systems are in place, and which systems respondents plan to deploy 
or replace in the next 12-18 months. Core IT systems like accounting, payroll, marketing, and CRM are already in use in a 
large number of the respondents (see Figure 24). Systems related to collaboration and work execution, which include team 
collaboration, project management, and file sync and share/BCM, are being deployed and replaced at a much higher rate 
(see Figure 25).

Have

Deploy

Replace

Project Management

27% 12%

26% 20%

19% 18%

Have

Deploy

Replace

Team Collaboration and/or Messaging

28% 15%

25% 20%

18% 20%

* like Box, Dropbox, Sharepoint, etc.

Have

File Sync and Share* / Business
Content Management Deploy

Replace

31% 17%

23% 12%

17% 23%

FIGURE 24 Collaboration IT Systems in place, deploying, or being replaced
  by grow and maintain business objectives

Percent of respondents

Grow Maintain

25
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FIGURE 25 Core IT Systems in place, deploying, or being replaced
  by grow and maintain business objectives

Percent of respondents

Grow Maintain

Have

Deploy

Replace

Payroll

28%

33%

22%

45%

29%

18%

Have

Deploy

Replace

CRM

15%

23%

18%

34%

27%

19%

Have

Deploy

Replace

HR, Recruiting and Talent Management

12%

20%

20%

26%

32%

13%

Have

Accounting Deploy

Replace

42%

37%

17%

52%

36%

18%

Have

Deploy

Replace

Email Marketing

18%

25%

17%

50%

27%

21%

Have

Deploy

Replace

Marketing Automation

5%

32%

13%

22%

33%

15%

Have

Customer Service / Support Deploy

Replace

17%

23%

15%

24%

32%

13%

It’s likely that these collaboration and work execution systems are either currently underperforming in many of the businesses 
that had already deployed them, or the business had not deployed this type of system before, but is seeing challenges related 
to coordinating and executing work.
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The respondents were currently deploying several key systems at a high rate. The top eight IT systems that are being deployed, 
which are mostly core IT systems, are shown in Figure 26.

FIGURE 26   Top 8 IT systems being deployed in the next 12-18 months

Accounting

Marketing Automation

Payroll

Customer Services / Support

HR, Recruiting, and Talent Management

Sales Contact Management

Social Media Management

Business Intelligence / Analytics

The list of the top eight systems that are being replaced was quite different from the deploy list. As you can see in Figure 27, the 
systems in this list are generally tools that are used extensively in support of the business, like email marketing and social media 
management, or directly related to managing and coordinating work.

FIGURE 27   Top 8 IT systems being replaced in the next 12-18 months

Email Marketing

Social Media Management

CRM

eSignature / Digital Signature

Payroll

File Sync and Share / Business Content Management (like Box, Dropbox, Sharepoint, etc.)

Project Management

Team Collaboration and/or Messaging

Now that we’ve outlined the outlook, problems, and practices of small businesses, it’s important to consider the technology and 
solutions that can best help small-business owners run their companies.
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Project Management
27%

45%

28%

43%

* like Box, Dropbox, Sharepoint, etc.

HaveFile Sync and Share* / Business
Content Management

Deploy or Replace

31%

40%

FIGURE 28 Focusing on Companies taking Action Collaboration IT Systems 
  (Main) by grow and maintain business objectives

Percent of respondents

Grow

Have

Deploy or Replace

Have

Deploy or Replace

Team Collaboration
and/or Messaging

12%

38%

15%

40%

17%

35%

Maintain

Introduction
All businesses—whether they are large or small, growing or maintaining—face challenges.

Small growth businesses face the same types and scale of challenges as many enterprise businesses. The difference: Things 
simply happen faster in a small growth business. The results of decisions, each and every decision, impact the business 
every day, and there are often just not enough hours in the day to consider the significance of each decision.

The approach we are taking within this section of the report is to isolate the specific categories of technology that will have 
the biggest impact on your business. Additionally, we are highlighting products that business users rate high for G2 Crowd 
Usability score. In other words, it is critical that whatever technology is chosen is liked and used by your team. Basing a 
purchase decision using this approach is leveraging the wisdom of the crowd in addition to your own business requirements, 
therefore giving the proper consideration to each purchase.

