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AS THE PARENT of a high-school freshman, I 
can empathize with IT professionals try-
ing to wrangle their end users in this era of 
BYOD and consumerization. As parents, we 
spend all kinds of time and effort establish-
ing boundaries and educating our children 
to be responsible, considerate members of 
society. But the minute they reach adoles-
cence, they go off and do profoundly stupid 
stuff behind our backs.

It’s the same thing with end users and 
their smartphones and tablets. All the 
structure and due diligence that IT has put 
in place to make a safe, cost-effective and 
reliable working environment goes out the 
window faster than you can download a 
Dropbox app.

But just because you don’t like it doesn’t 
mean you can put a stop to it. 

Eventually, tighter rules and earlier 
curfews break down, and teenagers become 
adults. Similarly end users, for better or  
for worse, are wielding their own smart-
phones and tablets, which aren’t going 
anywhere.

Trying to deny this new reality is not only 
pointless, it’s counterproductive. 

The good news is that slowly but surely, 
IT is moving past denial and is starting to 
come to terms with end-user mobility. In 
this issue’s cover story, “Take Control of En-
terprise Mobility,” TechTarget news writer 
Jim Furbush finds that most IT shops have 

yet to fully embrace that mobility. Fewer 
than one-half of surveyed companies said 
they had a mobility strategy in place, even 
though they anticipate that more than two-
thirds of employees will use mobile devices 
as their primary platform within three 
years. 

Honestly, I can’t say I blame those IT 
pros. It’s not like they didn’t already have 
enough to do without the added burden of 
rethinking security, Wi-Fi infrastructure, 
application delivery, device ownership and 
support models, to name a few consider-
ations. 

And let’s just say that hypothetically, IT 
pros had the time and resources to take 
on a major new strategic initiative. Even 
then, there’s no guarantee that the efforts 
they put forth will have the desired effect. 
Things are moving so fast, there are so few 
examples to work from, and what works for 
one organization may not work for another. 
Actually, let me rephrase that—what works 
for one organization will probably never 
work for another.

But even though it’s messy and com-
plicated and expensive, mobility in the 
workplace falls squarely in the category of 
a “good problem to have.” IT professionals 
are end users, too, and they benefit just as 
much as the next employee from the latest 
consumer technologies. 

We may talk about wanting to go back 
to a simpler time, but imagine the outcry if 
that actually happened. Like when your kids 
still needed help tying their shoes, crossing 
the street and pouring their own milk? Um, 
thanks, but no thanks. n

Editor’s Letter

Growing Pains

By Alex Barrett
Editor in Chief
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Currents
{ all the news you can use about modern infrastructure }

ONE ON ONE

IT Operations’
Image Problem 
A LEADING LIGHT of the DevOps movement, 
John Allspaw is the author of books on 
Web operations and capacity planning, and 

a veteran of some of the world’s 
best-known Web properties. He’s 
currently senior vice president of 
technical operations at Etsy.com, 
the eBay of crafts. We asked Allspaw 
to compare IT operations pre- and 
post-DevOps, and to offer sugges-

tions about simple things that IT operations 
teams can do to boost their profile.

How do the development  
and operations teams work at Etsy?
At Etsy, development is split along function-
al boundaries like mobile, payments, fraud 
or search, and each team gets a “designat-
ed ops engineer” that goes to their weekly 
meetings, knows what projects they’re 
working on, knows if there’s new capacity 
that needs churning out. He or she is also 
responsible for training everybody else in 
production operations about what’s going 
on. Because the designated ops person is in-

volved early on in the development process, 
we have the alerts and the infrastructure  
set up before the code is even written, and 
operations has a much larger role in  
design.

Do you think that this DevOps model  
can work in non-Web, non-product  
development-oriented organizations?
Do I think that this model could work else-
where? Absolutely. Do I think that it will? I 
would still say probably not, because cul-
turally, IT is still very much viewed as a cost 
center rather than an enabler, the same way 
that the people who take out the trash are 
viewed as a cost center. 

What can IT do to change that?
IT is largely regarded as a black box. One 
way we’ve addressed that is to extend the 
monitoring that we use for the website and 
apply it to corporate IT. Take wireless. Turns 
out that wireless is reasonably complex. The 
expectation is that it works most of the time, 
but there’s no real sense that what you’re 
doing may contribute to it not working. So 
we publish a graph with the signal strength 
and population of who is connected to what 
access point at any given moment on a 

ALLSPAW

JOHN ALLSPAW
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dashboard for everybody to see, including 
the receptionist. That way, if there’s some-
thing weird with her wireless, she can’t just 
throw up her hands and say, “Ah, this stupid 
wireless!” She’s enabled to see that maybe 
the wireless access point is overloaded, and 
it opens up that black box, which is IT.

Another thing is to find cheap low-hang-
ing-fruit ways to make the nontechnical 
parts of the organization more efficient, and 
publicly celebrate them. We magically never 
run out of paper in any of the printers at 
Etsy. Why? Because we have a graph for how 
much paper is in every printer, and we have 
alerts on it, just like we do for servers. Every 
time I tell people about that, even at com-
panies like Google, they say, “Wow, that’s a 
really good idea. No kidding.”

Before you started working in DevOps 
shops, what was it like working in IT  
operations? 
In traditional enterprises, IT operations 

had responsibility for availability and to 
some extent performance. But only senior 
management had any explicit knowledge of 
what development was working on. Usually, 
development would write a bunch of things 
on their own, and when they were done the 
reason why it couldn’t go to production was 
because ops hasn’t ordered servers or put 
in alerts or something. That’s unfortunate 
because operations was seen as a blocker, 
feeding into the stereotype that if operations 
had their %^&* together, development would 
be able to move faster. 

Do you use public cloud? 
Sure, we try to exploit services that we  
don’t feel as though we need to take on our-
selves. We use Google Apps, PagerDuty and 
a number of hosted B2B [business-to-busi-
ness] software as a service for things like 
fraud detection and payment processing. We 
exploit Amazon Web Services for places that 
it makes sense: For long-tail photo storage 

OVERHEARD  |  Dell World and AIIM in the Cloud

“ Going to the cloud forces 
you to go mobile because 
most cloud vendors make 
mobile apps. And if you go 
mobile, you are doing BYOD 
whether you plan for it or 
you are dragged along for 
the ride. It’s better to con-
trol that chaos if you can.”

—LAURENCE HART,  
CIO of AIIM, at the AIIM  

in the Cloud event

“ Back when I was in office, the average cell phone weighed 
5 pounds. There were 50 websites on the Internet. There 
were more websites created than that since I began this 
speech. I sent two emails my entire time in office.”

—Former President BILL CLINTON in his  
keynote speech at Dell World

 “ How we help customers move away from ports and switches  
and processors and memory.”

—MICHAEL DELL’s view of what constitutes “modern  
infrastructure” at Dell World
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we often use S3 [Simple Storage Service], 
but for hot images that require low latency, 
we have a hierarchy of caches back in our 
data center.

