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OBJECTIVE
The Royal Academy of Music 
(RAM) needed to reduce its IT 
spending and the management 
burden of its physical IT estate, 
while providing more fl exible 
ways of working for students 
and sta�  and freeing up more 
space for music practice and 
tutoring.

SOLUTION
The Royal Academy of Music 
selected VMware Horizon 
View and VMware vSphere 
to virtualize its servers and 
desktop PCs. 

Royal Academy of Music Sings the Praises of 
Virtual Desktop Infrastructure

Founded back in 1822, The Royal Academy of Music (RAM) is a 
world-renowned institution and Britain’s oldest conservatoire. 
Famed for distinguished alumni, which include Sir Elton John, 
Annie Lennox and Lesley Garett, at any given time it has the 
facilities to train up to 750 students, from over 50 countries, in 
more than 20 musical disciplines.

 The Royal Academy of Music has an IT 
team of fi ve people who are responsible 
for maintaining the systems which 
underpin all day-to-day activity, including 
email, o�  ce services, library applications 
and the student database.

 Back in 2007, with the number of 
physical servers growing rapidly to 
support new software and applications, 
Duncan Malthouse-Hobbs, Head of 
Technology at the Royal Academy of 
Music, looked for a way to manage this 
IT estate more e�  ciently and to ensure 
that IT was as agile as possible. “We knew 
that virtualizing our servers would greatly 
improve the availability of our systems 
and provide a far high level of agility and 
availability. We explored several players 
on the market including Microsoft, but 
VMware was a clear leader in terms of its 
functionality, reliability and reputation.”

Duncan chose to implement VMware 
vSphere, virtualizing 95 per cent of the 
Academy’s servers and applications, 
reducing a sprawl of 16 physical servers 
to just four. 

During the server virtualization project, 
Duncan and his team embarked on 
virtualizing all the Academy’s key 
applications including SQL, Microsoft 
Exchange, Raisers Edge, its student and 
HR database and Sage. “Having trusted 
VMware servers running our applications 
makes much more sense. Yes it’s a 
di� erent platform to a traditional physical 
server environment, but to us the benefi ts 
far outweighed any initial concerns that 
we had about virtualizing all our critical 
applications. 

“Transforming all of our applications to a 
virtual platform was an incredibly smooth 
process with no downtime or data loss. 
The increased resilience and availability 
of the VMware servers has really enabled 
us to transform the way we work as an 
IT team. My project manager no longer 
needs to spend their time taking help 
desk calls, while I no longer have to 
worry about day to day infrastructure 
management issues. This has freed up 
a considerable amount of time for the 
team to focus on new projects including 
implementing a new room booking 
and scheduling system, a network 
replacement and upgrades to the fi nance 
system.”

“Additionally, we are able to spin up 
new servers far more quickly than 
we ever could before – development 
environments can be created in days 
rather than weeks meaning that we can 
launch new services such as password 
recovery and access to O�  ce365 for 
our students within a matter of days,” 
continued Duncan.

After the success of using VMware 
to streamline its IT infrastructure, the 
organisation started looking at how it 
could improve its end-user IT experience, 
including remote access of the Academy’s 
systems and releasing some of the space 
taken up by ageing physical desktop PCs 
with the Academy for music practice 
space. With PCs spread across three 
computer rooms, the practice rooms 
themselves, and increasing numbers of 
sta�  and students bringing their own 
devices, the IT team was under pressure 
to release some of this space to its 
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“Space is of a premium at the 
Royal Academy of Music, so 
we were under huge pressure 
to reduce the amount of space 
we were using for IT. Using 
VMware’s Horizon View was 
the obvious solution. The 
technology has had an instant 
impact and by virtualizing our 
desktop PCs, we have been 
able to free up two music 
rooms – 212 hours a week of 
practice and tuition time for 
our musicians - while allowing 
flexible working for staff and 
students and reducing our IT 
hardware bill by over £50k. 
The combination of a server 
and desktop virtualization 
project has also freed up a 
tremendous amount of time 
to focus on more strategic IT 
projects rather than hardware 
and software maintenance and 
troubleshooting.” 

