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So here we are again — back where we
started. In many ways, Information

Technology has come full circle over the
last decade or so. Just about everyone from
CIOs to e-business managers to application
support professionals (ASPs) now appreciates
the wisdom of consolidation on highly
scalable servers, to cope with the unpre-
dictable “spikes” in demand of today’s
critical e-applications. Centralizing system
management and drawing large numbers of
applications into fewer boxes (be they
traditional mainframes, AS/400s, large
Unix servers, or NT supersystems with
great aspirations and a following wind) are
very much the name of the game.

One-time IBM chairman Tom Watson
may have missed the mark when, in 1952,
he famously predicted, “I think there’s a
world market for about five computers.”
But, with the benefit of hindsight, even he
might have been surprised at how radically
our IT architectures have dispersed and
re-grouped in a relatively short period. And
the reality of consolidating literally thousands
of Linux servers onto one zSeries main-
frame would certainly have gladdened Mr.
Watson’s heart.

Ironically, while the servers get bigger
and more tightly managed, the “clients” are
subject to no such limitations, and are
becoming smaller and more diverse than
ever. The user interface to a corporate
application can be anything from a WAP
phone to a public kiosk, from a PalmPilot to
a sub-laptop. And suddenly there are sound
economic reasons for replacing full-function
PCs on the desktop with Java and
Windows-based terminals, connected to

corporate servers or even to ASP systems
across the Internet. (In case you’re wondering
what I mean by “sound economic reasons,”
Wyse claims that users of its Windows-based
clients are now achieving cost-of-ownership
savings of up to 70 percent over PCs, most
of it in support.)

But wait a minute. It’s only the technology
that is being recentralized — the “I” in IT is
a different proposition altogether. If the
dot-com boom is sure to leave us with one
permanent legacy, it’s the concept of
globally accessible information, “always
on” (well, usually on), and effectively free
of the technical constraints that govern the
shape of the underlying infrastructure.
Business users want instant access to the
processes and information that define their
jobs, wherever and whenever they require it
— without being exposed to the complexities
of unintuitive software or the frustrations of
technical support.

And that’s the problem. Despite the
potential benefits of refocusing system
management — pulling housekeeping
chores back into the data center, and getting a
grip on the IT inventory once again — we are
still struggling with a mass of decentralized
departmental systems and overweight
desktop devices. Software becomes more
bloated with each release, and users are still
subject to regular crashes, virus risks, security
exposures, software version management
issues, and so on. Small wonder that users
need help!

Xephon recently conducted some
research, comparing 140 Help Desks in
1997 and 2000: We discovered that users
are making 44 percent more contacts with

their support departments than they did just
three years ago. And Help Desks have
grown in size by much the same rate, just to
keep up with the extra demand. Clearly we
need to make software easier to use, and
improve training — so that fewer queries
make it to the Help Desk (but how often has
that been said over the last 15 or 20 years!).
And, of course, we also need to migrate
toward an architecture where the mechanics
of IT are simply transparent to the user.

There is a widening gulf between the level
of service that the data center could offer,
given a clean sheet of paper, wholehearted
backing from the board of directors, and a
tightly managed thin-client architecture; and
the level of service it can offer today in a sea
of heterogeneous systems, plagued by diverse
management tools, and facing a rate of tech-
nological change that few would claim to be
keeping up with.

But there is also a big cultural issue here:
Many factions within the user community
still guard the management of their “informa-
tion” with jealous enthusiasm, and see cen-
tralization as a potential threat to their
access to and use of corporate data. One of
the main tasks that lies ahead for IT is to
demonstrate that the headaches of admin-
istration can be streamlined without “rob-
bing” users of any of the function they have
come to enjoy.  

Mark Lillycrop is director of research at mar-
ket analyst Xephon, and can be contacted via
email at markl@xephon.com.
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