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In my June 2002 column, I talked about
the impending shortage of mainframe

specialists. The problem had been publi-
cized by a number of far-sighted data
center managers speaking at an AFCOM
conference, who were concerned that
they would soon lose a swathe of highly
experienced large systems support pro-
fessionals to early retirement.

Although those managers were far-
sighted, they were not typical. As I had
feared, my column prompted a stream of
emails from dedicated mainframers in
various parts of the United States who
were searching in vain for employment
and who could barely comprehend the
idea that their skills were being classed as
a diminishing resource.

So what is going on here? Do we have
too many S/390 specialists, or too few?
Well, today, many enterprises may feel
they are well catered for, but as is often
the case, organizations appear to be
responding to current needs and sparing
little thought for future trends and direc-
tions. With tight budgetary constraints
and ever-increasing demands from the
business, many IT operations are reacting
tactically, ploughing resources into the
newer, distributed systems that need the
most support. Even if data center chiefs
are aware of a legacy skills crisis looming
four or five years away, they simply do
not have the wherewithal to put a correc-
tive strategy in place.

What worries me is that, as computer
departments continue to “fight fires” on a
daily basis without a long-term vision for
service delivery, the problem can only get
worse. Mainframe expertise is just one ele-
ment, albeit a very important one, of the
broader system support environment.
Enterprise IT, as I noted last month, rarely

gets simpler in architectural terms, and
each new platform or application type that
is added to the rich mixture of heteroge-
neous systems brings with it new demands
for support skills and system management
complexity. In addition, the more complexity
we have to contend with, the more difficult
it becomes to improve (or even maintain)
the level of service we can provide to internal
or external users.

In 1997 and 2000, industry analyst
Xephon conducted a survey among Help
Desks in large enterprises. They asked
respondents how many contacts they
received from end users, and how they
managed the workload. The research
revealed that, in the three years between the
two studies, Help Desk contacts had
increased by 44 percent on average, and
support departments had responded in the
only way they could — by increasing the
number of Help Desk staff by a similar
proportion. Some efficiencies were
achieved at the “first level” (the caller’s first
point of contact), where automation tools
had streamlined some of the more basic
tasks. However, for the second- and third-
line support staff — those with rarer skills
who were called upon to deal with the more
complex queries — there was no simple
solution to the growing rate of user con-
tacts. Escalated queries, according to the
research, took just as long to solve in 2000
as in 1997, except that now there were more
to deal with. That was two years ago, and
all the signs suggest that IT support opera-
tions continue to stretch their resources
more and more thinly to meet demand.

Of course, there are ways to discourage
end users from reaching for the phone or
shooting off an email quite so readily.
Companies that have taken a step back,
re-assessed the way they approach IT ser-

vice delivery, improved the initial training
given to users, and restructured their various
support offerings have, in some cases, seen
a reduction in the pressure placed on their
“fire-fighters.”

However, as with the mainframe skills
issue mentioned earlier, few organizations
have sufficient resources or management
vision to turn established procedures on
their head or plan several years in
advance. We are frequently told that, since
the e-commerce revolution, the role of IT
within the business has changed, and that
the CIO is now instrumental in shaping the
company’s processes and relationship with
the marketplace. However, without the nec-
essary back up to support those strategic
new applications on a daily basis, they will
never achieve their full potential.

Finally, to everyone who emailed me
following my earlier column, I wish them
the very best of luck in finding new
employment. Additionally, I hope that,
when the worst of the current recession
has passed, more CIOs will start thinking
about their future support requirements,
not just today’s.  
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