Duncan Malthouse-Hobbs, Head of 
Technology, Royal Academy of Music

students, while also ensuring that it was 
improving, rather than hindering, its IT 
o� ering. 

“The Academy was also expanding and 
with over 2,000 students, teachers 
and support sta�  the IT department 
really had its work cut out in terms of 
upgrading PCs, making sure that we had 
up to date hardware and software for our 
students,” added Duncan.

The Royal Academy of Music worked 
closely with IT reseller Phoenix Software 
to explore a range of options before 
selecting VMware Horizon View to 
virtualize its desktop infrastructure, 
initially purchasing 250 licenses to run 
across its network.

“Phoenix Software had impressive insight 
into what our End User Computing 
strategy should look like and clearly laid 
down the return on investment of moving 
from physical desktops to a VDI solution. 
They helped us to understand not only 
the capital savings we would make, but 
also the softer benefi ts which we are now 
receiving which were not immediately 
obvious, such as mobile working and 
higher levels of user satisfaction,” said 
Duncan.

“We reviewed several virtualization 
providers including Microsoft and Citrix 
but we knew VMware was the right choice 
for us for a number of reasons. Firstly our 
previous experience with the company 
showed us they are a vendor who can 
be trusted. Secondly, the infrastructure 
setup for VMware VDI over Citrix was a 
great deal more straightforward. Horizon 
View was also able to utilise our existing 
investment in vSphere and o� ered a very 
cost e� ective solution. While a lot of VDI 
solutions rely on shared storage we felt 
this would be an unnecessary, expensive 
and overly complex route to go down. 
Phoenix Software felt our resources could 
be better used by placing the storage 
within the vSphere hosts – saving money 
and allowing us the option to spin up the 
number of VDI users should we need to. 
This way we also saw better resilience 
with each virtual user being placed in its 
own VM, meaning that if one went down 
it didn’t take the rest of the system with 
it,” continued Duncan.

The impact was immediate with the space 
consumed by PCs reducing by a third: 

“Straight away we were able to dedicate 
more space to practice rooms, making 
students and sta�  very happy! Booking a 
practice room was also made far easier; 
previously it was a di�  cult and time 
consuming task as the number of publicly 
available PCs for students was limited, 
but now students can access PCs via our 
VDI which vastly increases the number of 
machines available.”

Sta�  were also granted a new level of IT 
fl exibility and, once the implementation 
is complete, will be able to access 
all Academy licensed software from 
their own devices, providing they are 
connected to the Academy’s network 
– this is especially important as a many 
members of the teaching faculty are 
employed either as freelancers or on a 
part-time basis. 

“Life became far easier for the IT 
department as well as students and 
teachers,” explained Duncan. “VDI has 
massively reduced our management 
overheads. With system upgrades being 
managed from a single, central point 
rather than separately on each individual 
machine, we are able to devote far more 
time and energy to improving the service 
rather than simply maintaining it.”

Finally, implementing VMware Horizon 
View will undoubtedly pay o�  in the 
future: “When we come to replace our 
PCs with zero clients over the next few 
years, we’ve conservatively estimated a 
saving of around £200 per machine. With 
around 250 desktops in the organisation 
this equates to around £50k in future 
funds.”

BUSINESS IMPACT
• Freed up an entire job role 

away from hardware and 
software management and 
troubleshooting and into 
more strategic operations 

• Increased time to market for 
new servers and applications 
from weeks to hours, as well 
as higher levels of reliability 
and availability 

• Released two IT rooms for 
music practice and tuition 
space, which equates to 
more than 210 hours a week 
in additional room bookings

• The Academy is also 
expecting to save around 
£50,000 in IT hardware 
costs and energy savings

 SOLUTIONS USED
• VMware vSphere

• VMware Horizon View


