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Mainframe Support—From
Y2K to Why $2k?

By  W i l l i am  J a c o b

Mainframe support has changed a lot since the year 2000,
and small and mid-sized sites are now challenged to ensure
a consistent supply of support skills. One emerging trend is
the use of remote managed services.

FOR
many mainframe shops, the lead up to Y2K may be a distant
memory. But it was probably the last time they saw sub-

stantial funding showered upon their operating system environment.
Spending on software upgrades and on the staff to install those prod-
ucts reached an all-time high.

Today, cost efficiency is the norm. Most shops run several platforms—
z/OS, Windows, UNIX and others. Competition for support positions is
keen. The well-staffed MVS system programming team is a thing of the
past at many sites. In fact, many small shops have trouble maintaining the
critical mass of skills needed to support a z/OS system today.

Despite these staffing shortages, the thought of paying $2,000 per
day for a consultant to provide MVS support meets with heavy
resistance. How can small and mid-sized sites ensure a consistent
supply of support skills? One emerging trend is the use of remote
managed services.

THE LAST BIG UPGRADE

Six or seven years ago, two unstoppable forces of nature con-
spired together to create the biggest mainframe upgrade event in
decades. First, of course, was the mathematical limit on the number
of 8-bit characters that can be stored in two 8-bit bytes (or, if you
prefer, the number of 4-bit packed decimal digits that can be stored
in 8 bits). Second was the natural organizational reaction to intense
public scrutiny.

Certainly, as the media and the legal community raised the pub-
lic’s awareness of the four-digit year issue, the underlying laws of
mathematics and computer science remained unchanged.
Widespread awareness didn’t change the problem, but it definitely
changed the solution. As every college psychology student has
learned, we humans typically react to perceived risk rather than to
some mathematical calculation of true risk. As the public perception
of Y2K risks rose, the eagerness of most organizations to prepare
and test their IT systems rose with it.

In response, we all participated in a uniquely thorough analysis and
upgrade of our IT systems. Mainframes that had languished for years
on unsupported levels of MVS were brought up to current and sup-
ported versions.

Since then, many shops have been descending the back side of that
wave. Public awareness of the Y2K issue evaporated, of course, in a
matter of weeks. Although other issues came to prominence—
Sarbanes Oxley, data privacy and computer security, for example—
they have not affected the world of mainframe operating systems as
did the Y2K issue.

Once again, operating system upgrades are being driven by one or
more of these widely prevalent factors:

▼ The need for new functionality
▼ A corporate commitment to run only vendor-supported software
▼ A willingness to install no-cost upgrades, staff time permitting

NEW FUNCTIONALITY

The need to implement new function will always provide strong
motivation for software upgrades. For example, news reports this
past year describing lost backup tapes have prompted interest in
encryption, which is now driving some shops to upgrade their stor-
age management products. 

However, depending on the role of the mainframe within your
organization, the need for new functional capability on the mainframe
may be very limited. If most new application development is taking
place on other platforms, there may be very little demand for main-
frame software upgrades.

VENDOR SUPPORTED SOFTWARE

Your organization may have policies that mandate vendor-supported
product versions on production systems. The impact of this factor as a
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driver of software currency can be reduced when the vendor offers
extensive support for back-level versions. So, you may find that several
years elapse between operating system upgrades.

Finally, you may be faced with the policy “sure you can install the
upgrade, so long as it’s free.” In this environment, software currency
takes a back seat to budget issues and upgrades may come at longer
intervals. Few shops have the resources to purchase each software
upgrade released by the vendor community.

While the purists among us may argue for software currency and reg-
ular upgrades, the reality of budgets and priorities can’t be ignored. The
net effect is that many MVS shops experience software upgrade cycles
that are irregular and infrequent. As a consequence, the workload of
maintaining the operating system software no longer calls for the same
level of effort that it once did.

USE IT OR LOSE IT

Certainly there remain many large sites where the mainframe has
a central role in the IT infrastructure. In these shops, the system
programming workload justifies an adequate staff with a strong mix
of skills.

At some small and mid-sized sites, however, the picture is quite dif-
ferent. Tech support resources are pulled away from the mainframe
and toward the platforms that are more labor intensive, less reliable, in
need of frequent patching or upgrades, or new to the site. Since the
mainframe doesn’t fit this profile, it gets less staff resources allocated
to its support.

When this happens, it becomes difficult to maintain the critical mass
of skills needed to support the mainframe operating system and its
related software products. As in any field, unused skills diminish over
time. In addition, tech support staff members may be tempted to leave
for more active mainframe environments.

So, from a support point of view, the mainframe can become a vic-
tim of its own success: as a reliable, stable and secure platform, it needs
less attention and, thus, gets less attention. In response, the IT organi-
zation may be driven to consider outside sources of expertise to main-
tain the mainframe operating system, to install upgrades or to respond
to problems. When looking for help outside your organization, you’ll
obviously want to find a solution that fits your needs well. What are
some of the issues to consider?

