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Executive Summary 
 

 

The proliferation of servers (both physical and virtual), storage, and network topologies 

(1 Gb and 10 Gb Ethernet, Fibre Channel, Converged) makes managing the plethora of 

devices in even a small business network critical to the success of the organizations 

using the technology. For smaller organizations, choosing the right management 

platforms is becoming an important criterion for selecting between otherwise similar 

hardware. 

 

Edison analysts, under the sponsorship of IBM, set out to discover which management 

platform provided the best user experience and therefore could deliver the most efficient 

management solution. We brought in groups of testers to compare Dell Management 

Console, HP Systems Insight Manager, and IBM Systems Director to a lab environment 

at Edison's New York City facility. 

 

The testers agreed that IBM Systems Director provided an experience superior to both 

competitors. During interviews after the test sessions, several testers agreed that IBM 

Systems Director provided them with a reason to select IBM System x® servers when 

other criteria such as processor type, memory, and storage were equivalent among 

competing choices. Using a sliding-scale metric while performing a series of tasks on all 

three platforms, the testers rated IBM Systems Director as delivering a user experience 

— for Graphic User Interface, processes and methodology, and overall experience — 

that was about four percent better than for HP Systems Insight Manager and about 

thirteen percent better than for Dell Management Console. 
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Introduction 
 

 

Objective 

This white paper is intended to provide readers with an appreciation of the business 

value provided by system management platforms, such as IBM Systems Director. 

 

Audience 

This white paper is designed to be of use to technically savvy business decision makers, 

server administrators in need of a superior management platform, or anyone who needs 

to understand how management platforms can provide value to their business or 

organization. 

 

Contents of this Whitepaper 

 Managing Complexity in an X86 Data Center —This section discusses the growing 

complexity of data centers and the management of servers, storage, and other 

devices. It discusses the popularity of home-built management tools and why 

centralized management platforms such as IBM Systems Director might be a better 

option. 

 Choice: A Comparison of Management Platforms from Three Market Leaders: Dell, 

HP, and IBM — this section discusses the criterion for choosing a management 

platform focusing on user experience and manageability. It concludes with a 

discussion of the results of Edison's User Experience research. 
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Managing Complexity in an x86 Data Center 
 

 

Even with the recent trends of moving from decentralized departmental IT 

infrastructures to centralization and server consolidation through virtualization, most 

organizations have relatively large numbers of servers and storage devices running on 

diverse network architectures. These disparate systems make deploying and managing 

the servers, storage arrays, and network devices extremely complex. 

 

Among the factors contributing to this complexity are the following: 

 The need to manage diversity in IT environments, with multiple platforms and 

operating systems. 

 Ad hoc equipment acquisition and deployment in the past. 

 Mix of virtual and physical servers. 

 Increasing numbers of virtual servers. 

 Rapid evolution of server hardware platforms due to short product lifecycles. 

 Multiplicity of fault-tolerance schemes — clustered servers, virtual machine 

clustering, application-specific clustering (Oracle RAC, Exchange 2010 role-based 

servers, etc.). 

 Operating systems from different generations and vendors. 

 Mixture of storage platforms: NAS, SAN, DASD. 

 Multiple network architectures - LAN, WAN, SAN. 

 Multiple security domains. 

 

For many organizations, especially in small or mid-sized businesses where investment 

in enterprise-class management consoles is impractical or too costly to consider, 

administrators utilize a range of tools that can be best described as home-built. These 

tools include an array of command line scripts, batch files, web-based and other free or 

low cost monitoring software. Managing specific servers is generally performed with 

remote control software such as Microsoft Remote Desktop Connection (RDC) or Virtual 

Network Computing (VNC). For many administrators this approach to management 

may be familiar and comfortable but there are several inherent limitations which could 

be ameliorated by the use of centralized management consoles. 

 

The limitations of these home-built approaches include the need for a relatively high 

level of knowledge of and experience with the devices and systems being managed 
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within the environment. One must know how to access the devices by name or IP 

address in order to use command line tools such as Telnet or SSH. A generic web-based 

monitoring tool might provide status information but may not provide the tools needed 

to address a status issue directly. Using remote control software requires not only the 

configuration of the software on both the administrator's workstation and the target 

device (which would be needed regardless of the management platform), but also often 

requires the use of additional tools to keep track of the multiplicity of devices being 

controlled. In addition to the inherent complexity, this multiplicity of tools and 

interfaces can make bringing new administrations up-to-speed difficult and time-

consuming. 

