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“Sprawl was never free; the growth years simply paid the bill
somewhere the business could not see it, and the crisis has now
delivered the invoice in full.”

1. Executive Summary

For most large organisations, the technology estate that entered this downturn was not
designed. It accumulated. A decade of growth, acquisition, and departmental autonomy
has left the typical enterprise running several times more platforms, applications, and
infrastructure variants than any rational design would specify — multiple database
technologies where one would serve, overlapping middleware, redundant applications
performing near-identical functions for different parts of the business, and a data centre
footprint sized for a peak that assumed continuous expansion. Through the growth years
this sprawl was tolerated, because the cost of tolerating it was diffuse and the cost of
addressing it was concentrated, immediate, and politically difficult.

The crisis has changed that calculation, and this paper argues it has changed it
permanently for the duration of the downturn. Platform consolidation — the deliberate
reduction of the technology estate to a smaller number of standardised, shared platforms
— has moved from a deferrable efficiency programme to one of the few sources of
structural cost reduction available that does not simply hollow out the organisation's
future capability. Unlike headcount reduction or blanket project cancellation,
consolidation removes cost by removing genuine redundancy rather than by removing
capacity.

The paper sets out the evidence for what sprawl actually costs, explains why the downturn
specifically alters the economics of addressing it, weighs the principal approaches to
consolidation against one another, and lands on a recommendation. In brief: organisations
should pursue value-led rationalisation — consolidating on the basis of business criticality
and total cost rather than technical convenience — sequenced to deliver cash benefit
within the current financial year while building toward a standardised platform estate. The
alternative approaches, technical consolidation and opportunistic decommissioning,
either take too long to relieve the immediate pressure or destroy value in the haste to
show savings.

2. The Problem: How Sprawl Accumulated

To make the case for consolidation we must first be honest about why the estate looks the
way it does, because the causes of sprawl determine which remedies will hold and which
will simply allow it to reaccumulate.
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Sprawl is not the product of incompetence. It is the predictable result of rational local
decisions made in the absence of a binding central constraint. During expansion, the
fastest path to a new capability was almost always to acquire or build a new platform
rather than to extend a shared one, because extending a shared platform meant
negotiating with other users, waiting in a queue, and accepting compromises, whereas
standing up something new meant control and speed. Every such decision was defensible
on its own terms. Their sum was an estate no one chose.

Acquisition compounded the effect. Each business brought in through the growth years
arrived with its own technology stack, and the integration that would have rationalised
those stacks was, almost invariably, deferred. Integration is expensive, disruptive, and
invisible to customers; in a growth market the pressure is to move on to the next
opportunity rather than to absorb the last one properly. So the acquired platforms
persisted, often for years, running in parallel with the platforms they duplicated.

« Autonomy without constraint. Business units and functions were empowered to
choose their own solutions, and did, with no mechanism forcing convergence on
shared platforms.

+ Deferred integration. Acquisitions were absorbed commercially but not technically,
leaving duplicate estates running in parallel long after the deal closed.

« The asymmetry of the build decision. Standing up a new platform was fast and locally
controllable; extending a shared one was slow and required compromise — so local
incentives favoured proliferation at every turn.

« The invisibility of the running cost. The cost of maintaining each additional platform
was buried in aggregate infrastructure and support budgets, never attributed to the
decision that created it, so no one ever felt the price of their own contribution to the
sprawl.

That last cause is the most important, and the most relevant now. Sprawl was never free;
the growth years simply paid the bill somewhere the business could not see it, and the
crisis has now delivered the invoice in full.

3. The Evidence: What Sprawl Actually Costs

The case for consolidation rests on the true cost of the fragmented estate, and that cost is
consistently underestimated because so much of it is indirect. It is worth setting out the
components deliberately.

The direct costs are the most visible and the least significant. Each platform carries
licensing, maintenance, and the infrastructure it runs on. A fragmented estate multiplies
these, and consolidation recovers them — real money, but the smaller part of the story.

The larger costs are structural. Every additional platform requires specialist skills to run,
and those skills must be maintained whether the platform is heavily used or nearly idle,
because the platform must be supported regardless of load. A fragmented estate therefore
forces the organisation to sustain a wide surface of specialist capability, much of it
underutilised, all of it a fixed cost. Consolidation collapses that surface, and the saving is
not merely in licences but in the concentration of scarce skills onto fewer, better-utilised
platforms.

