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MVS Tools & Tricks

Driven By Necessity

I t should be obvious to us that most of
the work we do is driven by necessity.

We have to maintain our installation — and
thus obtain a certain result — and we direct
our technical tasks to achieve this result. I
would estimate that almost 95 percent of
our “experience” is gained by performing
required technical tasks.

I would like to make a point. Although
the MVS operating system, which runs at
different installations, is essentially the
same, the current requirements and emphasis
for using MVS may be widely different at
each site. Some shops need to run a Web
site from MVS. Some shops are worried
about CICS terminal response time (even
today). Some are concentrating on putting
all their tapes on a Virtual Tape System.
Every installation has many different “hot
needs.” Whose job is it to satisfy these
needs? It is our job.

My point is that most of us only worry
about what is going on at our own shop. I
have a different view, being the proprietor
of the CBT MVS Utilities Tapes. In my
CBT Tape activity, I have to “cater to the
world,” so to speak. I get to see the varied
software contributions that come in from all
over the world, which deal with many differ-
ent aspects of MVS. Most of these software
creations were driven by a requirement that
a particular shop had at a particular time.
Often, we do not realize that it is beneficial
to pay attention to other people’s MVS
problems and needs, not just our own
immediate assignments.

By being aware of problems in other
shops, we add another dimension to our
outlook. MVS, now encompassed in
OS/390 and in z/OS, is vast. We find that
although we cannot learn all of it, we can at
least try to learn much of it. My experience
tells me that if you have a broader view of

MVS than just what your own shop needs,
you can provide a vision and a direction for
your shop when it is necessary.

NECESSITY AS A FORCE

Back in the old days of MVS systems
programming, I talked to some of the
Assembler “hotshots” who claimed they
could code any tool or utility they needed.
My take on their claim was: Yes, they prob-
ably could code any utility they wanted.
However, practically speaking, their every-
day work did not allow them the time or
concentration to do a proper job of writing
every tool they needed.

Therefore, we see that human limita-
tions usually got the best of even these
people, who knew the system inside-out,
and who could “code anything.” Today,
with the standards for a useful tool being
much higher, the MVS system being more
complicated, and with the Assembler
skills on average being much lower, I do
not think it is practical for most people to
say that they can code anything they want,
whenever they need it. Not only do you
need the time to do it right, but you also
need the skill.

Therefore, it becomes practical for us to
rely on the people who have created these
tools driven by necessity, and who had the
time to do it right. Many of these tools
come in the form of free software offerings
such as the CBT MVS Utilities Tape.

Let me give you an example: Have you
ever needed to code a set of tools to manage
SYS1.BRODCAST messages? I would bet
that very few shops have paid someone to
write a tool to print or delete a selected
user’s TSO Broadcast messages — it simply
is not economically feasible for most shops
to spend programmer money on that kind of

work. However, I once worked for a large
service bureau where I developed that type
of tool. The service bureau managed a
diverse set of LPARs for various separate
agencies, and political reasons dictated that
we be careful with all of their data. We
could not simply delete an agency’s
Broadcast or Notify messages at whim. We
had to have a measure of real control and
accountability to each agency.

As a result, I wrote a comprehensive set
of tools to manage SYS1.BRODCAST
messages, and over the years I have
improved on these tools. In fact, I can dis-
play or delete any number of selected
messages for any userid, at any point in
the chain — I am not restricted to deleting
all of them. My friend Vinh Vu even wrote
an ISPF interface for using these tools
easily and safely.

Therefore, here is one clear example
where you see that because one person’s
shop had a rather unusual need, you can
benefit from the results of the work and use
the tools that were created. You can find my
set of SYS1.BRODCAST management
tools on File 247 of the CBT MVS Utilities
Tape collection. The NaSPA Web site,
www.naspa.com, provides a link to the
CBT Tape Web site.

The entire CBT Tape collection of utili-
ties is filled with creations from people
who, at a certain time and place, were driven
by necessity to create certain kinds of tools.
I always say that the world is usually better
off when “one hand washes the other” and
people help each other to solve one another’s
problems. In this case, many people bene-
fit from this common pool (the CBT Tape
collection is one of the most well-known
common pools of software and tools).
One person’s “necessity” has become
everyone’s profit.
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NECESSITY CREATES ACCURACY

This is an easy concept to understand.
When you need to write a program or perform
some maneuvers to get around the difficul-
ties and solve the need, you had better be
accurate. Otherwise, you will not solve the
problem or satisfy the need.