Section Two:
Solutions
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Key Focus Areas
There are key areas of focus, and their corresponding categories of supporting technology, required to succeed in any 
business:

Attracting and retaining customers; customer focus

Core information technology; operational focus

Producing and delivering your product or service; work execution focus

Communications and collaboration; productivity focus

Everything you do as a business can be distilled down to these four areas (yes, each can be dissected further). From an 
information technology perspective, the first two, operations and customer, are core technologies that are foundational and 
a baseline requirement for all businesses. The second two, execution and productivity, help your business focus on your 
differentiators: people and product. One of the key differences identified above (Section 1) is that growth businesses are 
investing in the tools and technologies required to execute, communicate, and collaborate, specifically around increasing the 
value of the core products and services offered by the business.

(One part of CRM is an outlier, and may not be considered Core by many growth businesses. Many businesses wait too long 
to invest in systems that support the retention of customers. Therefore, within the solution section Help Desk solutions will 
be included.)

The differentiation, the special sauce, that makes your business unique is the combination of your people and your products. 
The secret ingredient of the special sauce is just how well your technology supports your team. Investments in technology 
are about augmenting capabilities and supporting your team, not replacing your team. Embracing change caused by new 
technology is an often-forgotten element when purchasing and deploying new technology. Whether your business creates 
intellectual value by adding insight on top of information or creating software—or your business creates value with physical 
labor, hands, machines—investing in refining the execution and communication is time well spent. It is time to collaborate 
with purpose and to execute with precision.

Collaboration and Work Execution Systems
Specific elements within the technology landscape are critical to enabling a growth business. These software tools and 
platforms allow businesses to form teams, share knowledge, coordinate projects, discuss best practices, and build 
communities. Successful growth businesses use collaboration strategies and technologies to foster peer relationships and 
seamless team communications in order drive efficiency and innovation in a growth business.

Team Collaboration

Project Management

File Sync and Business Content Management

Customer Support and Success
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Help Desk
Before we jump into the productivity and execution segment, it is important to call out the importance of keeping the 
customers your growth business has worked very hard to acquire. Unfortunately, many small businesses do not understand 
the need to focus on helping customers succeed, relying too much on attracting new customers (sales force, email campaign, 
and marketing automation).

A software platform designed to provide customers with information and support regarding your products or services is 
critical. Unfortunately, in the information age, it is not your choice which communication channel a customer uses to share 
their concerns. Customer are likely going to submit concerns via email, phone, or social media channels. Help desk software 
provides a ticketing system for staff to organize and respond to external customer inquiries, as well as create information 
portals on the company’s website. Help desk platforms are used by customer service teams to streamline the support 
process and provide analytics into customer engagement across all communication channels.

PRODUCT

LiveAgent

Freshdesk

TeamSupport

Zendesk Support

Hiver

USABILITY

9.00

8.96

8.95

8.84

8.76

HELPDESK

VENDOR

QualityUnit

Freshworks

TeamSupport

Zendesk

GrexIt, Inc.

https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/help-desk
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File Sync and Business Content Management
File synchronization and sharing platforms typically offer access across all mobile devices and operating systems. Businesses 
typically implement file storage and sharing as a way to manage digital assets, and this software can have integrations with 
many other types of solutions including CRM, team collaboration, project management, email, and more. For businesses 
that require working on advanced content types, both internally and with customers and/or partners, business content 
management solutions allow for review, markup, joint content development, support for a diverse set of digital content types, 
and version control along the content lifecycle.

PRODUCT VENDOR

Dropbox

Google Drive

Droplr

Dropbox Business

Hightail

Dropbox

Google

Droplr

Dropbox

Hightail

USABILITY

9.21

9.16

9.09

8.92

8.83

FILES STORAGE & SHARING

PRODUCT VENDOR

Google Drive

Dropbox Business

Box

Quip

Microsoft OneDrive for Business

Google

Dropbox

Box

Salesforce

Microsoft

USABILITY

9.25

9.08

8.89

8.65

8.50

BUSINESS CONTENT MANAGEMENT

https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/crm
https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/team-collaboration
https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/project-management
https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/email
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Project Management, Task Management, and Coordination
Growth businesses that leverage technology in order to coordinate communications, define and track milestones, and 
coordinate individual tasks drive towards successful outcomes. Project management tools, often with the support of task 
management software, help to work towards successful outcomes. With solid technology as a base, good practices can be 
supported organization-wide, whether the organization is 5 people or 500. In the information age, task interdependence is a 
large component of project management, as it is largely used to coordinate assignments that are related to a sequence of 
tasks or a larger project.

