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IS	GOOGLE	DOCS	USEFUL	FOR	BUSINESS?	

1 Google	Docs	as	a	subset	of	Google	Apps	
Larry Page and Sergey Brin started their business in 1998 with a internet search engine and called it 

Google Inc. 1. In 2005 the company Upstartle2 launched a web based word processor and in 2006 the 

Google Labs spreadsheet was launched3.  These Applications running in a web browser over the 

internet are called software-as-a-service and companies where scared of giving away the control of 

their documents.  

Google Apps is a collection of different tools that cover office needs like Google Docs for creating, 

storing, sharing and developing simultaneously in real time documents, tables, presentations and 

drawings. For communication purposes Google Mail and Google Talk are available and can be used 

for chatting, voice calls and sending/receiving emails. The Web Pages tool can be used to publish and 

share documents and web pages. Google Calendar and Start Page address the organizational aspect 

of a company, an individual or a group. These tools purpose is for organizing meeting, administrate 

contacts and content and let’s a company even create events.  

Google Apps is a so called software-as-a-service application that is completely hosted and maintained 

in the internet by the Company Google. In this case the services come out of the “cloud” how the 

internet is then called and the user works with the software inside of his internet browser. The 

advantage is the platform independency, because most browsers fulfil the requirements for running 

Google Apps.  

For Google offers three models of Google Apps with different functionality and different pricing: 

 Google Apps 
Individuals, groups 

and entrepreneurs 

with max. 50 

accounts for free 

Google Apps for 

Business 
Added controls and 

features they need 

for $50 / user / year 

Google Apps for 

Education 
Similar functionality 

offered for 

Businesses but for 

free 

Messaging apps 
Gmail, Google Talk, 

and Google Calendar 
Y Y Y 

Collaboration apps 
Google Docs, Google Sites, and more 

Y Y Y 

More Google applications 
Google Reader, Blogger, Picasa 

Web Albums, AdWords and more 
y Y Y 

  

                                                           
1
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2
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Cntd. Google Apps 
Individuals, groups 

and entrepreneurs 

with max. 50 

accounts for free 

Google Apps for 

Business 
Added controls and 

features they need 

for $50 / user / year 

Google Apps for 

Education 
Similar functionality 

offered for 

Businesses but for 

free 

Additional business apps 
Google Video for Business and 

Google Groups for Business 

 Y Y 

Business features 

25GB email storage per user, 

BlackBerry and Microsoft Outlook 

interoperability and more 

 Y Y 

Business security 
SSO, forced SSL, custom password 

strength requirements and more 
 Y Y 

Business support and reliability 
99.9% uptime guarantee SLA and 

24x7 support 
 y y 

Table 1: Google Apps editions
4
 

2 Components of Google Docs 
Google Documents is a online word processor for creating and changing documents. Presentations 

can be created and changed slides can be copied and duplicated. It is possible to insert images, 

videos or shapes and also tables can be inserted and manipulated5.  

In documents, spreadsheets and presentations it is possible to work with Google drawings. Creating, 

editing and formatting spreadsheets either from scratch or based on templates. The rows and 

columns can be added or deleted, the can be moved and hidden. Data can formatted and colored. 

Cells can be merged and splitted. It is possible to use formulas and forms and create charts6. 

It is possible to import and convert from different source formats. It is only necessary to convert the 

documents if they have to be changeable. But then there is restriction in the size of the documents 

to import. 

For documents the upper limit is 1MB per file and the supported file types are7: 

• Microsoft Word (DOC, DOCX) 

• OpenDocument-Text (ODT) 

• StarOffice-Text (SXW) 

• Rich Text (RTF) 

• Text (TXT) 

• HTML (HTM, HTML) 

Presentations are restricted in size up to 10MB and can be in Microsoft PowerPoint (PPT, PPS) 
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5
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6
 http://docs.google.com/support/bin/topic.py?topic=15115 

7
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Spreadsheets that have to be converted are limited like documents up to 1MB. Following file types 

can be converted: 

• Microsoft Excel-Dateien (XLS, XLSX)  

• OpenDocument-Tabellen (ODS) 

• Character separated value files (CSV) 

Drawings are restricted to 2MB per file Zeichnungen konvertieren - Bis zu 2 MB pro Datei in the 

format: Windows-Metadatei (WMF) 

Out of PDF- or picture file text can be extracted.  

• photos, scans or screenshots  (JPG, GIF, PNG) 

• PDF files 

All these four Google docs components have in common, that every document can be shared, 

published and collaborative developed. It is also possible to get access with mobile devices. With 

most devices supporting HTML it is possible to view the documents. But with Android devices 

running a Froyo OS, iPhone and iPad the documents can be edited8.  

There is, again for all four document types, the possibility to put them into a folder structure that can 

created and changed following the own needs and give them colored fonts9. The folders can be 

shared like all the documents.  

