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Love it or hate it (and if you are reading
this, you probably fall into the first cat-

egory), the S/390 platform is likely to be
with us for many years. Not at the bleeding
edge of IT, I grant you, but as a trusted
repository for 80 percent of the world’s
business-critical data. The mainframe is
here to stay. If you are skeptical about this,
just ask the users. In our recent survey of
S/390 installations worldwide (Xephon
Report, “OS/390, z/OS, and the Future”),
33 percent of the respondents predicted
strong long-term growth for the platform
within their company; at a minimum, 46
percent of the respondents expected slow
growth. Of course, most of those same
users reported that Unix and NT/W2K are
growing at a much faster rate. However, the
S/390 expansion is still an encouraging sign
for a platform that was all but written off by
some industry luminaries a decade ago.

That is not to say that all is sweetness and
light in the mainframe camp. Even among
our modest sample of 59 sites, there were
numerous concerns regarding the real role
of the S/390 in eBusiness, what z/OS has to
offer (apart from yet more migration
headaches), whether Linux for S/390 is
really viable, and above all, how serious
IBM is about driving down software costs.
However, the very fact that we are thinking
about the mainframe in these terms —
instead of arranging to put our MVS
applications out to pasture — shows that
eBusiness has generated a genuine resur-
gence of interest in IBM’s most mature
business platform.

The bottom line for the S/390 is cost.
Forget the superior resilience, uncrackable
security, unlimited scalability, and the
whizzy workload management tools that
came along with the z900: The data center
is culturally very distant from the proponents

of PC technology in many companies, and
the mainframe has to be perceived as a cost-
effective solution at all levels of management.
Regardless of the monumental hidden costs

involved in maintaining distributed systems,
it is the complex and inflexible mainframe
bills that cause raised eyebrows in the
boardroom. Part of the problem for the
mainframe marketers now is that IBM is the
only developer of new S/390 hardware.
Very few IBMers cheered with joy when
Hitachi Data Systems (HDS) and Amdahl
made their excuses and left the party. A
market sector with one vendor to choose
from is no fun for anybody: It attracts the
attention of the anti-trust authorities, dents
the credibility of the technology, and leaves
customers in fear and trepidation of their
next upgrade.

Of course, IBM probably has less oppor-
tunity to force up prices today than when
the plug-compatible market was thriving:
The Unix heavyweights are not so far

behind the mainframe in terms of scalability
and performance, and their pricing schemes
are, at the very least, easier to understand.
But, while usage-based pricing is intended
to be fairer, to accommodate usage spikes
and allow users more flexibility in the way
they deploy S/390 resources, large con-
sumers of S/390 power are unlikely to make
massive savings. At the top end of the MIPS
pyramid, where so many core TP applica-
tions are wedded to the fabric of the S/390
architecture, users are naturally seeking
reassurance about the long-term implications
of z/OS and usage-based pricing, particularly
as they consider the suitability of the main-
frame for new applications, rather than as a
workhorse for existing systems. Moreover,
IBM is not the only culprit here. Some of
the independent software vendors (ISVs)
are being distinctly cagey about their
usage-based pricing policies.

The need for more information on pric-
ing is reflected in our S/390 user research.
Fifty-five percent of our respondents said
they are already moving, or planning to
move, to z/OS, but only 38 percent cited
cost as the main benefit. Other respondents
were tempted by enhanced compatibility
with open systems, support for 64-bit apps,
or workload management functions, and 31
percent simply saw it as a strategic direc-
tion. When it came to usage-based pricing,
nearly half of our sites were unsure whether
the new cost structures in z/OS would save
them money. Of those who have come to a
conclusion, though, more than two-thirds
believed that there would be cost savings in
due course.

Price/performance aside, is the main-
frame a strategic platform for the future, or
just a gently expanding back-room data-
base/TP engine? Well, the news looks rea-
sonably optimistic here. If the S/390 missed
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the first wave of frenetic and generally
chaotic eBusiness implementations, it may
do better on the rebound, as companies
appreciate the need for solid technology
behind their new breed of mission-critical
applications. But, again, the picture is very
mixed. In our research, only 18 percent of
installations reported that they are running
Web applications on their mainframes. On
the other hand, a very respectable 31 percent
have definite plans to run Web server or e-
commerce applications on the S/390 in the
future. Similarly, 40 percent of the respon-
dents say that they are doing some of their
Web development on the platform.

The other area of “new” growth for the
mainframe is of course Linux, the current
obsession of Big Blue’s salespeople. The

idea of consolidating thousands of Linux
images (Web servers, etc.) onto a main-
frame is intriguing to say the least, and the
cost and management benefits could be very
substantial indeed. There have been one or
two trail-blazing success stories here, but
two less likely partners than Linux and
mainframe VM would be hard to find. We
found that 8 percent of our sample are
already running Linux on the S/390, and 25
percent have plans to do so, albeit mostly in
LPARs, suggesting a more tentative
approach than the full-blown VM hosting
solutions proposed by IBM.

Overall, this appears to be a pretty
encouraging picture for the S/390, though
decidedly mixed. There are some signs
that, while other platforms are reeling from

the downturn in eBusiness activity, the
mainframe is being used to improve the
manageability and performance of existing
server applications. However, as one survey
respondent said, “If IBM took its market
seriously, it would stop acting as if it was
the only woman in town.” That is not easy
when you have no direct competitors and
an architecture that is older and more
mature than just about everything else on
the market!

Mark Lillycrop is director of research at market
analyst Xephon and can be reached at
markl@xephon.com.


