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data center management

Promote a Successful
Procurement Strategy

Product specs are only the start when it comes to
ensuring the data center gets what is needed.

by Gail Dutton

Employing good people skills is not a procurement
strategy, but it is an underlying element in helping to
ensure that projects meet expectations. Developing a
successful procurement strategy depends only
partially upon specifying the best components for the
situation. Although specifications are important, a
winning procurement strategy requires a
comprehensive plan that begins at the idea’s
conception and ends only when the need for the
function that spurred the project is terminated.

Benchmarking

“Benchmark your data center costs,” says Jeff
Muscarella, partner at Atlanta-based NPI Financial.
“People don’t do a lot of benchmarking there. They
look at the IT department or they look at the task but
not at the data center and all the tools in it.” That
involve determining exactly what equipment is
running in the data center and its total cost of
ownership.

Ascertaining the total cost of ownership is an
important factor. It is also one that is easily
overlooked. As he points out, a low price does not
necessarily guarantee a low cost. To determine the
best deals, he advises managers to focus on the total
cost of ownership. That includes the purchase price,
expected maintenance costs, consumables, energy,
lifespan of the equipment and other additional costs
associated with the item, as well as performance

“Plays well with others.” The phrase is seen frequently on
kindergarten and first grade report cards and, while it lacks the
academic panache ascribed to top scores in math, playing well
with others is a vital skill regardless of age. As adults, the phrase
translates to having good people skills. Having such skills becomes
particularly important in the data center where it is one more tool
to help both the data center and the business units it serves to
achieve the ultimate goal of any project: complete satisfaction.

and productivity considerations. Gathering that
data helps establish a benchmark against which
other purchases can be judged.

Once an organization completes its internal
benchmarking, “Learn how you compare with other
organizations. Go to the companies that provide
outside benchmarks,” says Muscarella. With that
information, data center managers can better
determine how the proposed project may affect
existing operations by increasing their insights into
the project’s complexity and potential risks.

The exercise may also identify alternative
options. For example, Muscarella asks, “Should |
spend more for Oracle database instances? Should |
outsource servers? What does it cost to host those
servers in-house?” He adds, “Have a rough idea of
the answers, and get bids.”

There’s another benefit, too, that directly affects
the procurement process. Developing a data
center cost model for server clients helps data
center managers compare products and services.
With that in mind, “Do your home-work,” says
Muscarella. Aside from the technological
considerations, also evaluate vendors based upon
their innovation, reliability, customer service,
ability to provide responsive service and their
willingness and ability to work with the conditions
within the client organization.
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For any project, the list of possible vendors may
exceed 1,000. But there is a short list, whether it is
regional, national or global. To get to that list, Hair
recommends considering the extent to which the
vendor’s corporate culture fits
that of the organization. To
derive this understanding, have
two or three companies come in
on response for information.
“Learn about those companies
and what they do. After two or
three hours, you’ll learn a lot
about how they do things,” he
says. The meeting is not just about learning a
vendor’s capabilities and approach to problem
solving; it is about developing a gut feeling about
the vendor and its people. That feeling goes a long
way toward determining the success of a
relationship. Learn whether the preferred vendors
play well with others. Do they work well with other
IT service providers, or do turf wars ensue?

Cost Control

“The data center is one area where vendors have
had relatively free reign in terms of costs,” says
Muscarella. A vendor’s goal is to sell and one way
they do that is by providing a complete suite of
tools. Once a platform is chosen and the contract is
signed, any new tools are more likely to come from
the same vendor or, at least, to conform to that
platform.

Later, the logistics of switching platforms can be
so onerous that major changes are impractical
without a very strong business case. That
technology-whatever it may be-becomes the status
quo within the organization. Currently, the data
center manager is likely to approve cost increases
without challenging them and consider those

“A lot of times in the data center
there are one or two vendors,
sourcing personnel, in-house IT

and contractors. It can be tricky
to keep everybody moving in the
same directions,” says Muscarella.

increases as a cost of doing business for the life of
this platform.

However, data center managers do not have to
accept incremental cost increases as something to
be borne until the equipment or
platform goes out to bid. Instead,
check the vendors’ competitors
regularly through requests for
information. “Even if you don’t
switch, the information is valuable,”
says Muscarella. The results can
provide a reality check regarding the
state of technology as well as pricing,
and thereby provide leverage to keep existing
contracts in check. “Otherwise, you’ll pay more
because you're so locked in,” he says.

Project Management/Communications

The need for clarity may be even more important
in a multi-vendor environment than it is for an in-
house project. “A lot of times in the data center
there are one or two vendors, sourcing personnel,
in-house IT and contractors. It can be tricky to keep
everybody moving in the same directions,” says
Muscarella. “Sometimes, one party thinks they own
the process.” When that happens changes may be
made without adequate consultation. Muscarella
maintains that change modifications should not be
an issue, but not everyone accepts that.

“The sourcing department can help once you get
past the issues of technology and features,” says
Muscarella. Sourcing’s greatest help may come in
the form of business management expertise-dealing
with issues like out clauses, licensing and service
level agreements. When the parties cooperate and
coordinate activities, the outcome can be improved.
“It needs an open dialogue,” says Muscarella.

Gail Dutton covers the intersection of business and technology and appears regularly in DCM (gaildutton@gmail.com).
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