Sharing documents can be done very detailed. Viewers and editors can be added and removed, the 

ownership of a document can be transferred to another person. Visibility is controlled with three 

options: 

• Private 

• Anyone with the link 

• Public on the web 

The collaborating function makes it possible to work simultaneous on the same document and see all 

changes made by the collaborators in real-time separated by colors and with each collaborators 

name. Even more convenient and efficient collaboration can become when chat functionality is used 

in spreadsheet, documents and drawings10. Certainly sharing and collaboration has some 

restrictions11. 

 Documents Presentations Spreadsheets Drawings 

Sharing Max. 200 users Max. 200 users Max. 200 users Max. 200 users 

Simultaneous 

editing 

Max. 50 users Max. 50 users Max. 10 users Collaboration 

not possible 
Table 2: User restriction for document sharing and simultaneous editing 
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3 Business requirements 
When companies decide to use Software-as-a-service they can reduce hardware because they don’t 

have to run the needed software themselves. It reduces the requirements on the own hardware12. 

But at that moment new requirements occur13.   

• The documents and data must always be available.  

• They must be secure from outside and from loss. 

• It must be ensured that the data is not used by the service provider. 

The companies have now to focus more on the service contract, service level-agreement s (SLA) and 

security agreements. With these documents the service provider declares what measures he 

undertakes to comply the customers’ requirements. And the customer should check the contracts 

very detailed and carefully.  

There is no special SLA for Google Docs because it is only one of many Google Apps Services which 

come within same SLA. And the SLA is also only valid for the business, government, ISP and education 

edition of the Google Apps14 but not for the free edition for individuals and groups up to 50 

accounts15. 

Google assures 24/7 support and a availability of the web-interface of 99.9% of every month for 

every covered service. Depending on our business it is possible that this could become a problem 

because 99.9% assured uptime could be too less. 

For most tasks fulfilled with an office software the function would not be too sophisticated. Even if 

the functionality of Google Docs is far behind Microsoft Office Kurt Mackie16 says that Google Docs 

would be sufficient for 30-70% of the users.  

4 Features & Functions 
In July 2008 David DeJean compared three online office suites17 with the Microsoft Office 

functionality. He figured out that early web-based office suites had the disadvantage that Microsoft 

built almost every possible feature into its Office suite even if it was not really needed and they were 

not able to compete with that issue. But the high functionality had to be paid with high amount of 

needed resources on the hard drives and with a overloaded user interface. On the other hand the 

browsers were not yet that sophisticated that it was possible to achieve a similar functionality in a 

web browser. Through progress in technologies with new programming and layout language like 

AJAX and CSS and the growing performance of the computers the browsers could improve. Since 

then it was possible to develop browser software that could run in many different browsers across 

different operating systems and the documents could be better rendered.  

                                                           
12

 Armbrust, Michael et al. (2010). A View of Cloud Computing. Communications of the ACM, 53(4): 51 
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 Martin, James A. (2010). Should You Move Your Business to the Cloud. PCW0RLD.COM , April:29 
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 http://www.computerworld.com/s/article/9108799/Online_office_apps_get_real_Google_Docs_vs._ThinkFree_vs._Zoho 



In terms of spreadsheet capabilities Zoho Sheet has a very clean with its word processor’s interface 

consistent user interface. It has also the better features and implements chat and publishing 

functions like Google Docs. It is possible write macros and work with pivot tables. 

Zoho Show, the presentations tool, offers a wide variety of cliparts and templates and includes email 

invitations to watch presentations online. The disadvantage here is that it is not possible to copy and 

paste slides across different presentations. 

Think Free Online has sync tool and can be used in a offline version. The sync tool is free of charge for 

customers who bought the desktop version Think Free Office. For offline access to the documents in 

Googles cloud there exists an open source tool called Google Gears. At the time were the 

observation happened, Think Free was not able to handle pivot tables but it should be possible in 

one of the next versions. One advantage is that slides can be cut&pasted across different 

presentations. Both Think Free Online and Zoho offer only 1GB hard drive space, where Google only 

restricts to 5000 documents and 5000 images.  

Compared with these two competitors Google Docs has a very well thought-out user interface and 

the file organizer is uncluttered but has a very usable management console. But provides the least 

functionality in the word processor and presentation. 

5 Costs 
Due to the fact that a company needs less hardware, no office suite software and no patches 

therefore the costs can decrease by using Google Docs. For convincing the customers Google offers a 

calculator18 to simulate the saving a company can do when it uses Google Docs. But they also 

mention, that the estimates are based on sample customers and may not affect the customers actual 

experience with Google Apps or Microsoft Exchange 2007. 

