
Demystifying Cloud 
Implementation – Part One



Five Key Lessons to Feed Every Business Systems Implementation
In this series of HRCubed whitepapers, five key themes will be explored that address the top reasons 
that systems implementations tend to fail to meet their expected outcomes, particularly in the HR 
and payroll space. In the first of the series we’ll cover the first two lessons.

Regardless of the stage of your project, whether you are in market research mode, about to start, 
already mid-flight, or even if you have gone live with a new business system but have not achieved 
the outcomes or the benefits that you expected, this whitepaper will explain some of the most 
common reasons for failure and provides some examples of good practice and poor practice. 

Introduction 
Many organisations take quite some time from the point they start to think about their new system 
and actually going live, typically 12-18 months, but often longer if multiple modules are involved or if 
the organisation has a global footprint. In reality we tend to see the timeline as something like: 

• Market research, needs analysis and specification (2-6 months)
• Business case (2-4 months)
• Tender & evaluation (2-6 months)
• Contract Award (1-3 months)
• Implementation (6-12 months+)

During this time, often very little tends to change in a positive way related to systems or processes 
with typically two key drivers for standing still:

1) A significant change is coming, so the organisation doesn’t see value in creating small step-change 
improvements.
2) Many vendors of today, particularly in the Cloud, purport to having standard out of the 
box processes that may fit any organisation, meaning that improving ways of working before 
implementation is not seen as a valuable interim step. 

These are two of the key misconceptions that time and again cause projects to fail or at least become 
much more difficult than they need to be. 

Over our collative decades of helping organisations to implement new technology, and based on 
recent research, we have learned five key lessons that organisations can apply to their projects to 
improve likelihood of success. These are: 

1. Plan, plan and plan some more

2. Balance standardisation with business need

3. Invest in great change management 

4. Do not underestimate the technical dependencies

5. Do not forget about Organisation Design 
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In the following sections we will provide practical tips to 
ensuring that you learn from our first three lessons.

Lesson 1: Plan, Plan and Plan Some More
Lesson number 1 is plan, plan and plan some more. In a 
previous blog “Change Series, Part 2: The Pitfalls of Haste 
v the Needs for Action”I, written by our Senior Advisor 
Andrew Manley, we discussed the need for planning, 
rather than jumping hastily into project delivery. 

In his blog Manley suggests that “Planning requires time 
and specifically time upfront. In change projects it is 
arguable that the old “20/80 rule” probably applies – it 
is in the expenditure of the first 20% of the project’s costs 
that 80% of success is found. But in terms of the timeline 
it is arguable that that 20% of cost needs to be spent over 
the first 40% of the time line.”

So what does this mean for your project? It means that 
investing time up front before diving into activity and 
action, can reap benefit for the efficiency and success of 
the overall project. In our time managing projects and 
implementing new technology, the need for haste is all-
consuming. Leaders typically push for results and reports 
and plans, without necessarily granting the time needed 
to plan carefully and meticulously from the outset.  The 
planning process is not only Gantt charts and RACIs* 
though. There are several ‘up-front’ activities that need 
to be considered before a Gantt is ever drafted. Note that 
this is not a lesson in Project Planning or Management 
– we have assumed that you will have an experienced 
and capable manager producing all the necessary 
documentation and carefully managing your project, but 
below are activities that are often overlooked.

“Planning requires time and specifically time 
upfront. In change projects it is arguable that 
the old “20/80 rule” probably applies – it is in the 
expenditure of the first 20% of the project’s costs 

that 80% of success is found. But in terms of the 
timeline it is arguable that that 20% of cost needs 

to be spent over the first 40% of the time line.”

Agree Why you Exist as a Project  being able to 
clearly articulate the required outcomes of the project is 
essential. “Successful implementation of X system” is a 
deliverable, which should feed a valuable outcome, such 
as “Reduction of 20% in line of business admin time” or 
“Reduction of 10% recruitment costs”, or “Increase in 
employee engagement by 15% by 2022” or “Reduction 
in server costs by £50,000”. Whether you use a Project 
Charter, a Project Initiation Document (PID) or something 
else within your business, ensure that you are clear what 
the project is, why you are doing it and what the expected 
outcomes are. Most importantly work out how you intend 
to measure success and how these outcomes link to 
the wider business strategy and objectives, moving the 
organisation in the right direction. 

