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Executive Summary

As the overlap increases between Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle7 Server, database selection is becoming more complicated. Microsoft’s SQL Server product increasingly competes with Oracle, under 50 concurrent users. The overlap of Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle7 Server is a function of both products’ expansion. Oracle7 Server is moving in two directions—upward (larger databases and more concurrent users) and downward into the Microsoft SQL Server area. 

Meanwhile, Microsoft SQL Server is moving upwards. The evolution of robust hardware and operating systems in the PC LAN area is propelling the Microsoft SQL Server database product into production environments. Our research shows that in surveyed sites, the types of applications running on both database environments are roughly similar (see Table 1).

Using IDC’s Cost-to-Use methodology, we attempted to better understand the costs of these two products by studying three metrics:

Cost per site

Cost per server

Cost per database size



IDC Opinion��IDC believes that Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle’s Oracle7 Server increasingly compete for some of the same customers. While Oracle7 Server’s base contains more large installations, it and SQL Server overlap below 50 concurrent users in production environments. Although we believe Oracle7 Server offers higher functionality in some areas, Microsoft SQL Server is making significant progress in reliability, scalability, and availability. Our Cost-to-Use research shows that for under 50 concurrent users, Microsoft SQL Server five-year ownership costs are 44% lower on a per-site basis and equal on a per-server basis.��

�Table 1�Database Applications in Production (multiple responses allowed)

�Oracle7 Server (Count)�Oracle7 Server (%)�Microsoft �SQL Server (Count)�Microsoft �SQL Server (%)��Accounting/financial�30�58�28�52��Sales/customer tracking�11�21�17�31��Other�14�27�17�31��Documentation/file management�11�21�13�24��Decision support�11�21�12�22��Data warehousing�14�27�12�22��Executive information systems (EIS)�10�19�9�17��Transaction processing�10�19�9�17��Order processing�15�29�8�15��Customer service�6�12�7�13��Manufacturing�7�13�2�4��Branch office automation�3�6�2�4��Retail�1�2�0�0��Total�52�100�54�100��Source:  International Data Corporation, 1996

We note the following findings specific to the class of sites surveyed:

Microsoft SQL Server is 44% less expensive on a per-site basis when overall costs (hardware, software, network, support staff, installation, and training) are considered over a five-year period.

The biggest cost differences were in the areas of software, help desk/user support, and applications development.

On a per-server basis, costs are equal because Oracle sites contained more servers than Microsoft sites.

Average Oracle7 Server database sizes were larger than those of Microsoft SQL Server. On a Cost-to-Use per gigabyte (GB) of database storage basis, Microsoft held a clear lead in sites with databases under 1GB. In the 1GB to 10GB range, the two databases were roughly equal. Above 10GB, Oracle7 Server showed an advantage over Microsoft SQL Server.

Research Highlights

IDC developed the Cost-to-Use (CtU) methodology to measure “real-world” computing costs (hardware, software, networking, support staff, installation, and training). Continuing IDC’s Cost-to-Use research on client/server, we recently studied U.S. five-year ownership costs in two database environments, Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle7 Server. IDC obtained average configuration and support staffing from phone interviews with 106 respondents (54 for Microsoft and 52 for Oracle). These results were normalized to configurations based on 43 concurrent users. Within the boundaries of this study, we believe these results represent a fair and accurate representation of typical cost structures in each database environment.

IDC’s survey studied costs and did not probe on other aspects of value that are frequently critical to purchase decisions. Undoubtedly, buyers should assess database products based on the application, workload, and application development skill sets. Nonetheless, we believe that our Cost-to-Use metric represents a meaningful input in the overall buying decision. 

Moreover, this analysis focuses on the comparison between Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle7 Server. The study does not take into account Oracle’s Workgroup Server database. This product was explicitly designed to compete at the low end of the market. It is likely that its costs would be less because of packaging (i.e., pricing and functionality). 

Based on the survey data, IDC chose the following hardware and software as representative of typical system configurations:

Microsoft’s SQL Server running on two Compaq ProLiant 1500 (133MHz Pentium) systems with Microsoft’s Windows NT Server operating systems.

Oracle’s Oracle7 Server running on three HP 9000 Model E25 systems with HP-UX (Unix) operating systems.