But organizations that think they can 
outsource everything are going to be disil-

lusioned. We’ve got a term in my field: “You 
own your own availability.” Etsy may use 
Gmail for corporate mail, but we’re under 
no illusion that that relieves us of an entire 
category of things to care about. It is just 
another choice. —ALEX BARRETT

READER SNAPSHOT  |  Windows 8

D�How soon do you plan to move to Windows 8?

In the next  
six months 
15%

In the next  
12 months 
10%

In the next  
18 months 
5%

Not sure 
17%

No plans; we’re  
considering other  

options, such as  
Desktop as a 

Service 
16%

No plans; we 
just moved to 

Windows 7 
37%

N=90; SOURCE: SEARCHENTERPRISEDESKTOP.COM “2013 WINDOWS 8 MIGRATION SURVEY”

D  Which features or functions are you most anticipating in Windows 8?

None;  
it doesn’t 

seem like an 
improvement 
over Windows 

7

New  
mobility  
features

Not  
sure

New  
“modern style” 

interfaces

New  
security  
features

Integration 
with  

Windows  
Server  
2012

New  
virtualization 

features

42%

12% 11% 10% 10% 10% 5%
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FIRST LOOK

Gamification 
TRAINING EMPLOYEES ON new tools, services 
and applications has always been a chal-
lenge. Motivating them to work more effi-
ciently—or even just to reduce the number 
of help desk tickets they file—is even harder. 
Recently, some organizations have begun 
experimenting with “gamification”—the use 
of game mechanics for nongame activities—
to advance these goals.

Gamification uses the proverbial car-
rot instead of the stick to achieve business 
objectives through the use of badges, lead-
erboards, progress bars, achievement levels 
or even virtual currency. Though the term 
was coined in 2002, and the practice gained 
popularity in 2010, some simple examples  
of gamification include frequent-flyer pro-
grams and employee of the month recogni-
tion. When done correctly, gamification can 
be a powerful technique.

“People are comfortable when they are 
gainfully employed, but how do you get them 
to try new things and change the way they’ve 
always worked?” said Imran Sayeed, CTO at 
NTT Data Americas, a New York-based IT 
services firm.

At NTT Data Americas, Sayeed helped 
roll out an enterprise social collaboration 
platform that was initially used by only a 
few employees. After incorporating karma 
points and badges into the mix, the number 
of users shot up to 4,000 active participants 
(out of 7,000 total employees). 

Organizations need to first consider the 
desired outcome and the incentives before 
implementing any games, said Mario Herger, 
senior innovation strategist at SAP Labs, a 
research division of SAP, based in Palo Alto, 
Calif. Otherwise, he said, gamification efforts 
will surely fail.

Herger has launched more than 100 
games for SAP, including one for helping 
employees more accurately track their time 
cards and another to help rein in travel 
expenses.

“Work and play can coexist, and com- 
bining those things can make better results,” 
Herger said, who added that he tries to use 
games as an overall teaching tool rather  
than a system for rewarding a desired  
behavior. 

The distinction is subtle, Herger said, but 
one that can have a lasting impact. Often, the 
intended progress desired from employees 
can plateau if gamification efforts are built 
around digital badges or artificial rewards. 

“Games aren’t just about unlocking a 
badge or having a better score,” said Ian 
Bogost, founding partner of Atlanta-based 
Persuasive Games, a game design and con-
sulting studio. “When done correctly, they 
can orient an employee through the gaming 
process to the overall goals of the company.” 

MIND GAMES
Those who dismiss gamification often do so 
because they believe games have no place 
in a business setting. However, the practice 
isn’t really about games; it’s about psycholo-
gy, said Kris Duggan, founder of Badgeville, 
a Menlo Park, Calif.-based gamification 
vendor.

“I’m not a fan of the term gamification, 
but it’s the word people use,” Duggan said. 
Badgeville is just one of many Software as a 
Service (SaaS) providers, including Bunch-
ball and Gigya, that have started to offer 
enterprises gamification services.

“We buy into the concept of behavior 
management,” Duggan said. “How does an 
organization design an experience to maxi-
mize the behavior they want? It’s something 
everyone can benefit from.”

Companies such as Microsoft, Samsung, 

http://searchcloudapplications.techtarget.com/definition/gamification
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Oracle, EMC and Citrix all use gamification 
in some capacity —even if it’s just a simple 
sales leaderboard to bolster competition 
among staffers.

The big question is whether IT depart-
ments will sign on to gamifying enterprise 
applications and processes. That’s hard to 
determine. According to a November 2012 
prediction from Stamford, Conn.-based 
research firm Gartner Inc., 80% of current 
gamification products will fail to meet busi-
ness objectives by 2014 because of poor de-
sign. Yet, in a study the previous November, 
Gartner predicted that 70% of the top 2,000 
public companies in the world will have at 
least one gamified application by 2014. 

However, because gamification remains a 

novel concept to enterprises, IT profession-
als will likely be puzzled by it for the next 
few years. And most gamification vendors 
won’t be around for the long haul or will 
eventually be acquired by larger vendors, 
said John Sumser, principal analyst at HRx-
Analysts in Bodega Bay, Calif.

“Once a month, we do a town hall featur-
ing hero stories of the front lines to rec-
ognize our employees,” said J.D. Peterson, 
director of marketing at Zendesk, a custom-
er service vendor in San Francisco. “That 
simple idea of giving people the recognition 
they deserve and creating a sense of compe-
tition to be recognized has gone a long  
way to improving our overall performance  
as a company.” —JAMES FURBUSH

SUMMING IT UP  |  IT Career Optimism

0 20% 40% 60% 80%

N=274; SOURCE: “IT SALARY SURVEY 2012” RESULTS

Cloud  computing

Facilities management

Disaster recovery/Business continuity

Virtualization

Data center

DevOps

Linux/Unix management

Oustourcing/BPO

Mainframe management

D Are you optimistic about your job?

                  BY IT FIELD

59%   

58%

53%

34%

33%

32%

30%

30%

14%

14%
Despite the economy, only  

14% of respondents report  
reduced or eliminated  

benefits in the past year.
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EVEN IF New Year’s is a distant memory, the 
first quarter is still an apropos time for reso-
lutions and goal setting. A key theme always 
seems to be saving money. Anyone with data 
center responsibilities trying to save money 
should look at in-cabinet power design. 

I walk through hundreds of data centers 
during the course of a year, and it’s stagger-
ing to see how many cabinets have overpro-
visioned or underprovisioned power. Stated 
simply: Excess power wastes money, and 
insufficient power places an organization at 
significant risk. Neither situation is optimal, 
and both are easily fixable.

One common mistake is calculating 
power needs by adding up a manufactur-
er’s nameplate specifications. Equipment 
manufacturers’ power specifications are 
set at maximum-rated output, based on the 
heaviest possible usage or load. But re-
al-world experience and best practices show 
a much more likely usage of about 30% of 
that nameplate.

If you’re paying your colocation provider 
based on circuit capacity, designing your 
in-cabinet power to carry the maximum 
load on every device typically results in an 
oversubscription of power of two times or 
more, which can equal thousands of dollars a 
month in electricity costs for capacity you’re 
not using.