PRODUCT VENDOR 

Paymo

TeamGantt

Asana

Wrike

Basecamp

Paymo

TeamGantt

Asana

Wrike, Inc.

Basecamp

USABILITY

9.14

8.90

8.80

8.71

PROJECT MANAGEMENT

8.71

PRODUCT VENDOR

Trello

Wunderlist

Todoist

Kanbanchi for G Suite

Process Street

Trello, Inc.

Microsoft

Doist

Kanbanchi

Process Street

USABILITY

9.01

8.96

8.69

8.33

TASK MANAGEMENT

7.93
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Team Collaboration
Within a small growth business, effective and purposeful communication is mission critical to the success of the business. 
Collaboration is a business capability that is supported by technology. Selecting and adopting the right technology is more 
complex than many businesses think, because how information is shared, communicated, and interpreted is personal and 
emotional: the power and the curse. 

The Benefits of Collaboration
Collaborative practices prepare your business, no matter the size, to react quickly to changes in your market, competition, 
sales opportunities, and the likely demands of your most valuable assets: people. In a small growth business, the most 
valuable commodity, without question, is time. Collaboration done right will allow any business to scale and appear bigger 
and act faster; technology is only one part of the equation. Change management—leading from the front and helping people 
to understand the benefits—is a critical component of driving success with collaborative technologies. 

In general terms, collaboration and productivity software improve how employees communicate, organize information and 
projects, and develop ideas. The tools that support collaboration provide structure and improve employee efficiency. Process 
efficiency and efficient communications benefit all businesses.

The Many Flavors of Collaboration Tools
Team Collaboration
Team collaboration software facilitates intentional group processes, helping people involved in a common task achieve their 
goals. A powerful side effect of facilitating group processes is the capability to enhance user productivity. Collaboration 
software allows multiple users to stay connected and work together on projects from any location on nearly any connected 
device. Team collaboration software fosters the creation of team workspaces that are viewable and accessible by other 
users, regardless of their physical location.

Growth businesses focus on teaming: small agile teams, or large cross-functional groups. This highlights the need for people 
to communicate using one of many interaction types and channels of communication. Some teams prefer email, instant 
messaging, and simple notifications, while others simply want shared calendaring, video conferencing, and discussion 
forums. The tools you choose need to meet the needs of the job the team is trying to accomplish. More often than not, 
selecting a collaboration solution that integrates with existing social networks, VoIP and/or web conferencing, and VDI and/
or file storage and sharing is a good idea.

PRODUCT VENDOR

Slack

Trello

Quip

Wrike

Confluence

Slack Technologies, Inc.

Trello, Inc.

Salesforce

Wrike, Inc.

Atlassian

USABILITY

9.05

9.18

8.74

8.60

TEAM COLLABORATION

8.93

https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/social-networks
https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/voip
https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/web-conferencing
https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/team-collaboration
https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/file-storage-sharing
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Web Conferencing
If you cannot be there in person, try web conferencing—it really works!

Web conferencing software enables online communication through audio meetings, video meetings, and seminars by 
utilizing chat, screensharing, remote control, and recording. These applications are implemented to enhance collaboration, 
enable long-distance or international communication, and reduce travel costs. More sophisticated solutions offer audience 
interaction features for webinars, stronger security solutions, and integrations with marketing automation and CRM software.

These products can be utilized by remote employees or teams for improved collaboration, communication, and productivity. 
Web conferencing is closely related to other communication technologies. VoIP (voice over internet protocol) focuses 
entirely on audio and is the technology web conferencing products are built on. Team collaboration products use chat, 
presence information, and file sharing to enhance internal cooperation—and these features are also included in many web 
conferencing products.