The survey data showed that the average Oracle7 Server site contained three servers compared with two systems for SQL Server. The difference in server counts places the Oracle7 Server software at a cost disadvantage to Microsoft SQL Server. However, staffing costs were unaffected because the data is based on the average number of support personnel at the respondents’ sites. 

Hardware, software, and network configurations often evoke debate. Even if all three of these cost elements were equal for Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle7 Server, the results would remain largely unchanged. Our results indicate that five-year staffing expenditures (typically 50% to 70% of total five-year costs) severely diminish the importance of all other expenditures. As such, buyers should focus most of their attention on staffing costs. 

This study is based on concurrent users, as derived from the survey. (Oracle7 Server databases in the sample supported an average of 48 concurrent users, with Microsoft SQL Server databases supporting 38 concurrent users.) Concurrent users (or the average number of users that are simultaneously active on the database at any given time) is an appropriate criterion for transaction processing environments. This study’s results has limited applicability to non-production environments (e.g. decision support).

Key Findings

Although Microsoft SQL Server is often perceived as a decision support platform versus Oracle7 Server’s production reputation, IDC survey results show:

Microsoft SQL Server was used for mainstream applications in roughly the same way as Oracle7 Server. Order processing was the only notable exception, with Oracle7 Server in use twice as often as SQL Server, as Table 1 indicates.

Microsoft SQL Server is much less expensive to use (on a per site basis) than Oracle7 Server in production database environments with less than 50 concurrent users.

Oracle7 Server sites contained more database servers (3.00) than Microsoft SQL Server sites (1.73). We had expected to see fewer Oracle7 Servers per site because of a tendency to consolidate database servers. This difference caused IDC to calculate costs in two ways: per site and per server. When IDC calculated per-site costs, Microsoft SQL Server was 44% less expensive than Oracle7 Server. However, when we normalized the data on a per-server basis, Oracle7 Server and Microsoft SQL Server were equal in cost. These figures are based on five-year costs, as shown in Figure 1.

In the software category, Oracle7 Server was more expensive because of license fees, software support, and HP-UX (HP’s Unix operating system). Software accounts for only 1% of Microsoft SQL Server costs and 4% of Oracle7 Server total expenditures. 

Microsoft SQL Server requires fewer personnel in the user support/help desk area. Oracle7 Server’s costs were significantly greater than SQL Server’s (by more than twice). This single cost item accounted for 18% of Microsoft SQL Server costs, but consumed 28% of Oracle7 Server sites’ expenditures. This represents the single largest expenditure for both vendors. 

The applications development category also showed a large variance between the two vendors. Microsoft SQL Server requires fewer developers, and its costs were much less than those of Oracle7 Server. This item was Microsoft SQL Server’s fourth largest cost (14% of total) and Oracle7 Server’s second greatest expenditure (25% of total). 

Total internal staffing expenditures (excluding hardware, software, network, external installation charges, and training) accounted for 74% of Microsoft SQL Server’s costs versus 79% for Oracle7 Server. Essentially, this means that Microsoft SQL Server requires fewer personnel to support the same-sized user population.

As always, these results should be used with caution. We believe that Oracle7 Server sites are more mature and tended to have more support personnel. The data also indicates that Oracle7 Server sites supported larger databases. (In our study, Oracle7 Server databases were roughly 19.3GB versus Microsoft SQL Server’s average of 5.4 GB.) 

Even though large database sizes don’t imply heavy workloads, we believe that the surveyed Oracle7 Server sites support larger workloads. This supposition may account for Oracle7 Server’s greater number of servers per site. 

Based on the survey data, we believe this report’s findings are largely applicable to sites with 10 to 50 concurrent users. Because surveyed sites had an average of 43 concurrent users, we believe our results are less relevant to environments with 50 to 100 concurrent users. This survey only a found a few sites with over 100 concurrent users for both database products. Therefore, this study has no applicability to sites with more than 100 concurrent users. 

Analysis of Site- and Server-Based Cost-to-Use

Many users now focus their acquisition strategies on individual server purchases. Users increasingly buy computer equipment and employ support personnel at the business-unit level. Many times, they add capacity by getting another server. Traditional IT departments that formerly controlled “site-wide” purchases now focus on high-end systems and don’t participate in many workgroup, departmental, or even divisional server purchases. For these reasons, we also analyzed our cost data on a per-server basis.

