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Managing
Multivendor
Environments

This document summarises the main manage-
ment messages from Foundation Report 72,
published in November 1989. Thefull report is
available to members of the Butler Cox
Foundation.

Until recently, many organisations used
equipment provided by a single vendor — often
IBM. Others based their computer systems on
IBM’s architectures, arguing that there was
sufficient competition amongst the IBM plug-
compatible suppliers.

Today, the situationis different. First, the range
of products and IT applications has expanded
faster than IBM’s capability. Few now believe
that IBM can, or will be able to, provide
solutions to all computing problems, and some
very strong ‘niche’ vendors have emerged to
exploit the gaps. Second, the increasing trend
for computing responsibility to be devolved to
business units means that business managers
now havegreater freedom of choice about the
computing products they use.

For both of these reasons, a multivendor com-
puting environmentis inevitable for most large
organisations.
Indeed, for many years,it has been common to
use different vendors’ computing environments
for scientific/technical computing and for
mainstream data processing. Apart from the
additional costs of separate teams of systems
staff for each environment, the problems of
managing a multivendor environment have not
presented any great technical difficulties while
applications running in the different vendors’
environments have operated independently of
each other.

However, the problems, and the costs, of a
multivendor environment escalate when the
products from one vendorneedto interwork(or
be integrated) with the products of another
vendor. The need for such integration is
increasing andis often unforeseen. We know of
many organisations that are faced with the
problemsof integrating applications that were
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Many Foundation members now have a multivendor
environment
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developed independently of each other and that
have hitherto been completely separate.

Systemsdirectors musttherefore find the right
balance between choosing the best hardware
and systems software for each application, and
increasing the cost and technical complexity
that arises from havingto integrate applications
running in the different vendors’ environments.
To get this balance right, they need to under-
stand the cost implications of a multivendor
environment, and to concentrate their efforts
on those areas where the impactsare greatest.

The distinction between
multivendor and multi-
architecture environments
is important
Multivendor environments occur in two
situations:
— Where equipment and software from

different vendors are used to construct a
computer system that conforms to a
particular software environment. This
situation is commonly found with IBM plug-
compatible hardware that conforms to
IBM’sproprietary architecture. We refer to
this as a single-architecture environment.
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— Where applications running in different
software environments (usually defined by
two different manufacturers’ proprietary
architectures) need to be integrated. We
refer to this as a multi-architecture
environment.

Figure 1 shows that there are advantages and
disadvantages associated with each of the four
possible combinations of single/multi-archi-
tecture and single/multivendor. Organisations
may deliberately position themselves in a
particular quadrant or, indeed, choose to move
from one to another, to gain particular
advantages:

— Asingle architecture, single-vendor environ-
ment will provide technical and managerial
simplicity.

— Asingle-architecture, multivendor environ-
mentwill increase the negotiating powerof
an organisation becauseit will no longer be
dependent on a single supplier. Thus, users
of IBM and plug-compatible machines have
found that they can makelarge savings, and
users of Unix systemsfind that the hardware
is priced very competitively.

— Amulti-architecture, single-vendor environ-
ment will make for a simpler relationship
with the vendor, although integrating
applications in the different environments
will not be straightforward.

— A multi-architecture, multivendor environ-
ment will give an organisation the greatest
flexibility to select the best combination of
hardware and software for a particular
application, regardless of which vendors
supply them.
 

Examples IBM: MVS and DOS

GCoss
Advantage Simplerrelationships with

vendors

architecture applications

Example Siemens BS2000
Advantage Simplicity

Single
architecture

Single vendor 
Figure 1 It is important to distinguish between multivendor and multi-architecture environments

Bull: GCOS6, GCOS7, and

Disadvantages Limited ability to choose most
Multi- appropriate functionality for

Reliance on a single vendor

Disadvantages Reliance on a single vendor
Reduced ability to choose
most appropriate environment
for a particular application

 

Examples IBM and Amdahl
MS-DOS
Negotiating powerAdvantages
Reduced dependence on a
single vendor
Opportunities for multisourcing

Disadvantage Reduced ability to choose
most appropriate environment
for a particular application

Multivendor   
 

 