 

Commercial management platforms offer the means to bring control to the chaos of 

home-built toolkits. Large organizations can afford the investments in infrastructure, 

licensing, implementation, end-user training, and support required by enterprise-class 

management frameworks, configuration management databases, or Information 

Technology Infrastructure Library (ITIL)-based solutions. Most small and midsized 

organizations do not have the resources, human or financial, to make these investments. 

Hardware vendors such as IBM are enabling these smaller organizations to move away 

from home-built to platforms that allow the management of servers, storage systems, 

and other devices on their networks 

 

Hardware management platforms were originally unique to each device being 

managed, but today these platforms are able to manage an ever-growing range of the 

vendor’s products. As management APIs continue to become standardized and gain 

acceptance, these platforms are also increasingly able to manage devices from other 

vendors, even those of competitors. 

 

Edison believes that the ability to monitor, manage, and provision most devices on a 

network from a single management platform can allow organizations, especially in the 

SMB/SME space, to reap the benefits of a holistic perspective on systems, services, and 

applications. This paradigm may not be applicable across all systems or work for all 

organizations, and may not fit all the challenges of multi-tiered Software-as-a-Service 

application architectures, the benefits that can accrue from implementing one of these 

hardware vendor management platforms can be enormous for those organizations 

where there is a good fit. 

 

Once an organization has determined that a systems management platform should be 

selected to replace its home-built toolkits, it faces a conundrum: how to select the 

systems management platform that best meets its needs and how that choice will affect 

its hardware acquisition practices. 
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These platforms are generally included with server purchases and are essentially 

proprietary to the server vendor. The addition of plug-in modules (sometimes free, 

sometimes at extra cost) enables these server management platforms to expand their 

capabilities in support of other devices and functions in their data centers. 

 

This leads to two questions: Is it reasonable to choose the servers one purchases based 

upon the management platform? And, if so, which management platform should I 

choose? 
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Choices: A Comparison of Management Platforms 

from Three Market Leaders: Dell, HP, and IBM 
 

 

Choices 

When Edison set out to answer the two questions above, 1 we started with the 

assumption that the answer to the first question is: possibly. The answer to the second 

question required making assumptions about the server hardware and the 

determination of some parameters for comparing the management platforms. 

 

Edison's focus was on x86- or x64-based servers. To a great extent, the product lines 

from the major vendors are very similar in components, features, performance, and 

price. While each vendor offers server models that outshine models from their 

competitors, overall many of these servers are considered commodity devices by most of 

the industry. Therefore our inquiry was that if all things were essentially equal — 

features, price and performance — could the management platform influence one’s 

server acquisition choice. We determined that a mere features comparison would not 

adequately demonstrate the potential advantages of using these platforms. Instead, it 

was decided that how administrators put these platforms to use in managing the 

networks would provide a more useful comparison. 

 

After securing the sponsorship of IBM, Edison assembled a lab in which to evaluate user 

experiences. The men and women who served as testers ranged from a few years of 

experience to decades of experience administering servers. The testers performed a 

series of tasks that were common among the three management platforms, rating their 

experience across several categories. These categories were: 

 

 Experience with the user interface in general – the GUI. 

 Their comfort with and understanding of the procedures to be followed to complete 

the tasks. 

 Their use of the Help System and how helpful it was. 

 Their overall experience performing the series of tasks. 

 

                                                      
1Is it reasonable to choose the servers one purchases based upon the management platform? And, 

if so, which management platform should I choose? 
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In addition to making use of the experiences of the testers, the Edison analysts who 

installed and configured the systems, created the testers task workbooks, and managed 

the test sessions also contributed insights on their experiences with the three platforms. 

Their experiences went beyond the tester’s specific tasks to include installation and 

configuration of the platforms. Some of these opinions will be included in the 

comparisons below. 