Figure 1 contrasts the per-site results with the per-server figures. The per-server numbers are based on dividing the per-site figures by the average number of servers per site, as indicated by the survey’s respondents. (Dividing the $/month/user figures in the per-site columns by two Microsoft and three Oracle servers does not yield the per-server costs because of rounding and differences in staffing salaries by job description.) When cost per server is measured, Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle7 Server costs are equal, as shown in Figure 1.  

Users should note that per-server calculations assume that every user accesses every server. This assumption may not be true in all situations. If a select portion of users only log onto one specific server, the per-server cost calculation would differ sharply. 



Figure 1�Database Cost-to-Use�Costs for 43 Concurrent Users over Five Years

�

1  Includes training (IS/DBA only); staff costs for management, backup management, database performance monitoring, and all other database     �    administration and operations; and internal and external installation costs�2  Includes hardware, software, and networking�Source: International Data Corporation, 1996

�It is not unreasonable to expect that the architectural complexity of the Oracle7 Server environment is greater than the Microsoft SQL Server site. We believe that the per-server costs somewhat normalize this complexity, and users should consider the figures that are most applicable to their individual situations. 

As shown in Figure 1, the per site results indicate that the Microsoft SQL Server exhibited the lowest cost per month per user. Microsoft SQL Server costs $422/month/user versus Oracle7 Server’s $608, a $186 difference. This graphic clearly shows the role of two staff categories (user support/help desk and applications development). As our experience indicates, the salaries for these personnel are the costliest component of most IT managers’ budgets. 

We believe Microsoft SQL Server is extremely cost competitive with Oracle7 Server because of its integrated functionality. For example, Microsoft developed the operating system, Windows NT Server, the database, and the Windows client software. Because Oracle7 Server concentrates on database software and does not control server or client systems software development, the lower degree of integration and the resulting higher support costs are not surprising. (Both databases support an equally wide array of clients, but Oracle7 Server supports more server platforms.)

Hardware (per site)—As shown in Table 2, hardware costs (including warranty and maintenance) were roughly the same despite the difference in the number of servers. Microsoft SQL Server was configured with two servers, and Oracle7 Server configurations contained three servers. However, if we configured only two HP servers, the resulting change of a few dollars would have little effect. ��Servers are not the largest hardware cost item. At $38.08 for both vendors, client PCs account for 65–75% of hardware costs. (Both vendors’ client configurations are identical.) If the client costs were subtracted, hardware for both vendors shrinks to 3–4% of total CtU expenditures (from 12% for Microsoft SQL Server and 10% for Oracle). 

Table 2�Cost and Percentage Breakdown of Database CtU by Site and Server�(costs for 43 users over five years)

�Per Site�Per Server���SQL Server�Oracle7 Server�SQL Server�Oracle7 Server���$/month/�user�%  of Total�$/month/�user�%  of Total�$/month/�user�%  of Total�$/month/�user�%  of Total��Hardware�51�12�59 �10�29 �13�20 �9��Software�6 �1�26 �4�3 �1�9 �4��Networking�5 �1�6 �1�3 �1�2 �1��Staff: management�68 �16�73 �12�34 �15�28 �12��Staff: user support/ Help desk�75 �18�168 �28�39 �17�63 �28��Staff: backup management�22 �5�19 �3�12 �5�7 �3��Staff: DB perf. monitoring�13 �3�20 �3�$7 �3�8 �4��Staff: all other DB. admin. and operations�65 �15�30 �5�33 �15�12 �5��Staff: Applications Development�58 �14�155 �25�30 �13�58 �25��Staff: installation (internal)�12 �3�12 �2�7 �3�4 �2��Staff: installation (external)�38 �9�29 �5�22 �10�10 �4��Training: IS/DBA only�9 �2�11 �2�5 �2�4 �2��Total�422 �99�608 �100�224 �98�225 �100��% Change���44%����0%���Note: 	Dividing the $/month/user figures in the per-site columns by two Microsoft and three Oracle servers does not yield the per-server�costs because of rounding and differences in staffing salaries by job description. �Totals may not be exact due to rounding.

