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IF YOU’VE BEEN in IT for more than five minutes, you’ve  
lived through a Gartner “hype cycle,” which describes the 
lifecycle of a technology from inception (the “Technology 
Trigger”), through its meteoric rise (the “Peak of Inflated 
Expectations”), its inevitable fall (the dreaded “Trough of 
Disillusionment”), back up the “Slope of Enlightenment” 
and on to the pleasant-but-dull “Plateau of Productivity.”

My personal favorite is the Slope of Enlightenment, in 
which we begin to brush off our cynicism about an over-
hyped technology and recognize it for what it really is, 
replete with faults and foibles, but also with its share of 
redeeming qualities.

This month’s issue of MI hits all five phases of the hype 
cycle. For a Technology Trigger, Brian Madden introduces 
us to Citrix Workspace Services, which he says “absolutely 
represents the future of XenApp and XenDesktop.” Strong 
words, but he’s been right before. 

Just to the right of the Peak of Inflated Expectations 

stands Mike Matchett’s column, “Software-Defined Defies 
Definition,” where he does hero’s work describing this im-
portant (but confusing) concept that stands to revolution-
ize how we buy and manage the gear in our data centers. 

Over in the Trough of Disillusionment, Jonathan Eu-
nice’s column, “Imperfect Progress,” points out the inade-
quacy of the uptime, latency and transactional consistency 
guarantees offered by today’s cloud providers. “99.9% 
uptime? That was a great goal, a decade ago,” he quips.

My article, “Cloud vs. the World,” also wallows in the 
Trough, detailing the disappointment of many enterprise 
IT shops when they realize they can’t use the public cloud 
because of data sovereignty and privacy concerns.

If you’re looking for a more optimistic read, check out 
Bob Plankers’ column, “Small Ball,” which epitomizes 
Slope of Enlightenment thinking. No, your organization is 
not Netflix, Pinterest nor Instagram, and it will probably 
not hit a grand slam by going to the public cloud, but that 
doesn’t mean you shouldn’t play the game.

And for a comforting take on the modern data center, 
turn to Steve Bigelow’s feature, “Today’s Data Center: 
Dense, and Getting Denser.” After a steady stream of 
improvements, the gear in today’s data center is efficient, 
reliable and performs well. 

The next hype cycle will begin in five minutes. n

ALEX BARRETT, Editor in Chief 
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Cloud vs. the World
The dream of cloud resources that transcend  

geographic borders seems likely to remain just that.
BY ALEX BARRETT
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EARLY ADOPTERS HAVE sung cloud’s praises of elasticity, 
scalability and flexibility for years now, and enterprises 
are finally taking notice. But just as the public cloud is 
becoming more mature, concerns about privacy and data 
sovereignty are tripping up cloud deployments for orga-
nizations with international users.

Cloud providers like to cultivate an image of the cloud 
as an infinite resource that transcends terrestrial realities 
of physical location and geopolitical jurisdictions. But 
nothing could be further from the truth. Just because your 
data is in “the cloud” doesn’t mean it’s not governed by the 
law of the land, whatever land that may be. Furthermore, 
last year’s revelations about the extent of U.S. government 
spying have cast a pall on many organizations’ willingness 
to use public cloud services, in particular those offered by 
U.S. companies. 

The problem is particularly acute for organizations 
with customers in Europe, with its stringent data privacy 
rules, but it is by no means limited to them, said Jo Peter-
son, vice president for converged cloud and data centers 
at Clarify360, a cloud and data center sourcing consul-
tancy. If a company’s customers are subject to certain 
regulations, then, by extension, so is the company.

“It’s a flow-down-the-hill sort of thing,” Peterson said.
That causes a lot of bellyaching, time-consuming 

CLOUD COMPUTING
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due diligence and suboptimal workarounds, which all 
translate to higher costs for cloud consumers, said John 
Treadway, senior vice president at Boston-based cloud 
consulting firm Cloud Technology Partners (CTP) Inc.

“It slows things down to have to go to the general coun-
sel,” Treadway said. “Right now, users of cloud are paying 
a premium to deal with these issues.” 

IT’S 11 O’CLOCK. DO YOU KNOW  

WHERE YOUR DATA IS?

There’s a huge incentive to take advantage of a cloud 
service provider’s data centers in remote locations. For 
organizations with users or customers far from their home 
bases, the chance to use someone else’s infrastructure to 
get data closer may help them avoid significant capital 
costs. 

When an organization looks at entering a specific geog-
raphy, the first thing to consider is the technical character-
istics of a given data center, such as latency, connectivity, 
data sharing and application interdependencies, and 
mobility, said Peterson. 

But even if hosting a workload remotely is technically 
possible, there’s still the legal aspect, “and that’s where 
[customers] get stopped,” Peterson said. Ultimately, data 

sovereignty rules are often the deciding factor for whether 
a would-be entrepreneur decides to compete in a given 
market.

“They ask, ‘Do we want to serve this market or not? 
Is there enough revenue [to offset extra costs]? Because 
if the answer is yes, then we have to play by the rules,’” 
Peterson said.

Indeed, different countries have very different ideas 
about where and how the personal data of their citizens 
should be stored and managed. They also have different 
laws about how that data should be stored, moved and 
protected. Sometimes referred to as “safe harbor,” data 
sovereignty laws vary wildly from country to country—in 
fact, even among provinces and states. 

Cloud computing means data could be stored anywhere—and that’s quite unsettling for many businesses   

n  Different countries have different data privacy laws, and there are plenty of workarounds on the part of 

users and providers, especially after U.S. spying became public  n  Cloud providers themselves aren’t always 

transparent about where customer data is stored

HIGHLIGHTS

EVEN IF HOSTING A  
WORKLOAD REMOTELY  
IS TECHNICALLY POSSIBLE, 
THERE’S STILL THE LEGAL  
ASPECT, “AND THAT’S WHERE 
[CUSTOMERS] GET STOPPED.”  
—Jo Peterson, Clarify360
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In Canada, the province of British Columbia has dis-
tinct laws for public and private-sector organizations, 
said Kelly Beardmore, CTO at Carbon60 Networks Inc., 
a Canadian managed hosting provider. Public sector data 
cannot leave the province, whereas other provinces aren’t 
as strict, he said.

Similarly, Massachusetts has a law on the books pro-
hibiting data about its citizens from leaving the state, al-
though “nobody pays attention to it,” said CTP’s Treadway.

The canonical—and arguably most significant—exam-
ple of safe-harbor laws is Germany. As a member of the 
European Union, Germany should in theory be guided by 
the EU Directive 94/46/EC, or the Data Protection Direc-
tive, which governs privacy and the flow of data beyond 
the confines of member nations.

