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This booklet was commissioned by UK online for business - 
a partnership between industry and Government to help British
business thrive in the knowledge-based economy.

UK online for business offers support to encourage business use 
of information and communications technologies, funding both a
nationwide network of UK online for business advisers to help the
business user, and programmes for innovative applications, creative
ideas and key technologies.

Find out how your business can benefit by:

calling the UK online for business Infoline on 0845 715 2000

e-mailing info@ukonlineforbusiness.gov.uk

visiting the UK online for business web site at 
www.ukonlineforbusiness.gov.uk

RING THE UK ONLINE FOR BUSINESS INFOLINE ON 0845 715 2000 OR VISIT THE WEB SITE: www.ukonlineforbusiness.gov.uk
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For small and medium-sized companies, renting rather
than buying software offers several possible advantages: 

OPERATIONAL BENEFITS

• Simplified operations – ASP significantly reduces the
need for in-house IT personnel.

• Ease of use – Staff can start using programmes
immediately, without complex installations.

• Latest upgrades – You are guaranteed the latest
versions of the software.

• Peace of mind – Many providers provide essential
business requirements such as back-up and virus
scanning as part of their service.

• 24 hour availability – In general, the applications
provided by ASPs are available 24 hours a day, 7 days 
a week.

• Speed of integration – For the more complex packages,
the provider will have done all the ground work for you.

• Accessibility – ASP software is accessible from any
kind of PC machine - making it very suitable for remote
and mobile working via the Internet.

• Try before you buy – Many Application Service
Providers let you test out a particular package first or
will tailor a service specifically to your needs. 

• New opportunities – Low entry costs could let you use
a programme you might not have been able to afford.

• Reduced time to market easier and faster access to
technology can lead to reduced time to market.

FINANCIAL BENEFITS

• No capital investment – You do not have to buy an
expensive package outright nor the hardware needed
to run it. 

• Transparency of costs – Just like any rental
arrangement, you know what you are spending your
money on.

• Flexibility – As your needs change, so do your
overheads - for example, if your staff numbers grow 
or shrink.

ASP is short for Application Service Provider. An ASP
offers companies the ability to lease and access the
software they use over the Internet, rather than buying it
outright. The software available covers the range of
general and specific business applications, from
accountancy to word processing, data backup to
healthcare. Charges are typically based on a monthly
rental, per user (or seat). 

The principle is considered particularly appropriate to
small to medium business. It allows them to concentrate
on core elements of their business and not be distracted
by the need to support complex technology. And by
cutting out the need for on-site support, maintenance
and upgrades, ASP has the potential to reduce the total
cost of ownership significantly.

This booklet gives a short, practical overview of how to
exploit the potential of ASP for your business. A more
detailed Web version of this advice is also available with
a complete guide to terms and jargon and a useful
check-list to help you get started. Look out for the

sign in this booklet, which highlights particular 
areas covered in more depth on our web site: 
www.ukonlineforbusiness.gov.uk
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E-mail/collaboration

Programmes like Microsoft Exchange/Outlook and Lotus
Domino/Notes offer a range of communication and
group-working facilities, from shared address books and
diaries to group project files. Traditionally, they have
required a dedicated computer called a “mail server”
and careful configuration to store and handle incoming
and outgoing mail, scan for viruses and maintain
security. Many ASPs offer to take this headache away, 
by providing, configuring and running a server at their
premises, which you simply access over the Internet.

Back Up

If any of your business is done on computer, then it is
vital you back it up. From malicious acts like theft,
vandalism or a computer virus attack to acts of god, 
like floods, lightning strikes or power surges, there are
dozens of ways to lose critical business data.
Traditionally, data back-ups have involved running a 
back-up programme on a server or individual PCs and
taking tapes off-site for safety. The ASP solution is for all
of a company’s critical data to be up and down loaded
over the Internet to and from the provider’s own secure
data storage facilities.

Business Process

For almost every stage in the business supply chain,
there is likely to be a software package to help. ASP
solutions already available in the UK include Supply
Chain Management, Finance and Accounts, Payroll,
Human Resources, Maintenance and Requisitioning.

E-commerce

E-commerce is potentially a vast topic, covering a wide
variety of different technologies and approaches - from
basic to complex. For a practical overview of all the
options, look at another booklet in this series 
“E-commerce: how trading on-line can work for you”. 