For instance, one client rented colocation 
space for 12 cabinets of gear, but only 10 

were used in production. When the comp-
any designed its in-cabinet power, it ordered 
30-ampere circuit pairs for every cabinet, 
not realizing that the colocation provider 
would charge for the circuits installed in 
empty cabinets. By leaving the cabinets 
offline until they were needed, the client was 
able to save nearly $2,400 a month.

RUNNING OUT OF GAS
Far too many internal data centers have 
underprovisioned cabinets, placing the 
operating environment at great risk. Imag-
ine a typical server cabinet with two 30-amp 
circuits (with A and B circuits for redundan-
cy). Best practice dictates that the maximum 
continuous draw should be no greater than 
80% (or 24 amps). Yet more often than not, 
we see cabinets drawing 40 amps on those 
two 30-amp circuits. One hardware blip or 
power surge would put that cabinet at great 
risk for an outage.

Easy-to-use tools are available to assist in 
correctly sizing power requirements as well 
as with the design of the overall data center 
power allocation. A data center consultant 
can assess your data center design and make 
recommendations for improvements.

Whatever you do, don’t let another year 
pass by without addressing in-cabinet power 
consumption and supply. The days of evenly 
distributing power throughout your entire 
data center at X watts per square foot are 
over. Data centers today should include opti-
mized power distribution layouts where the 
supply to each cabinet accurately reflects the 
equipment inside. n

Data Center Redesign Can Save Real Money

By Steve Gunderson

From the Front Lines
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End-User Advocate

A FEW MONTHS ago, TechTarget’s San Francis-
co office experienced some Internet connec-
tivity problems. The IT managers decided 
that the problem was Dropbox and promptly 
blocked access to it at the firewall. (It turns 
out the problem wasn’t Dropbox-related, 
but that’s a story for another column.)

My team of four is rarely in the same place 
at the same time, and we rely on Dropbox to 
do our jobs. We were able to get around the 
network block with our 3G and 4G cards— 
yay, consumerization!— but it was still a 
pain. We would have preferred that IT had 
unblocked Dropbox instead. 

We shared our concerns with the IT 
staffers, but they told us they didn’t want us 
to use the application. Instead, they planned 
to roll out Box’s product companywide. The 
IT department’s thinking is, “As long as we 
support some kind of cloud-based file sync-
ing, the users will use it, and we’ll be back in 
control.”

But our trial of Box did not go well. Even 
though Dropbox and Box are similar prod-
ucts, we had a long list of issues that Box 
didn’t accommodate. To be clear, this isn’t a 
“Box vs. Dropbox” argument. Box just didn’t 
work for our team, and Dropbox did. Ulti-
mately, our team continued to use Dropbox 
while the rest of the company moved to  
Box.

This story highlights an issue about 
consumerization that many IT departments 

don’t think about. Too often, IT tries to 
“solve” consumerization by offering com-
pany-supported versions of products and 
services that users previously got on their 
own. “Oh, you want an iPad? We don’t sup-
port those, but here’s a Windows 8 Pro tablet 
with Intel vPro instead.”

If the new product or service doesn’t do 
exactly what users want, they’ll continue to 
use their existing stuff while the approved 
way of doing things languishes or becomes a 
second-class product. In those cases, all the 
effort that IT spends to solve user problems 
is a total waste, and the IT environment just 
ends up more fragmented than before.

I understand why this happens. IT  
departments think that if they can provide 
users with products and services that ap-
proximate what they want, users will choose 
to do things the right way. But it’s easy  
to gloss over the “users will choose” part  
of it.

Consumerization ultimately means that 
users are in charge. They’ll choose whether 
they work within the system or around it. 
This means you can’t give them something 
that’s “good enough” and expect them to be 
happy. If you want users to work your way, 
you’ll have to make it so that your way is 
exactly what they want. n

Give the People What They Want

By Brian Madden

Consumerization  
ultimately means that 
users are in charge. 



Top reasons to attend Modern Infrastructure Decisions

At the Modern Infrastructure Decisions 
Summit, hear from the world’s foremost 
experts in person in New York City

Hear from the same experts that contribute to our Modern 
Infrastructure E-Zine every month. Discover how to ensure 
the current function and future viability of your data center 
from leading industry luminaries including David Linthicum, 
Brian Madden and Bob Plankers.

Click here to visit the event site, view the full list of 
speakers and register to attend on April 11th!

http://events.techtarget.com/moderninfrastructure/?Offer=MIezineFebissue
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ENTERPRISE MOBILITY IS a worthwhile goal. 
End users, armed with the latest smart-
phones and tablets, want it. And business 
leaders want it too: A recent study has 
shown that employees with mobile devices 
typically put in an additional 20-plus hours 
per week working off-hours when they 
would otherwise be kicking back.

But ask any IT pro about their enterprise 
mobility initiative, and you get the distinct 
impression that things aren’t going very 
well. Sometimes it seems like the rising  
use of Apple’s iOS devices and Google’s  
Android devices by employees is disrupting 
IT departments like no other technology 

trend before it. To this day, many IT orga-
nizations are hopelessly behind the times, 
forbidding employees from doing the most 
rudimentary tasks, such as checking work 
email from a personal iPhone. 

“People have been able to check email for 
work on a cellphone for 10 years now. How 
is it that I can’t do this?” mused Josh Baer, 
a regional sales rep for an HVAC consulting 
company in Rhode Island. 

Mobile has disrupted his company in 
other ways. His boss recently decided to 
enable mobile productivity by purchasing 
Android devices and iPhones. Except, before 
purchasing a baker’s dozen of new devices 

C O N S U M E R I Z AT I O N  O F  I T

Take Control  
of Enterprise  
Mobility
Mobile initiatives are sweeping the enterprise.  
But IT’s still not happy about it.

By James Furbush

http://tabtimes.com/news/ittech-stats-research/2012/08/22/byod-employees-are-working-extra-20-hours-each-week-free-study
http://tabtimes.com/news/ittech-stats-research/2012/08/22/byod-employees-are-working-extra-20-hours-each-week-free-study
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Consumerization of IT

for his sales team, he didn’t check with the 
lone IT employee at the company to make 
sure those devices could be supported in an 
official capacity. 

They weren’t.

MAKE A NEW PLAN, STAN 
This is indicative of what happens when the 
business is not aligned with the IT depart-
ment, and vice versa. But it doesn’t have to 
be this way.

“To truly have a productive mobile initia-
tive, everyone needs to be on the same page 
at an organization and working together,” 
said Chris Hazelton, a mobile analyst at 451 
Research, an enterprise research firm based 
in Boston, Mass. 

Mobile productivity is about more than 
just letting employees check their work 
email or send text messages from either 
a corporate-owned or personal device. 
Smartphones and tablets are essentially 
mini-computers that are capable of produc-
tivity tasks right alongside communication.
Enabling that productivity, however, opens 
up a can of worms relating to nearly every 
aspect of an organization’s IT infrastructure, 
including application deployment, data 
security, wireless networking bandwidth, 
budget costs and more.

