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There are many new and emerging technologies in our world today, some of which are becoming readily available in the workplace, even today.  The two technologies being discussed, Thin Client and Diskless technologies are two such technologies being reintroduced into the workplace.  The first instances of such technology were implemented decades ago with mainframe dummy computers.  The systems used in conjunction with these systems were not up to the standards we have today, which made them an inefficient system to use.  If these systems were put into effect in the same ways they were 30 or so years ago, they would still be inefficient, in that the technology of today is still slow compared to what would be required to make these systems effective for more than a few users.

To put it simply, both types of computers, thin client and diskless computers do not require a hard disk.  The difference between the two comes into play when discussing how data is loaded onto the machine.  Diskless machines have the data loaded into them from a remote drive on a remote machine, while Thin Client machines are more similar to the dummy terminals used with mainframes in previous decades.  While both types of machines are dependent on the servers and networks they are connected to, thin client machines cannot run applications nor process data, unlike the diskless workstations.

“Thin Client/Server Based Computing is defined by the fact that [the] applications are executed on dedicated servers while the desktop device only needs to provide [a] display” (thinclient.net, 2000).  An advantage of this system is that it allows easier access for remote users, without having to worry whether or not you brought the right diskettes with you from work.  “A thin Client need only have sufficient power to render the display of your user session, therefore it does not need to be replaced or upgraded as new software and hardware versions are released” (thinclient.net, 2000).  This allows for the purchase of lower-cost systems, as an excess of delicate electronic equipment is not required to allow the machines to run.  As cost-effective computing solutions are becoming greater and greater concerns to corporations, this could be seen as a viable solution to the cost of putting a computer on everyone’s desk.


One of the downsides of this solution, though, is that everyone’s data access is restricted to the speed of the server, and how many clients are accessing it at one time.  There are also the constraints of the network it’s connected to.  Regular “thick client” PC’s generally take up less bandwidth (wikipedia.com, 2004) on the network, as the majority of the data access is local, rather than remote.   Also, the cost effectiveness is balanced by the fact that a highly expensive, high performance server is required to make thin client computing effective.  There is also the use of multimedia on the clients that can make thin client systems less effective and devour bandwidth on this type of system (wikipedia.com, 2004).

On the flip side, diskless workstations, while they don’t have drives for storage of media, do have the ability to do their own data processing, while not actually storing the data on the client’s computer.  The running of applications is not limited to just the server, and can be deployed to the client machine.  It contains more electronic equipment than a thin client machine, as it is required to process data ALONG WITH displaying it, but it is not required to save it.  This puts less of a strain on the network, while still allowing the diskless system to have many of the advantages of a thin client system.

Unfortunately, while diskless workstations do have advantages over thin client systems, they are still affected by many of the same restrictions that thin client systems have.  They are still affected by the speed of the server as well as that of the network.  If the network is unavailable at the time, the clients will not be able to access data, and will, effectively, be useless (webopedia.com, 1998).  This can be considered a severe disadvantage to both systems.  If there is a disk failure or an event that prevents the server from gaining power, the users will not be able to work or access any of the data they require.


While the idea of the thin client/diskless workstation is not new to the realm of informational sciences, it is new to this generation.  Dummy terminals have not been considered a large part of computer usage in a very long time.  They have some very severe disadvantages, as well as advantages.  Businesses today, though, consider the idea to have merit, though, and are in the process of developing software and protocols for them.  Among these companies is IBM, which has been a major player in the computer world for decades.  IBM’s Haifa Research Lab is currently working on what is called “iBoot” technology, which combines the iSCSI protocol, an “IP based storage networking standard for linking data storage facilities” (whatis.com, 2004), with their “recent progress in diskless boot technology” (IBM.com, 2004).  It helps to “[eliminate] the need for a local hard drive [and] opens a wide range of possibilities for network management” (IMB.com, 2004).

While the technologies being developed for the thin client/diskless workstation are still in their early stages, the technology has the potential to go far.  If the diskless technology takes off as big as some might believe, it could spur other technologies, like network and server technologies, to advance to make the diskless option as fast as our computers today.  It could even kick-start the application developers to make slimmer, but more effective applications to put to use on these systems.  The possibilities are endless on how the technology can affect the way we work, but it may be worth it.
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