In fact, Germany goes above and beyond the EU laws 
and insists that data about German citizens stay within its 
own borders, even for maintenance and disaster recovery 
purposes. 

That leaves organizations that do business with Ger-
many, the largest economy in Europe, in a bind. Should 
they locate all their data there, or should they segment out 
German data in a German data center while using another 
data center for the remainder of their data? 

Cloud providers, meanwhile, are all over the map in 
terms of their data center resources. Amazon Web Ser-
vices (AWS), for instance, already has seven global regions 
and 26 availability zones to cater to international custom-
ers. Others are a work in progress.

For example, IBM SoftLayer currently has 13 data cen-
ters, only two of which are outside of the U.S.—one in 

Amsterdam and one in Singapore. But the company plans 
to invest $1.2 billion to increase its footprint to 40 data 
centers around the world, with an initial focus on Hong 
Kong, London, Toronto, Mexico City, Frankfurt and Paris, 
said Mark Jones, IBM SoftLayer vice president of product 
innovation.

In places such as Canada and Australia that prohibit 
personal data from leaving country borders, the company 

RIP Trusted Cloud 
Europe?
THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION is interested in estab-

lishing Europe as a trusted region for cloud com-

puting, as evidenced by its recent Trusted Cloud 

Europe proposal. That goal was dealt a blow this 

spring by the EU’s parliamentary elections, which 

saw a surge of anti-federalist “Euroskeptics” from 

both the far right and far left of the political spec-

trum, said Rory Duncan, a services analyst at 451 

Research.

“Euroskeptics see the risk of increasing fed-

eralism as a risk to their national interests,” he 

explained. “It’s going to be challenging for the 

European Commission to push forward federalist 

ideas like Trusted Cloud Europe with a majority of 

anti-European members.” n

http://www.cloudforeurope.eu/news/-/blogs/trusted-cloud-europe-survey-have-your-say-
http://www.cloudforeurope.eu/news/-/blogs/trusted-cloud-europe-survey-have-your-say-
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plans to build multiple data centers so customers can 
move data within the IBM SoftLayer cloud, remaining 
within the country’s borders for maintenance or disaster 
recovery reasons without fear of running afoul of data 
sovereignty laws.

NO NEWS IS BAD NEWS

It’s not just a question of locating the data appropriately; 
it’s also a question of getting the guarantees—in writing—
that the data won’t move, even for low-level maintenance 
activities. And early cloud adopters report those assur-
ances aren’t always forthcoming.

A U.S.-based staffing provider recently undertook a 
project to consolidate its CRM software from 16 instances 
worldwide into Salesforce.com, plus run custom code on 
AWS, where it already has a significant presence. Getting 
Salesforce to sign off on safe-harbor regulations was “a 
piece of cake,” said the IT director responsible for the 
technical rollout, but dealing with AWS “was a disaster.”

“AWS is really not interested in talking about safe har-
bor, security, international data and where you want to 
store it,” said the IT director, whose company prohibits 
employees from speaking publicly. 

Over the course of multiple meetings and email ex-
changes, it appeared to the IT director that AWS was unin-
terested in the topic. “It didn’t appear that they were doing 
anything about [data sovereignty]. Every single question 
was a unique event,” he recalled. 

Rather than give up on using AWS, the staffing firm de-
cided to work around the problem and store all of its data 

encrypted in the U.S., which legal counsel felt allowed the 
company to meet its obligations to international users. 

While that may seem like a graceful solution—and 
one that’s well liked by security professionals—it’s also a 
burden on IT. To avoid assuming liability, AWS refused to 
manage this customer’s encryption keys, as it sometimes 
does for other services like its Relational Database Service. 
“The security guys love [the encryption]. I just wish it 
were easier to manage,” the IT director said. 

Meanwhile, other service providers are starting to em-
phasize their transparency when it comes to data sover-
eignty. For example, iLand is a VMware vCloud provider 
with data centers in the U.S. and Ireland that makes a 
point of highlighting its data movement policies. 

“One ‘feature’ of some clouds is load-balancing across 
regions and not necessarily telling you about it,” said Lilac 
Schoenbeck, iLand vice president of product management 
and marketing. With her company, on the other hand, “we 
can load-balance if you want, for example for DR purposes 
across the pond, but that’s an explicit decision on the part 
of the customer.” 

IT’S NOT JUST A QUESTION  
OF LOCATING DATA APPROPRI-
ATELY; IT’S ALSO A QUESTION 
OF GETTING THE GUARANTEES  
—IN WRITING—THAT THE  
DATA WON’T MOVE.
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In contrast, AWS not only doesn’t provide that infor-
mation, it is also opaque about what exactly it does do, 
Schoenbeck said. “That’s almost worse than not having 
the assurance,” she said. 

Amazon declined to comment on the record for this 
story.

THE UGLY AMERICAN

Revelations last year that the U.S. National Security 
Agency (NSA) was spying on cloud providers brought 
some unwelcome truths to light and threatened to put a 
damper on the use of U.S.-based cloud services. 

But far from killing the cloud market, data sovereignty 
and privacy concerns have spawned a veritable cottage 
industry of regional cloud providers outside the U.S., said 
Rory Duncan, research director for services (EMEA) at 
451 Research. Some sell their own cloud services, while 
others simply resell global cloud services with local lan-
guage and support capabilities. 

Their main value-add? They recognize that storing data 
in Europe isn’t enough, Duncan said. “Customers say to 
the international providers, ‘We want cloud services, 
but we want them in Poland and replicated to southeast 
France,’” he said.

Duncan believes that large U.S.-based cloud providers 
can have great success by partnering with local providers. 
Generally speaking, he said, “the direct model is not a 
great way to sell in Europe.” By establishing partnerships 
with local providers to resell their services, “they are 
finding that they’re not perceived as U.S. companies,” 
according to Duncan.

Still, whether this active avoidance of U.S. cloud provid-
ers is justified is up for debate, Duncan said. “FUD [fear, 
uncertainty and doubt] is certainly coloring this,” he said. 
“What consumers of cloud services should be considering 
are practical considerations, and those considerations are 
not uniquely European.” n

ALEX BARRETT is editor in chief of Modern Infrastructure.
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55Percentage of IT professionals  
who received a raise in 2013

IT Executives

IT Managers

IT Staff

System Administrators

$138,269

$97,846

$75,266

$73,069

$164,090

$104,278

$80,404

$77,269

n  Average base  
salary, not  
including bonuses 
or commissions

n  Average total 
compensation

 IT Executives $31,471

 IT Managers $11,348

 IT Staff $8,128

 System  
Administrators $4,773
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THERE HAVE BEEN some tentative steps toward integrating 
today’s dominant public and private cloud environments, 
Amazon Web Services (AWS) and VMware, respectively. 
In June, AWS introduced the AWS Management Portal  
for vCenter, a plug-in for VMware’s on-premises manage-
ment console that allows VMware admins to do things 
such as create an AWS virtual private cloud or launch an 
EC2 instance. 