Multi-architecture, multi-
vendor environments
usually cost more than
other equivalent
environments
During the research, we found that many
Foundation members were unclear about the
cost implications of a multivendor environment,
compared with a single-architecture, single-
vendorenvironmentthat provides comparable
facilities and performance. Most had recognised
that theinitial costs of acquiring hardware and
systems software can be lowerin a multivendor
environment, but had not recognised that
additional ongoing costs, incurred over several
years, could outweigh theinitial savings.
A breakdownof the total cost of owning and
running a typical single-architecture, single
vendor mainframe environment is shown in
Figure 2. As the figure shows,over a five-year
period, about two-thirds of total costs are
attributable to continuing costs. Continuingstaff
costs (34 per cent) are by far the largest cost
item, followed by continuing equipmentcosts
(17 per cent), and initial equipment-acquisition
costs (14 per cent).
In single-architecture, multivendor environ-
ment, the main area in which savings can be
achievedis in hardware-acquisition, becauseit
is possible to negotiate the best deal from
competing vendors. Typical savings of between
10 per cent and 40 per cent can be expected.
These savings will be partly offset by higher
software licence fees, and slightly increased
continuing staff costs.
In a multi-architecture, multivendor environ-
ment, cost savings can beachieved notonly in
the acquisition of hardware, but also in appli-
cations software acquisition costs (because there
is a greater choice of packages that can be used).
These savings are likely to be more than out-
weighed, however,by the substantial additional
costs, especially staff costs, required to integrate
applicationsin the different software environ-
ments.

By combining the savings and additional costs
attributable to a multivendor environment with
the corresponding portions of the cost-of- °
ownership profile shown in Figure 2, it is
possible to obtain an overall prediction of the
additional costs and savings likely to result from
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Figure 2 Thetotal cost of owning and running a
computerfacility comprises acquisition
costs and continuing costs

Overa five-year period, continuing costs accountfor two-thirds
ofthetotal costs of owning and runninga typical computerfacility;
continuing personnel costs are the single largest item of
expenditure.

Communications carriers (2%)===
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Acquisition costs
(35% of total costs) Continuing costs

(65% of total costs)   
a multivendor environment. Figure 3, overleaf,
illustrates the results and showsclearly that, in
a single-architecture, multivendor environment,
equipmentand software are the categories most
likely to be affected. Reductions in expenditure
on equipmentcould reducethetotal cost of the
systems function by more than 10 per cent,
whereas additional expenditure on software
could increase total costs by more than
5 per cent.
Figure 3 shows that in a multi-architecture,
multivendor environment, expenditure on
peopleis the area that will be most affected. The
total costs of the systems function could be
increased by as muchas 20 per cent because of
the additional costs of people. In contrast with
the situation for a single-architecture,
multivendor environment, reductions in total
costs resulting from lower hardware expendi-
ture will be insufficient to compensate for the
extra expenditure on people.
Thus, the costs of a multi-architecture, multi-
vendor environmentarelikely to be higher than
those incurred in an equivalent single-archi-
tecture environment, regardless of whether
it is single-vendor or multivendor. There may
well be good business reasons for being in a
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Figure 3 Increases or decreasesin costwill vary in the different expenditure categories according to whether anorganisation is operating in a single-architecture or multi-architecture, multivendor environment

The figure shows the cost implications of a multivendor mainframe environment compared with a single-vendor, single-architectureenvironment. For each type of multivendor environment, it shows the range of percentage savings or increasesin the total systems coststhat can beattributed to each of the five main expenditure categories. In a single-architecture, multivendor environment, the biggesteffects will be savings on hardware expenditure and increasesonsoftware expenditure. In a multi-architecture, multivendor environment,the biggest effectis likely to be increases in the costs of people.
Expenditure categories
Equipment

People

 

Facilities
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multi-architecture environment, but the sys-
tems director should ensure that the cost
implications are considered before a deliberate
choice is madeto moveto such an environment.
The cost implications of a multivendor
environment, summarised in Figure 3, relate
specifically to mainframe systems. Neverthe-
less, the same general pattern of cost savings
and increasesis likely to be found for multi-
vendor minicomputer environments.

A well designed technical
architecture will help to
reduce integration problems
Integration problemsarise in multi-architecture
environments whenit is necessary to interlink
applications running in different software
environments. In the remaining sectionsof this
document, the term ‘multivendor’ also implies
multi-architecture, although similar problems
arise in a single-vendor, multi-architecture
environment. It can be almost as difficult to
integrate applications running in two IBM
software environments as it is to integrate
applications running, for example, in IBM and
Digital environments.