YOUR STAFF

Will the outside provider assume sole responsibility for your operat-
ing system, or will they work with one or more of your existing staff
members? How would you prefer to distribute responsibilities?
Chances are good that the provider you choose has worked in shops
with existing staff. But this might be new to your employees. Think
about how to split up the work and about who will provide direction to
the outside provider.

For many situations, the simplest solution is to split responsibility
along product lines. It’s an easy approach that lets you set relatively
clear boundaries. 

Alternatively, you can focus your staff on tasks related to your
business and leave the provider to take on the tasks that relate pri-
marily to vendor software. For example, you might have your staff
support the application development team and work with the
UNIX and Windows groups on cross-platform integration issues.

The installation of releases and fixes could then be assigned to the
outside provider.

If the outside provider will be responsible for all the system pro-
gramming tasks, you have a simpler situation. However, you should
still decide who they’ll take direction from.

YOUR ENVIRONMENT

Prepare a list of your installed software. Are there back-level prod-
ucts that need to be upgraded now? Over the coming year, would you
like to have a planned schedule of upgrades and software maintenance?
What are the daily, weekly or monthly tasks that are unique to your
environment and that you’d like to hand off to the outside provider?

Are there open issues you’d like to get resolved? What big changes
are being planned for your IT environment in the next 6 to 12 months:
hardware, software, applications, networks?

When would you like services coverage? Would 24x7 on-call sup-
port be helpful? Are there special times in your business cycle that
require dedicated support? How will the service provider deliver tech
support skills to you?

Under the traditional consulting model, the outside provider will
assign one or more staff members to work at your site. Many people
view this as the best or only way to obtain outside services. But, they
may be missing many of the advantages of remote assistance.

REMOTE SUPPORT

By concentrating resources at its central location, a remote
provider is able to offer a full team of specialists to each remote cus-
tomer. Not unlike the large MVS support teams of decades past, the
remote provider can assemble a large group of tech support staff
members. The cost of maintaining this team will be spread over
many customers.

A remote support team can offer you significant flexibility in sched-
uling. The provider can assign staff members as needed to meet the
varying needs of each customer. Unusual requirements probably won’t
present a significant problem: assigning an additional staff member to
your needs can be accomplished in minutes, not days.

Because a remote provider has a larger group of specialists, there’s a
much greater ability to provide skills backup and redundancy.
Achieving this in a small to mid-sized shop is very difficult. It’s rela-
tively easy in a large team.

A remote support solution can provide full time coverage of your
system at less cost than an on-site approach. If you don’t need full-time
help, the remote specialist can sign in for as little time as necessary to
accomplish the tasks. Then, he or she can sign out and move on to other
customers. Should you experience a problem later in the day, it takes
only a few minutes to sign in and get to work on it.

A remote support solution may be ideal if you need very little help.
For example, your system may be stabilized—you only need help occa-
sionally or when a problem occurs. Remote support can offer direct and
immediate access to a range of specialists without requiring you to pur-
chase help that you don’t need.

PRICING

Most services contracts are written to obtain specific skills for a spe-
cific hourly rate. This arrangement can work well if you are able to take
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on the responsibility of managing the consultants assigned to your site.
However, if you can specify the tasks you need to accomplish, you
should also consider a fixed price or fixed monthly contract.

Under a fixed price contract, you purchase specific tasks or specific
results. You effectively shift responsibility to the service provider
who becomes responsible for completing the tasks or achieving the
stated results.

Consider, for example, the hardware service contracts you probably
have in place to cover maintenance on your critical hardware systems.
For a fixed monthly or annual fee, you receive service when you need
it. If you equipment breaks, the maintenance vendor will repair the
machine. You may have few failures or many, but the cost is the same
for you.

This same scenario can apply to a contract for operating system sup-
port services. You can identify the tasks you’d like to accomplish and
negotiate a fixed monthly fee for those tasks. Performance of those
tasks then becomes the responsibility of the provider. You get a pre-
dictable result for a predictable cost. In many organizations, the pre-
dictability of the cost is of substantial value in itself. 

CONCLUSION

The days of large, broadly skilled MVS support teams are long
past for many small and mid-sized sites. Several factors have con-
spired to reduce the frequency and difficulty of software installa-
tions. The net result for many shops is a shortage of mainframe
system programming skills.

A remote services provider can offer an attractive solution for
some sites. By leveraging their skills across multiple sites, the
provider can offer strong technical skills to each customer.
Additionally, alternative pricing strategies, including fixed monthly
fees, can provide predictable budgets and predictable results in
mainframe system support.  

NaSPA member William Jacob is a founder of Jacob & Sundstrom, Inc, a
provider of IT services in Baltimore, Maryland since 1981.