Then there is the cost that never appears on any budget line: the tax that sprawl levies on
every subsequent change. When a business process spans six systems rather than two,
every enhancement to that process must be designed, built, tested, and coordinated
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across six systems. The fragmented estate does not merely cost more to run; it makes the
organisation slower and more expensive to change, which in a downturn is the most
damaging cost of all, because the downturn is precisely when the organisation must
change quickly and cheaply.

The true cost of sprawl is not the price of running many platforms. It is the tax that many
platforms levy on every future change — a tax the organisation pays most heavily at
exactly the moment, like this one, when it can least afford to be slow.

There is one further cost, sharpened by current conditions. A fragmented estate is a
fragmented control environment. Where the same class of data lives in many systems,
each with its own access model and its own integrity controls, the organisation's ability to
know and to govern its own position is degraded. As the regulatory response to the crisis
gathers — and every indication this winter is that it will — the organisations running
consolidated, well-governed platforms will find compliance materially cheaper than those
attempting to impose consistent control across a sprawling estate.

4. Why the Crisis Changes the Calculation

Consolidation has been technically possible and economically sensible for years. The
question this paper must answer is why it should be undertaken now, under the worst
conditions in a generation, rather than deferred as it has been deferred so many times
before. There are three reasons, and together they are decisive.

The first is that the crisis has removed the principal obstacle to consolidation, which was
never technical but political. In good times, consolidation founders on the resistance of
the business units asked to give up their own platforms for a shared one. That resistance is
rational and, in good times, usually wins, because no one is willing to force it. The crisis
has changed the balance of power. When survival is the agenda, the centre can compel
convergence that it could never compel during growth, and the business units that would
have fought consolidation are now looking for cost to remove. The window in which
consolidation is politically achievable is open precisely because conditions are severe, and
it will close again when they ease.

The second reason is that consolidation is one of the few forms of cost reduction that does
not consume future capability. The instruments most organisations are reaching for this
winter — headcount reduction, project cancellation, discretionary spend freezes — all
reduce cost by reducing capacity, and much of that capacity will have to be painfully
rebuilt when conditions turn. Consolidation is different in kind. It removes cost by
removing redundancy, and redundancy, once removed, does not need to be rebuilt. It is
the rare saving that leaves the organisation stronger rather than merely smaller.

“Consolidation is the rare crisis saving that leaves the
organisation stronger rather than smaller, because it removes

what was duplicated, not what was needed.”
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The third reason is timing under virtualisation. The maturing of virtualisation technology
over the past few years has, for the first time, made it possible to consolidate physical
infrastructure aggressively without the disruption that once made such programmes
prohibitive. The technical enabler and the economic imperative have arrived together,
which they rarely do. An organisation that consolidates now can capture both the political
window and the technical opportunity in a single programme; one that waits will likely
find the political window closed even if the technology has advanced further.

5. The Options

There is more than one way to reduce a fragmented estate, and the approaches differ
sharply in how fast they relieve cost pressure, how much value they preserve, and how
durable their results are. The three principal approaches are compared below.

Approach  Basis of decision Speed of cash benefit Durability

Technical ~ Consolidate by technology layer — Slow — benefit arrives High, but too late

consolidati  standardise databases, then only when a whole layer for the immediate

on middleware, then infrastructure is complete crisis

Opportuni  Switch off whatever can be Fast, but shallow — the = Low — sprawl

stic decom  switched off fastest to show savings easy targets are the reaccumulates; may

missioning cheap ones destroy value in

haste

Value-led  Consolidate by business criticality Fast on the High — removes the

rationalisa  and total cost, sequenced for early ~ highest-cost expensive

tion cash redundancies, building  duplication first and
through the year holds

Each approach reflects a different theory of what consolidation is for. Technical
consolidation treats it as an architectural clean-up and pursues elegance; it produces the
best end-state and the worst timing, because a downturn cannot wait for whole layers to
be re-platformed. Opportunistic decommissioning treats it as a savings exercise and
pursues the fastest visible number; it relieves pressure quickly but tends to take the cheap,
low-value systems first — because those are the easiest to remove — leaving the expensive
redundancy untouched and inviting the estate to sprawl again the moment attention
moves on. Value-led rationalisation treats consolidation as a business decision and
sequences it accordingly.

6. Analysis: What Works and What Fails

The evidence of consolidation programmes attempted under pressure points consistently
to the same failure modes, and they are worth naming so that the recommendation can be
built to avoid them.

