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INTRODUCTION

Cloud computing has become so ubiquitous that it’s one of 
the few I.T. terms you can hear being used by ordinary people 
on the street. Admittedly, many people tend to use the 
words “I don’t understand how it works” in close proximity 
to the phrase, but there’s no doubt that it’s become widely 
recognised. 

There should be no shame in feeling confusion over what 
cloud computing means,  because the term itself is so 
nebulous. Quite why someone chose to attach the word 
“cloud” to a range of hosted I.T. services is something of a 
mystery. They may have believed placing something “up in 
the cloud” would make it sound more glamorous, but they 
obviously neglected to appreciate the negative associations 
the word ‘cloud’ has. Consider, for example, how you might 
feel if someone told you that your future was “cloudy”.
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WHAT IS 
CLOUD 
COMPUTING?

So what is cloud computing? In simple terms, it’s “the 
delivery of computing services – servers, storage, databases, 
networking, software, analytics, and more – over the 
Internet” (Microsoft, 2015).  However, The Cloud Industry 
Forum (CIF), an industry body that champions and advocates 
the adoption and use of cloud-based services by businesses 
and individuals, chooses to use the comprehensive but 
lengthy definition supplied by the National Institute of 
Standards and Technology (NIST). “Cloud computing is a 
term that relates to the I.T. infrastructure and environment 
required to develop/host/run I.T. services and applications 
on demand, with consumption-based pricing, as a resilient 
service. Communicating over the internet and requiring 
little or no client end components, it provides resources 
and services to store data and run applications, from many 
devices, anytime, anywhere, as-a-service. The services 
can, in turn, be scaled up and down as needed to meet a 
customer’s variable operational needs, ensuring maximum 
cost efficiency.”

According to CIF, cloud computing is becoming widely 
adopted by businesses and organisations in the UK. In a 
white paper titled Cloud: Driving Business Transformation, 
published 2017, it found the number of respondents using 
hosted or cloud-based services had risen from 48% in 2010 
to 88% in 2017. The 250 senior I.T. and business decision 
makers surveyed were drawn from large enterprises, SMEs 
and public sector organisations, and represented a broad 
range of industry verticals, including manufacturing, 
financial services, retail, professional services, and health.
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CLOUD COMPUTING IS THE 
DELIVERY OF COMPUTING 
SERVICES OVER THE 
INTERNET.



WHY DO 
FIRMS NEED 
THE CLOUD?

The success of Microsoft Office 365 and Google Docs 
provided clear evidence of the capabilities of cloud 
computing for many firms and their employees. They allow 
access to documents over the internet “from many devices, 
anytime, anywhere,” with the applications provided “as-a-
service”.

Legal firms, financial services companies, management 
consultancies, and I.T. consultants are also under pressure 
from employees and customers to deliver services fit for the 
internet age. Employees expect to be able to work “over-
the-air” and use their devices to access data and documents 
whenever they need to, and from wherever they happen to 
be. Similarly, clients and prospects have an expectation 
that they will be able to engage with a business digitally, 
using their devices whenever it suits them from wherever 
they are. 

As the internet continues to grow and its capabilities and 
broadband access speeds accelerate, cloud computing 
is becoming an increasingly credible option for more 
of the functions previously provided by traditional I.T. 
infrastructure. We have now reached the stage where some 
newer companies are described as “born in the cloud” 
because they have opted to use internet computing as their 
primary source for I.T. infrastructure, applications, and 
resources. 

For many start-ups, adopting cloud computing wholesale 
is an attractive proposition because they don’t have to 
make large investments in their own infrastructure. There 
are also some very public examples of companies (such as 
Netflix) that have used cloud computing to disrupt or create 
markets and become very successful in the process. The 
contrasting fortunes of Blockbuster and Netflix demonstrate 
the disruptive effect of a company using the internet to 
deliver content to customers versus a well established rival 
that had built its success on an older delivery model.
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For a start, firms are all connected with the internet. The 
pervasiveness and ease of access to it—via the proliferation 
of devices such as laptops, tablets, and smartphones—has 
had an astonishing effect on how businesses operate, how 
their employees work, and how customers engage with 
them. It is having an equally dramatic effect on the I.T. 
infrastructure, applications, and services that many firms 
use to support their operations, employees, and customers.

At its simplest, cloud is often seen as a metaphor for “the 
internet”, so cloud computing is frequently another way of 
talking about internet computing.

For many organisations, their first use of internet computing 
was in areas such as web hosting, where they were adding 
on capabilities driven by the internet for something (a 
website) they did not have in-house. But broadband speed 
limitations often confined cloud computing to a more 
passive role, for example as a way to back up data overnight. 



CLIENTS AND PROSPECTS 
HAVE AN EXPECTATION 
THAT THEY WILL BE 
ABLE TO ENGAGE WITH A 
BUSINESS DIGITALLY, USING 
THEIR DEVICES WHENEVER 
IT SUITS THEM FROM 
WHEREVER THEY ARE. 



BENEFITS OF 
THE CLOUD IN 
PROFESSIONAL 
SERVICES

Communication is an obvious area where the internet has greatly 
enhanced the capabilities of businesses to engage with employees 
and customers remotely. 

In many occupations, the role of the employee is not confined 
to working at a specific desk or location. Many professionals are 
out of the office, working remotely. With the internet, they can 
access relevant data and documents from all manner of devices. 
Using cloud technology, that data can be delivered resiliently and 
securely, across all devices, without compromising the existing 
infrastructure.