The solution is to plan accordingly, said 
Jack Gold, founder of J. Gold Associates, an 
enterprise IT consulting firm based in Ash-
land, Mass. 

“Drop everything else and put together a 
mobile plan you can execute on based on the 
business needs. It’s not rocket science; it’s 
basic planning 101,” Gold said. “For whatever 
reason lots of IT departments are running a 
Band-Aid approach to mobile even though 
mobile is no different than implementing an 
email system or an SAP system.” 

A November study by Gold’s firm revealed 

that nearly two-thirds of organizations an-
ticipate that within three years they would 
use a mobile device as the main productivity 
device. Yet nearly half of those same compa-
nies admitted they had no mobile strategy in 
place to deal with that change. 

That lack of strategy from the outset is the 
biggest problem for mobility initiatives, said 
Benjamin Robbins, an enterprise mobility 
consultant at Palador Inc., a firm based in 
Seattle, Wash. 

And IT pros are often so busy keeping the 
lights on for mission-critical apps that they 
don’t have time to switch gears on the fly 
and support a company’s unexpected mobile 
initiative. 

The mobile space is so new and moving 
so fast that IT admins can easily get over-
whelmed if they don’t have a strategy to 
address the business’ mobile needs. Instead 
of focusing on the delivery of business apps, 
collaboration tools and data while laying 
information security around those pieces, 
they get bogged down in the trivial details 
of the different operating system platforms, 
and whether the devices should be corpo-
rate-owned and managed or personally 
owned and semi-managed, Robbins said. 

BALANCING PRIVACY VS. SECURITY
When developing a mobility strategy, an or-
ganization needs to evaluate its level of risk 
tolerance to determine the appropriate level 
of security and infrastructure access. 

Vendors push an alphabet soup of man-
agement and security products they say are 
necessary—MDM (mobile device manage-
ment), MAM (mobile application manage-
ment), MIM (mobile information manage-
ment), IAM (identity access management) 
and NAC (network access control), for 
example—but depending on a variety of 
organizational factors, it could be overkill to 
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deploy any of those products, Hazelton said. 
A combination of management tech-

niques, whether it’s on the device level or 
at the application and information level, is 
necessary for supporting mobile devices, 
Hazelton said, but the chosen management 
product depends on the unique factors of 
the organization. 

Hadassah Medical Center, which operates 
two university hospitals in Jerusalem, Isra-
el, needed a way to securely deliver a medi-
cal records application to more than 3,000 
doctors using mostly personal Android and 
iOS devices. The tricky part was finding the 
appropriate balance between security and 
privacy, said Barak Shrefler, CISO of the 
hospital system. 

The IT department needed to deliver only 
one mission-critical application to doctors 
and nurses that would allow them to access 
patient medical records in real time and col-
laborate with other medical professionals in 
a different wing of the building. Since most 
of the doctors already owned their preferred 
mobile device, Shrefler consulted with the 
legal department to determine how much 
control and security the company needed to 
implement over those devices. 

One thing was clear: Doctors didn’t want 
to install MDM software that could be per-
ceived as a client allowing the IT staff access 
to their personal lives. 

“We thought deeply about MDM and 
at the end of day, mobile device manage-
ment gives you lots of capabilities that you 
shouldn’t activate when the device is not 
yours,” Shrefler said. “The doctors under-
stand that to work with our application it 
needs to be monitored and they know we’re 
not looking at their messages.”

The hospital decided to adopt a network 
access control product from ForeScout that 
could push the medical records app to doc-
tors and provide that application access to 

secured data under specific conditions. As an 
added security measure, if the mobile device 
isn’t connected to the network, then the ap-
plication can’t access the sensitive data. “We 
don’t want too many policies on the user, 
but we don’t want to jeopardize our security 
either,” Shrefler said. 

MAKE WAY FOR LEGACY APPS
Hadassah Medical Center was in the fortu-
nate position of needing to deliver only one 
mission-critical application to employee 
mobile devices. Even better, the application 
vendor had already released a mobile ver-
sion of the on-premises medical record app, 
saving the IT and DevOps teams from the 
costly and time-consuming process of doing 
that themselves. Other organizations should 
be so lucky. When companies move beyond 
supporting just a single application is when 
all these security, management and app de-
ployment complications come into play, said 
451’s Hazelton. 

“Who owns the device and the device 
type don’t matter as much as identity, data 
and application,” he said. In other words, IT 
departments don’t need to fret so much over 
whether the device is owned by the company 
or employee as much as they need to think 
about the applications and data being used 
on a mobile device and how to extend that 
employee’s corporate identity to the device 
for those apps. 

Companies with a virtual application 
infrastructure have found great success in 
delivering those same apps to mobile devic-
es through an instance of VMware View or 
Citrix Receiver. 

Mobile experts are often quick to point 
out this approach to enabling mobile pro-
ductivity is merely a bridge technology 
or doesn’t take advantage of mobile’s full 
capabilities. But for many IT departments, 
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it’s the only way, since they can’t simply rip 
and replace a legacy application because it 
doesn’t play nice on a mobile device. Other 
organizations have found a middle ground. 
Three years ago, QDI Transportation made 

the decision to phase out as much legacy in-
frastructure as possible. That meant initially 
replacing Microsoft Exchange and Office 
in favor of Google Apps, along with using 
a private cloud for its data centers before 
ultimately replacing its entire Microsoft 
Windows desktop environment in favor of 
Google’s Chrome OS.

“We really wanted a true anywhere, 
anytime work environment,” said Cliff 
Dixon, vice president of IT for the Tampa, 
Fla.-headquartered transportation and ship-
ping company. The company had one major 
problem, though. 

“Our major software package for trans-
portation management systems is not built 
for the Internet. It’s built to run on a Win-
dows OS and terminal services,” he said. 

QDI deployed Ericom’s AccessNow, which 
turned the legacy Windows application into 
a Web app that can be accessed from any 
HTML5-compliant browser on any comput-
ing device—including mobile devices. 

Now the company has transformed its 
infrastructure to be more flexible and truly 
mobile, with applications and data accessed 
in a similar way regardless of the computing 
device. 

“We’ve taken that challenge to adjust our 
services to fit a BYOD mold, and if we plan 
for that first, then it should be easy to deliver 
services in a normal office desktop environ-
ment,” Dixon said. 

WI-FI WOES 
One problem QDI’s IT department didn’t 
foresee was the effect of  mobile devices 
on the company’s networking infrastruc-
ture. They aren’t alone. Wireless networks 
designed to handle one device per employ-
ee will be crushed under heavy bandwidth 
constraints.

IT pros run into wireless network band-
width performance problems in part be-
cause a single Wi-Fi connection can really 
support only 15 to 20 devices. Any more than 
that, and the connection signal strength be-
gins to deteriorate, said Perry Correll, senior 
technologist for Xirrus, a Wi-Fi technology 
company based in Thousand Oaks, Calif.