Agree Your Values as a Team  
• How are you going to work together? 

• Are you going to be an open and transparent team? 

• What does this mean to the people in the team? 

• Are you going to avoid blame but hold people 
accountable? 

• Are you going to allow frank and open discussion? 
If so, have you given people a forum to feel 
comfortable to do this? 

• Are you going to work as one single team although 
members may be contractors, suppliers, employees 
and/or associates? 

Whatever your values are, it’s often best to allow the 
wider team to create them, ensuring that the teams feel 
part of the working group. Embedding these into the team 
culture and modelling these every day regardless of role, 
will help team cohesion and engagement with the project. 
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Agree Governance Procedures  
• How will reporting and control work on this project? 

• Are you going to produce reports weekly, monthly or on an adhoc basis? 

• What are these reports used for and who really needs them?

•  What do the recipients do with them and what decisions do they make when they get them?

Very often governance procedures are in place for historical reasons and not all projects are built the 
same. In order to ensure that your team is utilised efficiently, question the status quo to ensure it fits 
your individual project needs as well as the wider needs of the organisation. Most importantly ensure 
that strong governance and change control is in place on your project. 

Escalating costs can come from several areas but we have found that most often they will be linked 
to interfaces with other applications (data flow) or to application scope creep. Helping to ensure that 
your scope is agreed upfront and that any and all changes to the scope are controlled, will prevent 
the inevitable ‘kids in a sweetshop’ scenario, where excitement for the change leads to escalating 
costs. Try putting in place a change control mechanism that requires a clear business case for all 
scope change. Finally ensure that everyone is clear on the governance processes and the controls 
that will help to ensure success, then help senior members of the team to model behaviours that 
reflect the rules. 

Also requiring careful balance is ensuring that you have an agile response to planning and delivery – 
it would be wonderful if projects were predictable but they never are, which is why your plans and 
controls must take into account any flexibility that may be required throughout the project. Although 
projects are typically measured on their adherence to cost, quality and time, the greater measure is 
how successfully the project delivers the desired benefits or outcomes that the organisation believes 
can be achieved. A delay or a cost increase within project tolerances (or even outside of them), may 
be more appealing that an “All Green” board report, if it helps to deliver what the project set out to 
do. 

Hold Team Building Workshops and Get-togethers Regularly Teams cannot just be made.
In order for a disparate group of people to work intensively for months or years, that team must 
understand one another – including one another’s motivations, strengths, weaknesses, pressures 
and perceptions. Ensure that the team – including permanent, seconded, external team members, 
internal stakeholders, SMEs, global or local, can grow and evolve as one effective team to successfully 
deliver the project’s outcomes. If dealing with global groups, what solutions can you harness to bring 
these people together remotely and how will you overcome time zones, different languages, and 
different solution requirements?

Frequently we see projects that rush into workshops, implementation, design and delivery without 
the focus on planning or team cohesion – underestimating this can cause unnecessary delays or 
defective outputs and can sometimes lead to a toxic and unhealthy working environment that will 
have an impact on the success of the project. Investing in small but regular team building activities 
can have a great effect on the overall wellbeing of the team. 

In a recent ‘Ted Talk’III, Nilofer Merchant, Author and Business Innovator suggests that if you need a 
one-to-one meeting, you should take a walk, proposing that a ‘walking meeting’ may be better for 
our health and wellbeing that sitting on our bottoms all day. Could this type of innovative thinking on 
your project help your team clear the cobwebs and be more effective?
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Lesson 2: Balance Standardisation with 
Business Need

The second key takeaway from this whitepaper is a 
very topical one that generates much debate. With 
the onset of Cloud applications, vendors often have 
sophisticated standard processes that arguably will 
allow an organisation to ‘adopt’ rather than ‘adapt’ – i.e. 
adopting standard processes rather than adapting the 
system to fit them. In theory, we are no longer in an era 
where we can afford to customise an application until it is 
unrecognisable, which means that the standard processes 
should become more reliable, less expensive, easier to 
maintain and based on best practices in HR. 

In our experience, the reality sits on a wide spectrum, 
with those organisations at one end seeing high levels 
of customisation with high cost of ownership and on the 
other end, the converse.