For its part, VMware cautioned its customers to be 
wary of the AWS plug-in. “Choosing a tool that addresses 
an immediate need can help today but can create more 
problems down the road if you’re not careful,” wrote 
VMware Chief Technology Officer Chris Wolf in a blog 
post. Among its limitations, this “import tool disguised as 
hybrid cloud management” doesn’t make it easy to move 

workloads back to the customer premises or another 
cloud, and it does not support existing software licenses 
or automation and orchestration across clouds, Wolf said. 

Competitive business interests will likely prevent 
much deeper integration between the two companies. 
Yet, the desire among VMware shops to use AWS is real. 
For example, Deutsche Telekom HBS offers cloud-based 
telephone services to T-Mobile’s small- and medium-sized 
business customers. The offer-
ing started out running on the 
RackSpace public cloud, but 
about a year ago, latency and 
availability concerns prompted 
the provider to move the service 
in-house to a VMware environ-
ment, said Ram Akuka, director 
of operations. 

However, demand by devel-
opers for new resources was rapidly outstripping the 
capacity of Deutsche Telekom’s internal lab environment. 
Akuka said he wanted to use the public cloud for test and 
development because “it’s an unlimited resource. You can 
build it up and tear it down when you’re done.”

Akuka started out by creating sandboxes for devel-
opers on AWS with all components of the on-premises, 
three-tier application that they could work against. The 
problem was, “there were cases where the integration 

    CLOUD MANAGEMENT

One Big  
Hybrid Family
Why can’t VMware and AWS  
just get along? 
BY ALEX BARRETT

AKUKA

http://cto.vmware.com/dont-be-fooled/
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just didn’t work,” he said, usually because of networking 
configurations. 

The answer came from Ravello Systems, a provider of 
cloud-based application development services that runs 
VMware environments on AWS or Google Compute En-
gine without having to modify the VMs or their network-
ing configurations.

“We upload the image to the Ravello website and get 
the exact same infrastructure running in the cloud,” Akuka 

said. “The fact that it is AWS is totally transparent to me.”
Ravello credits “high-performance nested virtualiza-

tion” for its ability to smooth over differences between 
VMware and AWS, but the company is not alone. HotLink 
and CloudVelocity also offer hybrid cloud management 
software focused on using the public cloud for disaster 
recovery. n

ALEX BARRETT is editor in chief of Modern Infrastructure.
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MODERN DATA CENTERS are profoundly affected by com-
puting densities. The ongoing evolution of computing 
hardware, system form factors, virtualization, networking 
tactics and supporting technologies has allowed far more 
enterprise computing functions to be performed with just 
a fraction of the physical space and systems of a few years 
ago. The benefits of increased densities include smaller 
capital purchases and lower energy bills. But there are 
downsides to increased computing densities, namely 
potential management challenges and greater system 
hardware dependence. 

As next-generation data centers shrink even more, 
IT professionals must look ahead to reap the benefits of 
greater computing densities while mitigating the associ-
ated risks and problems.

EVER-DENSER HARDWARE

Nowhere is the impact of increasing density more obvious 
than in the deployment of computing hardware like serv-
ers and networking and storage devices. Consider the ad-
vances in traditional processor density. Single-, dual- and 
quad-core processors have given way to models sporting 

Today’s  
Data Center:  
Dense and  

Getting Denser
Careful planning can maximize the benefits  

of greater computing densities while  
minimizing potential risks.

BY STEPHEN J. BIGELOW 

HOME

DATA CENTER INFRASTRUCTURE

CITTÀ IMMAGINARIA/ISTOCK



MODERN INFRASTRUCTURE  •  JULY/AUGUST 2014 12

Home

Editor’s Letter

Cloud vs. the World

Survey Says

One Big Hybrid 
Family

Today’s Data  
Center: Dense,  
and Getting Denser 

Overheard

VMworld Preview: 
Adapt or Perish

End User Advocate: 
The Future of Cloud-
Based Desktops

The Next Big Thing: 
Software-Defined 
Defies Definition

Are We There Yet? 
Imperfect Progress

In the Mix:  
Small Ball

eight and more cores. For example, Intel’s Xeon E7-8857 
provides 12 cores, while the Xeon E7-8880L provides 15 
cores. This gives a quad-socket server like an IBM System 
x3850 X6 up to 60 processor cores that can be distributed 
across dozens of virtual machines. Even a blade server like 
a PowerEdge M620 can support two Xeon E5-2695 12-core 
processors for a total of 24 cores per blade.

This trend has also carried over to server memory. 
Memory modules are bursting with new capacity, boosting 
rack servers with just a few gigabytes to capacities rang-
ing anywhere from 128 GB to more than 1 TB depending 
upon the choice of memory modules and features (such 
as memory sparing, mirroring and so on). Blade servers 
are typically a bit more modest with total memory capac-
ities of 32 GB to 64 GB per blade. Still, memory adds up 
fast with six, eight and more blades in the same chassis 
enclosure.

Storage is still getting bigger and faster, and the line 
between memory and storage is blurring as flash memory 
claims a permanent place in server architectures. For 
example, solid-state drive (SSD) devices have taken on a 
new role as a high-performance storage tier (sometimes 
called tier 0), ranging in capacities from 100 GB to 1 TB 
using the conventional SATA/SAS disk interface. 

For better storage performance, servers may incorpo-
rate PCIe-based solid-state accelerator (SSA) devices like 
Fusion-io’s ioDrive2 products with up to 3 TB of flash 
storage per unit. When peak storage performance is criti-
cal, IT professionals are considering terabytes of memory 
channel storage (MCS) devices like Diablo Technologies 
DDR3 flash storage modules, which share memory slots 

with conventional DIMMs.
This explosive evolution of data center hardware is not 

always perfect. For example, adding risers for high-end 
memory capacity can drive up server costs and lower per-
formance. Similar performance penalties can occur when 

using memory located off local blades, which must be 
accessed across slower backplanes. IT professionals report 
that such potential problems are shifting traditional sys-
tem performance bottlenecks away from CPU-scaling lim-
itations to memory and storage issues, and that resource 
provisioning policies must be modified to accommodate 
the changing bottlenecks as data center densities increase.

“A new issue that we recently faced is managing the 
IOPS at the storage tier,” said Tim Noble, IT director and 
advisory board member at Reach IPS Inc., noting that 
mixing thick storage provisioning at the hypervisor level 
and thin storage provisioning at the physical level caused 
storage buffer problems that demanded a change to stor-
age tiering. 