Mobile devices create a scenario where 
organizations have to support an average  
of three devices per employee on the wire-
less network. Other Wi-Fi-enabled devices 
such as projectors, scanners and printers 
could cause similar network problems if 
businesses don’t plan accordingly. 

By 2015, 80% of recently installed corpo-
rate wireless networks will become obsolete 
because of poor infrastructure planning, 
according to a February 2012 study by 
Gartner Inc. The same report suggests that 
enterprises will have to deliver 300% more 
wireless access points to provide perfor-
mance that is similar to performance in the 
pre-mobile era.

Organizations should consider a few 
possible changes: upgrading to the wireless 
N standard, establishing a guest network for 
personal devices alongside the corporate 
network, and increasing bandwidth but also 

Wireless networks  
designed to handle one  
device per employee will  
be crushed under heavy 
band width constraints.
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access points and available coverage, said 
David Goff, CTO for Emulex, a network solu-
tions provider based in Costa Mesa, Calif. 

Implementing a guest network also allows 
employees’ personal devices Internet access 
even if they don’t meet the security and poli-
cy requirements to connect to the corporate 
network. Simultaneously, it helps prevent 
overloading the corporate network with too 
many connected devices, Goff said.

PAYING THE PRICE
All of the aforementioned challenges? That’s 
the easy part. Even if an IT department man-
ages to successfully develop robust mobile 
policies, find the right device and application 
management products, deploy productiv-
ity applications, control data leakage, and 
upgrade the networking infrastructure to 
support an influx of new devices, there’s still 
the problem of cost. 

During the planning stages of an orga-
nization’s mobile initiative, expense man-
agement is often overlooked, said industry 
watchers. Companies can manually manage 
those expenses themselves, but plenty of 
vendors are willing to help bring down and 
control the cost of mobile initiatives, such as 
Amtel, Avema Corp. and Tangoe Inc.

IT pros have a less rosy assessment. BYOD 
won’t save your organization money, said 
Damian Broccoli, an infrastructure engineer 
at Terex Corp., a large equipment manufac-
turer based in Dallas. With BYOD, the com-
pany would still be reimbursing employees’ 
mobile costs, along with supporting those 
devices. Going with corporate-issued devic-
es provides an organization more control to 
manage support, negotiate group-rate plans 
and the like. 

One nut Terex still hasn’t cracked is the 

problem of international employees using 
mobile phones when traveling. 

“We have employees come back with an 
$8,000 bill from just a week of business,” 
Broccoli said. With locations across the 
globe, the company has tried negotiating 
shared pools of minutes and data from 
carriers and encouraged business travelers 
to use VoIP instead of cellular minutes. But 
nothing has helped curb the cost of roaming 
devices. 

“We just honestly don’t know what to do 
about it,” he said. Faced with budgets and 
cost overruns, “it’s one of those things that 
you can’t learn to live with.” 

International roaming is but one example 
of an unexpected cost overrun that comes 
from enterprise mobility initiatives, said 
Palador’s Robbins. It’s very easy for organi-
zations to find themselves grappling with 
cost issues resulting from improper plan-
ning of the numerous business use cases for 
mobile. Just understanding that employees 
will travel internationally should have set off 
alarms, he added. 

Despite these unsolved challenges, most 
enterprise IT teams find themselves firm-
ly embracing and planning for a mobile 
workforce. The immense benefits of letting 
employees use the computing devices and 
applications they want, along with working 
from anywhere at any time, is too powerful 
to ignore, said Scott Schemmel, vice presi-
dent of global IT for PGi, a virtual collabo-
ration solutions vendor headquartered in 
Atlanta, Ga. 

“We haven’t gone full-blown into tablets 
and social media just yet even though we’ve 
embraced them,” Schemmel said. “I want to 
provide the tools that our employees want 
to use and make it easy for them to just get 
their job done.” n
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THE TALE OF Linux reads like a tale of war 
on two fronts. In the cloud, the operating 
system has become a top player. In the en-
terprise, Linux is eating away at proprietary 
Unix systems, but it lags well behind Micro-
soft’s Windows as the operating system of 
choice. As cloud computing gains traction, 
Linux has the potential—but no guarantee—
of gaining more acceptance in the enter-
prise.

Since its release in 1991, Linux has gained 
a small but growing niche in the enter-
prise. The operating system has never been 
able to make much headway in convincing 
companies that it is better than Microsoft 

Windows, but it has recently become a viable 
alternative to Unix. With the cloud gaining 
interest, Linux may start to erode Micro-
soft’s stranglehold on the enterprise.

Linux is a good fit with cloud computing 
for a few reasons. The first is that many 
cloud providers start out by building new 
data center infrastructures. Unlike enter-
prise customers, they are not married to ex-
isting systems like Windows. Consequently, 
they can opt for the least-expensive com-
puting setup, and lower cost is a key Linux 
attribute. Since it is based on an open source 
model, the core software is available for free. 
In addition, using Linux avoids many of the 

O P E R AT I N G  S Y S T E M S

Cloud Fuels  
Linux Acceptance
The operating system gains a leading position  
in the cloud but still trails Windows in the  
enterprise.

By Paul Korzeniowski
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licensing and usage charges that come with 
Windows products.

Flexibility is another Linux plus. Fledg-
ling cloud vendors and other startup com-
panies start small but must be able to scale 
up and support enormous workloads. Linux 
can also function on devices as small as a cell 
phone and as large as a supercomputer.

One company was drawn to that flexibili-
ty. Lealta Media is a 3-year-old digital media 
firm specializing in customer acquisition, 
retention and engagement. Lealta Media 
purchased a couple of dozen servers and 
200 TB of storage to support an emerging 
business aimed at helping high schools raise 
funds. All its data center infrastructure runs 
on Linux.

“We chose Linux because we though it 
offered us a solid platform that could grow 
with our business,” said Nitin Shingate, vice 
president of engineering at Lealta. “Our 
computing infrastructure could increase 
significantly as our business takes off, and 
Linux will be able to grow with it.”

Linux works well with cloud in other 
ways. Because cloud has been an emerging 
computing paradigm, its implementation 
has lacked clear-cut standards. When stan-
dards are lacking, vendors often step in with 
proprietary solutions that lock customers 
into their products. Since Linux has an open 
source foundation, it avoids that possibility.

The flexibility extends to application 
development. The Linux open source model 
provides customers with access to the OS 
source code. As a result, customers can 
tinker with various configurations and find 
those that best suit their environments.

To keep costs low, many cloud vendors 
purchase commodity hardware, network-
ing and storage gear. These firms can then 
modify the Linux source code, fine-tune 
their configurations and maximize system 
performance. 

Such features appealed to TW Telecom, a 
$1.5 billion Infrastructure as a Service sup-
plier that delivers managed data, Internet 
and voice networking solutions to busi-
nesses. The company runs a U.S.-based fiber 
optic network stretching 75,000 miles and 
reaching 17,000 commercial buildings.