The integration problemsaffect the overall costs
of a multivendor environment, the timescales
involved in developing new applications, and
thus the quality of the service that the systems
function provides to its users. The difficulties
of sharing data between applications in different
software environments, updating and enhanc-
ing such applications, and facilitating inter-
working between them,are all determined by
the organisation’s overall technical architecture.
The technical architecture provides the frame-
work within which hardware and softwarewill
be acquired, and applications will be developed
and run. It therefore defines the hardware
architecture, the software infrastructure, and
the applications architecture (see Figure 4). By
defining a suitable technical architecture, the
systems department can minimise integration
problems.
The mostsignificant element of the technical
architecture is the software infrastructure.
Foundation Report 69, Software Strategy,
described in detail how to define and construct
the software infrastructure. The software
infrastructure should be designed to minimise
both the number of different software
environments, and the differences between
them, so that as much as possible of the
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applications coding can be independentof the
environment.
There. is a general trend for software
environments to be designed so they can be used
with a wide range of machine sizes, and such
environments should be chosen wherever
possible. Digital’s VMS operating system, for
example, spans a wide range of machinesizes,
and Unix is now a cost-effective environment
for general-purpose workstations as well as for
departmental computers. One of the aims of
IBM’s SAAis to broaden the range of machine
sizes that can be covered with one software
environment.
It may be possible to overcome the differences
between different software environments by
using software products and developmenttools
designed to be used in more than one environ-
ment. Examples include the products and tools
available from Oracle, and the Focus family of
products available from Information Builders.
By writing applications to conform to the
‘standard’ defined by such products andtools,
the differences in the underlying operating

Management Summary A

systemscan, to some extent, be hidden from the
applications.

There will nearly always be a requirement for
somesort of link betweenthe different software
environments, however, and as the need for
integration continues to increase, these links
will become morepervasive and complex. There
are three different types of integration:
— Data-driven, where the samedatais used by

applications in different environments.
— User-driven, where the sameusers need to

access applications running in different
environments.

— Process-driven, where the same business
processis supported by applications running
in different environments.

Integration between software environments
may be required at two different levels — batch
interchange or online in realtime. Different
elements of the technical architecture are
critical for achieving the different types of
 

The technical architecture defines the hardware archi-
tecture, the software infrastructure, and the applications
architecture. Thelevel of detail depends on the extent to
which systemsactivities are devolved to business units.
The hardware architecture defines principles and policies
in the following areas: .
— How many hardware environments will be used, and

which suppliers should provide the different hardware
elements.

— Which are the strategic vendors. They arelikely to be
those vendors whose products support long-term
applications that have a significant impact on the
business, because they would cost too much to
replace, or because they producelarge benefits, or
because some business areas would not be able to
function without them.

— Thebasic functions and uses ofthe different hardware
environments. For example, one might be used for
office automation, while another might be used to
provideall other computing facilities.

— Wherethe various hardware elements are to be
located, and whowill be responsible for their day-to-
day and long-term management.

— The networklayout, both for wide-area communication
between computer centres and user departments, and
for local communications within eachsite.

— Howdifferent hardware environments are to be
connected and which gateways orotherinterfaces will
be usedto link them. 

Figure 4 A technical architecture defines three main components

The software infrastructure defines the operational softwareenvironment which runs on the hardware environment andin which applications will be supported.It is the centralcomponentof an organisation's software strategy, and is
described in Report 69, Software Strategy. The main
components of the softwareinfrastructure are:
— The operating system and development environment.
— Data-managementsoftware.
— Communications software.
— User-interface standards and software.
— Core applications, which Report 69 defines as

applications that usually maintain data used by more
than one department.

The applications architecture defines which functions need
to be provided, howthe applications providing these
functions relate to each other, and on which data
structures they rely. The applications architecture thereforesets out:
— The core and non-core applications, and the functionsthey support.
— The mapping of applications onto the hardware

architecture and the softwareinfrastructure.
— The applications that need to exchange data.
— The main data structures relevant to the applications.
— The main users of different applications.   
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integration. Figure 5 summarises the critical
elements for each type and also shows the
means by which each combination of type and
level can be implemented.

Standards are useful but they
are not a panacea
The technical architecture will need to take
accountof the standards that will be used. At
their present stage of development and appli-
cation, standards are most useful for inter-
linking computer systems so that data can be
transferred between them. X.25, Ethernet,
SNA, and other standardsare all usefulin this
respect, and hardware and software products
to implement them are available for most
software environments. The natureof the link
required and the hardware will usually
determine the most suitable choice of standards.
Standards, however, are not a complete answer
to integrating applications in different software
environments. The main difficulties are
two-fold:
— Thereare often several versions of the same

standard. The X.25 specification, for
example, permits different implementations.
Similar problems occur when a. basic
standard (SQL, for example) is extended and
enhanced in different ways by different
vendors, so that full compatibility across
different software environmentsis unlikely
to be achieved.