“When the pending write buffer is full, all systems 

MEMORY MODULES ARE 
BURSTING WITH NEW  
CAPACITY, BOOSTING RACK 
SERVERS WITH JUST A FEW 
GIGABYTES TO CAPACITIES 
RANGING FROM 128 GB  
TO MORE THAN 1 TB.
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attached to the array can crash or require recovery,” Noble 
said.

But in spite of the potential pitfalls, the underlying 
message is unmistakable: The mix of advanced hardware 
and virtualization allows far more workloads to run on just 
a small fraction of the hardware needed a few years ago. 

“I’m specing out a new data center that will likely run 
on a single-blade chassis,” said Chris Steffen, director of 
information technology at Magpul Industries Corp. “It’ll 
contain close to 200 virtual machines, and the internal 
networking and SAN will all fit into a single rack. Ten 
years ago, the same room required nearly 2,000 square 
feet of data center space.”

MORE BANDWIDTH AND CONNECTIVITY

The discussion of data center density must include ad-
vances in networking. While traditional Ethernet speeds 
have increased to 10 Gigabit Ethernet, 40 GbE and even 
100 GbE, only a few organizations have adopted faster 
standards—and those adoptions have primarily been in 
the network backbone of very large data centers. “I don’t 
really see a shift to faster traditional Ethernet speeds,” 
Steffen said. “That money can be better spent in other 
aspects of the enterprise.”

Instead, most data centers continue to use well-estab-
lished 1 GbE deployments to individual servers, focusing 
on greater server connectivity and network virtualization. 
For example, servers like an IBM System x3950 X6 provide 
two expansion slots that can accommodate multiple net-
work adapters such as two 4 x 1 GigE adapters (a potential 

60
24
1TB
8
1TB

By the Numbers: 
Better, Faster, More

The total number of cores in a quad-socket 
server, assuming 15-core Intel processors

The number of cores in a dual socket  
blade server, using 12-core processors

Amount of memory capacity per processor  
or blade

Number of 1 GbE ports in an average  
enterprise-class server

Capacity of solid-state drives used  
for high-performance tiering
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total of eight 1 GigE ports per server). Similarly, most 
conventional rack servers can accommodate PCIe-based 
multi-port NICs.

When servers host a large number of virtual machines, 
it is usually more productive to increase the number of 
network ports rather than shift to a faster Ethernet stan-

dard port. Multiple ports increase server resiliency by pre-
venting a single point of failure with network connectivity. 
Each NIC port is typically distributed to a different switch, 
ensuring that a switch failure doesn’t halt all communica-
tion with a particular server. Alternatively, multiple ports 
can be trunked (bonded) to provide greater bandwidth 
to workloads that might require it. Multiple NIC ports 
also provide failover, allowing workloads to use available 
ports when network disruptions occur on another port 
or switch.

Two other emerging technologies will affect data center 
networking density and management: software-defined 
networking (SDN) and network functions virtualization 
(NFV). SDN decouples switching logic from switching 
ports, allowing switch behavior to be analyzed, controlled 

and (ideally) optimized centrally. In effect, the network 
can “learn” more effective or efficient network traffic 
paths and configure switches to behave accordingly. When 
implemented properly, SDN’s traffic optimizations can 
allow for better network utilization without the expense 
of greater bandwidth segments.

By comparison, NFV uses virtualization to simulate 
complex network functions or appliances using standard 
servers and switches. NFV can provide functions includ-
ing network address translation (NAT), domain name 
service (DNS), firewalls, intrusion detection and preven-
tion, and caching. The goal here is to replace expensive, 
dedicated network appliances with vanilla-server-based 
functions and to allow rapid deployment and scalability 
of those functions, which is ideal for emerging cloud and 
other self-service environments.

Regardless of network speed or complexity, config-
uration can be extremely important to ensure the best 
performance across increasingly dense network inter-
connections. “A mismatch between server and switch 
configuration can cause performance issues or worse,” 
said Noble, noting that the issue is even more acute as 
workloads move to more capable servers and additional 
resources are needed during peak demands.

(NOT) FEELING THE HEAT

With data center densities increasing, IT profession-
als might expect to encounter more heating problems 
from computing hot spots or poor ventilation. However, 
heating is rarely a serious problem for modern data 

“ A MISMATCH BETWEEN  
SERVER AND SWITCH  
CONFIGURATION CAN  
CAUSE PERFORMANCE  
ISSUES OR WORSE.”  
—Tim Noble, IT director
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centers—thanks mainly to a convergence of energy effi-
ciency and heat-management efforts that have developed 
over the past few years.

One key element is the improved design of modern 
servers and computing components. As one example, 
processors are typically the hottest server component, 
but new processor designs and die fabrication techniques 
have largely kept processor thermal levels flat, even as 
the core count multiplies. Consider that an Intel Xeon 
E7-4809 six-core processor dissipates 105 watts, but the 
Xeon E7-8880L with 15 cores is rated for the same thermal 
dissipation at 105 watts. Boosting the clock speed with a 
faster Xeon E7-4890 15-core model only moves the ther-
mal power dissipation to 155 watts for the entire processor 
package.

At the same time, data center operating temperatures 
are climbing as IT professionals realize that data centers 
can run at 80 or 90 degrees Fahrenheit (and even higher) 
with no significant impact to equipment reliability. To 

cope with higher temperatures, server thermal manage-
ment designs have also advanced, adding thermal sensors 
and aggressive variable-speed cooling systems to remove 
heat from each unit. “Most dense hardware platforms 
move air like a jet engine through the system to keep them 
cool,” Steffen said.

The ability to get heat out of the server is a perfect 
complement to virtualization, which dramatically lowers 
the overall server count—reducing the total amount of 
heated air to be removed from a data center. Supporting 
virtualization technologies like VMware’s distributed 
resource scheduler (DRS) and distributed power manage-
ment (DPM) can even move workloads between servers 
based on demand and power down unneeded servers. The 
net result is that data centers no longer rely on massive, 
power-hungry mechanical air conditioning systems to 
refrigerate a huge space full of running hardware. Instead, 
fewer highly consolidated systems make effective use of 
containment and cooling infrastructures like in-row or 
even in-rack cooling units.

This welcome convergence of circumstances is not al-
ways perfect, and IT experts note that retrofits and poor 
design choices can lead to unforeseen hotspots. “Even if 
you’re using a Tier IV data center, that doesn’t guarantee 
it will be correctly designed to mitigate cooling and other 
operational risks,” Noble said. As data center densities 
increase, careful system monitoring and data center in-
frastructure management (DCIM) technologies can be 
valuable in ensuring proper thermal management, energy 
efficiency and effective computing resource use.