 

About the Management Platforms 

The following descriptions of the management platforms we tested from Dell, HP, and 

IBM, come mostly from each vendor’s product positioning but also include Edison's 

perspective on the products. 

 

Dell Management Console 

The Dell Management Console is a free, modular platform for basic hardware 

management, based upon software from Altiris/Symantec. Additional capabilities are 

available by adding snap-in modules available from Dell or Altiris. Dell's marketing 

materials describe the platform as one that only provides the data an administrator 

needs to do the job effectively but is customizable to meet unique specifications. 

 

Dell claims and Edison's evaluation confirm that the Dell Management Console provide 

administrators with a consolidated view of their IT infrastructure including servers, 

storage, network switches, desktop and client systems, and printers. While the default 

views are for only Dell products, snap-in modules from Altiris can expand this 

capability to a wider range of products. Edison did not evaluate these additional 

capabilities, so we cannot comment upon the extent of or efficacy of the snap-ins. 

 

HP Systems Insight Manager 

HP Systems Insight Manager is a software platform for managing HP servers and 

Storage. The product provides hardware-level management for HP Proliant, Integrity, 

and HP 9000 Server. HP Systems Insight Manager also manages HP BladeSystem, HP 

StorageWorks MSA, EVA, and XP Storage arrays. It is integrated with HP Insight 

Remote Support Advanced for managing contracts and warrantees as well as 

automating remote support. The product enables support for Windows, HP-UX, Linux, 

OpenVMS, and NonStop environments. HP Systems Insight Manager integrates with 

HP Insight Control and HP Insight Dynamics suites for proactively managing server 

health (for both physical and virtual servers) plus providing tools for server 

deployments and power consumption optimization, as well as infrastructure 

optimization and capacity planning. 
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IBM Systems Director  

IBM describes IBM Systems Director is an integral component of their Smarter Systems 

portfolio. It enables integration with Tivoli and third-party management platforms 

acting as a building block for virtualization and integrated services management. 

 

The key features that IBM emphasizes includes integration with Tivoli and third-party 

management platforms for scalability and the consistent user interface focused on 

driving common management tasks. According to IBM, IBM Systems Director provides 

a unified view of the total IT environment including servers, storage, and network. 

 

Edison's Perspective 

In Edison's view, the three platforms take different approaches to server management 

that are reflected in feature sets for both the basic and advanced editions of the software. 

 IBM Systems Director takes a task-based approach. The console design bears this 

out. As can be seen from one of the console pages below, the navigation bar on the 

left of the screen lists tasks, not systems. 

 
 Figure 1: IBM Systems Director - Viewing Groups 

 HP Systems Insight Manager takes a device-based approach. Once again the console 

design demonstrates this device-oriented approach. When HP Systems Insight 

Manager is logged into, even for the first time with no devices discovered, the 
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systems or devices are what is immediately visible in the left-side navigation bar as 

seen in Figure 2 below. 

 

 Figure 2: HP Systems Insight Manager - Navigation Bar and Systems 

 

 Dell Management Console takes a monitoring and deployment approach. The Dell 

Management Console home page consists of multiple web parts with status charts, 

performance tables, device lists, and so forth. (See Figure 3 on the following page for 

an illustration of the Home Page configuration as an example.) 



 
 

 

 

Edison: IBM Platform Management White Paper  Page 10 

 
 Figure 3: Dell Management Console - Home Page 

 

In Edison's view, each of these approaches has their merits. From the perspective of 

managing a range of devices, IBM's task-oriented interface provides a more direct path 

to getting one's work done than that offered by the other two platforms. This is not a 

major difference, as all three platforms enable the performance of a wide range of 

management tasks. 

 

The people who performed our usability testing agreed: IBM Systems Director provided 

a better approach for task-oriented management. The testers also agreed that if all that is 

required is monitoring, deploying, and managing servers, HP Systems Insight Manager 

was an excellent tool. HP Systems Insight Manager also provides an interface for 

managing other HP devices such as HP StorageWorks storage systems. It is important to 

recognize that managing of these other systems generally requires leaving HP Systems 

Insight Manager and working in these device management interfaces such as HP EVA 

Command View. 

