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There has never been a clearer understanding of how quickly business is changing and how rapidly 
IT technologies are evolving. With this in mind, we recently ran an online survey to ask readers of 
the Register how they thought data centres would develop between now and the year 2020. This is 
a period long enough for significant things to happen, but not so long that we end up in the realms 
of total science fiction or fantasy.  
 
During the survey, we gathered responses from both mainstream enterprises and representatives of 
IT suppliers. As supplier views were so different in many respects (generally a lot more optimistic), 
we have put them aside for our discussion here and will come back to them in a later article. Even 
the enterprise and SMB views we will be looking at, though, are likely to reflect a more progressive 
view of the world as those with a greater enthusiasm for the topic are more likely to have 
responded.  
 
With that health warning, let’s take a look at the results we got back. 
 

Vision of the Future 
 
When looking to the future, we asked readers of The Register, “Putting all of the existing constraints 
and the current state of the industry to one side for a minute, how desirable would the following be 
as part of your perfect IT vision?”  The responses are analysed below: 
 

To the cloud or not? 
 
Cloud solutions, be they ‘Private’, ‘Public’ or ‘Hybrid’ in nature, have received considerable 
coverage over the past few years. Some pundits and advisors have even talked about a wholesale 
move to cloud computing of one form or another, with the consequent disappearance of traditional 
systems and methods. Most respondents don’t buy into this notion of a huge shift being on the 
cards, however, particularly in relation to public cloud (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1 

 
While we haven’t shown it explicitly here, if we look behind this chart, it is the very smallest of 
organisations, those with fewer than 10 staff, that are the least attracted to the notion of a world 
dominated by public and private cloud solutions, perhaps on the assumption that such offerings are 
not designed to meet their needs. This is ironic given the number of times we hear about cloud 
potentially benefitting smaller companies. 
 
Despite such mixed views, when you break the cloud idea down into specific capabilities, many 
more see the relevance, so let’s look at this in a bit more detail. 
 

Visions of Operations and Management 
 
When it comes to how Reg readers see various aspects of operations and management functioning 
in a “perfect” vision, there is a large degree of uniformity in responses across a range of areas 
(Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2 

Source & Copyright 2012 Freeform Dynamics Ltd

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

All/most of our IT

requirements would be

fulfilled via hosted cloud

services

All/most of our own IT

infrastructure would be

based on private clouds

Highly desirable-5 4 3 2 Not at all desirable-1 Unsure or N/A

THE CLOUD HOSTING THING (Perfect IT Vision)

Online survey, 481 respondents, November 2012
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0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

We’d be able to provision workloads and new systems capacity on our

private clouds with a few clicks on a management console

Automation would mean that shared resource usage was continually

optimised as demands fluctuate, with no human intervention 

We’d be able to migrate applications and workloads back and forth

between public and private clouds with ease

Hybrid cloud management capability would allow us to take an agnostic

view of resources, mixing and matching internal and external capacity

freely

We would have end-to-end visibility across on-premise and hosted

systems for management and troubleshooting purposes  

We would have a consistent/joined-up way of managing security and

access across in-house and hosted systems  

We would have a consistent/joined-up way of managing and protecting

data across in-house and hosted systems  

We’d be taking a unified approach to operations and management across

servers, storage, networking, security, etc  

Highly desirable-5 4 3 2 Not at all desirable-1 Unsure or N/A

OPERATIONS & MANAGEMENT (Perfect IT Vision)

Online survey, 481 respondents, November 2012
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The results indicate that a clear majority of respondents see a lot of value in solutions capable of 
simplifying and automating key administrative processes. Perhaps the most surprising element on 
the chart is that there are still some, around one in six, who perceive such capabilities as being not 
interesting or relevant at all. The only area where there is particular disinterest is hybrid cloud 
management and sourcing. The relatively limited interest in public cloud (at least within this sample) 
partially explains this finding, but there is also an element of some respondents seeing clear 
demarcation between the hosted and on-premise environments – the ‘horses for courses’ mentality. 
While this group may take advantage of discrete cloud services, they want to keep them separate. 
 
The next chart (Figure 3) illustrates very clearly that the concept of different IT specialists to work 
together as fully integrated operations teams is very widely accepted and seen to be desirable by a 
substantial majority. It should be noted that acceptance patterns are very similar across 
organisations of all sizes. 
 