At a Glance
n  Network functions virtualization, or NFV, draws 

on typical server virtualization techniques to 

put networking features and functions on vir-

tual machines, rather than on custom hardware 

appliances.
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A LICENSING WRENCH IN THE WORKS

Data center densities will certainly increase as virtualiza-
tion makes the most of advancing hardware features like 
advanced x86 and ARM processors. However, IT experts 
also point out that hardware density and utilization can be 
limited by software licensing and software maintenance 
concerns. 

“Virtualized servers consume more software licenses 
because they are easier to start up and stay around longer 
even when not used,” said Noble, “but they still require 

software maintenance and patching regardless of whether 
they are used.” As data centers grow and workload densi-
ties increase, licensing and patch concerns can often be 
mitigated through systems management tools that assist 
IT staff with VM lifecycle and patch-management tasks. n

STEPHEN BIGELOW is senior technology writer in the Data Center 
and Virtualization group at TechTarget. He has written more than  
15 feature books on computer troubleshooting. Find him on Twitter  
@Stephen_Bigelow. 

https://twitter.com/Stephen_Bigelow
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“ Legacy is anything  
that works. Legacy data 
center components may 
as well be immortal  
because the lifecycle 
never includes death.”
MILIND GOVEKAR, Gartner Inc.

“ There has been an important evolution 
among the bad guys: They aren’t individuals 
working out of their basement now. They are 
now working together to buy and sell services 
among themselves and have motivation to 
specialize in one area.”
ART GILLILAND, senior vice president and general manager  
of HP Enterprise Security

“ There is a big target  
on IT: People who 
don’t understand 
what you do want to 
know why you spend 
so much money.”
COLIN BRISSON, PJM  
Interconnection LLC

“ We [HP] have turned a 
corner and the company 
is back on stable footing. 
We have reestablished 
relationships with our 
most important constit-
uents—users, partners 
and employees.”
MEG WHITMAN, CEO of HP,  
during her keynote address

“ Infrastructure  
matters to  
HP. We will 
need massive 
amounts of it  
to manage the 
new style of IT.” 
MEG WHITMAN, CEO  
of HP, during her  
keynote address

... at HP Discover... at the Gartner IT  
Infrastructure and  
Operations Management 
Summit
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LEGIONS OF VIRTUALIZATION administrators will soon assem-
ble in San Francisco for VMworld 2014, and chances are 
they will be somewhat disappointed by VMware’s lack of 
focus on its core virtualization products at the show. VM-
ware is probably doing something wrong if this reaction 
isn’t prevalent among the attendees.   

VMware straddles a fine line between keeping current 
customers excited while also shifting its attention to new 
audiences. It wasn’t long ago that it had the server virtual-
ization market cornered. In 2011, by all accounts, VMware 
was the clear leader when it came to enterprise virtual-
ization. Challenges from Citrix XenServer had faded and 
Microsoft’s Hyper-V was a free but untrusted newcomer. 

Even as its lead in the virtualization market grew, the 
company went on a curious shopping spree, purchasing 

companies like Zimbra, SlideRocket and WaveMaker as 
part of a diversification effort. These investments con-
fused many customers, and VMware spent little time 
explaining how each acquisition fit into an overarching 
strategy. Just a few years later, the company reversed 
course and sold off many of those purchases. Yet, however 
ill-advised those acquisitions were, the company’s effort to 
expand into new markets was the right idea. 

VMware faces a unique challenge. The brand is synon-
ymous with the underlying technology, and this remains a 
competitive advantage until demand changes and it must 
pivot and rely on new products to survive. Some compa-
nies make the transition, while others (think Polaroid) 
don’t adapt to new trends and ultimately fail. 

“Rule number one if you’re a technology company is to 
never put the name of your technology in your company 
name, because it’s going to go out of date in the blink of 
an eye,” said Simon Crosby, CTO of Bromium. 

“I’m not saying VMs [virtual machines] are irrelevant, 
but VMware has to do something, otherwise they will 
eventually be solely relevant to legacy humans managing 
vSphere within the enterprise,” Crosby said.

As a former Citrix executive, Crosby is one of VMware’s 
biggest critics, but it is hard to ignore the legitimacy of 
his point. VMware faces growing challenges from public 
cloud providers, easing demand for its bread-and-butter 
server virtualization products. By its own admission, 

    VMWORLD PREVIEW

Adapt  
or Perish
How will VMware ensure its survival? 
BY NICK MARTIN
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identifying new revenue streams that do not rely solely 
on traditional in-house virtualization will be integral to 
future success. Cloud is VMware’s way forward, according 
to its annual Form 10-K report: “If businesses do not find 
our cloud computing solutions compelling, our revenue 
growth and operating margins may decline.” 

More recently, VMware has made the right moves, 
developing VSAN and acquiring Nicira—rebranded as 
NSX—to expand on its core business and develop its soft-
ware-defined vision. The company is also moving from 
software provider to service provider with vCloud Hybrid 
Service. 

OUTLASTING THE COMPETITION

These moves signal the end of an era for VMware. Despite 
its continued push for higher virtualization rates, it can 
no longer hope to grow solely by dominating the server 
visualization market. Modern data centers are more 
heterogeneous than ever, and companies are embracing 
cloud computing—sometimes at the expense of vSphere 
licenses. VMware must stretch across several markets 
and piece together revenue streams, all while continuing 
to build on the products that garnered its initial success. 

“Since [CEO] Pat Gelsinger took over, they’ve really 
owned who they are,” said Bob Plankers, virtualization and 
cloud architect at a Midwestern university. “They’re about 
the infrastructure that we know and love—or maybe don’t 
love—and making it easier to use. That’s not the Azure 
model; it’s not the AWS model. VMware has a private, 
on-premises bias that’s been serving them very well.”

The company has also bolstered its holdings in the end- 
user and enterprise mobility market with acquisitions like 
AirWatch and Desktone. Spending billions on companies 
with few paying customers is a huge risk, but it’s a neces-
sary gamble. The move acknowledges that the company 
can no longer depend on vSphere licensing to carry the 
business. VMware is feeling pressure from all directions, 
trailing companies like Citrix in the end-user space and 
facing Cisco’s serious challenge to its SDN approach. It 
certainly can’t sit back and watch the bulk of its server vir-
tualization revenue disappear into someone else’s cloud. 

Unlike VMware’s failed attempt to build an application 
stack, its recent acquisitions fit into the company’s vision 
for a software-defined data center and integrated endpoint 
management platform. But it still faces the challenge of re-
defining itself as more than just a virtualization company 
while capturing the attention of a new audience. VMware 
has won the hearts and minds of server virtualization 
professionals and is still driving the conversation when 
it comes to the software-defined data center. But, when 
Gelsinger introduced NSX during his keynote speech at 
VMworld 2013, he was clearly preaching to virtualization 
administrators—not networking engineers. 