Source: International Data Corporation,  1996



Software (per site)—These costs (including monthly support costs) were not a significant portion of total costs (1% for Microsoft SQL Server and 4% for Oracle). The difference was due to Oracle7 Server’s and HP-UX’s higher license and support charges. We configured Oracle7 Server on HP-UX because most survey respondents ran Oracle7 Server on midrange Unix systems. 

Staff: management (per site)—At roughly 16% of the total for Microsoft SQL Server and 12% for Oracle, this category was Microsoft SQL Server’s second and Oracle7 Server’s third largest cost element. However, the 7% difference between Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle7 Server in dollar terms (see Table 2) and Full Time Equivalents (see Table 3) are negligible in both cases. 

Staff: user support/help desk (per site)—As Table 3 indicates, Microsoft’s SQL Server held a major advantage in this area. Oracle7 Server requires over twice as many support personnel as Microsoft SQL Server requires (1.25 Oracle7 Server FTEs vs. 0.56 Microsoft SQL Server FTEs). We believe this difference is largely attributable to the integration between Microsoft’s various products. Oracle7 Server’s Unix platform is a factor, as well. Our past CtU research indicates that Unix platforms tend to be more costly to support. While Unix is highly flexible, this diversity can result in limited integration among the various client/server software components. This yields higher costs because it is less intuitive and less familiar to Windows-oriented users. Finally, we believe that the Oracle7 Server support personnel may support other Oracle7 Server applications, leading to a higher figure for its support personnel.

Staff: backup management (per site)—Oracle7 Server had a 16% advantage in this area. As Table 3 indicates, Oracle7 Server requires 0.03 fewer personnel for this function. Although this may seem trivial, we believe that this number reflects Oracle’s mature backup tools. 

Staff: database performance monitoring (per site)—Microsoft SQL Server was 50% more efficient than Oracle7 Server in this category. We believe that Microsoft SQL Server’s limited performance tuning utilities may actually benefit it. Oracle7 Server’s philosophy differs. It provides a wealth of tuning parameters. We believe that staff at Oracle7 Server sites simply spend more time monitoring and tuning their database environments. Oracle7 Server’s disadvantage in performance monitoring should not, however, be interpreted to mean that its systems are difficult to tune. CtU only measures the cost, it does not measure the effectiveness of the investment.



CtU Methodology for Calculating Staffing��Staffing numbers are calculated from the survey data. Based on the number of hours per week that an internal employee spends on a specific function (e.g., management), we calculated the number of Full Time Equivalents (FTE) devoted to this chore. Table 3 indicates these FTE counts for each internal staffing position. These FTE figures were multiplied by average salaries (including benefits) for their particular job description. The output from that calculation was divided across five years and 43 concurrent users. These results are stated in Table 3. Therefore, this study’s average site (43 concurrent database users) has 0.42 managers for a Microsoft SQL Server environment and 0.45 managers for an Oracle7 Server environment. In other words, a support staff person spends slightly less than half their time on management. When the data is considered from this perspective, only large differences are significant. With only a 7% difference, this category is not a significant area of variation between the two vendors.��

Staff: all other database administration and operations (per site)—These are the second and third largest cost items for Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle, respectively. With 54% difference (see Table 2), Microsoft lagged behind Oracle in this area. We believe that this category benefits strongly from Oracle7 Server and third-party utilities. 

Staff: applications development (per site)—This area showed a big difference between the two vendors. Microsoft SQL Server’s costs were about one-third of Oracle7 Server’s expenditures. The survey indicated that Microsoft SQL Server sites spent an annual average of 108.7 people days on system design and development. For Oracle, this figure rose to 287.9 people days. From these figures, IDC calculated that Microsoft SQL Server requires 0.46 FTE versus Oracle7 Server’s 1.23 FTE, as indicated in Table 3. 