PRODUCT VENDOR

Zoom

UberConference

FreeConferenceCall.com

Skype for Business
(formerly Lync)

TeamViewer

Zoom Video Communications

UberConference

FreeConferenceCall.com

Microsoft

TeamViewer

USABILITY

8.95

9.03

8.86

8.79

WEB CONFERENCING

8.76

https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/marketing-automation
https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/crm
https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/voip
https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/team-collaboration
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Change Management 101
All technology initiatives are change management initiatives in disguise. No matter the size of a business, if the people 
responsible for using the new technology do not fully understand what is expected, what the purpose is, and how their jobs 
are going to change, the technology initiative will not succeed. For a small growth business, words and phrases like “change 
management” cause concern simply because business leaders become concerned about slowing things down, the cost of 
consulting, and derailing the initiative. Helping people get through change is an imperative.

John P. Kotter (in Leading Change and Accelerating Change) suggests an eight-step program to change management: the 
Kotter Method. A small growth business may not have the time to complete all eight steps, but there are four parts to the 
methodology which cannot be altered:

Establish a Sense of Urgency

Develop the Vision

Communicate the Vision

Incorporate Change into the Culture

“Sharpen the axe before starting to cut the trees.”

Establishing a Sense of Urgency
Among the biggest mistakes made in selecting and then deploying technology is confirming, and then communicating the 
business issue that is driving the initiative. If the urgency of the situation is not well understood, the project will lack purpose 
and direction. People become complacent comfortable with the status quo: “If it is not broken, no need to fix it.” Without a 
sense of urgency (not to be confused with creating anxiety), people will not put in the extra effort that is required to get the 
job done.

Develop the Vision
Each and every technology initiative must have agreed to, and defined, success criteria. Each member of the team—possibly 
the whole organization—should be involved in establishing the vision for the initiative. This does not need to be a long, 
drawn-out exercise. This is a simple document with three to five bullet points, and signed off by senior leadership. Even in a 
10-person company, this small step will go a long way to ensuring that everyone on the team understands what is being done 
and why it is being done.

Communications
Once success has been defined, spend time creating simple messaging that will be used to share the project goals as well as 
how success will be measured. It is important to also include the timeline, and how the particular initiative will impact other 
initiatives. Finally, share with individuals your expectations and how their particular jobs might be impacted by the change. 
Encourage open dialogue with your team; share ideas and make the entire organization part of the process. Senior leadership 
needs to lead by example.

Culture
Technology is a poor selection when working to drive change. Change requires vision, leadership, and communications. 
Technology is what should be and will be used to allow people to change. Technology is an excellent choice to enhance 
efficiency, but will only impact productivity if systems are used and adopted. Most importantly, change only sticks when it 
becomes ingrained in the corporate culture, becoming the “ways things are done.”
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FIGURE 29 Collaboration and Work Execution Stack for Growth Businesses

Retention HELP DESK CUSTOMER SUCCES

Management PROJECT MANAGEMENT TASK MANAGEMENT

Collaboration TEAM
COLLABORATION FILE SYNC & STORING WEB CONFERENCING
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Some Closing Thoughts
For slightly more mature businesses, or those with a strong software or information technology focus, there are a couple other 
software categories worthy of mention, to keep an eye on, but not so much so that we should spend a lot of time on here.

Customer Success
While help desk is one part of the CRM solution required for any stage company, successful growth companies do understand 
its importance and are focusing on not only helping customers when they are in distress, but actively courting them and 
ensuring success. Customer success software is used by businesses to ensure, through interactions with the company, 
that customers achieve the outcome your business anticipates them to reach as they use your products and/or services. 
This software uses detailed analysis of past behavior to create a “health score” to predict future satisfaction of a customer, 
allowing companies to systematically grow an established customer base, identify any red flags, and increase customer 
retention rates.

Idea Management
One of the most powerful capabilities of collaboration, as a process, is the ability to share ideas. Acquiring a technology that 
supports ideation—without needing to schedule a meeting, then sending a follow-up email—is a powerful growth business 
capability. The additional benefit of deploying and adopting technology to support this process of collaboration is the ability 
to extend the conversation, in a purposeful way, outside the four walls of the business.

Idea, or ideation, management software structures the process of gathering insight on products, then organizing and 
managing those ideas for the purpose of improvement or development. This feedback comes from employees, customers, 
and partners, etc., for the explicit purpose of adding the feedback into future products or product releases. Idea management 
software enables companies to solicit feedback via email, web-based applications, or forms that employ online collaboration 
channels to discuss the feedback to capture and store ideas.