— In several areas, standards are not
sufficiently widely adopted to facilitate easy

integration. The lack of open network-
management standardsis a case in point.

The multiplicity of established and emerging
standards means that the systems department
needs totake the initiativeitself in many areas:
— Define its own standards policy: To dothis,

the systems department will need to
understand how standards are developing.Several organisations have ‘standardswatchers’ whose role is to track the
development of standards.

— Decide how it can influencethe evolution of
standards: The systems department should
identify the areas in which standards are
importantto it, and include standardsissues
in evaluating tenders from competingvendors.

— Specify in-house standards: The in-house
standards policy will refine the choice of
external standards, by deciding which
variants will, or will not, be used, and bysetting in-house standards wherethere areno suitable external standards.

Considerable effort will be required
to define and maintain the
technical architecture
In general, the development of the technical
architecture will require at least two to threeman-years of effort, spread over a year’selapsed time. Furthereffort will be required to
review the technical architecture, probablyannually, once it has been implemented.
The skills required to define and maintain atechnical architecture differ from normal
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Data-driven Data managementand data
structures
Communications software

User-driven Network architecture
Communications software
Userinterface standards and
software

Process-driven Applications architecture
Communications software 

Figure 5 The different elements of the technical architecture are critical for the different types of integration

Critical elements of the
techical architecture

Meansof implementation
Batch interchange Realtime

File-server architecture
Database machine
Distributed database

Duplicate data

Not appropriate Remote-session access
Protocol conversion
Commonuserinterface

File-transfer Terminal emulation
Client-server architecture
Remote procedurecall
Cooperative processing   
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systems development skills. They involve an
understanding of the way the business might
develop,oftherole that IT can play, and of the
technology itself. Either systemsstaff will need
to be trained in this specific area, or external
assistance will need to be sought, perhaps from
consultants or from systemsintegrators.
The technical architecture should not be defined
by systemsstaff alone, however. The involve-
ment of users will ensure that the technical
architecture can evolve to accommodatelikely
newbusiness requirements, and that the users
understand that they may needto restrict their
choices in order to be able to integrate their
applications with those of other business units.
The involvementof vendors will ensure that the
systems function knows about current and

Management Summary A

planned products and gets sound advice on themost appropriate products from a vendor’srange.
The relationship with vendors should be apartnership. This should be encouraged by aseries of regular and ad hoc meetings between
the systems function and the vendors, ranging
from operational meetings to resolve day-to-dayproblems,to strategy meetings involving senior
managers or even board members in the twoorganisations. Figure6 illustrates the nature of
the dialogue that should occur at these
meetings. While vendorswill usually be willing
to help resolve any difficulties, the systems
function is ultimately responsible for making
sure that the products from the different
vendors can work together.
 

organisations

The user organisation should:

  

Beableto justify his choiceof multivendor environment
and strategic vendors

Define the responsibilitiesof the main vendors

Be able to negotiatecomplex contracts

Spend effort on managingvendorrelationships 
Discuss long-term strategiesand plans (so long as they arenot confidential) 
Be able to design and discussthe technical architecture, andspecify the main interfaces  

Figure 6 A workingpartnership in a multivendor environment requires a dialogue between user and vendor

User-vendorinterface   The vendor organisation should:

  

   

Accept being one of severalsuppliers — possibly noteven the main supplier

 

    

   

Be prepared to adaptstandard contracts

  

     
Be prepared to workwithinthe customer's ground rules

Offer high-level contactsand visibility within theorganisation

Understand the connectionbetween the customer's ITstrategy and his businessstrategy

Be prepared to discusslong-term product plansand strategies — withoutimmediate sales prospects

