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…The pace of change has accelerated--driven by 
new customer expectations. 

89% 
Have a DX strategy  

70% 
of DX projects fail
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Core apps are strategic

IT project failure rates

72%

Modernization is a viable 
strategy 

COBOL apps here for 10+ years 
if not longer

The Value of COBOL Applications
2021 Research Highlights

92%

83%71%



How much COBOL is really out there?



▪ Founded 20 years ago

▪ Independent research agency, 
specializing in technology B2B 
research, with a large range of 
services and deliverables/analysis 
approaches available

▪ Work with a range of world famous 
technology vendors 

▪ Global reach, with UK-based panel of 
IT specialists

Introducing research experts



▪ 2020 research carried out to explore the state of COBOL in the marketplace –
principally how COBOL contributes to modernization

▪ But that research, while it demonstrated the importance of COBOL, didn’t 
answer one fundamental question

▪ Vanson Bourne to design, develop and execute a global #COBOL survey with 
the purpose of estimating as far as possible how many active lines of COBOL 
there are

▪ Vanson Bourne staff oversaw the survey infrastructure and execution process.  
Survey was open to the community

▪ All responses are managed by Vanson Bourne and are anonymous

The Background

A closer look at the research process
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Healthcare

Distribution, Retail
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Manufacturing

Software Vendor (ISV)

Information Technology

Finance, Banking, Insurance▪ Respondents whose organization have 
a mainframe are more likely to be…

▪ Larger, with at least 1,000 if not 5,000 
or more employees

▪ A little over a third (37%) of our 
responses have come from developers, 
with most of the remaining responses 
from architects, consultants, 
managers, directors and VPs with IT 
based roles

COBOL Research Results 

Demographic summary – responses from 49 countries



COBOL Research Results 

Survey approach

Respondents were asked several 
questions in order to better 
understand how much COBOL 
their organization currently has:

▪ Two main platforms

▪ Consider only code that is 
in production

▪ Taking into account duplicate code



COBOL Research Results  

Survey headlines 

COBOL applications exist everywhere

DX is driving faster change and new 
innovation for COBOL systems

There is massive COBOL modernization 
opportunity in the marketplace



IBM Z/OS is the most 
common platform on 
which to be running 
COBOL applications

58% of respondents 
say that their 
organization runs 
COBOL on two 
platforms 

What are the most common platforms for COBOL 
application deployment?

Q.5A What are the two main platforms that your organization's COBOL applications are currently running on?
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Other

Docker Containers/other Containers

VAX / VMS

Oracle Solaris

Bull (mainframe)

IBM AIX

Unisys (mainframe)

HP UX

Other UNIX

Other Linux on x86 systems

SUSE Linux on x86 systems

Linux on IBM z Systems (mainframe)

System i / AS400

Amazon Cloud

Azure Cloud

Red Hat Linux on x86 systems

IBM z Cloud (mainframe)

IBM z/VSE-VM (mainframe)

Microsoft Windows

IBM z/OS (mainframe)



IBM z/OS also accounts for by far the majority of COBOL 
(when removing duplicate code) – around 83% of 
the market

Unix accounts for around 5%, with Windows accounting 
for around 2%

But there is also significant opportunity for Linux and 
Cloud based workloads.

Which platform accounts for the greatest 
volume of COBOL?

UNIX



How much COBOL workload is deployed 
across two platforms?

Q.7D What proportion of the workload across this entire platform runs on another platform as well?    (showing average, split by top 3 sectors)

37%

45% 43% 42%

Total Public sector / Government Retail (non-distribution) Manufacturing



Respondents were asked several 
questions in order to better understand 
how much COBOL exists within their 
organization.

▪ Respondents were asked to first consider 
only the COBOL that is under their 
supervision, before being asked more 
generally about their organization

▪ Respondents had an opportunity to express 
doubt over the accuracy of their answer

▪ Respondents could indicate level of 
potential variation

COBOL Research Results

Research approach



How accurate is the respondent’s view of COBOL?

Q.7B How confident are you that the estimate you just gave is broadly correct?

of respondents who are not
very confident believe that 
their response is within 10% 
of the true figure

Q.7C How inaccurate, if at all, do you think the estimate you just gave could be?

40%

46%

12%
1%

Very confident Fairly confident

Not very confident Not all confident

62%



Does respondent confidence vary by platform?

Q.7B How confident are you that the estimate you just gave is broadly correct?    (split by key platform types)
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60%

35%
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2% 1% 0%
2%
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IBM z/OS Microsoft Linux on mainframe UNIX Cloud

Very confident Fairly confident Not very confident Not all confident



COBOL Research Results  

A closer look at the calculation approach

▪ Taking respondents’ answers 
(adjusting/weighting based on level of doubt)

▪ Using market size estimates, provided by 
Micro Focus, of the  various COBOL platforms 
(predominantly mainframe, although 
distributed and cloud platforms are also 
included), again using this information to 
weight the data

▪ Applying these two data sets to provide 
an estimate



COBOL Research Results

So, how much COBOL is really out there? 