“We have built a lot of custom systems 
to deliver and manage our services, and 
relying on Linux enables us to fine-tune 
them to meet our needs,” said Sosh Samuel, 
senior director of technology services at the 
company, which has been using Linux since 
2006. TW Telecom has 500 Linux servers 
that work with 500 Unix systems to manage 
2 PB of data that support its services.

The application flexibility extends what 
types of services cloud providers can devel-
op for their customers. Some vendors decide 
to expose the underlying operating environ-
ment system functions, a course that Am-
azon.com follows with its Elastic Compute 
Cloud services. Others provide only  
abstracts of these services, a tactic that 
Google has followed with its App Engine 
services.

Because of these various benefits, Linux 
has become quite popular among cloud com-
puting vendors. “Many of the cloud suppliers 

Operating Systems

“ Our computing  
infrastructure could  
increase significantly  
as our business takes  
off, and Linux will be  
able to grow with it.”
—Nitin Shingate, 
    vice president of engineering, Lealta 
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Operating Systems

have built out data centers that rely mainly 
on Linux,” said Jay Lyman, senior analyst of 
enterprise software at 451 Research.

In the enterprise, Linux is also making 
headway. “Linux has become a viable low-
cost server option for large companies,” said 
Christian Perry, a senior analyst at Technol-
ogy Business Research Inc. (TBR). 

TBR found that x86-based server revenue 
rose by 13% in the second quarter of 2012, 
compared with the second quarter of 2011.
That growth has come at the expense of pro-
prietary Unix hardware. TBR also found that 
revenue from those products dipped by 5% 
in the second quarter. 

There are a couple of reasons why busi-
nesses are opting for Linux. As with cloud, 
cost is a driver. Since it runs on commodity 
hardware, Linux offers companies an in-
expensive way to scale up their computing 
power. They can purchase a white-box Linux 
system for a few thousand dollars compared 
with the five-, six-, and even seven-figure 
price tags that come with proprietary sys-
tems.

A few years ago, businesses would have 
paid those fees simply because they did not 
think that they had a choice. “Traditionally, 
Linux did not scale as high and offer as much 
processing power as proprietary solutions,” 
Lyman said. Scalability used to be a prob-
lem, but hardware vendors have recently 
cleared that hurdle. For example, Intel’s 
newest Xeon chips provide businesses with 
the processing power found in proprietary 
solutions.

But as companies have found more uses 
for Linux, they face new challenges. The 
first is finding and keeping skilled Linux 

technicians. “There is a very high demand 
for Linux programmers,” said Lealta Me-
dia’s Shingate. “It has often taken us several 
months to fill an opening.” Enterprises often 
have to pay top dollar to find these techies, 
and keeping them can be a challenge.

Also, while Linux is doing well in emerg-
ing markets, it still trails Microsoft’s Win-
dows in the enterprise. Stability and inertia 
are a few reasons why companies do not 
want to move their existing applications to 
another platform. 

Once a large system, such as enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) software, is up and 
running, corporations don’t want to make 
major changes to it. 

Ease of use has been another factor for 
Windows’ success. “Microsoft has done a 
good job delivering solutions that many end 
users can work with,” said Samuel at TW 
Telecom, which relies on Windows to sup-
port the bulk of its daily business operation 
applications, such as desktop productivity 
systems and ERP.

Linux is riding the cloud wave and seeing 
growth in new applications. Linux continues 
to grow, slowly with Windows, steadily in 
Unix applications, and significantly in the 
cloud. n

Scalability used to be a 
prob lem, but hardware 
vendors have recently 
cleared that hurdle.

http://www.tbri.com/news/pressreleases_pgView.cfm?release=8295
http://www.tbri.com/news/pressreleases_pgView.cfm?release=8295
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FOR A GLIMPSE of the future of computing, 
the high-performance computing (HPC) 
sector has always been a good place to look. 
In this age of cloud computing, HPC shops 
have been true to form, seizing upon cheap 
and plentiful public cloud resources to build 
ginormous compute clusters for short dol-
lars—and big results. 

In recent years, the worldwide HPC 
market has been one of the lone bright spots 
in IT spending, estimated at $20.3 billion 
in 2011, and growing at a compound annual 
growth rate of 7.6%, according to IDC. 

The availability of cheap cloud resources 
could propel that sector still further, provid-

ing compute resources to a whole new class 
of users who were previously priced out, said 
Jason Stowe, CEO of Cycle Computing, a 
provider of HPC provisioning software.

“Public cloud is democratizing access to 
utility supercomputing,” Stowe said. “Before 
it was a have [or] have-not kind of environ-
ment.”

And the trails blazed by HPC and public 
cloud could show enterprises with more 
modest needs how to take advantage of this 
new class of computing. 

Like the TOP500, the yearly ranking of 
the world’s fastest supercomputers, recent 
HPC cloud successes are nothing if not 

H I G H - P E R F O R M A N C E  C O M P U T I N G

HPC Shops Think 
Bigger with Cloud
The HPC sector is showing enterprise IT what  
the public cloud can do: save gobs and gobs of money, 
while pushing the envelope on the scale of computation. 
But how likely is widespread adoption?

By Alex Barrett

http://www.top500.org/
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impressive. But whereas the TOP500 mea-
sures computing success in floating-point 
operations per second (FLOPS), cloud HPC 
projects tend to focus on cores.

Perhaps the most impressive project 
comes from computational chemistry firm 
Schrödinger, which created a whopping 
50,000-core Amazon Elastic Compute Cloud 
(EC2) cluster to analyze 21 million drug 
compounds in just under three hours. The 
job—a virtual screen that binds the com-
pounds to a protein—returned a list of more 
than 100 compounds that merited further 
testing. 

That 50,000-core cluster featured many 
multiples more compute capacity than 
Schrödinger’s internal resources, a 3,000-
core cluster comprising commodity 32-core 
nodes. “What we have available for a virtual 
screen is usually much less,” which limits 
the scope of the research, said Rami Farid, 
Schrödinger’s president. With smaller core 
counts, “you have to cut corners or it will not 
get done,” he said. 

In addition to the sheer size of the run, 
the Schrödinger job was notable for its low 
cost. Schrödinger paid Amazon Web Ser-
vices (AWS) $4,900 per hour for three hours 
to run the job. Cycle Computing, which pro-
vided the cluster management software that 
enabled Schrödinger to export its jobs to the 
cloud, estimates the value of the EC2 infra-
structure that ran the job at $20 million.

Other Amazon customers take advantage 
of Spot Instances to drive down the cost of 
running HPC jobs even further. Spot In-
stances allow users to name the price they 
are willing to pay for unused EC2 capacity 
and will run the job whenever the bid ex-
ceeds the current price, which varies based 
on real-time supply and demand. 

A recent example is the University of Wis-
consin’s Morgridge Institute for Research, 
which completed more than 1 million core 

hours of gene indexing in just more than a 
week. The memory-intensive job required 
the use of relatively expensive high-memory 
EC2 instances. But because the job was ar-
chitected to tolerate disruptions, research-
ers could specify the use of Spot Instances, 

which, at the time of the run, were priced 
at about one-twelfth the price of the equiv-
alent on-demand instance. Ultimately, the 
institute paid just less than $20,000 for the 
million-plus core hours of processing.