 

The testers also agreed that the Dell Management Console interface had tremendous 

potential as a management platform when monitoring systems and deploying software 

was an important activity. The testers also agreed that Dell Management Console was 

hurt, in our evaluations, by poor performance and browser compatibility issues. 
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Comparisons 

User experience testing was performed in sessions of up to three testers. The fourteen 

participating testers came from a wide range of backgrounds. Their experience levels 

ranged from recent graduates to decades of experience as system and server 

administrators. Each tester was provided a printed workbook consisting of a list of tasks 

with room for notes and a table for entering ratings for each platform being tested. The 

testers were given 90 minutes to go through the tasks in the workbook. Testing required 

a full day. The testers got a short break between tests plus a lunch break. 

 

After each day's test sessions were completed, the testers were interviewed as a group in 

order to have the testers engage in an open discussion about their user experience and 

their platform likes and dislikes. 

 

The testers tested each platform in turn, in a round robin fashion: each tester started on 

one of the platforms, finished their testing on that platform, and then moved to the next 

platform. The platforms were only tested by one user at a time. Since the order in which 

each platform was tested varied from tester to tester and from session to session, with 

each platform being evaluated as it was being tested, the possibility of the last platform 

tested being more highly regarded was minimized. 

 

The objective results for all the tasks performed by the testers are summarized in Table 1 

below. The table shows that overall, IBM Systems Director was about four percent more 

highly rated than HP Systems Insight Manager and over thirteen percent more highly 

rated than Dell Management Console. 

 

The consensus view of all the evaluators was that both HP Systems Insight Manager and 

IBM Systems Director provided very serviceable platforms for managing servers and 

other devices, while Dell Management Console fell short of being a viable solution, 

mostly due to performance issues. 

 

Table 1 - Overall Results 2 

Values Dell IBM HP 

Total Average Rating 3.45 3.98 3.81 

Total Difference from IBM -13.20%  -4.07% 

                                                      
2 The ratings were calculated using the Pivot Table features of Microsoft Excel 2007. The Average 

Rating and Total Average Rating were calculated using the Pivot Table Average function. The 

Difference from IBM and the Total Difference from IBM results were also calculated using the 

Pivot Table Average Function with addition of “% Difference From” “Show Values As” function. 
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During testing most testers rarely used the various platforms' Help system. In most 

cases, the testers were able to determine what needed to be done through exploring the 

GUI. Since the Help systems were rarely used, ratings for Help were not included in the 

findings — a zero rating would throw off the averages. 

 

However, an evaluation of the IBM Help system, based upon tester feedback and the 

experience of the Edison team, is worthwhile. Everyone who tested the platforms 

commended the manner in which the IBM Systems Director task pages included clear 

instructions for performing the task. In most cases, this was all the help that was needed. 

Those few testers who delved further into IBM Systems Director's Help system found it 

to be comprehensive and informative, providing context for the tasks to be performed as 

well as instructions for performing the tasks. 

 

The experience with Dell Management Console is worthy of additional comment. The 

Edison team and the testers all experienced very slow performance by Dell Management 

Console. The Edison team contacted Dell technical support in order to see if there was a 

way to improve performance. The team was told that the performance we were seeing 

was typical of the platform. When asked whether using a higher performing server for 

the platform would be beneficial, the team was told that while a faster server would 

improve performance to some degree, the effect would not be substantial. 

 

In addition to the performance issues, the team and testers experienced browser 

compatibility issues with Dell Management Console. First of all, Dell Management 

Console gives an error message when used with Internet Explorer 8.0, which is 

Microsoft’s current browser version. Second, Dell Management Console does not work 

with other browsers, including Firefox and Chrome. This limits use of the console to 

only Windows computers running Windows XP or Vista. Third, there is a need to install 

several Active X controls in order to view and use many of the management pages. Since 

Active X only runs on Windows, using it further locks users into Windows clients. In 

today’s heterogeneous networks, often managed from Linux workstations or mobile 

devices, this can be a significant limitation. 

 

A summary of the results of the user experience testing for each of the tasks the testers 

performed can be found in the following sections. Detailed results can be found in the 

appendices. 
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Installation and Configuration of the Management Platform 

Key Findings 

The actual installation of the management platforms was not performed by the testers; 

doing so was deemed too time-consuming. Installation of system agents was also not 

included in the test process for similar reasons. Therefore, the evaluations for these tasks 

are based upon the experiences of Edison's analyst team. The installation and 

configuration category tasks performed by the testers include performing updates to the 

management servers themselves as well as adding and authorizing administrative users. 