Table 3�Database CtU Support Staff�(measured in FTE* by task)

�Microsoft SQL Server�Oracle7 Server �% Difference��Management�0.42�0.45�7%��User support/help desk�0.56�1.25�123%��Backup management�0.19�0.16�-16%��DB performance monitoring�0.10�0.15�50%��All other DB admin. and operations�0.56�0.26�-54%��Applications development�0.46�1.23�167%��Installation (internal)�0.09�0.09�0%��Total�2.38�3.59�51%��* FTE: 1.00 FTE = 1 full-time support person�	The difference in the total FTE between Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle7 Server is significant at the 85% level. �	Note: This table excludes external installation and training.�	Source:  International Data Corporation, 1996

We believe two factors could account for these differences. First, development tools could play a significant role in this variance. For example, there are “big” client/server tools that contain complex programming environments that are designed for team development, but yield highly scalable applications. In contrast, there are “small” client/server development tools that offer quick development, but produce less scalable applications. Second, we did not measure the number of applications developed, lines of code generated, screens produced, or other measures of programmer productivity. While these metrics are beyond the scope of this study, we believe these factors would decrease the differential.

Staff: installation (internal) (per site)—In this category, we calculated the FTE devoted to installation by internal support personnel. While Microsoft SQL Server sites take less time to install and setup (53.1 hours) than Oracle7 Server (61.0 hours), Oracle7 Server sites configure fewer servers (3.0) than Microsoft SQL Server environments (3.5) per year. Therefore, the FTE results are equal.

Staff: installation (external) (per site)—Calculating FTEs for this category was not practical because the survey data yielded only annual expenditures spent on installation services by outside contractors. Microsoft SQL Server sites spent an average of $17,267 annually. Oracle7 Server users spent slightly less at $16,667 per year. When IDC divided these figures into the respective number of average concurrent users (37.9 for Microsoft SQL Server and 48.2 for Oracle), the difference favored Oracle. When this was reduced to $/month/user, Oracle7 Server held a 24% advantage over SQL Server. We attribute this result to Oracle7 Server’s advanced installation tools, which are more heavily used by outside service providers than internal support personnel.

Training: IS/DBA only (per site)—As Table 2 indicates, Microsoft SQL Server is 22% less costly than Oracle. At a gross expenditure level, Oracle7 Server sites spend more on yearly IS/DBA training than Microsoft SQL Server ($2,169 versus $2,703), but when these numbers are multiplied by the number of IS/DBA staff, divided by the number of concurrent users, and reduced to $/month/user, the difference is roughly $2, not enough to change the model’s results.

Additional Survey-Based Metrics (per site)

This section examines additional metrics generated from the survey data. Because these figures fall outside the CtU methodology, they are not included in the cost calculations. However, the data still reveals interesting differences between the two vendors.

How many calendar days did it take to move from system development to production? Microsoft SQL Server sites moved from development to production in 14% less time than the Oracle7 Server sites. The survey’s respondents indicated that Microsoft SQL Server applications took an average of 94 calendar days versus Oracle7 Server’s 107.2 days. This is a relatively simple calculation, however, that does not take into account our belief that Oracle7 Server installations are more complex environments.

How many person hours did it take to install and configure the initial DBMS environment? On average, Oracle7 Server sites spent 15% more time on this task. Microsoft SQL Server sites took 53.1 person hours to configure the initial DBMS versus 61.0 hours for Oracle. 

Can you estimate your annual expenditures for product support, maintenance, and/or upgrades? In this area, Oracle7 Server sites spend almost three times as much as Microsoft SQL Server sites. Microsoft SQL Server sites averaged $23,260/year versus $65,171/year at Oracle7 Server sites. We believe this variance results from Microsoft SQL Server’s lower license and support fees, Intel-based platforms, and PC-based pricing. We believe that the Oracle7 Server respondents’ costly minicomputer-based platforms were a significant factor in this variance.

Overall, how satisfied are you with your database? This question is based on a 1 to 5 scale with 5 being very satisfied and 1 being very dissatisfied. Microsoft SQL Server’s 4.5 satisfaction indicated that its users were happy with the product. At 4.4, Oracle7 Server users were just as satisfied because the 0.1 difference is not significant. 

Did the implementation meet specific business goals? The majority of both Oracle7 Server and Microsoft SQL Server users answered yes to this question. However, Microsoft SQL Server sites were slightly more positive (95.8%) than Oracle7 Server respondents (85.4%). ��As for “No” responses, 4.2% of Microsoft SQL Server and 12.5% of Oracle7 Server users said that the implementation failed to meet their goals. (Oracle7 Server’s remaining 2.1% said “Don’t Know.”)