Collaborative working is another major benefit. Documents and 
data can be shared and worked on by a number of people quickly, 
securely, and efficiently. It is much harder to misplace electronic 
documents than printed copies or to fail to keep track of different 
versions. The cost saving from the reduction in paperwork is a 
big attraction for many firms. It’s also far simpler to search these 
documents than paper-based ones. In addition, cloud-based 
technology makes it easier to save and back up documents and 
data.
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SCALABILITY AND FLEXIBILITY TO MATCH DEMAND
With the ability to increase access to I.T. resources on demand (and 
reduce them as required), cloud computing gives companies much 
greater scalability to match their growth at an affordable price. 
This also makes it simpler to scale if they acquire another firm and 
there is less legacy infrastructure to try and integrate.

HIGHER AVAILABILITY
Unlike their customers, cloud-based providers live or die by the 
amount of uptime they deliver and they focus a lot of time and 
energy on ensuring there is little, if any, downtime in their service. 
Business continuity and disaster recovery are not an afterthought 
to cloud computing providers, but a priority. Given the value of 
data and its availability to so many professional services firms, 
it makes sense to align with companies that work so intensely on 
safeguarding their operations from disaster and restoring them as 
quickly and smoothly as possible if they do fail.

SECURITY, CONFIDENTIALITY AND COMPLIANCE
Security, confidentiality and compliance are integral to the 
operation and performance of many professional services firms. 
This is especially true of the data that they hold about their clients. 
However, while many firms have tried and tested measures for 
protecting and preserving paper-based documents and data, the 
same may not be true for their electronic versions. But security, 
confidentiality, and compliance requirements for data are integral 
to the operation of cloud computing companies if they are to gain 
and retain customers.
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Some firms are also using cloud-based telephony systems, 
eliminating the need for onsite PBX infrastructure and helping to 
save costs. According to CIF, the next stage in this evolution is likely 
to be video. Three-quarters of those it surveyed expect to have 
adopted cloud-based video conferencing by 2020.

Cloud-based services deliver a number of benefits over traditional 
on-premises solutions: 

SHIFT FROM CAPEX TO OPEX SPENDING
As cloud computing services are billed on a consumption-based 
model, firms can shift more of their capex spending to opex, 
making it easier to align their costs to business growth. They get 
a clearer picture of the resources they are using, and their bills are 
relative to this, so firms are not paying large amounts of capex for 
equipment that is rarely used. As a consequence, costs become 
more predictable.

FASTER ACCESS TO TECHNOLOGY
Many providers of cloud services tend to have more efficient, up-
to-date, and secure infrastructure than a large majority of their 
small- and mid-market customers. Shifting to a cloud model gives 
those firms access to technologies that previously were out of their 
reach. And at a price they can afford.

BETTER USE OF TECHNOLOGY AND STAFF
Where professional services firms might get bogged down in 
delivering I.T. services because of issues with equipment, software 
incompatibility, or a lack of dedicated I.T. staff, cloud computing 
providers are concentrated purely on delivering the best service 
they can and their core focus is on the systems, software, and staff 
to make that possible. By using cloud services, firms can free-
up their own I.T. staff to spend more time on issues of strategic 
importance to the business rather than keeping the lights on and 
fire fighting.



THE POTENTIAL 
PITFALLS OF 
THE CLOUD

Moving to the cloud is not quite as simple as many believe and 
there are concerns that need to be addressed.

MIGRATION ISSUES
Moving to the cloud without a proper strategy can lead to a 
number of problems. An application that runs on the in-house 
environment is unlikely to run as smoothly in the cloud without 
some customisation, so firms need to be prepared to put in the 
effort to make it work.

VENDOR LOCK-IN
When migrating data and applications to a cloud provider, firms 
need to keep in mind that it might not be that easy to bring back in-
house or switch to a different cloud provider later on. The process 
can be just as disruptive and time-consuming as trying to migrate 
from one vendor to another on-premises. Moving data to the cloud 
may seem easy, but getting it back out again can be very difficult.
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A GRADUAL PROCESS
By far the most popular approach to adopting cloud is the hybrid 
route, where firms add cloud capabilities gradually on top of 
their existing I.T. with the intent of moving further resources, 
applications, and infrastructure to the cloud over time.

Very few organisations have a “cloud first” strategy that seeks to 
make the cloud their highest priority when it comes to deploying, 
implementing, and providing I.T. services and applications. As the 
CIF survey reports, 58% of organisations have adopted the hybrid 
approach, compared to only 17% for cloud first and 25% that are 
sticking with on-premises.

Reflecting the prevailing caution over a whole-hearted ascent to 
the cloud, adoption remains fairly shallow for the majority, with 
60% using only one or two cloud-based services. Nevertheless, 
from a business and technological perspective, the momentum 
behind adoption of cloud computing in all its guises is inexorable. 
It’s not a question of if, but when. 

In the meantime, the main preoccupation of firms should be 
trying to gauge how they can best use the cloud for their business. 
Irrespective of whether they get that calculation right or wrong, 
their future will be cloudy. 
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INTEROPERABILITY CONCERNS
Just as with physical infrastructure and software, there may be 
compatibility issues later on when it comes time to trying to share 
workloads as a firm adds different cloud-based services. Despite 
what vendors might say, one cloud will not fit all, so firms need 
to ensure that different cloud applications and services can work 
together.

PERFORMANCE AND SERVICE LEVELS
As with all outsourcing contracts, it is important to agree 
performance levels and who is responsible for what when 
something goes wrong. With the cloud this can be more tricky 
because data and applications are flowing between the cloud and 
various other locations, and because ownership of the data and 
responsibility for what happens to it ultimately remains with the 
professional services firm.
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