 

The Edison team felt that none of the three platforms were simple install-and-play 

solutions. Each required some effort to make sure that drivers and other components on 

the installation servers were up-to-date. Each platform required some configuration 

tuning and each required some technical support from the vendors in order to achieve a 

stable platform. In addition, during the test period, each of the platforms experienced 

technical difficulties that required some reconfiguration of the platform server. Dell and 

the other vendors provide or recommend that your solution provider install and 

configure the management platforms. This may be seen, with some justification, as a 

means to generate additional revenues for the vendors and their solution provider 

partners, but based upon our experiences, spending less time installing management 

and more time actually managing makes this a worthwhile investment for many 

organizations. 

 

Overall, the testers found that using IBM Systems Director provided a better user 

experience, with differences ranging from about four to over twenty-five percent, 

depending upon the task. There were several instances where the highly graphic Dell 

Management Console interface was seen as more helpful in performing a task: but 

overall, the procedures or methodology for performing tasks with IBM Systems Director 

won out over the competitors. 

 

Discovery and Organization of the Network 

Key Findings 

Before they can be used, the management platforms must search the network and 

discover devices that can be managed. Discovery is a mandatory activity that needs to 

be performed frequently in order to identify new devices on the network. 

 

Organizing the devices in the network so that the schema reflects the needs of the 

organization is also a mandatory feature. The organization features evaluated in this 

study were those revolving around the creation and management of groups. 
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All three platforms provide default grouping by hardware type (Computer, Storage, 

etc.) and model (Blade, Rack, etc.), Operating System, and Physical or Virtual status. In 

addition, all three platforms provide the ability to create groups based upon 

administrator-assigned roles such as application server or database server and so forth. 

Creation of these groups in all cases requires differing combinations of prior advanced 

discovery through the use of agents installed on the target servers and manual entry by 

the administrator. 3 

 

HP Systems Insight Manager was the clear winner when it came to discovery tasks, with 

ratings of as much as sixteen percent better than IBM Systems Director. This was not 

surprising, as HP Systems Insight Manager is designed with the management of servers 

and other devices as a priority. Dell Management Console was second for most of the 

tasks in this category, only beating out HP and IBM for the creation of groups. In this 

category, the task-based orientation of IBM Systems Director was a drawback, though 

the way the tasks were performed — the process — was often seen as equal to the 

competitors, the interface and experience was not as well liked. This difference would be 

most significant in a highly volatile network environment where new devices are 

constantly being added and removed. 

 

Customizing the Management Platform 

Key Findings 

The three management software products evaluated in this study can deliver a range of 

administrator applications through customization. Three categories of customization 

options were evaluated in this study: customization of the startup page, configuration of 

responses to events, and automation of administrative activities. 

 

The Startup page or home page is the location that opens when an administrator logs 

into the system. As a platform, all three evaluated products default to a startup page that 

mirrors what is, in Edison’s view, the approach to management of each vendor. 

 IBM Systems Director is a task-oriented platform: it is designed to simplify the 

performance of tasks. Its startup or home page focuses on a list of tasks to be 

performed. 

 Dell Management Console is monitoring- and deployment-oriented. Its home pages 

focus on monitoring and deployment status. 

 HP Systems Insight Manager is device-oriented: it is designed to provide direct 

access to managed devices. Its homepage is focused on the devices being managed 

                                                      
3 Evaluation of these customizations was outside the scope of this study. 
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The testers found changing the HP Systems Insight Manager startup page very simple, 

though somewhat limited overall. Several of the testers were confused about setting up 

the IBM Systems Director tabbed interface. Those testers who understood the concept 

really liked it, if they did not get it, they had problems. All of the testers liked the drag-

and-drop interface provided by Dell Management Console, but they all felt it was much 

too slow to be really useful. 

 

Configuring how all three systems respond to monitored events (next section) is an 

important aspect of automating systems management. IBM Systems Director divides the 

tools for responding to events into separate parts: Automation Plan and Event Actions. 

