Philipson column for 21 May 2002 

One of the most important parts of the software market is the DBMS (database management system) market. IBM’s Ted Codd invented the relational DBMS back in the 1970s, but the market didn’t really come of age in the 1980s, when just about every aspect of business became computerised. IBM was the market leader, with its flagship DB2 on the mainframe and a host of other products on its other machines.

The most aggressive DBMS company was Oracle, founded in 1977 by Larry Ellison. Within ten years it was challenging IBM as market leader. It had many competitors, companies like Informix and Ingres and Sybase.

I remember well the database wars of the early 1990s. One time I took myself on a two week study tour and visited the head offices of all the major DBMS companies, including IBM’s database research facilities in Toronto and Northern California. In an aggressive and combative IT market, the DBMS guys were the most aggressive and combative of all.

Well, here in the new millennium the world looks a little different. The DBMS market has changed significantly. Most of the big players of ten years ago are gone or irrelevant, and IBM and Oracle are the only ones left. They have been joined by – you guessed it – Microsoft – as the only games in town.

Microsoft’s Access has clobbered its competitors in the PC DBMS market, which is a great shame. It is a horrid program, too difficult to use for the majority of PC database applications. But that’s another story. Microsoft’s success with its high end DBMS, called SQL/Server, is noteworthy.

SQL/Server runs only on Microsoft’s Windows operating system, but that has not held it back. Windows has been the big operating system success story of the last ten years, halting Unix in its tracks and destroying most of the proprietary operating systems that used to infest the planet. It is invariably sold with SQL/Server, and its success is SQL/Server’s success.

Sybase has become irrelevant, Ingres was taken over by Computer Associates and quietly disappeared, and Informix was acquired by IBM a couple of years ago. Now it’s IBM, Oracle and Microsoft fighting for a share of the DBMS market.

And what an amusing fight it is. The market may have rationalised a bit, but none of the venom has gone out of it. Over the last few weeks a ding-dong battle has broken out over DBMS market share figures released by Dataquest, which show IBM unseating Oracle as market leader.

The figures are pretty straightforward. In 2001 IBM captured 34.6 per cent of worldwide DBMS revenue, up from 33.7 per cent the previous year. Oracle fell to 32 per cent, down from 34.1 per cent. And Microsoft grew from 14 per cent to 16.3 per cent.

Those figures may strike you us unremarkable, even boring. But there are a couple of interesting things about them. One is that these three suppliers have 82.9 per cent of the market between them. Another is that IBM passed Oracle to become number one last year.

Oracle is crying foul, as vendors often do when they don’t like the numbers. They are using all the old arguments, the ones I got very used to when I was in the market research game. The shrillness of Oracle’s cries indicates how much the data hurts. Listen to these:

“We don’t see the erosion. IBM is buying its way into the market.” (Rene Bonvanie, vice president of Oracle 9i marketing). “I’m not sure what their numbers are. There’s no way to check them.” (Jeff Henley, chief financial officer). “They give an unrealistic perspective” (Roland Slee, Australian database marketing manager.)

Oracle complains that the figures are dodgy on a number of fronts. They are not “independently verified”, whatever that means. They are overall figures, and don’t separately break out “modern relational databases”, which of course Oracle sells, and “legacy systems” where IBM dominates or desktop DBMSs, where Microsoft dominates.

These figures are separately available, from Dataquest and elsewhere. If you take certain market segments, of course different vendors will lead in different areas. The fact remains that IBM was number one DBMS in 2001, and Oracle was number two.

Oracle’s Jeff Henley is even on record as saying “you can’t take a one year snapshot and say Oracle is losing share”. Oh yes you can. Would Oracle prefer a ten month snapshot, or an 18 month snapshot? I think overall DBMS revenues in a calendar year is a pretty unambiguous number.

Oracle also complains that its rival’s number are based on data derived from Dataquest’s research sources and models, rather than as reported by the companies themselves. I would trust that data before I would trust data from a vendor. Vendors give out data that suits themselves.

What is the market position in Australia? Perhaps Oracle can enlighten us. No, says Slee, Oracle doesn’t release numbers by country.
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