Other Considerations

Costs, however, are not the only data point that users consider in a purchase. We believe that Oracle7 Server database sites are more mature. These sites are generally more focused on:

Supporting greater numbers of concurrent users.

Handling larger databases. Oracle7 Server sites reported much larger databases than Microsoft SQL Server sites.

Supporting a larger number of different hardware and operating system platforms (e.g., mainframes, multiple Unix systems, OS/2, NetWare, and Windows NT).

Other factors aren’t statistically significant individually, but all point to the conclusion that Oracle7 Server database sites exhibit greater application complexity including the following:

Oracle7 Server databases had twice as many people involved in design. This suggests more complex application environments.

Oracle7 Server recovery time was less, on average.

Oracle7 Server databases did more database writes, suggesting more transactional applications.

Oracle7 Server applications were more mission critical, by 9%.

IDC believes that database size correlates to application complexity (AC). IDC did not specifically test for AC in this study. However, we believe that AC may have affected the Cost-to-Use results. One indicator of AC is database size, as shown in Table 4. To test the impact of complexity on cost, we calculated the Cost-to-Use (per site) figures based on sites with under one gigabyte (1GB), from 1GB to 10GB, and over 10GB of database size. At under 1GB, we found that Microsoft SQL Server sites were much more efficient (24%) than Oracle7 Server sites. From 1GB to 10GB, Microsoft and Oracle were roughly equal. Above 10GB, Oracle’s cost figures were reversed. Microsoft SQL Server was 21% more expensive than Oracle7 Server, as Table 5 indicates.

�Table 4�Surveyed Sites Organized by Database Size	

�Microsoft SQL Server (per site) (%)�Oracle7 Server (per site) (%)��<1 GB�60�43��1–10 GB�30�32��>10 GB�10�25��Source:  International Data Corporation, 1996

Table 5�Average Staff Cost ($/Month/User/GB) to Support 1GB

�Microsoft SQL Server (Per Site)�Oracle7 Server (Per Site)�Microsoft vs. Oracle % Difference��<1 GB�0.75 �0.98 �-24��1–10 GB�0.08 �0.08 �-8��>10 GB�0.03 �0.02 �21��Source:  International Data Corporation, 1996

�Table 4 indicates the difference in database sizes between Microsoft and Oracle. Most Microsoft sites (60%) contained databases that were under 1GB. Only 43% of Oracle sites, however, reported less than 1GB. In the 1GB to 10GB range, the percentage was roughly the same for both Oracle and Microsoft, further evidence of the overlap between these two products. Above 10GB, Oracle sites tended to have larger databases than Microsoft. Indeed, five out of the six largest database sites were running Oracle. 

Based on Tables 4 and 5, we conclude that Microsoft was extremely cost effective for databases of under 1GB. Between 1GB and 10GB, the cost of both products is roughly equivalent. Above 10GB, Oracle is more prevalent and less costly.

Most user environments are dynamic and upgrades occur on a regular basis. Over five years, we expect at least one major enhancement of an average site’s hardware, operating system, and database software. Upgrades are often driven by growth in workloads, user counts, and expansion into distributed locations. As concerns this study, Tables 4 and 5 show that Oracle7 Server scales more efficiently, especially in distributed environments, than Microsoft SQL Server. This “expansion” factor is difficult to quantify, but can present a critical obstacle to the growth of a user’s business. Users should carefully consider their growth plans when making a database purchasing decision. (Upgrades are currently excluded from IDC’s Cost-to-Use studies. We plan to incorporate upgrades into future versions.) 

Conclusion

As Microsoft’s SQL Server improves its functionality, we believe it will increasingly compete with Oracle7 Server. The overlap between these two products already exists at fewer than 50 concurrent users. At this level, SQL Server’s overall Cost-to-Use on a site basis is considerably less than Oracle7 Server costs. Our research indicates that this is a function of two main factors, both relating to staff costs:

User support/help desk

Applications development

Our research also suggests that Oracle sites typically have both a higher number of servers installed and larger databases. As such, two other measures warrant consideration when evaluating costs:

Cost per server

Cost per gigabyte of database storage

On a cost-per-server basis our research shows that Microsoft SQL Server and Oracle7 Server are roughly at parity. When measured on a cost-per-gigabyte basis, our findings indicate that Microsoft SQL Server has the advantage at less than 1 gigabyte. Oracle7 Server and Microsoft have rough parity for databases in the 1–10 gigabyte range. Microsoft SQL Server is less cost effective above 10 gigabytes.

