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The Cloud Migration Playbook

for an AI-Ready Future



Introduction: Welcome to the chaos (you’ll want a map) 

Cloud migration used to be about infrastructure — cutting hardware 
costs, consolidating servers, improving uptime. Now? The goalposts have 
shifted. Today’s winners aren’t just modernising. They’re using AI, real-
time data, and DevOps to outpace the competition. 

This isn’t just about lifting and shifting workloads. It’s about building a 
platform where AI isn’t just a buzzword, it’s a practical, scalable tool for 
driving smarter decisions, intelligent automation, and entirely new ways 
of working. A platform where infrastructure stops being a bottleneck and 
becomes a launchpad for innovation. Where your team moves fast, and 
firefighting becomes the exception, not the day job. 

To get there, you need a solid migration strategy. One that doesn’t feel 
like wading through treacle in steel-toe boots. 

This playbook is your shortcut. Less waffle, more useful. And yes, it leans 
into Azure, because that’s the platform we work in every day, and we 
know where it shines.

It’s about building a platform 
where AI isn’t just a buzzword...

2

The Ultimate Guide The Cloud Migration Playbook 



1 

Start with your endgame: AI-powered business outcomes

2 

Get to know your estate (warts and all) — the data foundation for AI

3 

Choose your migration strategy and embrace the AI culture shift  

4 

Don’t just think cloud, think data gravity. Because location matters

5 

Security isn’t a box to tick — it’s AI trust and compliance by design

6 

Automation is your secret weapon for reliable, scalable AI deployment

7 

 Watch the (hidden) costs of AI compute and cloud resources

8 

 AI culture shift: from cloud migration to innovation

Contents

3

The Ultimate Guide The Cloud Migration Playbook 



1. Start with your endgame:  
AI-powered business outcomes.
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Before you touch a VM or mutter the words “lift and shift,” get crystal 
clear on why you’re moving. Not just the technical drivers (although those 
matter). The business ones. 

• �Do you need to scale fast without buying new hardware so AI 
applications can access compute on demand? 

• �Are you looking to modernise your apps for better performance 
or UX, maybe integrating AI-powered features like chatbots or 
recommendation engines? 

• �Do you want to consolidate your data so your AI/BI initiatives don’t 
stall at step one, enabling machine learning models to ingest clean, 
centralised datasets? 

Once you know the outcomes you want, you can build backwards. Azure 
offers tools like Azure Migrate to help, but you need a clear destination. 
Otherwise, you’re just shifting problems into someone else’s server rack. 

Focusing on AI-powered outcomes early means prioritising the right 
workloads, data flows, and architectures from the start. 

Azure offers tools like Azure 
Migrate to help, but you need  
a clear destination.
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2. Get to know your estate (warts 
and all) — the data foundation for AI. 
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It’s audit time. Not the dusty spreadsheet kind. A real look at your setup: 
apps, servers, dependencies, mystery workloads no one’s dared touch 
since 2011. 

Your migration audit isn’t just about hardware, it’s about understanding 
where your most valuable data resides, how clean and accessible it is, 
and which systems slow down AI progress. 

Azure’s Discovery and Assessment tools can tell you what’s there — not 
what you should do with it. That part? Comes down to your team, your 
business model, and the way you want to operate moving forward. 

Identify:

• �Opportunities to reduce complexity and remove legacy data silos  
that impede AI models.

• �Ways to make data flow smoothly into AI pipelines and cloud-native 
services.

• �Sensitive data that needs special handling to comply with AI ethics  
and data governance requirements.

It’s audit time.  
Not the dusty spreadsheet kind. 
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3. Choose your migration strategy 
and embrace the AI culture shift.
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One of the biggest mistakes in cloud migration is treating it like a simple 
tech project — it’s not just about moving servers, but about transforming 
how your team works and thinks. The cloud isn’t a magic box; it requires a 
strategy tailored to each workload and a culture ready to adapt. 