However, for a small to medium company, the more
sophisticated solutions, for example a web site capable
of handling transactions on-line, can be very daunting.
Some ASP solutions now offer dedicated e-commerce
facilities, letting you set up shop on-line.

Industry specific

Some ASPs offer applications tailored to a particular
industry (so-called vertical solutions) - for example retail,
financial services, advertising, restaurants and health
care. As an example, one ASP specialising in the charity
sector helps manage databases of donors and donations
on-line. Such suppliers tend to offer a “whole-product”
service with the experience and knowledge of the
relevant industry behind them

STEP 4. CHOOSE A SUPPLIER

There are already more than a hundred companies
offering ASP or ASP-related services in the UK and this
number is likely to increase rapidly over the next few
years. Some of these are traditional Internet Service
Providers (ISPs) who have expanded into broader on-line
services, like e-mail or general office applications. There
are also other companies such as “Pure Plays” who have
solely set up to provide ASP solutions. 

The sheer variety of different services on offer means
choosing between suppliers will not necessarily be clear-
cut. Having drawn up a short-list, you should spend time
talking to each supplier about how they can help you.
Many will be delighted to develop plans specifically for
your business.

Though expected to grow hugely in the next few years,
the ASP market is still in its infancy. Many companies
have yet to bring their services to market. This means
you should investigate the options thoroughly before 
you jump.

A simple checklist is provided on the web site that
accompanies this booklet. 

STEP 1. WEIGH UP THE COSTS

As a starting point, it would be worth calculating how
much your company spends on business software - for
example what applications you use, how much they cost,
how many members of staff use them (you should have
a valid user license for every copy of the software
installed) and how often. You should also include the
cost to install, maintain and upgrade the software each
year, including any IT staff or technical support. And you
might also consider whether there are applications you
might like to use but have found prohibitive because of
the cost - a sophisticated accounts and payroll package
for example.

Having added up all the various costs, you should have
arrived at an overall figure: your Total Cost of Ownership.
By dividing this figure by the number of users and then
by twelve, you will have an indicative figure for usage per
month. This will provide a starting point for cost
comparisons when talking to ASPs.

STEP 2. CHECK THE TECHNOLOGY

One of the distinct advantages of ASP is that your
supplier takes away most of the technological
headaches. However, there are still a few basic
requirements that you will need to meet. 

One or more computers with a web browser:

Most ASP applications are designed to run on any kind
of computer (PC, Macintosh, even hand-helds) running a
web-browser, like Netscape or Internet Explorer. 

An Internet connection - the faster the better:

In a few instances, such as small scale use of e-mail or
data back-up, a standard phone line could be sufficient.
However for the majority of business applications
(including the large MS Office type programmes), you will
need a faster connection - either ISDN or ADSL. ISDN is
already available throughout the UK. ADSL is available in
most cities in the UK and is being rolled out further over
the next few years (check with BT for the latest
information about whether your area is covered).

STEP 3. DECIDE WHICH APPLICATIONS YOU
REQUIRE

A huge range of packages is likely to become available,
falling into three types:

• general main-stream packages like word-processing 
or e-mail

• programmes tailored for specific business processes
relevant to all companies - for example customer
relationship management, payroll or sales

• software developed for specific industries like
healthcare or farming

Office Packages:

From spreadsheets to presentation software to simple
databases, all the standard business applications like
Microsoft Office and Lotus Smartsuite can be rented 
via ASP.
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A full list of ASP related terms is available on the 
web site.

• ADSL – Asynchronous Digital Subscriber Line. The
latest phone technology, offering high bandwidth
connections.

• ASP – Application Service Providing/Application 
Service Provider.

• Browser – Software that allows you to access
information over the World Wide Web from your PC.

• ISDN – Integrated Services Digital Network. A phone
connection allowing rapid transfer of data.

• ISP – Internet Service Provider. A company that
provides access to the Internet. Some also offer ASP
services, such as e-mail.

• Vertical Application – Software developed for a
particular kind of business or industry.