Calculate your savings:       

  

    

  

How many employees will your deployment serve?  
 10 $ 

  

    

  

What's an IT manager's time worth per hour (in USD)? 69 $ 

  

    

  

  
 

   

  

  

   

  

  
 

   

  

  
  

  

Google 

Apps for 

Business 

Microsoft 

Exchange 

2007 

Up-front cost     

  Total server hardware cost ($5,000 USD per server) $0 $10,000 

  Total Microsoft Exchange software licensing cos $0 $3,193 
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  Configuration labor cos $1,335 $2,583 

Total up-front cost $1,335 $15,776 

Annual cost     

  Google Apps for Business licenses $500 $0 

  Total infrastructure maintenance cos $0 $2,298 

  Administration labor cos $2,802 $31,804 

Total annual cost $3,302 $34,103 

Total cost (over 3 years) $11,239 $118,083 

Annual cost per employee (over 3 years) $375 $3,936 

Annual cost per employee (over 3 years, excluding labor) $50 $670 

Table 3: Googles cost saving calculator 

6 Benefits 
Using  software as a service can give companies in general several benefits. If a company decides to 

switch to the cloud it has no need to care about always new hardware that is needed to run the new 

and more sophisticated software that enters the market in decreasing cycles. The software upgrades 

are no longer necessary because the hosting and maintenance is offshored19.  What else has an 

impact on the costs of running an on-site IT infrastructure is the continuous maintenance to keep the 

computer running reliable. Further there is no more need for any office back-up systems. But the 

service provider must be assessed if he meets the required security and has implemented an 

appropriate Back-up system or encryption for communicating or storing the data. It is also a good 

thing if the service provider is audited in regular periods to show that he is able to take care of the 

companies documents and that data won’t be abused. When the service provider meets all security 

requirements the security and compliance can improve compared to hosting the applications on-site. 

Another advantage is the scalability at the provider site. Because he has to ensure that he sticks to 

the SLAs. That means, that a company easily can acquire more processing time/processing 

power/storage/etc. when it is needed.  A company can also get an advantage in increased mobility, 

because the data and documents can be used where it is needed on condition that there is a internet 

connection. 

Google mentions ten advantages of its cloud20:  

1. Cloud computing is Googles DNA 

Because they are already dealing with that technology since more than 10 years 

2. Fast access to innovation leads to higher productivity 

The complete infrastructure is designed in way that only one instance of a software is run on 

their system that is available to all customers. It is a so called multi-tenant-architecture21.This 

reduces the distribution time of new features and Google can deliver the new functionality 

on a weekly basis. 
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3. New functionality can be adopted with less disruption 

The change cycles are shorter and effort is much lower. 

4. Productivity of employees is no longer fixed to one location 

5. Googles cloud enables faster collaboration 

Users can collaborate faster without sending documents and getting problems because of 

different operating systems. And the software allows simultaneous work on documents in 

real time 

6. High security investments 

The investments were made in physical and process-based security. And they hire the best 

security specialists to protect their systems. They have also successfully passed third party 

audits that verify their confidentiality, integrity and availability of the customers data. 

7. Less data on vulnerable devices 

The users don’t have to store their documents on local harddrives but in the cloud, where 

the focus is also securing the data. 

8. Higher reliability and uptime 

Mirroring of data and user actions in almost real time with synchronous replication across 

multiple data centers 

9. Extensive flexibility and control 

The customer retains the owner of his data and can easily get the data out again of Google 

Apps 

10. Cost saving for the customer through economies of scale 

Google assembles custom servers with few unnecessary components it buys cheap in huge 

amounts. 

7 Drawbacks 
Even if it sounds good to safe cost after outsourcing many companies ask the question if they will 

have a higher risk after outsourcing and of higher risk. There are some focus areas22 where 

companies should assess the service provider very detailed and precise. 

• How often does the service provider undergo third party audits that assess and evaluate the 

compliance of the service provider. They analyse them according to relevant regulations and 

laws.  

• What uptime is specified in the SLA and is it enough for company. A promised uptime of 

99.9% can result in some hours over the whole year. Vgl. Table: 4 Availabilty classes 

• How elegant can a company separate from the provider and move the data and documents 

to a new one in a way that they still can be used. 

• With which kind of standard is the provider audited? What is needed by the company? 

There are some different standards like:  

FISMA – Federal Information Security Management Act (passed by Microsoft and Google) 

ISO 27001 (passed by Microsoft) 

• Does the service provider have any type of notification in case of a breach? 
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Verfügbarkeitsklasse  Bezeichnung  Verfügbarkeit in Prozent  

Downtime pro 

Jahr 

2 stabil  99 3,7 Tage 

3 verfügbar  99,9  8,8 Stunden 

4 hochverfügbar  99,99  52,2 Minuten 

5 fehlerunempfindlich  99,999  5,3 Minuten 

6 fehlertolerant  99,9999  32 Sekunden 

7 fehlerresistent  99,99999  3 Sekunden 

   Table 4: Availability classes23 

8 Conclusion 
It is not possible to give a general advise to the question if a company should switch to the cloud or 

not. In case of using office-as-a-service Google is a very huge company that offers in most cases all of 

the required functionality. But if the functionality meet the company’s requirements has to be 

evaluated. 

Even if there are many advantages that all have an impact on flexibility, mobility, security efficiency 

or cost saving of company there are also disadvantages. These disadvantages can have a high impact 

on the costs, too. To find out what is the best possibility the calculations should be very precise with 

actual figures taking all the possible risks with their probability of occurrence into account to make a 

good decision. 

To answer the question: Is Google Docs useful for business? One can said that it can be useful and it 

can add value to the company. 
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