Here are the five classic Rs of migration strategy, each suited to different 
workloads and goals: 

• �Rehost (lift and shift): Move your workloads as they are, with minimal 
changes. Perfect for stable apps that need a quick cloud home. Fast 
and low risk, but doesn’t unlock cloud-native benefits. 

• �Replatform: Make small tweaks to leverage Azure services, like moving 
your database to Azure SQL Managed Instance. A balanced step that 
gives you performance and management benefits without a full rebuild. 

• �Refactor: The big overhaul. Break up monoliths, embrace containers, 
serverless, or Kubernetes. High effort, but huge payoffs in agility, 
scalability, and long-term cost savings. 

• �Repurchase: Sometimes, the smartest move is to ditch legacy apps and 
go SaaS. Platforms like Dynamics 365 or Salesforce might fit better and 
save you the headache of maintenance. 

• �Retire: Identify unused or redundant workloads and shut them down. 
Every workload you retire is money and effort saved. 

... it’s not just about moving 
servers, but about transforming 
how your team works and thinks.
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But choosing your technical strategy is only half the battle. Cloud migration 
requires a culture shift: 

• �Cross-functional collaboration replaces silos. Dev, Ops, Security, and 
Business teams need to align around shared goals. 

• �Agile ways of working take over waterfall plans. Expect shorter 
feedback loops, iterative improvements, and ongoing optimisation. 

•� Upskilling your team is non-negotiable. Cloud and AI demand new 
skills, new mindsets. 

... choosing your 
technical strategy 
is only half the 
battle.
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4. Don’t just think cloud, think data 
gravity. Because location matters.
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Where your data lives influences everything; performance, cost, 
compliance, and most critically for AI, latency and throughput. 

AI models consume large volumes of data and often require real-time 
access for insights or decision-making. If your data is scattered across 
multiple siloes or distant storage, your AI projects will run into bottlenecks. 

AI success depends on moving compute to the data, or vice versa, efficiently. 

Best practices:

• �Consolidate your data lakes and warehouses near Azure AI services for 
low-latency inference and faster training cycles.

• �Use services like Azure Synapse Analytics, Azure Data Factory, or Azure 
Fabric to build pipelines that efficiently feed your AI models.

• �Implement data tagging and governance early. This simplifies 
compliance, auditing, and ethical AI practice as your projects grow.

If your data is scattered across 
multiple siloes or distant 
storage, your AI projects will  
run into bottlenecks.
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5. Security isn’t a box to tick — it’s 
AI trust and compliance by design.
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AI introduces new security and privacy challenges.  

Imagine training an AI model on customer service transcripts — great for 
improving chatbots, but also a privacy minefield. Without tight access 
controls, you risk exposing sensitive conversations. Azure’s built-in 
security tools let you classify and control access to that training data, so 
only authorised people (and models) see what they should. 

You’re not just protecting servers or apps, you’re protecting the data that 
fuels AI, and the models themselves. 

• �Apply Zero Trust principles rigorously to your AI pipelines and data 
stores. No implicit trust, continuous verification. 

• �Use role-based access control (RBAC) to limit who can see or modify  
AI training data or models. 

• �Leverage Azure Confidential Computing and encrypted AI models to 
protect data even while it’s being processed. 

• �Use Azure Policy to enforce compliance and guardrails. This builds trust 
that your AI outputs meet regulatory and ethical standards. 

Security is foundational for AI adoption, but security alone isn’t enough to 
ensure responsible AI. 

Imagine your AI model flags a loan application as high risk. That’s 
powerful — but can your team explain why? If not, you’ve got a problem. 
Regulators demand explainability, and customers rightly expect fairness.  

As AI models start to influence outcomes, you need governance that 
covers bias, transparency, and explainability. That means evaluating how 
models behave in the real world. Azure Machine Learning’s responsible 
AI dashboard gives you tools to trace decisions, flag bias, and document 
models. But it has to be part of your build process, not an afterthought. 
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6. Automation is your secret 
weapon for reliable, scalable  
AI deployment.