Here are a few indicative prices:

Internet connection

ADSL from £100 per month, plus approx £300
installation

ISDN from £40 per month

Applications

MSOffice Standard £35 per month per user

Data BackUp £15 per user per month

Lotus Notes £20 per month per user

The following are some of the questions and issues you
should be considering:

Cost

How much does the application cost to rent? How does
this compare with purchase costs? What is the minimum
time of the rental period? What happens if your needs
increase... or fall?

Product

How closely does the application meet your particular
business needs? Does it have scope to be modified or
developed further?

Support

What planning skills can they provide to help you decide
a solution that helps you? If you have a technical query
or problem, how will they handle it? Do they have a
round-the-clock helpdesk? What training do they provide?
What on-going support do they offer?

Security

Carrying out business over the Internet immediately
raises a variety of important security issues. By using
ASP, you will effectively be entrusting company and
possibly customer data to a medium that others can
access. From the well-publicised dangers of viruses and
hackers to the possibility  of employees compromising
company systems, implementing any form of ASP will
require you to consider your company’s data security
carefully. ASPs are well aware of these issues and have
developed a range of security tools and techniques to
address them including bullet proof data centre, physical
security, encryption, biometrics, firewall systems,
intruder detection systems, etc. 

However, as a starting point, you should take stock of
your security needs, in particular what types of business
data or transaction need to be protected. These should
form a starting point for discussions with your provider
and indeed be included in any contract. 

One useful tip is to ask to see the results of any third-
party security audit carried out on the provider - and if
unavailable, ask for one to be carried out before you sign.

Draw up a service level agreement

Many of the issues covered above should be covered in
a service level agreement. This is a document spelling
out in simple terms just what level of service the ASP
guarantees to provide you. Depending on the particular
application, it will set the minimum standards for
performance and reliability of their Internet connections,
their hosting facilities (where they store your data), their
application and their customer care/support. It should
also say what compensation you are entitled to should
these standards not be met.

Examples of Service Levels

Internet connection

99.9% availability

<1% packet loss

Hosting facility

99.9% availability

<70% Disc utilisation

Applications

Guaranteed number of concurrent users
Guaranteed regular back-up
Guaranteed response time 

Service Support

Acknowledgement: 10-15 minutes
Mean time to respond: 15 - 30 minutes
Mean time to repair: Priority 1 - 1-2 hours

Priority 2 - 4-6 hours
Priority 3 - 1-2 days 

Please see the ASPIC (Application Service Providers
Industry Consortium) web site www.allaboutasp.org for
further information. ASPIC is an international non-profit
organisation formed to promote ASP education and 
good practice. 
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FURTHER INFORMATION

The ASP market is young but growing very rapidly, with
suppliers in the UK and abroad continually in the process of
launching new services. If you think ASP could be of benefit
to your company, here are some useful starting points.

ASPNEWS

http://www.aspnews.com

An industry newsletter filled with useful information, case
studies and contacts.

THE ASP INDUSTRY CONSORTIUM 

http://www.allaboutasp.org

ASPIC (Application Service Providers Industry
Consortium) is an international non-profit organization
formed to promote ASP education and best practices.
The information available from the ASPIC site includes “A
Buyer’s Guide to Application Service Provisioning” and 
“A Buyer’s Guide to Service Level Agreements for
Application Service Provisioning.”

CSSA (COMPUTING SERVICES AND SOFTWARE
ASSOCIATION)

http://www.cssa.co.uk

The trade association for the UK software and services
sector. Its aims include developing best practice guidelines
for ASP delivery.

ASP  COMMUNITY

http://www.aspcommunity.org.

An organisation that manages industry leading user
forums including an  ASP User forum.

FUJITSU SIEMENS COMPUTERS

http://www.fujitsu-siemens.com/aspect

An ASP enabler. The site contains useful background
information.

ORACLE

http://www.oracle.com/hosting

VISTORM LTD

http://www.vistorm.com

A leading provider.

SAP

http://www.mysap.com

NETSTORE

http://www.netstore.net

LOTUS

http://www.lotus.com/home.nsf/welcome/uk

MICROSOFT

http://www.microsoft.com/uk/apphosting

OTHER SOURCES OF DATA ON THE 
INTERNET INCLUDE:

http://www.aspindustry.org

http://www.aspisland.com

http://www.aspstreet.com

http://www.searchasp.com

http://www.webharbor.com

http://www.internet.com/sections/asp.html

http://www.aspinsights.com

http://www.aspcommunity.org


