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NCR System 3000: The
Champion of Intel/Unix
Multiuser Systems

The surprising and well kept secret of enter-
prise computing in 1992 was NCR shipping
over $1 billion in System 3000 multiuser serv-
ers, while proving skeptics of the AT&T merger
wrong. Over the past three years, NCR has ar-
ticulated a visionary architecture based on
Intel’s microprocessors and the Unix operating
system for open, cooperative computing. But
the System 3000 family that fulfills the vision
was tardy, delaying many initial product ship-
ments until 1992.

In this Product Viewpoint, Aberdeen Group ex-
amines NCR’s unpublicized emergence as a
major commercial systems supplier well tuned
to the demands of computing in the mid-
1990s, and updates our clients on NCR’s Sys-
tem 3000 line of multiuser commercial servers.

Executive Summary

After embarrassing delays aimed at getting
the product right, NCR burst onto the high-
end commercial multiuser server market in
1992 with the System 3000 family. NCR Sys-
tem 3000 Unix-based multiuser server hard-
ware and software revenues were over $1
billion in 1992.

This new-found revenue stream came dur-
ing a year when industry revenues of propri-
etary midrange and mainframe systems were
flat or declining. As a result, NCR is the
first-place champion in commercial multi-
user Intel/Unix market share -- and second
only to Hewlett-Packard in commercial
multiuser Unix market share. However, the

company had better 1992 success in Europe,
which explains why the System 3000 is still a
well-kept U.S. secret.

The heart of the System 3000 servers is
Intel’s ubiquitous 386 and 486 microproces-
sors, and the brains are a commercially rug-
gedized version of Unix Systems
Laboratory’s (USL’s) Unix V.4 MP (multi-
processor) with V.4.2 extensions. NCR has
done more with Intel’s silicon and USL'’s soft-
ware than any other commercial-multiuser
supplier.

The System 3000 servers are more than
the sum of their commodity parts. NCR’s
goal is to provide leading-edge price/perfor-
mance advantages, rock-solid commercial
system robustness, exceptional networking
and distributed/replicated systems capabili-
ties, and added-value in targeted vertical-
market expertise.

The company has an excellent server
scalability story -- from deskside uni-
processors ideal for branch and agency dis-
tributed /replicated systems, through a
strong, Risc-challenging midrange built with
symmetric multiprocessing, to a unique high-
end supermainframe-class machine for next-
generation attack applications. NCR’s
System 3000 servers are well-designed and
professionally delivered to meet the needs of
open-systems IS buyers who demand service,
value, and a partnership relationship.

Aberdeen believes there are four keys to
NCR’s success with its System 3000 servers:
base technelogy; superior production-class
functionality; wide selection of world-class
applications; and comprehensive integration
services.

NCR has largely met the difficult product
goals it set for the System 3000. We are im-
pressed by the company’s new-found ability
to solve large-enterprise multinational busi-
ness problems with the right 3000 server for
the right job -- while providing the systems
integration expertise needed to tie NCR and



other suppliers’ products into a working sys-
tem. And the accelerating trends towards
downsizing and distributing computing mean
1993 is the year for NCR to prove it can be a
first-tier partner with IS buyers.

NCR’s challenge is to successfully market
its System 3000 servers to IS executives who
have not thought seriously about NCR for en-
terprise computing in years.

Breaking Down the Glass House

What IS executives knew several years ago is
now on the covers of business trade maga-
zines: enterprises are implementing radically
new philosophies regarding information sys-
tems. Lowering sales, general, and adminis-
trative costs across the enterprise -- not just
the IS budget -- is going to come from new in-
formation architectures, resizing (down and
up) and reengineering.

NCR’s challenge is to successfully
market its System 3000 servers to IS
executives who have not thought
seriously about NCR for enterprise

computing in years.

Many are pushing information processing
out into their enterprises by replicating distrib-
uted systems at branches, stores, and agen-
cies. And seeking to put today’s lower-cost
computing platforms closer to line workers
and decision-makers. To do this, IS innova-
tors are breaking down the glass house that
long surrounded the enterprise datacenter,
limiting new development and work on the
enterprise’s legacy S/370 mainframes, and im-
plementing rethought business processes on
open (e.g., interoperable) systems.