 
Figure 3 

 
The three in five respondents, who see IT activities and investments revolving around the concept 
of business services (rather than systems), may also mark a major milestone in the thinking of the 
IT professionals who make up the vast majority of our survey sample.  Whilst this may be a 
manifestation of early adopter thinking, the very widespread acceptance reported here is unusual, 
and it will be interesting to see how quickly these ideas transfer into adoption. 
 
It is also notable that almost two thirds of respondents would value the ability to report IT costs 
easily and accurately based on activity or resource consumption.  In the past, chargeback has 
rarely been used in many organisations except in very simplistic models. 
 
Taken together these results are very much in line with the ideals that Freeform Dynamics has been 
discussing as important to the future of IT service delivery. Getting IT teams working effectively to 
supply business users with the applications, data and services they require is central to the success 
of every organisation, and holds great potential. It helps IT to not only respond quickly to change 
requests from users, but to do so securely and cost-effectively.  
 
When the concept of ‘business services’ moves from being visionary to actually being a natural part 
of the day to day working practices, IT will also put itself in a position where it can become far more 
proactive in putting forward the new opportunities that technology makes available. But such advice 
and suggestions will need a boost in the trust business users place in IT, something which is likely 

Source & Copyright 2012 Freeform Dynamics Ltd

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Server, storage, networking, security and other specialists

would be working together seamlessly as part of a fully

integrated ops team 

Other IT teams (developers, testers, support staff,

departmental IT, etc) would have self-service provisioning

capability to obtain IT resources

Non-technical users would have self-service provisioning

capability for new applications and services

IT activity and investment would revolve around the concept of

business services rather than systems

We would be able to easily and accurately charge or report IT

costs back to the business based on activity or consumption

Highly desirable-5 4 3 2 Not at all desirable-1 Unsure or N/A

ORGANISATION & SERVICES (Perfect IT Vision)

Online survey, 481 respondents, November 2012
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to be bolstered by improvements in responsiveness and service levels. Bringing greater 
transparency to IT costing via activity or consumption charging will also help.    
 
The final chart on visions of the future looked at how systems should be architected and the results 
are shown in Figure 4. 
 

 
Figure 4 

 
The chart highlights how widely the idea that applications would be built using “Component” type 
architectures is seen to be desirable. It is worth remembering that just a few years ago SOA 
encountered considerable resistance from the IT community, but its value now appears to be 
recognised. Such acceptance may grow further as organisations look to IT to support new business 
processes or as existing ones are modified in response to rapidly varying business challenges and 
as modern coding tools and techniques are adopted. 
  

Journey to the future 
 
Following on from the questions of the perfect IT vision, those surveyed were asked to predict how 
long it would take for the advanced capabilities included in their vision to become a reality, (if at all).  
 
When looking at operations and management (Figure 5), there is a consensus that the data centre 
of 2020 will take advantage of solutions automating the provision and securing of services. Equally 
there will be widespread utilisation of tools to automatically optimise resource usage in step with 
fluctuating demands. This is in line with the vision statements discussed above. The relatively high 
numbers of respondents with such solutions already in place or projects underway may reflect the 
early adoption of sophisticated management tools as organisations move beyond the first wave of 
server virtualisation. 
 
 

Source & Copyright 2012 Freeform Dynamics Ltd

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Applications would be standards-based and

componentised (SOA style)

In house and hosted application software would

work seamlessly together  

In house storage would be managed dynamically

within private clouds  

Our infrastructure would allow any device to be

used effectively and safely for accessing

corporate data and applications  

Our own data centre would be architected  just like

the big service providers (Google, Amazon,

Microsoft, etc)

Highly desirable-5 4 3 2 Not at all desirable-1 Unsure or N/A

ARHITECTURE STUFF (Perfect IT Vision)

Online survey, 481 respondents, November 2012
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Figure 5 

 
When it comes to combining internal resources with those provided by external service providers 
and hosters, there is doubt about whether it will be possible to easily move workloads back and 
forth between private and public clouds by 2020. These results are certainly in line with the lack of 
interest shown in such capabilities in Figure 2.  
 
On the future development of organisation and services, Figure 6 illustrates again the fact that early 
adopters are well represented in the survey sample. But taking this into account it is still very clear 
that a majority of organisations expect by 2020 to be running their data centre on the basis of 
service delivery rather than systems management, with the reporting of resource consumption and 
chargeback modelling to be adopted much more widely than it is today.  
 

