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You can simply rely on old 
systems

The reasons for the continued 
survival of Cobol, and even main-
frame structures themselves, are 
complex and cannot be narrowed 
down to a single concrete cause. 
Companies that use a mainframe 
are normally of medium size and 
up, and have extensive IT systems. 

Typical industries for the main-
frame are banks, insurance com-
panies, trading businesses, and the 
government. These develop and 
maintain the greater part of their 
applications within their own IT 
departments, sometimes IT de-
partments of some size, which 
over time leads to extensive organi-
cally developed structure. There 
is therefore automatically a certain 
resistance to the race for the latest 

by the use of external consultants, 
but it cannot be eliminated. 

Finally, though, it is exactly 
here that an increasingly obvious 
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Why are many companies still relying on Cobol programs in core areas of their IT? Has man-
agement not responded as newer approaches such as object orientation or service-oriented 
architectures promised the coming of a modern age? 

This nice piece is ready for the museum 
– but not Cobol!
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inventions of IT strategists. Core 
systems cannot always be adapted 
to the current fashion in IT. A cer-
tain degree of consistency is simply 
necessary to ensure that the enter-
prise continues to have 
access to reliable, high-
performance IT. 

Personnel struc-
tures in transition

Additional signiÞ -
cant inß uences on IT 
strategy in the enter-
prise result from per-
sonnel structures. With 
a certain set of person-
nel, only a certain range 
of IT can be imple-
mented. This inß uence 
is signiÞ cantly reduced 
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problem arises for companies using 
mainframe and/or legacy systems. 
The employees in question are 
nearing retirement, and leaving po-
sitions that are increasingly difÞ cult 
to Þ ll. The gap between the supply 
and demand of mainframe devel-
opers is growing. To stay attractive, 
universities naturally tend to con-
centrate on up-to-date topics like 
Java and modern architectures, so 
the turnover problem in the main-
frame arena is hardly addressed.

On the other hand, there are 
now so many Java consultants that 
the market for object-oriented 
technology is increasingly saturat-
ed. University graduates and entry-
level career hopefuls will therefore 
have more difÞ culties in the Java 
arena than they did a few years 
ago. 

What could be more obvious 
than to open up a new, long-term 
career path in the mainframe area 
for those affected?

Cobol training initiative

Consist Software Solutions, to-
gether with customers and univer-
sities, has put some thought into 
the topic of ensuring long-term 
availability of development ser-
vices for mainframe applications, 
and developed a new career path 
for entry-level people. In the con-
text of the Cobol training initiative, 
young university graduates, such as 
those with a Bachelor�s degree in 
Internet Science and Technology, 
are trained as senior developers for 
the mainframe in a project lasting 3 
to 4 years.

Future prospects
We are currently seeing a great 

deal of interest in the Cobol train-
ing initiative on the part of our cus-
tomers. Since the market situation 
will continue to improve due to age 
structures, we are very optimistic 
for the future of this topic. Par-
ticularly the cooperation between 
universities, customers, and Con-
sist permits a goal-oriented process 
that guarantees success. 

In the end, participants will 
achieve two signiÞ cant goals: 

A solid education for entry-
level people in an interesting 
technological Þ eld, and 
Ensuring the development and 
maintenance of mainframe ap-
plications by young employees.

!

!

1. During study, the problem is 
put into perspective and the career 
path sketched out. At the Kiel Uni-
versity of Applied Sciences, there 
are currently seminars offered, 
and in the winter semester there is 
a course for Cobol and mainframe.

2. After conclusion of study, 
graduates receive three months 
of basic training at Consist in 
the different aspects of main-
frame environments (Cobol, 
DB2, CICS, IMS, MQ, and so on).

3. The basic training then con-
tinues for another three months 
at the customer‘s site. The fi rst 
details of the customer‘s busi-
ness are addressed here, and 
initial programming activities 
are completed with guidance.

4. For the next six months, the 
graduate works as a junior devel-
oper, handling independent tasks in 
topics that are not too complex, for 
example in error correction within 
the framework of quality control.

5. Now the employee has a sol-
id grounding in a certain business 
area of the customer, and works for 
a year as a full-fl edged mainframe 
developer as part of the team.

6. The fi nal phase of training 
is used for further penetration of 
the customer‘s business issues 
and IT structure. As a senior de-
veloper, all activities pertaining 
to the development and mainte-
nance of mainframe applications 
are carried out. After another 15 
months, the training as a „prov-
en“ mainframer is complete.

The training breaks down into six 
consecutive phases.
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Since November 2009, I�ve 
been working on a project for 

ivv � Infor-
mat ionsver-
arbeitung für 
Versicherun-
gen GmbH 

� in downtown Hanover. The 
company is an IT service pro-
vider for insurance compa-
nies in Northern and Eastern 
Germany. Its largest client is 
the insurance group VGH 
Hanover, in whose ofÞ ces ivv 
is also headquartered. Before 
that, I was trained in working 
with Cobol for three months 
at Consist with my colleague 
Göran Kordes.

In addition to system op-
eration and the user service, 
one focus of the enterprise is 
on application development, 
in which a central insurance 
application is maintained and 
further developed. In teams of 
Þ ve to Þ fteen people, business 
components like vehicle, prop-

erty, or life insurance are continu-
ally improved. We are employed in 
the �Life� team, which includes not 
only life insurance, but also disabil-
ity insurance and pensions.

I was pleasantly surprised by 
the unexpectedly modern applica-
tion development and architecture, 
which I did not associate with the 
supposedly antiquated Cobol pro-
gramming language. The insur-
ance application has an up-to-date 
three-layer architecture, with a Java 
front end, logic, and data storage 
on Solaris servers or the host. The 
tools and procedures are adapted to 
today�s requirements, which you 
can see by the PC-based develop-
ment tools and a powerful version 
control system. 

In addition to development on 
the PC, tasks on the host are regu-
larly required. I managed a smooth 
familiarization with those tasks due 
to the business and programming 
knowledge Consist gave me as part 
of my Cobol training.

The training phase at Consist 
was followed by a thorough phase 
of learning at the insurance compa-
ny, where I joined a project for op-
timizing the application and could 
learn the many complexities of the 
business. Regular training meetings 
with the team were a great help. 

After three months, I had 
enough experience to complete sev-
eral tasks on my own in the context 
of the project, and I�m now part of 
the planning for the next release.

The friendly spirit of coopera-
tion within the team and with other 
departments, as well as the com-
plexity of the business, mean that 
my work is always interesting and 
fun. 

My summary: Cobol is a classi-
cal, mature programming language 
with a solid place in today�s proj-
ects.  

Arne Gattermann

Starting a Project with Cobol  

Arne Gattermann and Göran Kordes are the fi rst participants in the 
Consist Cobol training initiative. 
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Long-term, interesting career path as a 
mainframe developer