If they want to convince organizations that VMware’s 
approach to SDN, hybrid cloud and endpoint management 
is superior, Gelsinger and company executives must do 
more to reach across data center silos and baptize a new 
wave of VMware evangelists. n  

NICK MARTIN is site editor for SearchServerVirtualization. Email him 
at nmartin@techtarget.com.

mailto:nmartin@techtarget.com
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CITRIX CEO Mark Templeton is known for making a Steve 
Jobs-style “one more thing” announcement at his annual 
Synergy keynote. This year’s conference, which took place 
in Los Angeles in May, was no different, with Templeton 
announcing and demoing Citrix Workspace Services (or 
CWS) at the end of his keynote.

Unfortunately, the CWS announcement came after 
the audience members had been in their seats for well 
over two hours. At the moment of the reveal, most people 
were more preoccupied with whether it would be rude 
to get up and go to the bathroom than with the actual 

announcement. So I want to address it head-on: CWS is 
a big, big deal. It represents the single biggest change to 
Citrix’s desktop products since the WinFrame days of the 
1990s, and it absolutely represents the future of XenApp 
and XenDesktop.

Put simply, CWS is about taking all of the management 
consoles for Citrix’s various products and moving them up 
to the cloud. (Azure, in this case.) Then you can log into 
that cloud-based management console and plug in all of 
your resources, which could be things like XenDesktop 
and XenApp servers, file systems, ShareFile servers, Xen-
Mobile applications and policies, NetScaler devices, etc. 
These resources can come from anywhere—your own 
on-premises servers, colocation facilities or cloud infra-
structure providers like Azure or Amazon Web Services.

To be clear, CWS is not about moving your servers to 
the cloud. Rather, it’s about moving the management of 
your servers to the cloud. It doesn’t matter whether your 
actual servers are on-premises or in the cloud (or both).

To understand how cool this is, let’s look at an example. 
In today’s world, one option for Windows desktop delivery 
is VDI. Some people build their own on-premises VDI 
environments; some build their own VDI environments 
that they host at colocation facilities; some outsource the 
management of their VDI to service providers; some peo-
ple just pay for desktop as a service (DaaS). There are a lot 
of arguments about which approach is better, and various 
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reasons given why each choice is ideal.
But with CWS, the concept of DaaS doesn’t exist per 

se, nor does the concept of VDI. You just have desktops. 
Whether those desktops run in your data center, a colo-
cation facility or from a cloud provider makes absolutely 
no difference. In fact, you can mix-and-match and migrate 
back and forth as needed. That future is not “VDI versus 
DaaS;” rather, it’s, “Here are some desktops; they can be 
wherever we want, and we can move them at any time.”

The same will apply to Windows applications, mobile  
apps, file services, authentication, profile management, 
security, desktops, databases and all other aspects of IT.

Citrix is not the first to announce a strategy like  
this. The aforementioned approach is very similar to what 
Microsoft is doing with Azure and future versions of Win-
dows Server, and close to what VMware has announced 
with its vCloud Hybrid Service. So while the Citrix plan 
isn’t necessarily unique, that last-minute announcement 
gave us a glimpse of what desktop virtualization will look 
like in 2020. n

BRIAN MADDEN is an opinionated, supertechnical, fiercely indepen-
dent desktop virtualization and consumerization expert. Write to him 
at bmadden@techtarget.com. 

mailto:bmadden%40techtarget.com?subject=
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RECENTLY HERE AT Taneja Group we’ve been bombarded 
with vendor presentations that start with the broad claim 
that whatever they are selling is a “software-defined” solu-
tion. What’s really curious is that each of these products 
and services claim to actually define what “software-de-
fined” means in whatever category that vendor happens 
to be in. It’s all very clever individually, but doesn’t make 
much sense collectively.  

We suffered through something similar with cloud-wash-
ing, in which every bit of IT magically became critical for 
every customer’s cloud adoption journey. But at least in all 
that cloudiness, there was some truth. We all at least think 

we know what “cloud” means, and the future IT cloud is 
likely a hybrid in which most IT solutions will still play 
a role. But this rush to claim the software-defined high 
ground is turning increasingly bizarre. Even though VM-
ware seems to be leading the pack with its Software-De-
fined Data Center (SDDC) concept, no one seems to agree 
on what software-defined actually means. And that means 
the term is in danger of becoming meaningless.  

DEFINING SOFTWARE-DEFINED

Before the phrase gets discredited completely, let me at 
least state what I think it could mean. First, let’s take the 
software-defined networking (SDN) example. In the net-
working space, the fundamental shift that SDN brought 
was to enable IT to dynamically and programmatically 
define and shape not only logical network layers, but also 
to manipulate the underlying physical network with re-
mote-controlled switches (and other components).   

One key concept is that once infrastructure becomes re-
motely programmable, essentially definable through soft-
ware means, it creates a dynamic agility that you clearly 
didn’t have before when you brought whole systems to a 
grinding halt, manually moving cables and reconfiguring 
switches and HBAs one by one. Instead of an all-hands-on-
deck-over-the-weekend effort to migrate from static state 
A to static state B, SDN enables networks to be effectively 
redefined remotely, on the fly. 

This remote programmability enables third-party 
intelligence and optimization to come into the picture 
(a potential use for all that machine-generated big data 

  THE NEXT BIG THING

Software- 
Defined Defies 
Definition
Is there a real ‘software-defined’ 
underneath the hype? 
BY MIKE MATCHETT



MODERN INFRASTRUCTURE  •  JULY/AUGUST 2014 23

Home

Editor’s Letter

Cloud vs. the World

Survey Says

One Big Hybrid 
Family

Today’s Data  
Center: Dense,  
and Getting Denser 

Overheard

VMworld Preview: 
Adapt or Perish

End User Advocate: 
The Future of Cloud-
Based Desktops

The Next Big Thing: 
Software-Defined 
Defies Definition

Are We There Yet? 
Imperfect Progress

In the Mix:  
Small Ball

you might be piling up). Virtualization was a good first 
step toward data center agility, abstracting physical in-
frastructure into an aggregate resource pool from which 
logical sub-chunks of capacity can be carved out. But with 
programmable capabilities that might reach into the re-
source’s software or even physical instantiation, resources 
can be elastically configured in important architectural 
dimensions including connectivity, security, performance 
and data protection schemes.  

SOFTWARE-DEFINED OR SOFTWARE-DEFINABLE?

Many IT products that used to come embedded in hard-
ware and firmware are now available as software, often 
running in virtual machine instances as virtual appliances. 

