
Why It Pays to Modernize Legacy Applications

The 451 Take

‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ may be sound advice for dealing with mechanical devices, but we live in a digital world. When it 
comes to IT, keeping up with the times may mean modernizing legacy applications to take full advantage of cloud benefits 
and breathe new life into your technology environment. The process is not without risks, and navigating the abundance 
of architectural options can be difficult. But as businesses start realizing gains in terms of cost-effectiveness, smoother 
operations and customer-facing innovation, this effort can be a catalyst for transforming the organization itself and putting 
it in a better position to compete and thrive.

Top Drivers for Modernizing Legacy Applications

Q: Which of the following – if any –  are the primary drivers for your organization’s efforts to modernize legacy applications? Please select 
all that apply.

Base: Organizations expressing need for some degree of modernization (n=292)

Source: 451 Research’s Voice of the Enterprise: Digital Pulse, Application Modernization 2021

Despite the promised benefits, many organizations stumble on the path to app modernization. Much of the low-hanging 
fruit of digital transformation has already been picked. For example, office productivity suites, customer relationship 
management and human resource functions have largely migrated to SaaS platforms. Transitioning applications that 
embody the very essence of a company’s value requires heavy lifting – to untangle dependencies, modernize data stores 
and architect more nimble systems – with little visibility in terms of return on investment.

Lack of skilled staff is another blocker. Many organizations without sophisticated IT engineering resources are turning to 
third parties to help them set up modern data and service foundations and provide guidance as to what components they 
can successfully transition and in what order. Ideally, these third parties have the experience, knowledge and tools to de-
risk the transformation. 451 Research’s Voice of the Enterprise: Digital Pulse, Application Modernization 2021 survey found 
that 85% of IT decision-makers bring in external resources for assistance with app modernization.
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Improvements to application performance or reliability

Improved efficiency for back-end business processes

Reduction of operating cost

Improvements to front-end customer/user experience

Improvements to data access or integration

Greater organizational flexibility

Elimination or consolidation of datacenter or colocation space

Vendor-imposed timelines

New/changing regulatory or compliance requirements

Decentralization of application architecture

Other (please specify)

None
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Business Impact

Shifting applications to the cloud is only the first step. Simply lifting and shifting on-premises applications to cloud 
platforms can result in cost overruns and disappointment. Especially for larger, more complex systems, achieving cloud 
deployment’s efficiency, scalability and innovation benefits requires a new view of data and application architecture – one 
that can be difficult to navigate when working from within organizations that have evolved around outmoded systems.

Containerizing brings benefits, but optimization can fund modernization. Containers represent an easy win for making 
applications more portable and cost-efficient. However, 451 Research’s Voice of the Enterprise: DevOps, Workloads and 
Key Projects 2021 survey found that 51% of organizations using containers are running them on top of or inside virtual 
machines, resulting in a ‘hypervisor tax’ on processing power. Rightsizing instances and leaning in on commitment 
discounts (up to 80% versus on-demand pricing) can further reduce cloud bills, freeing up funds to do the heavier work of 
carving out microservices from monolithic applications.

To be data-driven, adopt a modern data architecture. To take full advantage of cloud-native principles, the data tier 
supporting customer-facing functions on the front end and processing tasks on the back end should transition to cloud-
native databases or data lake technology. This shift enables the maintenance of a single source of truth for company and 
customer data, which can be analyzed and processed to develop new features and improve customer engagement.  

Automate the toil. As IT environments become more diverse and distributed, the process of managing, upgrading and 
iterating applications and infrastructure requires superhuman capabilities – in other words, automation. Part of any 
modernization strategy should ensure that repetitive manual procedures are taken off the plate of the IT operations team 
and built into the software. With faster release cycles, modern-day monitoring tools make it possible to identify and 
remediate problems quickly (and ideally autonomously). 

Take a top-down, bottom-up approach to organizational change. Some businesses have grown up around old-fashioned 
software development methods, operation and security. Modernizing IT foundations means disruption or substitution 
of legacy processes. The people who use and maintain systems know best where blockers are in existing processes; 
addressing current operational pain points has the side effect of cultivating champions for modernization within teams. The 
initial moves to adopt cloud-native models often come from developers and line-of-business stakeholders. Still, executive-
level buy-in is critical to realize the full potential of cloud across the organization.

Looking Ahead

Technology waits for no one. With many companies struggling to find and retain IT staff, undertaking digital transformation 
can seem like a herculean effort. But as time passes, legacy applications accrue technical debt and make companies 
vulnerable to disruptive competition. The sooner a business starts transitioning to cloud-native deployment models and 
ways of thinking, the faster it will develop the knowledge and productivity gains to propel it to the next level. 
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