A PARALLEL UNIVERSE
Despite the enormous promise of cloud and 
HPC, not every HPC job is a fit for the mod-
el—far from it. 

Using cloud for HPC workloads is still a 
new, albeit growing phenomenon. It’s being 
used for a small subset of HPC jobs—notably, 
the easiest ones, said Steve Conway, IDC 
research vice president for HPC.

By and large, HPC workloads in the cloud 
tend to be what the industry considers em-
barrassingly parallel—large jobs that can be 
easily split into smaller ones because they 
have few or no dependencies between them. 
It is therefore possible to run the jobs simul-
taneously on commodity hardware nodes 
that are not connected by high-throughput 
or low-latency pipes—the kind of low-end 
infrastructure that by and large makes up 
the public cloud.

High-Performance Computing

By and large, HPC  
workloads in the cloud 
tend to be what the  
industry considers  
embarrassingly parallel.

http://aws.amazon.com/ec2/spot-instances/
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But most types of HPC jobs outside that 
cloud subset require communication be-
tween tasks—for example, to report the 
results of an intermediate step, and thus are 
usually run on systems that feature high-
speed communication, such as an InfiniBand 
fabric between the processing nodes. 

So, it is largely true that the cloud is the 
best fit for jobs with a high degree of paral-
lelism, conceded Cycle’s Stowe, but “there’s 
nothing embarrassing about it.” 

“I like to think of them as pleasantly par-
allel,” he said. 

At the same time, cloud providers have re-
sponded by offering new compute resource 
types that can be a better fit for a broad 
range of HPC jobs. Amazon offers Clus-
ter Compute, comprising eight instances 
running on memory-rich Intel Sandy Bridge 
nodes. The Cluster Compute instances can 
also be located in Placement Groups that 
guarantee low latency, with 10 Gbps band-
width between instances. 

Likewise, Microsoft recently began 
offering so-called Big Compute nodes on its 
Azure public cloud. These come with eight 

High-Performance Computing

FROM BIG SCIENCE TO BIG DATA
WHAT DOES ALL this talk about high-performance computing (HPC) mean, if anything, to anyone not 
doing it?

If your organization is contemplating big data analytics, it means a lot. Experts say that the les-
sons that HPC shops have learned about running on the cloud are widely transferable to that other 
increasingly popular workload.

Data analytics workloads have a lot in common with HPC, said Russ Caldwell, CTO at Emcien, a 
provider of pattern-based analytics software.

“Any type of computing job implies that something is computationally intensive—either because 
it’s complex or because of the large amount of information involved,” Caldwell said. “Analytics is sim-
ply one type of job which typically involves both high volume and complex computations.”

And like a lot of the HPC jobs running in the cloud, analytics jobs are more often I/O-bound than 
CPU-bound, he added. As such, the company offers a Software as a Service (SaaS) version of its 
software called EmcienMix that runs on Amazon Elastic Compute Cloud and its Simple Storage 
Service (S3). 

“The cloud is a good fit for fluctuating workloads and jobs that require flexibility,” Caldwell said, 
namely, ones that have an unpredictable size and timed jobs that require access from multiple loca-
tions around the world.

Likewise, Jason Stowe, CEO of Cycle Computing, sees a lot of potential for its software and ser-
vices for big data use cases.

“Big data is just another example of a high-throughput workload,” he said. The “map” part of Google 
MapReduce (the basis for big-data-friendly Apache Hadoop) “is entirely pleasantly parallel,” he 
pointed out. —ALEX BARRETT
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instances and 60 GB of RAM, or 16 instances 
with 120 GB. Both run on Intel Sandy Bridge 
nodes with DDR memory, five 1 TB disks, 
10 GbE for network and storage communi-
cation and 40Gb InfiniBand for internode 
communication.

And if that still isn’t enough, some tradi-
tional HPC vendors are also getting in on the 
cloud act, renting out access to optimized 
HPC hardware that provides better perfor-
mance than typical public clouds. Examples 
include Penguin Computing’s Penguin on 
Demand and Cyclone from SGI. 

Part of SGI Cyclone’s performance advan-
tage comes from the fact that, unlike most 
public cloud offerings, it does not include a 
virtualization layer, said Franz Aman, SGI’s 
chief marketing officer. 

“Having apps run natively on physical 
hardware gives you the performance you 
need,” he said.

Cyclone also provides Software as a 
Service (SaaS) access to specialized HPC 
software stacks such as NUMECA for com-
putational fluid dynamics, or Gromacs for 
molecular dynamics.

These sorts of high-performance, inte-
grated cloud offerings provide a stepping 
stone that can jumpstart a small company’s 
use of HPC, or augment an organization’s 
existing resources quite nicely. 

NOT ALL SUNSHINE AHEAD
But while some organizations have had 
great success doing HPC in the cloud, others 
maintain that it still has a long way to go.

In fact, many HPC cloud services have 
proved disappointing, said one technical 
project manager at a life sciences startup, 
who requested anonymity. After conducting 
an extensive pilot last year, she concluded 
that most mainstream public clouds are not 
a good fit for HPC, and that most traditional 

HPC software stacks don’t integrate well 
with cloud resources.

She was disappointed, for example, by 
EC2’s small instance sizes and the lack of 
InfiniBand connectivity. Further, “EC2 is 
too much like a data center—you need a sys 

admin with DevOps skills to get it to work, 
because scientists don’t want to tinker with 
this stuff,” she said.

And traditional HPC management soft-
ware vendors have yet to nail cloud integra-
tion.

Internally, the firm uses cluster man-
agement software from Bright Computing, 
which she described as “very stable, robust 
and user friendly.” However, an initial test 
of Bright Cluster Manager’s cloud bursting 
feature, which is designed to let administra-
tors launch new clusters in EC2—or burst 
existing clusters—didn’t go well. “It’s not 
plug-and-play yet,” she said.

Then there’s the issue of data privacy, said 
Dr. John Meyers, assistant professor and 
technology director at Boston University 
School of Medicine. The school currently 
manages several hundred terabytes of data, 
mainly in support of next-generation ge-
netics and genomics research, plus cellular 

High-Performance Computing

Some traditional  
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getting in on the cloud 
act, renting out access  
to optimized HPC  
hardware that provides 
better performance than 
typical public clouds.
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High-Performance Computing

imaging, but that data is crunched exclusive-
ly in-house.

“We’re leery of the cloud because a lot of 
our data is identifiable patient data” regulat-
ed by laws like HIPAA [the Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act], said 
Meyers. 

However, if and when the school does 
resolve its cloud privacy and security con-
cerns, it is in a good position, he said, thanks 
to the school’s use of storage virtualization 
software from Actifio that manages data 
copies for backup, disaster recovery, and test 
and dev purposes.

“If we do go down that road, the fact that 
Actifio is application-sensitive will make it 
easy for us to say, ‘Shoot this data off to the 
cloud, but keep this data in-house,’” he said. 
Other storage management platforms that 
operate at the lower block level don’t make it 
as easy to segment data by type.