Event Actions consists of the response to an event such as sending an e-mail, starting a 

program, or sending an SNMP trap. Automation Plans are intended to designate events 

within an environment for which one or more actions are executed. By treating Event 

Actions separately, each event action can be reused when responding to different events 

which are assigned to the Automation plans. While initially more complex to configure, 

over time this "object oriented" approach can greatly simplify management. HP Systems 

Insight Manager and Dell Management Console provide similar functionality within a 

single task interface. By using a single task interface, creation of automated response to 

events can be simpler, but the need to constantly recreate the same "event action" for 

multiple automation plans becomes tedious over time. 

 

Monitoring Systems 

Key Findings 

System monitoring is one of the most important features of a management console. Not 

surprisingly, therefore, all three platforms include a range of monitoring tools. The 

monitoring tasks performed for this study include finding a list of problems, viewing 

and modifying health summaries, creating reports, and viewing live data and logs. 

Testers liked the multitude of tables and charts for monitoring available with Dell 

Management Console but, once again, performance ultimately limited the utility of these 

graphic elements. One feature of HP Systems Insight Manager was both liked and 

disliked by the testers. Unless deliberately hidden, System Status is always visible in the 

upper-left corner of the screen. The testers liked this, but felt the information provided 

— in the form of red, yellow, and green indicators — was too limited. The need to 

perform several drill down's to identify an issue was felt to be counterproductive. 

Several of the testers were also confused when asked to find live status — they did not 

recognize the System Status tool as the source of this information. 

 

Overall, IBM Systems Director got high ratings for configuring, monitoring, and viewing 

the status of monitored systems. In one area though, Edison's analysts came to a 

different conclusion than the testers: reporting. Perhaps an artifact of the testing 
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procedure, the testers found the creation of reports in IBM Systems Director to be as 

easy or easier than that of the competitors, but the testing was designed only for the on-

screen display of reported information. Both HP Systems Insight Manager and Dell 

Management Console offered superior printed and saved reporting capabilities to those 

offered by IBM Systems Director with Dell Management Console offering the most 

complete reporting system. To get similar reporting output from IBM Systems Director 

to that available from Dell Management Console requires the export of data to an 

outside application such as Microsoft Excel, Microsoft Access, or another reporting tool. 

Edison hopes that IBM improves the reporting features of IBM Systems Director in a 

future update. 

 

Managing and Changing Systems 

Key Findings 

By definition, the purpose of a platform management platform is to enable management 

of resources in the environment. Ideally, a management platform should provide all the 

tools an administrator needs to manage the state and configuration of the hardware, 

operating systems, and application software installed on the servers being managed. 4 

 

The three platforms evaluated in this study all take different approaches to managing 

and making changes on the systems being managed. The default downloadable 

programs all provide basic monitoring and the ability to install firmware and other 

system-level updates on the servers. All of the platforms require the use of agents in 

order to take advantage of the gamut of management capabilities offered by their own 

brand of servers and to deliver some degree of management functionality for servers 

from other vendors. 

 

The testing performed during this project was limited to activities held in common by 

the three platforms that had no potential for accidentally preventing the functioning of 

any of the servers in the lab environment. The testing of common features for managing 

and changing systems was therefore limited to changing the name of a system, 

powering off and restarting servers, and remotely accessing a server from the 

management console. 

 

Overall, the testers all rated IBM Systems Director much more highly than either Dell 

Management Console or HP Systems Insight Manager for this task category. HP Systems 

Insight Manager was singled out for drawbacks in remote access and shutting down and 

restarting because performing these activities required connection to the HP Integrated 

                                                      
4None of the evaluated platforms deliver all the capabilities without the addition of 

plug-in modules. Review of available plug-in modules was not a part of this project. 
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Lights Out (ILO) module on the servers. This necessitated the configuration of ILO, 

which uses a different console, user ID, and password than is required for HP Systems 

Insight Manager. In addition, ILO modules add network complexity, as they require an 

additional network cable for each server (in a rack or tower server implementation) 

which might not be practical in smaller organizations with limited network 

infrastructure. 5 The reliance on ILO as the only Remote Control interface for HP 

Systems Insight Manager was also limiting. Though using the ILO card for BIOS 

changes is useful, the need to resort to external tools for remote control was seen as a 

drawback. 