Over recent years as Cloud has grown in popularity, it has 
been widely accepted that this correlation exists. What is 
less widely understood is that being on either end of this 
spectrum can be equally painful and sometimes equally 
fruitful. However many organisations in the new world of 
Cloud have fallen foul to this mantra and have gone too 
far in one direction. On the lower end of the spectrum, 
some organisations hoping to take full advantage of Cloud 
standardisation have found themselves the victim of the 
Cloud myth that technology alone can provide solutions 
to solve business problems. In one example a large global 
insurance company spent £millions implementing an ‘out 
of the box’ Cloud solution, just to spend the following 7 
years, unpicking, re-implementing, resetting expectations, 
unwinding roll-outs and apologising to the business 
for wasting time and money. This led to a dip in HR’s 
credibility and a lot of disgruntled end users. For this firm, 
standardisation should have been balanced with what 
the business needed to drive the expected outcomes. 

This organisation had lost sight of the fact that they were 
implementing a business system that must work well for 
the end user as well as for the senior stakeholders. 
In another example, a global professional services 
firm took the ‘out of the box’ process, rolled it out to 
400 partners of the firm and then realised that the 
design was not fit for purpose and the project was 
immediately terminated. This was due to a lack of design 
involvement from partners themselves – with £200,000 
of partner investment wasted through a serious lack of 
understanding business need.
 
“A large global insurance company spent £millions 
implementing an ‘out of the box’ Cloud solution, 
just to spend the following 7 years, unpicking, re-
implementing, resetting expectations, unwinding 
roll-outs and apologising to the business for 
wasting time and money. This led to a dip in HR’s 

credibility and a lot of disgruntled end users.”

This is unfortunately not an uncommon occurrence - many 
organisations over the past decade have struggled to meet 
business needs by purely adopting an out of the box Cloud 
product. There is a fine art to balancing these conflicting 
demands, and organisations must always pull themselves 
back to why they are implementing technology in the first 
place – one of the first lessons in this whitepaper. 

Conversely there is also the ‘on-premise’ mentality 
that many early adopters of Cloud experienced. 
Misunderstanding that savings could be made by adopting 
close to standard systems, meant that organisations 
configured, customised and extended their applications 
and found themselves in the worst possible scenario – 
high cost of ownership, difficult to maintain (especially 
with regular upgrades and multiple interfaces to other 
apps) and ultimately not meeting the needs of the 
business.



6

Here are a few tips to ensure that you maximise the benefit of any Cloud application that you deploy 
to your organisation by balancing standardisation with business need. 

How to Really Understand What The Business Needs 
With a major Cloud deployment, it is important to have the employee voice front and centre of what 
you’re doing. Some HR departments design and deploy new systems behind closed doors and only 
discuss changes with the business when it’s ‘training and communication’ time (more on this in the 
next section). In order to really understand and manage a broad range of views and expectations, it’s 
essential that you do some up-front work, before any application design work is started.

Stage 1: Map Out Your Current State Processes 
This is something that often gets eyes rolling – why would you need to map out your current state 
if you’re about to move to a new state? There are a few great reasons to do this but this stage can 
also be combined with stage 2 thereby saving time and combining resources. The first key reason for 
understanding how processes work now is that they give you an opportunity to do 3 things: 

A.Bring people together and get everyone in the room to understand what’s going on – senior HR 
and payroll representatives, SMEs, IT and several people from the business, both at employee and 
manager level who interact in some way with the process. This provides an opportunity to “look over 
the fence”. Often HR and the business begin to understand one another better by sitting together 
and thrashing out the process. Interestingly, although you are using process as the framework 
for review, the types of changes that will appear include technology, policy, process, organisation 
structure, compliance, risk and sometimes strategy. This will also give you a clear view of how 
things are actually operating – something that raises wide-eyed stares as people realise the manual 
intervention required to carry out some transactions.

B.Identify quick wins – ensure people see value from time invested at this stage, by implementing 
quick wins. You will unearth surprising ways of working – the status quo may have been present 
for decades and you’ll see that people may have developed peculiar ways of working. Empowering 
the team to put small improvements in can energise your programme. (Be careful to embed a 
continuous improvement framework otherwise energy can quickly turn to exhaustion). These low 
cost, low effort changes can have a positive impact on the people involved in the process and can 
save significant time and costs.