Integrate the customer’s
needs and plansinto futureproduct plans    
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Users should not be aware
of the different software
environments
From the users’ perspective, a basic require-
ment in a multivendor environmentis for one
terminal that can be used to access all the
applications and data, regardless of the software
environmentin which a particular application
or set of data is physically located. It is also
importantthat the user interface is the samefor
applications running in different software
environments. The need for consistency is
difficult to achieve in a multivendor environ-
ment, and will usually require quite extensive
owncoding. We expect that most of the major
computer suppliers will adopt broadly similar
user interfaces, although there will be three or
four main standards with which different
groups of suppliers will comply. In-house
developments, as well as bought-in software,
should be consistent with these standards.
Operational support should also be organised
with the objective of making users unaware of
the various software environments. To this end,
users should be provided with a single help desk
and standardised administrative procedures.
In a multivendor environment, the work of the
help desk is complicated by the need to provide
a unified service for each software environ-
ment. This has implications for the way in which
the help desk is organised:
— It must be staffed so that problemsarising

in any of the environments can be handled.
— A higherlevel of skills and understanding

is required by help deskstaff, who haveto
be able to interpret a problemin order to
know whoshould be contactedto resolveit.

Proceduresfor getting a terminal connected to
the computer, for reporting problems, and for
producing accounting information should,as far
as possible, be identical for the various systems
in a multivendor environment. A lack of
standard procedureswill be more confusing and
frustrating in a multivendor environment than
in a simpler environment.

Systemsstaff should be able
to work in any of the
software environments
Staffing the systems function is more difficult
in a multivendorenvironmentbecause different

technicalskills are required for each software
environment. Ideally, systems staff should have
a rangeof skills that enable them to work in any
one of the software environments. This will give
managers much greater flexibility to allocate
staff to projects according to the needs of
the business, and at the sametime,is likely
to reduce staff turnover and increase moti-
vation.
It is not, of course, easy to build a team of
systemsstaff that can be usedin sucha flexible
way, especially in view of the fact that it will
become more and more difficult to recruit
qualified staff. Instead of limiting the sources
of recruits to those with specific technical skills,
staff with the potential to perform the broader
roles required in a multivendor environment
should be recruited, and then trained to provide
them with the necessary capabilities and skills.
Doingthis will result in better utilisation of staff
(and hence a more cost-effective service to
users), increased sources of potential recruits,
and improved staff competence. There will be
barriers to be overcome in adopting this
approach,butin view ofthe fact that continuing
staff costs are by far the biggest cost item in a
multivendor environment,it is essential that it
be implementedif costs are not to increase to
an unacceptable level.
Selecting candidates with the required potential
requires appropriate recruitment procedures,
such as the use of personality measurements,
job and personnel specifications, and regular
reviews of the success of the recruitment
process by following the careers of recruits.
Once a promising candidate has been recruited,
his or her potential should be developedtofit
into the staffing plan of the systems function.
This will require a policy of providing staff with
the opportunity to work in the different
software environments, backed up by a well
designed training programme.
The degree of flexibility that can be achieved
through these measureswill, of course, depend
on the type of systems staff concerned.
Figure 7 summarises the extent to which
different types of systemsstaff can be used in
more than one software environment. We
recommendthat in a multivendor environment,
systems directors should aim to employ as many
staff as possible who can work in several
environments, with only technical-support staff,
and somespecialist programmers and systems
designers dedicated to a single software
environment.
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Figure 7 Most types of staff can be assigned to work
in more than one software environment

 

Able to work in more Dedicated to one
than one environment environment

Operators
 

 

Business analysts   
 

User-support and
user-training staff   
 

Project leaders   
 

Programmers and
system designers   

 

 

Technical system- |
support staff      

Striking a balance between the business pres-
sures to increase the numberof vendors and the
extra costs and technical complexities that will
be incurred in integrating applications in the
resulting different software environmentsis not
an easy task. Being aware of the cost and
technical implications will enable systems
directors to make better-informed decisions
about moving to, or staying in, a multivendor
environment, and to ensure that the business
benefits arising from a multivendor environ-
ment are obtained without incurring an
unnecessarily high cost penalty.

Managing
Multivendor
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specialising in the application of information
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industry. The companyoffers a wide range of
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Butler Cox Foundation
The Butler Cox Foundationis one of the services
provided by Butler Cox. It provides the
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of major developments in the technology and
its application.
The Foundation publishes six Research Reports
each year together with a series of special
Directors’ Briefings and Position Papers. The
programmeofactivities includes a wide range
of meetings that provide Foundation members
with a regular opportunity to exchange
experiences and views withtheir counterparts
in other large organisations.
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Electronic Data Interchange
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Communications Infrastructure for BuildingsThe Future of the Personal Workstation
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Report. Additional copiesof all publications may
be purchased by members from Butler Cox.
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