Software emulations have existed for some time (long 
used for internal test and dev), but with the excess of cheap 
CPU and memory available from commodity servers and 
increasingly effective hypervisors, even software-based 
systems have become reliable and cost-efficient enough 
for production use. For example, many traditional storage 
arrays previously sold only as hardware kits were really 
just software programs running on OEM’d vanilla servers. 
With a bit of repackaging, they now also ship as virtualized 
arrays. Of course, products written specifically for the vir-
tual environment are designed to perform better, as HP’s 
StoreVirtual VSA, EMC’s ScaleIO, VMware’s Virtual SAN 
and others are proving.

VMware’s take on software-defined is that all that criti-
cal nonserver IT infrastructure (i.e., network, storage and 
security) could be implemented in software, with lots of 

ensuing benefits to efficiency, automation, agility and ser-
vice quality. In a popular version of its vision, a complete 
data center could be spun up with all necessary resources 
implemented virtually in software, hosted solely in a vir-
tualized compute environment. 

However, it’s not simply being written in software that 
should qualify as being software-defined; the term should 
also apply to the overall resource being served (e.g., net-
working or storage). Just as there are network switches 
for SDN, appropriately designed hardware and firmware 
solutions should be considered software-definable in-
frastructure. In other words, a well-designed physically 
assembled pool of modular (possibly proprietary and/or 
highly specialized) resource “units” could be elastically 
provisioned, dynamically partitioned and programmati-
cally configured.  

Along these lines, VMware appears to be aiming at 
a more nuanced software-defined future in which tra-
ditional resources would just need to be fronted by a 
software-defined management control plane (like the 
anticipated Virtual Volume for legacy storage arrays). 

In contrast, there are software IT products that don’t 
have the open, remote programmability to contribute to 

EVEN SOFTWARE-BASED  
SYSTEMS HAVE BECOME  
RELIABLE AND COST-EFFICIENT 
ENOUGH FOR PRODUCTION USE. 
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a software-defined data center vision. If a solution can’t 
be composed into a larger software-defined ecosystem 
or optimized by a third-party intelligence with a broader 
perspective, then it really is more of the same old stuff.

CONVERGED, SCATTERED,  

SMOTHERED AND CHOPPED?

Interestingly, many software-implemented vendors admit 
to shipping more hardware-based appliance versions of 
their products than they do of straight software licenses. 
Their “converged” versions are simply pre-installed on 
certified hardware, much like the traditional hardware 
solutions they replaced. We surmise that many folks still 
just want to open a box and plug in something that is al-
ready working rather than mess with integration. 

Or maybe for their money they still want racks of glow-
ing vendor-specific faceplate bezels to illuminate data cen-
ter tours. Fundamentally, software-defined products need 
to be remotely and dynamically programmable. That begs 
the question, who (or what) will do the programming. 
It could be convenient for IT to provision a whole data 
center’s worth of infrastructure on the fly, but how many 
on-demand production data centers do we expect an IT 
group to create in a month? The bigger, ongoing payback 
will be in dynamically optimizing the infrastructure that 
each application might require, which ultimately leads 
to our prediction that the eventual drivers in our future 
software-defined world will be the applications. 

In fact, DevOps may just be a passing phase as infra-
structure provisioning, configuration and optimization 

come to be controlled directly by applications. This would 
complete a circle started when code was first tightly 
coupled to infrastructure, then slowly abstracted away 
through higher-level languages, operating systems and 
virtualization. Software-defined might bring it all back 
around through application infrastructure-awareness and 
self-directed management. The software in software-de-
fined may be your applications taking a direct vested 
interest in how they are hosted.

A SOFT DEFINITION OF SOFTWARE-DEFINED

Summing up, I’ve heard from various folks that soft-
ware-defined products need to have sets of often con-
flicting qualities like simplicity (do one thing), agility 
(do many things), have open APIs (on a separate control 
plane) for external management, be completely self-man-
aged, be managed through set policies, get cheaper as they 
scale, save money through elasticity, stretch investments 
through maximum utilization, accelerate opportunities 
through maximizing utility, be virtually agnostic of plat-
form, be built explicitly on commodity hardware, embed 
specialized capabilities, come preconverged, look ho-
mogeneous, deploy on bare-metal, be cloud-friendly, be 
customizable and a few other naughty-sounding words. 

It is all terribly confusing. The bottom line? If you keep 
an eye toward consistently increasing the automatability 
of your infrastructure, you should be on the right track, 
no matter how software-defined is eventually defined. n

MIKE MATCHETT is a senior analyst and consultant at Taneja Group.

http://tanejagroup.com/
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THE MARKETING PITCH for cloud services includes a vision of 
a steady progression from in-house IT to the perfect, in-
finitely wise Cloud that solves—or at least outsources—all 
of your IT problems. Every cloud vendor presentation in-
cludes some chart showing stages of customer evolution; 
higher levels of outsourcing invariably trend up and to the 
right. Buy infrastructure from the cloud (IaaS)? Good. Buy 
a full platform (PaaS)? Better! Buy your entire software 
stack from the cloud (SaaS)? Best!

Innovations routinely require evangelism to trigger 
mainstream user adoption. But while we admire the en-
thusiasm of cloud proselytizers, let’s recognize that change 
doesn’t always represent progress.

Now, I love cloud computing. I use it regularly, both 

personally and professionally. For developers, for startups 
establishing greenfield applications, for operators of ser-
vices that need to scale very rapidly and without warning, 
for those requiring geographic reach for their data or 
apps and for many other use cases, cloud has numerous, 
irreplaceable benefits.

However, many important IT attributes do not magi-
cally improve by outsourcing the operations. In fact, many 
attributes decline—some, rather alarmingly.

SETTLING FOR THE CLOUD

The aforementioned concerns should lead IT to consider 
purchasing “elastic” cloud infrastructure. You can scale 
up to as many servers as you like, then back down, then 
up again—varying your resources to your heart’s content. 
But are any of those servers elastic? Can you vary the 
respective CPU counts, memory sizes or other resource 
allocations? Er … no. They’re supposedly elastic, but 
they can’t stretch—not even in ways that systems running 
VMware, PowerVM or name-your-favorite hypervisor find 
straightforward.

And then there are the guarantees you get from cloud 
providers and APIs regarding uptime, latency and transac-
tional consistency. These often omit a clear service-level 
objective and rarely include a hard service-level agree-
ment—they are just so incredibly weak. 99.9% uptime? 

  ARE WE THERE YET?

Imperfect 
Progress
Cloud’s promises may be dazzling, but 
there’s no such thing as a free lunch. 
BY JONATHAN EUNICE
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That was a great goal a decade ago, but a toothless “three 
nines” objective in 2014? Well-run enterprise shops blow 
past that in a heartbeat. Those who have been working 
on off-site business continuity and virtual infrastructure 
often think in terms of four, five or more “nines.”