Idea management software is a welcomed improvement from the traditional office suggestion box. Encouraging 
and supporting feedback that enables your business to continuously innovate and grow is a powerful capability. Idea 
management software facilitates full transparency, as anyone who has access to the platform can track ideas from inception 
to implementation. If done well, during implementation, ideation products will integrate with team collaboration tools to allow 
users to manage both internal and external-facing communications.

Suites: Tools That Provide Solutions to Multiple Business Problems
Some tools provide a suite of solutions that can offer answers to multiple business problems. Many collaboration tools 
have cross-functional features, such as web conferencing, team collaboration, and business content management, in one 
platform, providing growth companies with solutions to multiple business problems in one piece of software. Buyers should 
be aware of this, and define all of the collaboration and work execution problems they need to solve with a tool. There is no 
need for a subscription to a separate web conferencing tool if a company’s current team collaboration tool has adequate web 
conferencing features.

In general, creating a feature checklist before starting the research process will help a buyer avoid redundancy in their stack, 
and reduce software subscription budget wastefulness.

https://www.g2crowd.com/categories/team-collaboration
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Methodology
Products included in the charts above have received a minimum of 20 reviews, were submitted before July 17, 2017, and are 
the highest-ranking products in their category for Usability.

Usability Scoring Methodology
G2 Crowd rates products and vendors based on reviews gathered from our user community, as well as data aggregated 
from online sources and social networks. We apply a unique, patent- pending algorithm to this data to calculate the product’s 
Usability score. The information shown reflects scores calculated using the G2 Crowd usability algorithm v1.0 BETA in real 
time.

The Usability score is affected by the following (in order of importance):

Customer satisfaction with the ease of use for each product based on reviews by G2 Crowd users

Customer satisfaction with the ease of admin for each product based on reviews by G2 Crowd users

Customer responses to the Meets Requirements question on G2 Crowd

User adoption percentage based on reviews and by G2 Crowd users

The number of reviews received on G2 Crowd; buyers trust a product with more reviews,
and a greater number of reviews indicates a more representative and accurate reflection of the customer experience.



38

Small Business | Edition 3

Final Thoughts
Many small businesses have aggressive growth plans for this year. To grow the business and expand their market reach the 
companies are focusing not only on widening their sales and marketing nets, but also leveraging technology to support that 
growth and to be more competitive. Smaller companies (1–25 employees) in particular are using innovative technology to 
help them achieve their goals.

The survey shows that many small businesses are looking to increase their investment in tech over the next year.  As a part 
of the investment though, they are regularly using Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram and other social platforms over 
more traditional marketing methods. Although small companies often outsource non-core activities like IT management and 
website creation and design, the important takeaway is that small companies looking to grow are using software and tech-
related services as a launchpad for growth.

Despite the fact that many companies were outsourcing their IT management, over half were maintaining their IT assets 
internally and just under half were planning to increase their IT spending in the next year. Mid-market companies planned to 
increase spending the most, while many smaller businesses intend to keep IT spending at a consistent level.

From a software solution perspective, accounting, email marketing, payroll, marketing automation, and CRM software are the 
most widely used already, and for businesses that lack those systems, the most desired to deploy. The top systems being 
replaced are email marketing, social media management, CRM, and eSignature services. In general, in the next year, many 
companies are either planning to deploy or redeploy software solutions and will be researching the best options to help them 
do so. 

When it comes to revenue, over half of those surveyed utilize online channels to drive sales with e-commerce solutions. 
Direct sales is still the primary way these companies make money though, even though many are increasing the focus on 
e-commerce. To support the direct channel companies were investing in software, sales headcount, and marketing and 
advertising last year. The data shows that the smaller companies were mostly spending their money in marketing, while the 
larger mid-market companies were adding to their sales headcount.

Overall, businesses reported coming off a strong revenue year in 2016 when compared to 2015.  That likely, at least in part, 
explains the widespread optimism about the economy in 2017. The survey shows a significant number of small and midsized 
businesses pursuing a growth strategy. To support that growth companies are turning to technology and investing more in 
software solutions to manage increased revenue, marketing demand, and growing sales teams.