To show how this works, I will use my
previous example. When I was writing the
SYS1.BRODCAST utilities, and I wanted to
delete a particular userid’s messages, I real-
ized that I had to do it correctly. Otherwise,
I would corrupt the SYS1.BRODCAST
dataset for the entire system. Therefore, I
had to ensure that my code did not leave any
“orphaned” message records (one userid’s
message records are all chained together)
and I had to get the system enqueues cor-
rect. I did not want to be mucking with the
userid message chains while somebody else
was trying to do a SEND or a LISTBC
command under the covers (such as pro-
cessing a JCL NOTIFY=userid request). I
knew I could not attempt to do this type of
programming job unless it was completely
reliable, accurate and dependable. The fact
that I was responding to a necessity required
me to “do the job right.”

Again, I would like to emphasize that since
I have already tackled this job, and I have
shared my code with the public, the work
does not have to be re-done. However, I am
also saying that in my own personal experi-
ence, I realize that necessity in solving a
problem requires enough of a degree of
accuracy in the solution that no further prob-
lems would be created by what you have done.

Necessity has become a force to ensure
the accuracy of the solution. Therefore, the
necessity, which gave rise to trying to solve
the problem, also serves as a deterrent to
making errors.

THE OPPOSITE OF NECESSITY —
MAKING TIME TO LEARN

At this point, it might seem as if every-
thing you do in your MVS work is driven by
the necessity created by the job, and that
there is nothing else which motivates you.
This does not have to be the case.

My MVS teacher, Jeff Broido, used to
emphasize that an MVS practitioner should

invest at least a half hour a day to learn
something new. Jeff told me that long ago,
when ISPF was first released, he took the
time to learn all of the ISPF tutorials. In this
way, he was able to accumulate enough
ISPF knowledge to do his job more effi-
ciently, thus saving his company time in the
long run. I think that everyone should serious-
ly consider the merit of what Jeff suggested to
me then.

Jeff used to spend a lot of his time writing
specialized TSO commands. You can see
the results of some of his work on CBT
Tape File 423. Part of his motivation was to
use this “piece of the day” to learn new
things. However, he frequently aimed his
extra projects at satisfying some actual need
which the installation had, but which they
did not specifically order him to work on. It
is true that most MVS systems program-
mers are required, to a large extent, to use
their own individual initiative, usually within
the range of working on the installation’s
current “hot needs.” However, sometimes,
an installation’s “lukewarm need” might
become a “hot need” later. In addition, you
can spend your extra learning time working
on that kind of stuff too, provided that your
management does not object.

A FEW SUGGESTIONS

The main thing I want to point out is that
I have noticed that many of us tend to get
completely absorbed in only solving the
“hot needs” of the installation. It is true that
we can grow professionally that way, but I
think that only tending to the “hot needs of
the hour” will stunt the growth of our MVS
vision in the long run. You have to be able to
“look outside of yourself” sometimes. In
addition, the installation will profit too, in
the long run, from your developing some
broad-mindedness.

You can develop some breadth of vision
by looking at other people’s problems,
preferably from other shops. One way you
can do that is to monitor some relevant news
groups, such as the IBM-MAIN news group
(see my April 1998 column for more
details). The current listserver address for
IBM-MAIN is listserv@bama.ua.edu. Once
you have subscribed, the message posting
address is IBM-MAIN@bama.ua.edu. I

receive a daily digest of the IBM-MAIN
group, so I do not get bombarded with the
individual email messages, and I look
through the digests whenever I have time.

Some of the other LISTSERV-based
news groups include ISPF-L, RACF-L,
ASSEMBLER-LIST, MVS-OE, C370-L,
PL1-L, JES2-L, JES3-L, and DB2-L. The
LISTSERV-based news groups are linked
together. Once you subscribe to one news
group, such as IBM-MAIN, you can
request an INFO REFCARD from its list-
server address to tell you how to find and
subscribe to the other lists.

Other news group lists are not LISTSERV-
based. A good example is those that are
maintained at www.yahoogroups.com. The
principal news group I subscribe to is the
Hercules-390 list. You can subscribe to that
using the address hercules-390-subscribe@
yahoogroups.com. Its message posting
address is hercules-390@yahoogroups.com.

In my opinion, this extra information can
be used for “broadening purposes,” and it
should be done in moderation. Most of what
we do at work is still driven by necessity.
Remember that Jeff Broido’s guideline was
to spend roughly a half hour each day
broadening your knowledge.

The purpose of these extra activities is to
put your overall vision into perspective as it
relates to what other people in other shops
do. By maintaining a healthy balance, you
will become a more complete and valuable
systems programmer.  
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