The most common failure is consolidating on technical rather than business logic. A
programme that sets out to standardise the database estate, for its own sake, will spend its
first months migrating systems chosen for their technical similarity rather than their cost
or criticality, and will therefore deliver little cash benefit early — exactly when the
organisation needs it. The programme is then vulnerable to cancellation before it reaches
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the layers where the real money sits. Technically it is the cleanest approach; in a crisis it is
often the one that dies before it delivers.

The second failure is the opposite: chasing the fastest visible saving without regard to
value. Under pressure to show a number, programmes decommission whatever is easiest,
which is almost always the small, cheap, low-risk systems. The savings are real but trivial,
the expensive duplication remains, and the organisation has spent its scarce change
capacity on the wrong targets while congratulating itself on the count of systems
removed.

The third failure is treating consolidation as a purely technical exercise and neglecting the
operating model that produced the sprawl. An organisation that consolidates its platforms
but leaves intact the autonomy and incentives that caused proliferation will watch the
estate reaccumulate within a few years. Consolidation that is not accompanied by a
change in how platform decisions are made is not a cure; it is a temporary remission.

« Fails slowly: technical-layer consolidation — elegant, correct, and too late to relieve
the crisis it was meant to address.

« Fails shallowly: opportunistic decommissioning — fast, visible, and aimed at the
cheapest targets while the expensive redundancy survives.

« Fails eventually: platform consolidation without operating-model change — the estate
reaccumulates because the causes of sprawl were never addressed.

What works, consistently, is the disciplined middle path: consolidate the highest-cost
redundancy first, decide on business rather than technical grounds, sequence for early
cash, and change the decision rights that caused the sprawl at the same time.

7. Recommendation

The recommendation of this paper is value-led rationalisation, executed as a single
programme with a small number of firm principles. The sequence matters as much as the
intent.

1. Map the estate by cost and criticality, not by technology. Before touching anything,
establish which platforms carry the greatest total cost — running, support, and
change tax — and which support the most business-critical processes. This map, not
an architectural diagram, is the basis of every subsequent decision.

2. Attack the highest-cost redundancy first. Identify where the estate runs two or more
platforms doing substantially the same job, rank those duplications by total cost, and
consolidate the most expensive first. This front-loads cash benefit into the current
financial year and secures the programme's survival.

3. Standardise on the surviving platforms deliberately. For each class of capability,
choose the platform that will remain — on the basis of total cost and business fit —
and migrate the others to it, rather than allowing a negotiated compromise that
preserves fragments of each.

4. Exploit virtualisation to consolidate infrastructure in parallel. While application
rationalisation proceeds, use virtualisation to collapse the physical footprint
underneath, capturing data centre and hardware savings that do not depend on the
slower application work completing.

5. Change the decision rights that caused the sprawl. Establish that new platforms
require central justification against the existing estate, so that the consolidated
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position holds rather than eroding the moment growth resumes. Without this step,
every earlier step buys only temporary relief.

Sequenced this way, the programme relieves cost pressure within the current year
through steps two and four, builds toward a durable standardised estate through steps
one and three, and protects that estate against reaccumulation through step five. It
delivers the fast cash of opportunistic decommissioning without its shallowness, and the
durable end-state of technical consolidation without its fatal slowness.

8. Conditions for Success

The recommendation depends on three conditions, and where they cannot be met the
programme should be scoped more modestly rather than pursued in a form that will fail.

The first condition is central authority to compel convergence. Value-led rationalisation
requires the ability to overrule business units that would prefer to keep their own
platforms. That authority exists now, under crisis conditions, in a way it did not a year ago;
the programme must be launched while it lasts.

The second condition is a genuine cost picture. The entire approach rests on deciding by
total cost, and many organisations do not attribute infrastructure and support cost to
individual platforms accurately enough to make those decisions. Building that cost picture
is the necessary first investment, and it is modest against the savings it unlocks.

The third condition is the discipline to change the operating model alongside the estate.
This is the condition most often neglected, because it is the least technical and the most
political. An organisation that cannot bring itself to constrain future platform decisions
should be honest that it is buying remission rather than cure — and should still proceed,
because remission under these conditions is worth having, but should not mistake it for a
permanent solution.

The crisis has made platform consolidation both necessary and, for the first time in years,
achievable. The organisations that act on that coincidence now will emerge from the
downturn structurally cheaper to run and faster to change. Those that defer it will have
spent this winter cutting capacity they will have to rebuild, while leaving intact the sprawl
that made them expensive and slow in the first place. The estate did not have to look the
way it does. The recommendation of this paper is simply to make it, at last, a matter of
choice.