�Appendix A: Cost-to-Use Methodology 

IDC conducted the research for this study in late February through early March 1996.

IDC used a common applications workload as the basis for developing the configurations. The environment and workload attributes included:

Target environment—U.S. sites running Microsoft SQL Server or Oracle7 Server in centralized environments with commercial production applications. To qualify, the respondent must have a minimum of one application in production, 10 or more concurrent users, and applications development located at the local site. No single-user DBMS (e.g., Personal Oracle) was permitted. No pilot sites were permitted. IDC completed 54 Microsoft SQL Server and 52 Oracle7 Server surveys. 

Survey respondents—IDC interviewed information technology managers and database administrators that were familiar with their site’s database environments (e.g., implementation, administration, installation, training, and staffing). 

Assessment of five-year costs—This includes configuring average hardware, software, networking, staffing, installation, and training costs. The figures are stated in U.S. dollars per month per concurrent user, for 43 concurrent users.

Target workload and configuration characteristics

Commercial in nature, emphasizing production environments, but featuring a mix of workloads.

Client devices were strictly PCs. Both platforms were configured with identical client systems and printers. Other peripherals and software vary by platform.

Centralized topology—costs were localized to specific database environment.

This study focused only on costs. It did not make judgments about value, return on investment, or other subjective evaluations. It is simply based on cost data generated from our survey-based research. The workload was defined as commercial (e.g., inventory, accounting, human resources) and production oriented (a process that is fundamental to business operations). This workload definition excludes technical/engineering environments and casual office automation usage (e.g., electronic mail and file/printer applications). Within these confines, we believe our study is accurate and reflective of real-world costs.

CtU Comparisons

IDC’s CtU methodology compares systems of equivalent application performance. The data comes from surveys (hardware/software vendor, model number, and user counts), TPC results, and vendors. We minimize hardware performance issues and concentrate on overall system cost. Our survey-based methodology ensures comparisons between realistic platforms. These platforms contain a mix of costs (hardware, software, networking, maintenance, software support, and staffing). CtU concentrates on generating realistic comparisons of five-year ownership costs. The metric is dollars per month per user ($/month/user). 

CtU’s Four Steps

The CtU methodology contains four steps: defining variables, survey-based research, configuration, and report.

Defining variables—IDC defines the study area around a limited number of variables. These variables designate the client’s study area and form the basis for the survey work. They include:

Topology—Is the target environment centralized or distributed? Are the distributed sites managed centrally, locally, or both? How many distributed sites? Is there a central site for managing remote sites? What network and system management tools are commonly used?

User count and staffing—How many users are at each site? What desktop environment do they have (PCs, terminals, Unix workstations, or X-terminals)? How many IT staff are supporting the target environment? What is the breakdown by job description? How many hours per week are consumed by system and network management tasks such as help desk, database administration, LAN support, and other functions? What is budgeted on outside services such as outsourcing, contract programming, systems integration, LAN support, education, and  training?

Client/server workload—What operating systems are running on the clients and servers? What applications are running at the client and server levels? What databases are used? What type of local area network? What type of wide area network? 

Geography—In which country is the target environment located? How do costs for hardware, software, networking, and staffing vary internationally?

Platforms—How do different vendors’ hardware, software, or networking products compare on a cost basis? Is one hardware platform less expensive than another? Is a hardware or software upgrade more or less costly from a staffing perspective? 

Survey-based research—These variables are translated into a questionnaire, and an appropriate user sample is selected. This sample is focused on a specific environment. The respondents are selected by company size (number of employees, annual revenues, and specific verticals), hardware environments (PC LANs, midrange, or mainframes), workload (production, file/print, technical, etc.), network (Novell, Microsoft, Unix, IBM, Digital, and other) and other factors. The questionnaire is administered in two possible forms:

In-depth, open-ended telephone interviews from 1–2 hours,

Structured, closed-ended phone surveys from 30–60 minutes.