6. Automation is your secret 
weapon for reliable, scalable 
AI deployment 
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AI isn’t a one-and-done experiment. To get value, you need to deploy, 
retrain, monitor, and update AI models continuously. 

Manual processes don’t scale and risk errors or drift in AI accuracy. 

By automating, you turn AI from a lab project into a reliable business 
asset that scales with your needs and adapts over time. 

Key tactics:

• �Use Infrastructure as Code (Bicep, Terraform) to deploy AI infrastructure 
consistently across environments.

• �Automate AI pipelines with Azure ML pipelines, GitHub Actions, or Azure 
DevOps to orchestrate model training, validation, and deployment.

• �Automate monitoring of AI model health, data drift, and performance to 
detect when retraining is needed.

• �Leverage Azure Auto-scaling and spot instances to dynamically adjust 
resources based on workload demand.

... turn AI from a lab project into 
a reliable business asset...
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7. Watch the (hidden) costs of AI 
compute and cloud resources.
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AI workloads often require large amounts of compute, storage, and 
network resources, which can lead to unpredictable cloud bills. 

• �Tag everything: From the start, tag resources with project, team, 
environment, and cost centre to track spending accurately. 

• �Use Azure Cost Management + Budgets: Set alerts before bills spike. 
Regularly review usage and idle resources. 

• �Rightsize and reserved instances: Don’t pay for beefy VMs if a smaller 
one works. Reserved instances can save a bundle if you commit. 

• �Beware of egress: Data transfer charges add up fast. Keep data and 
compute co-located. 

• �Hunt zombies: Old dev/test VMs or unused storage can quietly burn 
your budget. 

Smart cost management is critical, so your AI efforts stay sustainable and 
deliver measurable ROI. 

Don’t pay for beefy 
VMs if a smaller 
one works.
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8. AI culture shift: from cloud 
migration to innovation.
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Cloud migration is the foundation, but AI demands a new mindset: 

• �Cross-functional teams combining IT, data science, and business. 

• �Embracing experimentation and learning from failures. 

• �Shorter feedback loops and continuous delivery of AI features. 

• �Upskilling IT and business teams on AI tools, ethics, and collaboration. 

Bringing stakeholders on board means connecting AI to outcomes and 
co-owning the vision. Business leaders don’t need to understand ML 
models, they need to see how AI will speed up decisions, personalise 
services, or drive efficiency. That starts with IT teams translating potential 
into impact and creating space for business input early on. 

Business leaders don’t need to 
understand ML models, they 
need to see how AI will speed up 
decisions, personalise services, 
or drive efficiency.
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In summary.

21



Cloud migration isn’t just about moving away from outdated 
infrastructure, it’s about setting your business up for what comes next. 
For agility. For scale. And increasingly, for AI. 

The real value of the cloud isn’t just in virtual machines or elastic 
compute, it’s in the platform it gives you to innovate faster, automate 
confidently, and deliver smarter experiences across the board. That 
means getting the foundations right: reliable architecture, automation-
first thinking, visibility across environments, and a culture that’s ready to 
experiment, adapt, and lead. 

AI is no longer a siloed project for R&D. It’s becoming part of day-to-day 
operations, embedded in products, workflows, and decision-making. 
But AI doesn’t thrive in a vacuum. It needs elastic infrastructure, clean 
data, secure access, and continuous iteration. All of which depends on 
how well you build your cloud platform—and how well your teams are 
equipped to work across silos. 

With the right strategy, data foundation, automation, culture, and cost 
controls, you won’t just move to the cloud—you’ll migrate into a future 
where AI powers your business decisions, drives innovation, and delivers 
real competitive advantage. 

But AI doesn’t thrive in a vacuum. 
It needs elastic infrastructure, 
clean data, secure access, and 
continuous iteration.
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Ready for an  
AI-powered future? 

0 1 6 1  8 8 3  1 3 8 3
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