Moving data to and from the cloud is an-
other frequently cited HPC challenge, said 
IDC’s Conway. 

The time it takes to transfer data to the 
cloud depends on the size of the organiza-
tion’s Internet connection, and, of course, 
the data set. Even with a low-end 1.5 Mb/
sec Internet connection, simple math says 
it should only take 84 minutes to upload a 1 
GB file. But a 1 TB data set would take over 
58 days to upload at that speed, and a more 
reasonable—but still unwieldy—21 hours on 

a super-fast 100 Mb connection.
“Getting the data to the cloud for the first 

time can stop people cold,” Conway noted.
Some specialized cloud providers offer 

data upload services, and it is possible to 
speed up data transfers by sending files in 
multiple streams and by using compression. 

And of course, some organizations have 
their data colocated at or near the cloud 
provider’s site, rendering these issues moot. 
However, for everyone else, it is imperative 
to think about the time it will take to get 
data to (and from) the cloud before jump-
ing in. The waters may be too cold for some 
people’s taste, but for a few hardy souls, it’s 
just fine. n

Even with a low-end  
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connection, simple  
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upload a 1 GB file. But  
a 1 TB data set would 
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upload at that speed.
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In the Mix

IT TRENDS WITHIN an organization and IT 
trends within a data center are like classical 
mechanics and quantum mechanics, re-
spectively. If it’s been a while since your last 
physics course, classical mechanics govern 
the motion of large objects. However, once 
the object gets small enough—the size of an 
atom—all the rules change. Those new rules 
are quantum mechanics.

Data centers are like that, too. Outside a 
data center, IT departments preach consol-
idation and centralization. They push data 
and processing back into the data center 
with virtualization and cloud computing. 
They even push the desktops into the data 
center with virtual desktop infrastructure. 

But within a data center, the trend is the 
opposite. Applications and systems that 
scale up with a “Just throw hardware at it” 
approach are yielding to those that scale out. 
The result is a swarm of smaller machines 
working together versus a monolith, or local 
disk arrays and software providing the ser-
vices of a more traditional centralized array.

DECENTRALIZATION  
TRUMPS CENTRALIZATION
So why aren’t data centers following their 
own rules? Frankly, there’s only one reason 
for this: cost. The cost of a traditional cen-
tralized disk array is enormous compared to 
the performance it delivers, especially when 

you factor in the complex way servers attach 
to it, and the way the storage systems and 
networks have to be managed and moni-
tored. In contrast, local storage is easy. Abso-
lutely everybody knows how it works, so it’s 
relatively immune to human error. It’s fast 
enough for most workloads, especially with 
many RAID controllers now offering native 
SSD (solid-state drive) caching (to inexpen-
sive commodity drives, no less). And every 
server monitoring tool on the planet can 
monitor local storage, so it’s one less thing 
you have to pay for, be trained on, imple-
ment and manage.

Systems that scale out are trendy for 
similar reasons. With a monolithic system, 
you need to size for peak workloads. The rest 
of the year, all that capacity is wasted, or at 
least hard to use. A scale-out system can be 
sized to exactly what is needed, with the ca-
pacity returned to a pool after peaks subside. 
This also appeals to organizations pushing 
workloads to the cloud. As hybrid cloud 
technologies mature, the idea of “cloud 
bursting,” or temporarily pushing workloads 
into a public cloud, gets more realistic. It 
also means the ability to take full advantage 
of concepts like Amazon Elastic Compute 
Cloud’s Spot Instances to run workloads in 
EC2 when the price to do so is lower than 
your own data center’s operational costs.

Will the trend of internal data center  
decentralization continue? Most things in 
IT are cyclical, so it wouldn’t surprise me 
if, in 10 years, we started centralizing data 
centers again. Until then, I think we should 
get used to IT not practicing what it preach-
es—for the good of our bottom lines. n

Do As I Say, Not As I Do

By Bob Plankers



Home

Editor’s  
Letter

Currents

Steve Gunderson: 
Data Center  
Redesign Can  
Save Real Money

Brian Madden:  
Give the People 
What They Want

Take Control  
of Enterprise 
Mobility

Cloud Fuels  
Linux  
Acceptance

HPC Shops  
Think Bigger  
with Cloud

Bob Plankers:  
Do As I Say,  
Not As I Do

MODERN INFRASTRUCTURE   •   FEBRUARY 2013       27

About the Authors

ALEX BARRETT is the editor in chief of Modern 
Infrastructure. Write to her at abarrett@
techtarget.com or tweet her at @aebarrett.

JAMES FURBUSH is a news reporter covering 
consumerization. Email him at jfurbush@
techtarget.com, or follow @JamesFurbush 
on Twitter.

STEVE GUNDERSON is a principal at Transi-
tional Data Services.

PAUL KORZENIOWSKI is a freelance writer who  
specializes in data center issues. He is 
based in Sudbury, MA and can be reached at 
paulkorzen@aol.com.

BRIAN MADDEN is an opinionated, supertech-
nical, fiercely independent desktop virtual-
ization and consumerization expert. Write 
to him at bmadden@techtarget.com.

BOB PLANKERS is a virtualization and cloud 
architect at a major Midwestern university. 
He is also the author of The Lone Sysadmin 
blog.

Modern Infrastructure is a  
SearchDataCenter.com e-publication

Margie Semilof
EDITORIAL DIRECTOR

Alex Barrett
EDITOR IN CHIEF

Lauren Horwitz
EXECUTIVE EDITOR

Christine Cignoli
SENIOR SITE EDITOR

Phil Sweeney
MANAGING EDITOR

Eugene Demaitre 
ASSOCIATE MANAGING EDITOR

Laura Aberle
ASSOCIATE FEATURES EDITOR

Linda Koury
DIRECTOR OF ONLINE DESIGN

Rebecca Kitchens
PUBLISHER

rkitchens@techtarget.com

TechTarget
275 Grove Street, Newton, MA 02466

www.techtarget.com

© 2013 TechTarget Inc. No part of this publica-
tion may be transmitted or reproduced in any 
form or by any means without written permis-
sion from the publisher. TechTarget reprints are 

available through The YGS Group.

About TechTarget: TechTarget publishes me-
dia for information technology profession-
als. More than 100 focused websites enable 
quick access to a deep store of news, advice 
and analysis about the technologies, products 
and processes crucial to your job. Our live and 
virtual events give you direct access to inde-
pendent expert commentary and advice. At IT 
Knowledge Exchange, our social community, 
you can get advice and share solutions with 

peers and experts.

mailto:abarrett%40techtarget.com?subject=
mailto:abarrett%40techtarget.com?subject=
https://twitter.com/aebarrett
mailto:jfurbush@techtarget.com
mailto:jfurbush@techtarget.com
http://www.twitter.com/JamesFurbush
mailto:paulkorzen@aol.com
mailto:bmadden%40techtarget.com?subject=
http://lonesysadmin.net/
http://searchdatacenter.techtarget.com/
http://reprints.ygsgroup.com/m/techtarget