 
Figure 6 
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OPERATIONS AND MANAGEMENT (Advanced capabilities)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

New workloads and systems capacity are generally provisioned

with just a few clicks on a console

Use of key shared resources is continually optimised as

demands fluctuate, with no human intervention 

You can quickly and easily move workloads back and forth

between public and private clouds

An agnostic view of resourcing means choices between internal

and external deployment are made purely on requirements and

fitness for purpose 

You have end-to-end operational visibility across on-premise and

hosted systems

You have a consistent/joined-up way of managing security across

in-house and hosted systems  

You have a consistent/joined-up way of managing data across in-

house and hosted systems  

Already there Within 1 yr Within 3 yrs Within 5 yrs

Within 10 yrs Later Never Don't know

Online survey, 481 respondents, November 2012
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ORGANISATION AND SERVICES (Advanced capabilities)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Self-service provisioning is in

place for IT teams

Self-service provisioning is in

place for end users

IT activity and investment

revolves around the concept

of business services rather

than systems

You can easily and accurately

charge or report IT costs back

to the business based on

consumption 

Already there Within 1 yr Within 3 yrs Within 5 yrs

Within 10 yrs Later Never Don't know

Online survey, 481 respondents, November 2012
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Conversely, the survey indicates a lot less enthusiasm for self-provision of IT services to end users. 
This may reflect the fear of many IT professionals that end users will be tempted to install every 
application within reach with little thought for the financial consequences. It will be interesting to 
follow how this changes if chargeback reporting becomes widely deployed. 
 
Finally, returning to the architectural piece and picking up on the last item in Figure 7, it is 
worthwhile recognising that a very large number of organisations doubt they will ever run their data 
centres along the lines that the global service providers have adopted. 
 

 
Figure 7 

 
This makes perfect sense given enterprise data centres must support a much greater variety of 
workloads and platforms, including 30 years of legacy that isn’t all going to get cleared up over the 
coming 7 years? The data centres of global service providers in contrast are designed specifically 
for the special characteristics of the applications and services they provide. 
 

The data centre of 2020 
 
In terms of core technologies, the data centre of 2020 may well superficially resemble those 
operational today, but under the skin significant changes will be visible. Of these, the adoption of a 
service centric mentality in how IT is run is arguably the most important. It’s also likely that charge 
back reporting will become far more routine and widespread. Focusing on business service delivery 
management rather than infrastructure administration will enable IT professionals to better help the 
organisation maximise new opportunities.  
 
This methodology, built on top of rapid advances in management tools to enable the automation of 
many routine operations,  also offers the potential for IT to bridge the perceived lack of alignment 
between IT and business users. Whilst this gap is nothing like the chasm many espouse, there are 
many ways in which IT can be more responsive and, just as importantly, be seen as an enabler 
rather than an inhibitor of business performance and change.  
 
But, with the story of change being the only constant that is likely to hold as strongly in the data 
centre of 2020 as the one of today, the question arises of are there non-technology issues that 
could limit the positive impact of the advances coming down the line? In particular, it should be 
noted that however rapidly the data centre of 2020 can deploy new services, they will only be able 
to operate at the speed of the ‘change management’ processes that most organisations have 
wrapped around critical IT systems. 
 

Source & Copyright 2012 Freeform Dynamics Ltd

ARHITECTURE STUFF (Advanced capabilities)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

All key applications are standards based and componentised

(SOA style)

In house storage is largely managed dynamically as part of

private clouds 

Where appropriate, in house and hosted application software

work together seamlessly  

Desktop and mobile applications are deployed with the

optimum mix of virtual and physical components

Your data centre looks like Google’s, Amazon’s or

Microsoft’s

Already there Within 1 yr Within 3 yrs Within 5 yrs

Within 10 yrs Later Never Don't know

Online survey, 481 respondents, November 2012
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With the entire IT infrastructure highly responsive and administered by closely integrated teams, the 
operational processes surrounding IT will need to move just as fast. They don’t always today, and 
often it is factors outside the direct control of IT professionals that slow things down. This highlights 
the risks of unilateral planning and the need for IT and business people to actually work together on 
a joint vision for the data centre that works for everyone.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About Freeform Dynamics 

Freeform Dynamics is a research and analysis firm. We track and report on the business impact of 
developments in the IT and communications sectors. 

As part of this, we use an innovative research methodology to gather feedback directly from those 
involved in IT strategy, planning, procurement and implementation. Our output is therefore 
grounded in real-world practicality for use by mainstream business and IT professionals. 

For further information or to subscribe to the Freeform Dynamics free research service, please visit 
www.freeformdynamics.com or contact us via info@freeformdynamics.com.  
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