 

In one area, renaming a system, the testers rated HP Systems Insight Manager and IBM 

Systems Director equally. HP Systems Insight Manager stood out in the overall 

experience while IBM Systems Director was seen as having a better process and GUI. 

 

Monitoring and Managing Virtual Servers 

Key Findings 

The rapid spread of server virtualization in organizations of all sizes has a manifold 

impact on how servers are managed. By definition, virtualization abstracts the software 

aspect of servers away from the hardware aspects of servers. While the virtualization 

platform vendors would prefer that all virtual machine (VM) management occur on 

their consoles, management of VMs is often a responsibility of the same people 

responsible for the physical servers. In addition, regardless of whether the server is 

virtualized, it is still running on hardware that must be configured, deployed, and 

monitored as hardware. Therefore, integrating basic VM management into the server 

management console can help make server administrators more efficient. 

 

VM management within server management consoles is a rapidly evolving area. As 

their virtualization products evolve, vendors are making management APIs available to 

be used for other purposes, allowing server console vendors to incorporate more virtual 

machine management features as time goes on. 

 

Edison believes that virtual server management within the physical server console 

paradigm is going to be an increasingly important capability. All three of the platforms 

evaluated provide different degrees of integration with server virtualization platforms. 

For this study, testing focused on integration with VMware. 

 

                                                      
5 This is a minor point. Best practices do require the use of lights out management interfaces, but 

for smaller organizations best practices and practicality often conflict. 
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Each vendor’s respective VMware plug-ins were installed on vSphere 4.0 ESX servers 

and on the management consoles as applicable for each respective product. During 

Edison’s evaluation planning and pre-testing, the only virtual server management task 

that was available for all three platforms was monitoring CPU usage of virtual servers. 

 

The original plan for this study was to evaluate the three management platforms in 

deploying a virtual server. At the time of testing, Dell Management Console did not 

support this feature, so this task was not performed. Without this capability and other 

deployment capabilities, Dell Management Console cannot be considered a viable server 

management platform where virtual servers are being used. 

 

Some of the other tasks evaluated during this study against physical servers, such as 

restarting a server or remote access, were also run against virtual servers, but these tasks 

were not virtualization-dependent. The only virtualization task evaluated across all 

three management platforms was View CPU Usage of Virtual Servers. 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

Edison: IBM Platform Management White Paper  Page 19 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

 

Server management platforms are evolving into universal systems management 

platforms. They are positioned to become important strategic tools, especially in small- 

to medium-sized organizations where limited human resources make automation and 

administrator efficiency critical to controlling costs and maximizing the value of IT 

investments. 

 

Edison performed User Experience testing, sponsored by IBM, in order to compare 

management platforms from Dell, HP, and IBM. Groups of users performed a series of 

tasks, described in workbooks, on Dell Management Console, HP Systems Insight 

Manager, and IBM Systems Director. They rated the products objectively using a sliding 

scale metric for a set of interface attributes and subjectively during post testing 

discussions. 

 

The results of the testing revealed that IBM Systems Director delivers on IBM's 

positioning of the platform as one that provides scalable integrated services 

management by providing a unified view of the total IT environment. Testers rated IBM 

Systems Director about four percent more highly than HP Systems Insight Manager and 

over thirteen percent more highly than Dell Management Console. 

 

One question we asked all of the testers was: 

ɁOther factors (such as price and features) being equal, would any of these management 

platforms induce you to recomÔÌÕËɯÖÙɯÉÜàɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÙÝÌÙɯ×ÓÈÛÍÖÙÔÚɯÖÝÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙÚȳɂ 

 

Most of the time, this was not answered. However, when there was an answer, the 

consensus of several groups was that IBM Systems Director was good enough to 

recommend IBM System x Servers over HP or Dell servers. 

 

These results indicate that if the physical features (processor, memory, I/O, etc.) are 

equivalent between server hardware brands, choosing an IBM x Series server with IBM 

Systems Director can provide important management benefits that can alone justify the 

choice of an IBM server. 
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