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Last month IBM paid $US1 billion to buy struggling database company Informix, one of the high flyers of the late 1980s and early 1990s. Back then it and archrival Sybase were important contenders, along with Oracle, for the hearts and minds of the IT community. The big architectural issue in IT ten years ago revolved around with database management system (DBMS) a company chose, and the DBMS vendors were the most important software companies around. There were at least half a dozen major players.

How things have changed. There are now only three DBMS companies that matter. They are Oracle, Microsoft, and IBM. Oracle was founded by Larry Ellison, a colourful figure almost as rich and almost as well known as Bill Gates. It also supplies accounting and ERP (enterprise resource planning) software, and has a very large services division. It is a leader in both these fields, giving it a complementary diversity of product that has enabled it to make the transition to the 21st century better than its rivals. Ellison's flamboyant style has not hurt, either.

Ten years ago nobody spoke of Microsoft as a DBMS company. But nobody knew about Windows NT either. Microsoft's strategy to move beyond the desktop and provide an operating system and a DBMS, called SQL/Server, at the higher level has been very sound. The tactics it has employed in executing this strategy have occasionally been a trifle dodgy, and certainly irritating to its competitors, but by bundling SQL/Server with Windows NT (now called Windows 2000) Microsoft has become as important a player as Oracle in the DBMS arena.

Which brings us to IBM and its purchase of Informix. IBM's Ted Codd invented the modern day DBMS, way back in the late 1960s. He conceived the concept of the relational DBMS, or RDBMS, which is followed by all the current systems. Relational DBMSs combine a number of simple flat file databases by "relating" fields to each other, allowing a large number of simple two-dimensional tables to be combined in large and complex systems.

Just about all modern commercial software is based on RDBMSs, often comprising hundreds or thousands of tables. Codd's breakthrough was to bring a mathematical principles and a mathematical discipline and order to the emerging field of database management. The RDBMS he designed for IBM was the basis of IBM's DB2, the standard bearer of IBM's mainframe database strategy over the last 15 years or so.

IBM has had many DBMSs over the years. Too many, in fact, leading to much confusion amongst its long-suffering users. It has attempted to integrate them, with a noted lack of success. Its older IMS DBMS is still used by many large mainframe users, particularly banks and insurance companies. Mainframe DB2 is widely used, and IBM has also developed an RDBMS for its version of Unix. IBM once called this DB2/6000, indicating that it was meant for IBM's RS/6000 product line, and later renamed it UDB (for "universal database").

The RS/6000 line has now been renamed the pServer. And the IBM DBMS that runs on it is just called DB2, even though it's a different product than mainframe DB2. To make matters even more confusing, IBM has called the DBMS that runs on its AS/400 minicomputer (now renamed the iServer) DB2/400, even though it is a very different product again than both the other DB2s and is integral with the AS/400's operating system. And the RDBMS for IBM's ill-fated but still extant OS/2 operating system is called DB2/2.

Confused? You are not alone. It is almost impossible to comprehend how a company with IBM's marketing savvy could have got it so wrong when it came to packaging its databases. By calling them all DB2, in a misplaced attempt to give its product range some brand consistency, it merely confused new products with old, and buyers stayed away in droves. Virtually the only people using IBM DBMSs are loyal IBM customers, with very few users adopting IBM's excellent products on other hardware.

With its purchase of Informix IBM now has even more DBMSs. Informix itself h as bought a number of other DBMS companies over the years, notably Ardent in 1999 and Illustra in 1995. Illustra was a leader in the emerging field of object oriented databases (inevitably called OODBMSs), which enabled large and complex "objects" like images to be stored in databases. This seemed at one stage to be the next step beyond RDBMSs, but it never really happened, and Informix's gamble failed.

The Illustra purchase led Informix's management to inflate shipment figures in an attempt to cover a poor financial performance. Of course, they couldn't sustain it and the resultant scandal nearly destroyed the company. It recovered, enough to buy a great little company called Ardent, which was the inheritor of a database called Pick that was very popular back in the 1980s.

The dominance of Oracle and Microsoft meant that Informix had no future on its own, so it is no bad thing that all this is now owned by IBM. The big question is what IBM will do with it. A total revamp of its DBMS marketing strategy would be a good place to start.
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