The goal is to gather data on specific environments. CtU’s emphasis is customer centric, not hardware centric. CtU frequently tests the value of specific cost areas such as client applications, database, development tools, and management utilities. We concentrated on valid, impartial, research-based methods based on end-user surveys.

Configuration—The survey generates data from the previously described variables. This data is used to create a set of configuration rules covering hardware, software, networking, and staffing. Configurations are completed using publicly available list pricing (quantity one) for hardware and software. When list prices are not publicly available, “street prices” are used equitably on all platforms by product category. PCs are a major example because many vendors no longer publish list prices. When required, IDC estimates pricing based on vendor contacts, average user discounts, and TPC-C configurations. 

All configurations include warranties, monthly maintenance charges, and software support fees. The service levels for these cost items reflect business requirements. For example, large systems in production environments receive 24-hour/day and 7-day/week (24 ¥ 7) on-site hardware maintenance contracts with four-hour response times. In contrast, a small, remote site (e.g., a branch bank) gets a maintenance contract that is appropriate to its hours of operation (8 ¥ 5). These configurations generate average five-year costs. These figures are stated as $/month/user over five years. 

Report—The report presents the configuration results and analyzes the findings. Typically, the greatest emphasis is on cost changes. After researching CtU for the past three years, IDC’s reports always reflect the overwhelming cost of staffing. The burdened salary of staff (operations and applications development) overwhelms any other cost elements. Typically, staffing is 50% to 80% of the total costs. Generally, the smaller sites spend the greatest percentage of budget dollars on staffing. CtU clients use this information to evaluate purchasing strategies, plan transitions, and analyze competitive scenarios. This information is frequently used for “what if” styles of budget planning. 

IDC’s Historical CtU Research

IDC started analyzing client/server CtU in 1992. After interviewing over 2,600 users worldwide, we strongly believe that our survey-based research methodology provides the best possible foundation for drawing conclusions about specific client/server environments. 

Our CtU methodology enables IDC to draw conclusions about differing client/server environments and plot the results over time. We closely specify variables (e.g., topology, workload, platform, geography, and user requirements) during the survey and modeling processes. This strict methodology provides users with focused results. We believe that users should closely question any generic client/server cost-of-ownership figures that are based on anecdotal research. Client/server costs are complex and highly individualistic. Users are urged to treat all cost figures with caution. However, IDC’s figures have been independently corroborated by many end users.

For more information, please refer to the following CtU bulletins: 

Leasing Planning Service�IDC Bulletin #9050, March 1995�Cost-To-Use in the US: IBM’s AS/400 & Novell LANs Lead HP

Leasing Planning Service�IDC Bulletin #9049, March 1995�Client/Server Cost-to-Use for US PC LANs: Complexity of Distributed Topologies Yields Highest Costs

Worldwide Commercial Systems�IDC Bulletin #7439, March 1993�Cost-to-Use of Midrange and PC LAN Systems in the Networked Enterprise

Worldwide Commercial Systems�IDC Bulletin #8301, December 1993�Midyear Update: Cost-to-Use of Midrange and PC LAN Systems in the Networked Enterprise

Worldwide Commercial Systems�IDC Bulletin #8025, August 1993�IDC’s Cost-to-Use Benchmark: Applicability and Limitations

Worldwide Commercial Systems and Servers�IDC Bulletin #8840, May 1994�Small Company Cost-to-Use in France and Italy: IBM’s AS/400 and Novell LANs Lead Unix

Worldwide Commercial Systems and Servers�IDC Bulletin #8509, January 1994�Mainframe and LAN Costs-to-Use

Worldwide Commercial Systems and Servers�IDC Bulletin #8922, May 1994�Assessing the AS/400’s Value Proposition

CtU represents real-world environments, but the information is applicable only to certain topologies, software environments, and workloads. The benefit of IDC’s CtU methodology is in its specificity to individual issues. CtU’s methodology enables users to study the relationship between variables, measure costs for current environments, and forecast change. Overall, CtU reduces the complexity of purchase and minimizes the risk of rapid technological obsolescence.
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