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Management Summary

Downsizing Computer Systems

Foundation Report 84, Downsizing Computer Systems, was
published in December 1991. Downsizing is already feasible in a
wide range of circumstances and it will become even more s0 as the
costs of small systems continue to fall and as products mature. The
report addresses the practical issues that systems departments will
face as they downsize applications that, today, run on mainframes
or minicomputers. This document summarises the main messages
arising from our research. The full report is available only to
members of the Butler Cox Foundation.

Most large organisations are using obsolete computer technology.
Mainframe computers, once the only choice, and still the most
common choice for large organisations, are more expensive to run,
more difficult to use, and less flexible than smaller systems. The
conclusion is obvious — sooner or later, organisations will have to
transfer their applications from mainframe environments either
to local minicomputers, or more likely, to networks of PCs con-
figured in a client-server architecture. We describe this transfer
as downsizing.

We believe that the emergence of client-server systems heralds a
sea change in the way in which data processing applications will
be provided in large organisations. Throughout the rest of the
1990s, there will be an increasing trend away from centralised
mainframe systems to downsized client-server systems. Down-
sizing is therefore more than a tactical response to technical
advances or an opportunity to save money. It is a strategic move
that will lead to a distributed-computing environment that places
computer power where the users are.

The general layout of a client-server architecture is depicted in
Figure 1, overleaf. The distinguishing characteristic is that the
different components of an application are partitioned over several
computers. (The basic technology was described in Report 80,
Workstation Networks.) Even though the technology is immature,
the advantages of client-server environments are already evident
and will increase rapidly, so the decision is when, rather than
whether, to downsize.

However, in practice, the decision is often complex. Downsizing is
not always less costly. It depends partly on the cost of redeveloping
existing applications and partly on the length of the transition
period during which the old and new systems run concurrently.
Nor will downsizing always be feasible, because of the problems of
partitioning databases, maintaining reliability and security, and
managing PC networks. This report provides guidance on the
costs, risks and trade-offs, and identifies the aspects that require
careful management in making the transition.
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