
Columbia Sportswear: 
Ready for Anything
VMware vCloud Suite and Software-Defined  
Data Center help the IT team stay ahead  
of business demand



The company was formed as the Columbia  
Hat Company in Portland, Oregon in 1938  
by a couple of German immigrants. Today,  
the business spans skiwear to trekking to  
all types of performance outerwear. 

The company manufactures and sells all  
round the world, but Portland remains home  
and the founders’ daughter is chairman. 
Columbia Sportswear continues to sell hats.

The Columbia Sportswear  
story starts with a hat.

http://www.columbia.com/Gert-Boyle/Officers_Gert_Boyle,default,pg.html


Innovation, particularly technological innovation, plays a large part in this success.  
The corporate mantra is to “try stuff”; if successful, the aim is to roll-out rapidly and 
globally. This line of thinking applies equally to the latest line of hiking boots as to  
the IT function.

The Columbia IT department’s mandate is “give users what they want,  
when they want it.”

Starting in 2009, Columbia embarked on a company-wide initiative with VMware to 
virtualize its entire Tier 1 business critical SAP production environment. The objective 
was to create highly available, fault-tolerant, and disaster-proof business systems  
that could support faster time to market and reduce operating costs. 

The result is one of the most leading-edge IT infrastructures in the world.  
It provides Columbia Sportswear with a competitive advantage in a global  
market and aligns with the company’s aim of speed and innovation. 

‘ Give users what they want,  
when they want it’

“Someone will  
ask, ‘How do I get an 

application on a tablet 
device?’ We have the 
technology for that.”





For the IT team it means 
“never saying no” to 

the business, despite the 
financial constraints of  

having to do more with less.



Virtualization makes Columbia 
Sportswear a better business
With VMware, Columbia’s server provisioning time is faster  
than other apparel companies and retailers, and its capacity  
for performance and change management leads its industry.

A recent benchmarking survey completed by the company 
shows Columbia’s organizational leadership in a number of 
areas, including being 15-20 percent ahead of its industry 
peers and a majority of apparel retailers in server virtualization.

Less physical hardware means fewer machines to power,  
run and cool, resulting in lower energy and operational costs.  
This equates to hundreds of thousands of dollars in savings.  
The same survey suggests Columbia has the lowest overall total 
cost of ownership when compared to industry benchmarks.  




The inherent scalability of the virtual world allows Columbia 
to accommodate undefined growth. It delivers a stable IT 
environment: VMware has some of the broadest software 
support in the industry. From the finance and healthcare to 
telecom and retail industries, VMware supports a minimum 
of the top five applications in each category. 

It is also more secure: back-ups can be done in seconds,  
Site Recovery Manager provides automatic Disaster 
Recovery, worldwide.

Columbia is now able to auto-provision, meaning its IT  
team can grant resources to business users when they  
are needed, in minutes instead of days. It means Columbia 
has the ability to deploy systems at a pace that does  
not slow down the project.

“ Hyper-V was still in 
training wheels and 
Xen was too much  
of an unknown.”

“VMware suite  
of products is  

really enabling IT at  
Columbia Sportswear.”





In addition, VMware allows the business decide what 
performance criteria they need, where they need their 
data hosted, and then to rapidly configure and deploy those 
resources using vCloud Suite and the software-defined data 
center architecture.

From an IT perspective, Columbia can determine the right 
fit for its business, and is empowered to make resource 
decisions based on what the business is asking— without 
having to go back to its business teams and explain 
architecture limitations. 

There is now uniformity to Columbia’s delivery of its  
Tier 1 business-critical systems, such as SAP applications  
– globally, to the same SLAs.

“ Keeps IT from 
becoming the road 
block to innovation.”



“ The Center Operations 
Manager is really giving us 
that incite down into the 
transaction layer of our 
virtual workload where we 
can really get that overview 
into what’s going on into our 
virtual environment.”

Columbia will use virtualized application resources to support 
more than 70 new retail locations in seven cities in China. 