Or consider cloud APIs that record data. It’s hard even 
getting solid target metrics. When you do, they often boil 
down to muddy generalizations like “most transactions 
post within seconds.” Almost every commercial database 
system and data-handling middleware package you find on 
enterprise gear closes transactions within milliseconds, or 
sometimes microseconds or even nanoseconds, especially 
in scenarios adjusted for high-transaction volumes, like 
HFT.

Because it’s high-scale distributed computing, let’s cut it 
some slack and say “a few seconds” is both precise enough 
and fast enough. Even under that standard, one has to 
wonder about transactions that don’t post within a few 
seconds. Most cloud services embrace “eventual consis-
tency,” which means you’ll have no clear idea of when the 
transaction will actually post. Minutes? An hour? More? 
It’s not specified. I know of real-world cloud services that 
do occasionally post updates an hour “late”—and there are 
many brand-name services that post transactions out-of-
order, minutes late.

With most of these APIs, there’s no way to tell when 
late-breaking data arrives. You just have to keep polling, 
compare it to data you’ve already seen and discern if any-
thing new becomes visible. From the perspective of those 
used to solid, dependable two-phase commits, “eventual 
consistency” sounds a lot like “not consistent.” 

It’s akin to the concurrency guarantees mainstream 
middleware offered twenty or thirty years back. But in the 
cloud world, that’s not laughable; rather, it’s state of the 
art. It’s the price of admission for having a highly distrib-
uted, extremely scale-out-capable architecture.

I’m not saying these hyperscale designs are bad. Indeed, 
they’re amazingly powerful and useful for a lot of interest-
ing and valuable use cases—building search engines and 
data heuristics, for example. They can sometimes process 
globally distributed updates within seconds, in a way that 
appears almost magical. For massive scale and minimal 
cost, you just can’t beat them. But when you’re transfer-
ring money, or want real control and predictability, or 
need guaranteed, low-variability performance, high-scale 
systems are often easily outstripped by much less-distrib-
uted, “non-cloud” designs. Cloud and hyper-scale do some 
awesome things you really can’t do any other way. Along 
the way they make real tradeoffs—some of which rather 
surprisingly turn back the clock on attributes we’ve come 
to take for granted. n

JONATHAN EUNICE is principal IT adviser at analyst firm Illuminata 
Inc. Contact him at moderninfrastructure@techtarget.com.

THE GOAL A DECADE AGO  
WAS A TOOTHLESS “THREE 
NINES.” TODAY, WELL-RUN  
ENTERPRISE SHOPS BLOW 
PAST THAT IN A HEARTBEAT.

http://www.illuminata.com/
http://www.illuminata.com/
mailto:moderninfrastructure@techtarget.com
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THERE ARE A number of stories out there about organiza-
tions that have made a big jump into the cloud. Private or 
public, these organizations are often trotted out as shin-
ing examples of successful cloud implementations. Their 
stories have become legendary in IT, especially among 
IT leaders who want to change the way they do business. 
Like any legends, though, there’s the grand story and then 
there’s what actually happened. 

To find examples of these legendary cloud deployments, 
I did a Web search for “companies that have moved to 
the cloud.” I found a few articles with lists of companies 
that have adopted cloud computing. First on four of the 
lists is Netflix. Netflix is everybody’s cloud success story, 
sure, but it grew up in the cloud, having built its very cus-
tom applications around the way cloud works. Does my 
enterprise have applications that even resemble those of 

Netflix? No. Will we ever have applications that resemble 
Netflix? Probably not.

Next on the lists are companies like Pinterest and  
Instagram. Again, they have custom applications that 
were purpose-built to work in the cloud. As startups, these 
businesses didn’t have physical space or capital to invest 
in physical servers, so they used the cloud to grow as they 
needed. That’s quite a different problem set than the one 
faced by most businesses.

Further down some of the lists are companies such as 
Apple and Facebook. While it’s true they operate their 
data centers in many cloud-like ways, these companies 
have gone the opposite direction from most businesses 
considering the cloud. Both Apple and Facebook built 
their own massive data centers, in places like Maiden, 
North Carolina, and Prineville, Oregon. Why? Because, 
at their scale, it’s cheaper to do it that way than rent from 
Amazon, Microsoft or Google, and in all those cases they’d 
be renting from their direct competitors, which is a big 
risk. Apple and Facebook shouldn’t be on these lists. They 
are not the examples we’re looking for.

So where are the good examples? Underneath every 
myth, there’s a kernel of truth. As it turns out, buried in 
these lists are companies that have actually done specific 
projects in the cloud. Xerox used public cloud services to 
deliver a new customer-facing service. Publishers Clearing 
House redid pch.com and saved money by using cloud 

  IN THE MIX

Small Ball
You’ve heard about the cloud home 
runs, but the real wins are happening 
quietly.  
BY BOB PLANKERS
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techniques such as autoscaling and cloud bursting. Revlon 
uses private cloud methodologies to streamline its internal 
application deployments.

These are exactly the examples we need, not the gran-
diose “We moved everything to the public cloud” stories. 
Those stories are unrealistic for most companies, and they 
make me wonder why anyone would do that. Was their IT 
so bad that it couldn’t get any worse by moving wholesale 
to a public cloud? Or maybe they’re just small enough that 
it didn’t matter. 

My point is simple: Most of the common examples 
of cloud successes have absolutely nothing in common 
with the typical enterprise. But that shouldn’t discourage 
us. If the cloud is a baseball game, the path to success is 
almost never a series of home runs. It’s mostly small ball, 
methodically getting on base and advancing the runners 
until people start scoring. It isn’t flashy like a home run, 
but it works way more often. In truth, among companies 
that we never hear about there are thousands of quiet 
wins being made every day using clouds or cloud-like 
techniques. Some put proofs of concept up in the cloud 
but bring the production services back in-house. Some put 
new projects entirely in the cloud, especially those that 
have little interaction with legacy systems. 

Start small, get on base, then repeat. Set your in-house 
virtual server sizes to match Amazon Web Services in-
stances, for example. Then start deploying new operating 
systems with a configuration management tool such as 

Puppet or Chef. Start deploying new applications with 
those same tools. Then get your provisioning process 
to do the deployments automatically. Begin proof-of-
concept deployments into a public cloud provider, using 
those same techniques. Then start doing production 
deployments.

See? Before you know it, you too will be “in the cloud.” n

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

IT’S MOSTLY SMALL BALL,  
METHODICALLY GETTING  
ON BASE AND ADVANCING  
THE RUNNERS UNTIL PEOPLE 
START SCORING.

http://lonesysadmin.net/
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