Estimated range of 

775-850
Billion lines of code





Q.7E Which of the following best describes your expectations of your
organization’s COBOL application portfolio in the next 12 months

expect the volume of 
COBOL in their 
organization to increase 
in the next 12 months

Q.7F What do you believe is driving this expected change? (showing top 3 only)

35%

41%

44%

Application portfolio alignment
with new technologies

Future IT strategy

New customer requirements

New Opportunity for COBOL Modernization 

What’s driving future changes in the volume of COBOL?

48%



Do drivers for change differ across platforms?

Q.7F What do you believe is driving this expected change?    (only showing top 3 answers, split by main platforms)

45% 45%
49%

38%

44%

38%

32%

53%

36%
33%

35%
37%

IBM z/OS Microsoft Linux on mainframe Cloud

New customer requirements Future IT strategy Application portfolio alignment with new technologies



Respondents from Brazil are more likely than average to be ‘very 
confident’ about their responses  
(56% report this, compared to 40% overall)

Respondents from Germany are more likely to say that a higher 
proportion of workload is running on a second platform 
(45% on average, compared to 37% on average overall)

French respondents are more likely to report an expected increase within 
the size of their organization’s COBOL application portfolio over the next 
12 months (57%, compared to 48% overall)

US respondents are more likely to report that COBOL application portfolio 
changes are driven by new customer requirements 
(51%, compared to 44% overall)

Were there any notable variation across 
different regions?



▪ After 60+ years of enterprise IT, there is 
tremendous opportunity for COBOL application 
modernization.  
In fact, more than 800 billion lines of code in active daily use: 
– More than 6x the amount of Google searches every month!

▪ COBOL is here to stay.  
52% of respondents saying that they expect that the COBOL 
applications in their organization to be here for at least the 
next decade, if not longer. More than four in five state COBOL 
to still be in use when they retire. 

▪ COBOL code is increasing. 
Nearly half (48%) of our respondents expect the amount of 
COBOL in use in their organization to increase in the next 
12 months 

What are the key takeaways from the 
COBOL research?



▪ COBOL is strategic.  
92% of respondents say that their organization’s COBOL 
applications are strategic.  Future IT strategy (41%) and 
application portfolio alignment with new tech (35%) are key 
drivers for COBOL modernization. 

▪ Modernization of COBOL applications is the 
preferred path forward.  
72% choose modernization as an overall business strategy, and 
64% intend to modernize COBOL applications, rather than rip 
and replace.

▪ Cloud is the #1 technology driving application 
modernization: 
43% say that COBOL applications do/will support cloud by the 
end of 2021.  41% also stated that new business projects 
require integration with existing COBOL systems.

What are the key takeaways from the 
COBOL research? (cont.)



Use this page style to 
put an image and a 
simple statement 
together for a nice 
emphasis.

The fastest way to get 
results from new 
technology is to build on 
what you have.

In essence, bridging the 
old and the new.



✓ #COBOL applications sit at the center 
of business change and DX projects

✓ Modernization is the preferred path 
for core business systems 

✓ COBOL is here for the long term
providing tremendous opportunity 
for application modernization

COBOL Research Results Webinar

Summary

Process
▪ Speed and Quality

▪ Access to skills

▪ DevOps at Enterprise Scale

Infrastructure
▪ New cost models

▪ On premise vs Cloud

▪ Secure access and data

Application
▪ New markets and services

▪ Proliferation of devices

▪ Competitive Forces



Modernization – Where do you begin?

Define and execute application portfolio strategies

Portfolio Complexity Business Drivers

Technical Drivers

Application Business Assessment

Cost Optimization

Operational Risk

Strategic AlignmentStandardisation

Simplification Time-to-Market

Complexity

Security

MaintainabilityAvailability

Technical Debt Scale

Rehost

Replatform

Refactor

Retire

Replace

Retain

Application Strategy



Micro Focus Modernization 
Maturity Model

▪ Based on our experience and expertise in 
application modernization  

▪ Includes key ingredients for successful 
modernization based on decades of successful 
projects

▪ Support Micro Focus modernization solution 
and our partners’ approach to modernization 
planning 

▪ A highly consultative and collaborative 
approach to meaningful modernization 
planning with tangible results

A proven framework for modernization planning



How much COBOL is really out there?
New Opportunity for Application Modernization 

Thank You.

Ed Airey
Micro Focus
ed.airey@microfocus.com 

Jimmy Mortimer
Vanson Bourne
Jimmy.Mortimer@vansonbourne.com



Catch up on all the latest COBOL research

microfocus.com/modernization 

Get your free copy!

Watch This Space!