C. Analyse impacts- Whilst identifying your current ways of working, you also have an opportunity 
to analyse what these mean to the business. In a recent example, an organisation we worked with 
had a delay in their recruitment process. By asking the ‘so what’ question, the business people in 
the room directly correlated this to a failure to meet the urgent casual recruitment demands of 



the business, meaning that agency staff were deployed, 
costing the business £2M extra per year – this was the 
impact! By making some small process and SLA changes, 
this process achieved a quick win which carried a 
significant cost saving.
 
Stage 2: Compare Current State to Best Practice This 
stage is a really critical one and can help you to achieve 
the best technology fit for your organisation, especially 
if you do this prior to creating a tender document or 
requirements list. Many organisations today are using 
best practice but tailored processes to understand which 
vendor will best fit their business process requirements – 
out of the box or with slight configuration.

Find an impartial partner that can guide you through 
the process. Identifying a partner that understands the 
technology market and best practices can really help you 
to achieve focussed results from your vendors. If you have 
already identified a vendor, taking your desired state to 
them can help to ensure that no business requirements 
fall down the gaps.
 
By carrying out stage 1 you allow people to raise all the 
things that block a process from working well. By focussing 
on process, you actually surface issues with people, 
behaviours, tasks, blockers, risk and compliance issues 
and technology constraints. By understanding where 
people struggle at a granular level, you can start to make 
positive changes. By listening to ideas and thoughts on 
how processes might work better, you begin to involve the 
front line in the design process. Think of all the employees, 
managers, heads of department, IT, HR leaders, and 
other stakeholders who could benefit from having their 
voices heard. But be careful to limit the number of people 
involved – agree a focussed microcosm of the organisation 
who can help you design the new world, and in doing so 
create champions and system advocates.
 
Stage 3: Ensure You Get The Design Right As we’ve 
said, if the design doesn’t work for the business then it 
almost certainly will never deliver the desired outcomes. 
Don’t forget at this stage to include your ‘microcosm’ in 
the system design workshops. This isn’t a ‘free for all’ 
when it comes to scope but the business should have a fair 
input into their process touchpoints.
 
Think of your organisation, the systems and processes 
as one machine. Investing the time to ensure that the 
machine will work efficiently at this stage, will reap 
benefits including increased user adoption, down the line.
 
Join us for the second in this whitepaper series – 
Demystifying Cloud Implementation. In the next part we 
will explore technical considerations, change management 

I.https://www.hrcubed.co.uk/blog/change-series-part-2-
the-pitfalls-of-haste-v-the-needs-for-action/

II.RACI: Responsible, Accountable, Consulted, Informed. 
RACI is a method of capturing and documenting the key 
people in a project and what type of responsibility they 
have on the project.

III.https://www.ted.com/talks/nilofer_merchant_got_a_
meeting_take_a_walk
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Mandy Chapman is General Manager of HRCubed - to 
contact her directly for support or queries, please drop her 
a note at mandy.chapman@hrcubed.co.uk.



About HRCubed
At HRCubed, we enable HR departments to achieve their transformation objectives by delivering a comprehensive 
process and change management programme. We are a technology agnostic consultancy and deliver impartial advice on 
using technology (existing or new) as an enabler to improve success. Technology is of course just one piece of the puzzle 
and if considered in isolation can have disastrous results. Strong and engaging HR leadership is the ultimate catalyst for 
success in an organisation - empowering employees and managers to be the best they can be. Combining the power of 
Organisation, Process and Technology together we can deliver success to your organisation that positively affects business 
outcomes.

HRCubed                     
86 King Street 
Manchester 
M2 4WQ
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HR & Organisational Diagnostics
Review, measure and understand your HR function and how it enables your organisation

HR Function Process Improvement
Take control of your process issues and improve your organisation’s performance

Organisation Design
Fit for purpose and future-proofed structures for HR and the wider organisation

HR Technology Impartial Advice and Support
Achieve the best outcomes using HR technology as a performance enabler

Managing Change for Positive Outcomes
HR led change focussed on the right outcomes for your organisation 

SUPPORT
AVAILABLE

t: +44(0)3300 240 456 e: hello@hrcubed.co.uk w: www.hrcubed.co.uk