Because the company can stay ahead of IT demands and 
proactively address the needs of the business, it has been 
able to prevent different groups within the company from 
specifying and sourcing non-standard technology platforms 
and applications. Virtualization provides greater control.
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“ Don’t under-promise, over-deliver, 
and let the business start seeing 
the efficiencies they can realize, 
and some of those hidden 
efficiencies, as well.”

This newfound agility means fewer risks  
and less stress for Columbia. Greater 
scalability allows Columbia to move at 
the speed it needs to, and add resources 
as they go without paying in cost or time.



It means IT resources can be redirected to more 
pressing, project-related tasks. IT is better able to 
choose where to take risks. Columbia’s IT can spin  
up environments and test hypotheses very quickly.  
It creates an on-demand IT environment, with a more 
dynamic culture. This, in the words of Suzan Pickett, 
Systems Engineering Manager, “it saves us time,  
it saves us money, it enables the business to have 
confidence in what IT is doing.”

The bottom line for Columbia is that their IT capacity 
expands and contracts as needed, and IT is always 
in lock-step with the requirements of the business. 
With VMware, Columbia is more responsive to market 
conditions, and business and IT truly work together.

Business and IT  
truly work together

hover over  
and click  
to view video






Hours  
not weeks
One of Columbia’s business units acquired  
an SAP module independent of the company’s  
overall SAP virtualization project. 

This business group came to IT in a very late stage 
of this purchase with an intense set of equipment, 
including multiple servers, multiple environments  
up and down the stack, a list of requirements  
and outside consultants to help with  
the implementation.

The consultants set an implementation date  
4-6 weeks out, believing it would take IT that long 
to give them their environments and their hardware. 



“ I had the pleasure of calling  
the finance VP to tell him  
his environments were ready, 
and they were just probably 
going to sit idle for the next 
4-6 weeks, which surprised 
all sorts of people.”

The reality was that with VMware, 
Columbia’s IT department could 
provide a test and development 
environment within a matter  
of hours, not weeks.



Columbia operates a hybrid cloud model, wherein 
the IT team maintains design control of the SAP 
application architecture, but allows VMware to 
provision and manage application resources based 
on demand. All of Columbia’s virtual workloads run 
on top of VMware vSphere®, which dynamically 
apportions resources to deliver high performance to 
end users, while VMware vCenter™ Operations 
Manager™ is used to automatically monitor the 
dynamic environment and oversee capacity and 
configuration management.

The solution:  
Building a hybrid cloud

http://www.vmware.com/uk/products/vsphere/
http://www.vmware.com/uk/products/vcenter-operations-manager/


Using vCloud Suite, Columbia has also built out a private cloud 
with VMware vCloud Director® to simplify and streamline its 
provisioning of data center services such as storage, networking, 
and security. With vCloud Director, resources can be reserved for 
guaranteed availability, or Columbia can apportion application 
resources on an as-you-go basis, to achieve maximum efficiency, 
while still enforcing IT standards and policies. 

To better protect the company’s Tier 1 application infrastructure, 
Columbia also leverages VMware vCenter™ Site Recovery 
Manager™, a key component of vCloud Suite, for virtualization 
enabling their existing business continuity planning and IT disaster 
recovery management systems. Site Recovery Manager enables 
Columbia to disaster-proof its business-critical applications and 
avoid downtime, should there be an unexpected emergency. 

Site Recovery Manager provides Columbia 
with advanced capabilities for replication, 
disaster recovery management, non-disruptive 
testing, automated failover and failback,  
and planned migration. 

Columbia has also  
built out a private cloud 

http://www.vmware.com/uk/products/vcloud-suite/
http://www.vmware.com/uk/products/vcloud-director/
http://www.vmware.com/products/site-recovery-manager/
http://www.vmware.com/products/site-recovery-manager/


Advanced  
capabilities

Site Recovery Manager also helps  
Columbia manage failover from 
production data centers to disaster 
recovery sites, as well as failover 
between two sites with active workloads. 
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“ It allows Columbia to compete  
in ways that none of our peers  
can. Our scalability enable us to 
respond to business demands  
at an industry-leading speed,  
and I don’t ever have to say no.” “With VMware’s Horizon 

suite we’re really looking 
forward to being able  

to deliver...”
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