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Introduction 

ISBSG is a not-for-profit organization that collects industry data for application 

development and maintenance/support activities. ISBSG collects industry data, where 

output is measured using ISO/IEC standardized and therefore objective, repeatable, 

auditable methods, such as Nesma, IFPUG and COSMIC function points. Typical key 

metrics based on function points are:  

- Project Delivery Rate (PDR)1: Hours spent per function point  

- Cost efficiency: Cost (or Price) per function point 

- Quality: Defects per function point (in test and/or 1st month of production) 

- Speed: Function points delivered per calendar month. 

The ISBSG repository - ‘New Developments & Enhancements’ - contains thousands of 

completed projects for which these metrics are calculated. This enables organizations 

to use this industry data for fact-based understanding and decision making.  

COBOL is a programming language that was popular during the era (i.e. 1980s), when 

many organizations built and maintained first and second-generation, custom-made 

applications. Nowadays, some of these applications still exist and are often considered 

as ‘legacy’. These applications can be difficult to maintain and may be very complex. 

Programmers that know COBOL are ageing and may be ready for retirement, while the 

younger generation of coders don’t want to learn this language as it is not considered 

‘cool’.  

In this short paper we look at the COBOL projects in the D&E repository to see whether 

they are current, and to see the trend in the Project Delivery Rate of COBOL projects 

over time. 

  

                                                           

1 The PDR is the inverse of the universal concept of Productivity (output/input) as it is easier to process 

for human minds, which usually struggles with metrics with many decimals.  
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COBOL  

COBOL stands for Common Business Oriented Language. It is imperative, procedural, and 

object-oriented. A compiler is a computer program that takes other computer programs 

written in a high-level (source) language and converts them into another program, machine 

code, which the computer can understand. COBOL takes data from a file or database, 

processes, and outputs it. In short: COBOL takes data in, computes it, and outputs it 

afterwards. 

One of the world’s largest providers of COBOL services, the company Micro Focus, has 

carried out a worldwide COBOL survey in 2022, which resulted in the following key findings: 

 Global COBOL Code Volume hits new highs: More than 800 billion lines of code 

running on production systems and in daily use, far exceeding any previous 

estimates. 

 The direction is continued growth: nearly half of the survey’s respondents expect 

the amount of COBOL code in use at their organization to increase in the next 12 

months. Furthermore, last year’s research report showed that over half of 

respondents (52 percent) expect for their organizations’ COBOL applications to 

remain for at least the next decade, with more than four in five expecting that 

COBOL will still be in use when they ultimately retire--creating a need for continued 

COBOL investment and modernization for next gen developers. 

 COBOL remains strategic for organizations: 92 percent of respondents stated that 

their organizations’ COBOL applications are strategic with future IT strategy and 

application portfolio alignment with new technology being listed as the key drivers 

for COBOL modernization. 

 Modernization of COBOL applications is the preferred path forward: As opposed to a 

rip and replace approach, 64 percent of respondents intend to modernize their 

COBOL applications and 72 percent of respondents see modernization as an overall 

business strategy. 

 Cloud is the primary technology driving application modernization: When asked 

about their company’s plans for COBOL and the cloud in 2021, 43 percent of the 

survey’s respondents stated that their COBOL applications do and will support cloud 

by the end of the year. In addition, 41 percent stated that new business projects 

require integration with existing COBOL systems. 

It seems, COBOL will be out there for a long time, and organizations expect to keep 

developing in this programming language. Therefore, it is interesting to look at its Project 

Delivery Rate over time. 
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The Project Delivery Rate of COBOL through time 

As shown in Figure 1, the number of COBOL projects submitted to ISBSG has declined over 

time. In the analysis below, we looked at projects that ISBSG rated as ‘A’ or ‘B’ (i.e. very 

trustworthy data) and UFP rating A or B (i.e. trust in the function point analysis is high). 

Furthermore, only projects with the primary programming language = COBOL, which have 

been sized in either Nesma or IFPUG 4+ method for functional size measurement are 

analyzed. These two methods are almost identical and produce similar results.  

 

Figure 1: The number of COBOL projects submitted to ISBSG through time. 

 

In the D&E repository, the number of collected COBOL projects before the year 2000 is 315, 

which decreased to 22 submitted projects in the period 2016-2020.  In Figure 2, the median 

Project Delivery Rate of the submitted COBOL projects is shown over time. 

 

Figure 2: The median Project Delivery Rate (PDR) of the COBOL projects submitted to ISBSG through time. 
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It’s important to understand that the median is based on a dataset with the number of 

projects as listed in figure 1, so the median of about 50 hours per function point is the 

median of only 22 data points of projects submitted after 2015. 

The trend however is remarkable since the Project Delivery Rate (PDR) seemed to improve 

from 2000 to 2015 (i.e. a lower PDR means fewer hours spent per function point, so better 

productivity). There is a sharp increase in the PDR after 2015. A PDR of 50.4 is more than 5 

times as high as median PDRs of many modern Languages. Therefore, carrying out COBOL 

projects seems more than 5 times as expensive as projects in those type of languages.  

However, if we look a bit closer at the data, we see that of these 22 projects, 16 were 

probably submitted by 1 organization, and the average project size of the projects submitted 

by this organization is very small (79 FP). This shows again that it’s sometimes hard to 

analyze the data properly when there are not many data points and the number of data 

sources is low.  

Therefore, the ISBSG would like to ask you that if your organization has carried out any 

projects delivered in the COBOL (or any other) language, please submit these to ISBSG and 

receive a free benchmark report in return. The way this works is described in the last 

chapter of this short report: The International Software Benchmarking Standards Group 

(ISBSG). 

 

Conclusions 

Although the 2022 survey shows that there is still a lot of activity regarding the COBOL 

programming language in the industry, the number of projects submitted to ISBSG is getting 

lower over time, which makes it harder to analyze and use the data for new development 

and enhancement projects. To better analyze the actual trend in PDR for COBOL projects, 

more data is needed. Please help us by submitting data if you can! 
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The International Software Benchmarking Standards Group (ISBSG) 

The ISBSG is a not-for-profit organization founded in 1997 by a group of national 

software metrics associations.  Their aim was to promote the use of IT industry data 

to improve software processes and products. 

ISBSG is an independent international organization that collects and provides 

industry data of software development projects and maintenance & support 

activities in order to help all organizations (commercial and government, suppliers 

and customers) in the software industry to understand and to improve their 

performance and decision making. ISBSG sets the standards of software data 

collection, software data analysis and software project benchmarking processes and 

is considered to be the international thought leader in these practices. 

The ISBSG mission is to support commercial and public organizations to improve 

the estimation, planning, control and management of IT software projects and/or 

maintenance and support contracts. 

To achieve this: 

ISBSG maintains and grows 2 repositories of IT software development/maintenance 

& support data. This data originates from trusted, international IT organizations and 

can be obtained for a modest fee from the website www.isbsg.org/project-data/ 

Help us to collect data 

ISBSG is always looking for new data. In return for your data submission, we issue a free 

benchmark report that shows the performance in your project or contract against relevant 

industry peers.  

Please submit your data through one of the forms listed on http://isbsg.org/submit-data/ 

A specific Agile/Scrum data collections questionnaire can be downloaded here: 

https://cutt.ly/4vnuXVT  

 

Partners 

This page will help you to find an ISBSG partner in your country: 

https://www.isbsg.org/board/  

http://www.isbsg.org/project-data/
http://isbsg.org/submit-data/
https://cutt.ly/4vnuXVT
https://www.isbsg.org/board/