NCR’s System 3000 family of commercial
multiuser servers are well suited to this chang-
ing IS environment.

New Times, New Terms, Unix
Emerges

Aberdeen defines commercial multiuser
Intel/Unix systems as platforms running deci-
sion support, online transaction processing
(OLTP), and database-intensive batch opera-
tions on an Intel 80X86 CPU (or CPUs) with
a derivative of the Unix operating system.

Unix is now clearly the multiuser, open-sys-

tem operating system of choice. It has been
adopted by virtually all platform suppliers.

Aberdeen’s research indicates buyers are in-
creasingly aware of three important factors:

« Unix has reached a level of standardiza-
tion such that cross-supplier inter-
operability is possible, if not downright
simple;

+ Unix has been enhanced by individual
suppliers with the robustness required to
use it in enterprise mission-critical appli-
cations and in datacenter operations;

« Unix is inherently a multiuser as well as
multiprocessing operating system. Low-
end operating systems including Win-
dows NT and OS/2 do not directly
support multiple users, just multiple pro-
cesses.

Aberdeen ranks NCR as the leading supplier
in the commercial multiuser Intel/Unix mar-
ket.

NCR’s Secret: A Billion Dollar
System 3000 Server Business

Even though some of the System 3000 server
models were not shipping during early 1992,
Aberdeen believes NCR posted a highly re-
spectable $1 billion in System 3000 multiuser
Intel/Unix server hardware and software reve-
nues. The bulk of these revenues came from
the midrange 3450 and 3550 models, as shown
in Figure 1.

NCR has replaced the Tower line and en-
hanced AT&T’s 3B2 and StarServer product
line with the more powerful 3400-and-above.
Aberdeen believes that this is a key reason for
NCR’s surprising success. The company has
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developed new technology while accepting the
challenge of obsoleting and replacing its in-
stalled base.

Aberdeen estimates that NCR’s strong per-
formance in 1992 -- in spite of world macro-
economic problems and early lack of product
-- placed the company solidly in second place
in worldwide commercial multiuser Unix sys-
tems revenues. Thus, NCR is behind Hewlett-
Packard’s Series 800 at $2.4 billion but well
ahead of IBM’s RS/6000 at $825 million.
Nonetheless, we believe many of NCR’s com-
petitors -- and customers -- will be surprised
at NCR’s emergence as a major worldwide
supplier of open enterprise servers. It has
been a well kept secret.

System 3000 Midrange Servers

The NCR System 3000 family consists of
seven levels of platforms based on Intel’s
80X86 microprocessors (see Figure 2). The
heart of NCR’s System 3000 family are the
3450 and 3550 midrange servers. These serv-
ers support up to 4-way (3450) or 8-way
(3550) symmetric multiprocessing.

NCR backs up its performance claims for
the midrange 3450 and 3550 by placing both
in the top ten of all Transaction Processing
Council (TPC) benchmarks, including main-
frame and Risc/Unix servers. And price-per-
formance with the Oracle7 RDBMS is second
only to Compaq’s workgroup-oriented Sys-
temPro. The model 3600 should push NCR
even higher on the TPC performance charts
when results are announced.

Customers deploy the 3450 as a distributed,
replicated server at branches, stores, or agen-
cies. The 3450 shows excellent price/perfor-
mance. With Oracle7, TPC-A performance is
229 transactions per second (TPS), while life-
cycle costs are exceptional at $6,300 per TPS.
Customers use the 3450 for PC workgroup
management (often with NCR’s own
StarGROUP), decision support, OLTP, re-
placing competitor’s old minicomputers,
downsizing S/370 mainframe applications,
and upgrading older NCR systems.

The 3550 can support large offices, regions
and divisional organizations, or be the main-
frame at smaller enterprises. The 3550 also
has excellent price/performance, with 413
TPC-A TPS at a cost of roughly $6,800 per

NCR System 3000 Servers & Software
Worldwide 1992 Revenues

3400 Servers
$500M (48.8%)

Source: NCR Corporation, March 1993

3300 Servers
$300M (29.3%)

3600
$25M (2.4%)

3500 Servers
$200M (19.5%)

Figure 1: System 3000 Revenues -- 1992
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