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The Resurgence of COBOL: 
Considerations for the Future 
ABSTRACT: The COBOL language is alive and well. There are those who deny this and con
tend that 'COBOL is Dead.' There are five important factors which contradict that statement. 
First, industry is finding.a resurgence in the importance and use of COBOL. Second, 
COBOL's environment has switched from mainframe to the distributed level of PCs. Third, 
academic institutions have also changed to teaching COBOL on the PC level. Fourth, addi
tions and refinements to the COBOL syntax show an evolutionary development is in process. 
Last, continued improvement in the standards and cooperation between CODASYL, ANSI 
and ISO help creates a language that is accepted not only in the United States but also inter
nationally. These factors all contribute to the continued use, education and enhancement of 
the COBOL language. 
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INTRODUCTION 
COBOL has had more impact on business 

than any other programming language. The 
sheer amount of code that has been 
developed over the past 34 years is a fitting 
testimony to the acceptance of this language. 
However, there are some programming. pro
fessionals who say that COBOL, regardless 
of its successful track record, is waning and 
"Dead." This paper will show that this 
statement is the farthest thing from the 
truth. COBOL, since its inception, has 
undergone various revisions, attesting to the 
fact that it is alive and willing to comply to 
user demands. COBOL is widely accepted 
within the continental U.S. as well as inter
nationally, as documented by the existence 
of numerous user groups.1 [1] 

WHERE IT ALL STARTED 
COBOL had its official and unceremonious 

start on April 8, 1959. This date is usually 
regarded as the birthday of COBOL. This 
date was chosen because it signifies the day 
that a meeting convened at the University of 
Pennsylvania by the Department of Defense 
( DOD ) to define the objectives for a new 
Common Business Language. Captain Grace 
Hopper, the mother of COBOL, was the 
person in charge of this group. [2] 

This language originally had no formal 
name, and it was left up to the group 
developing the language to formulate an 
appropriate moniker. Some attempts were 
BUSY, BUSYL, INFORS¥L, COSYL, 
DATASYL and COCOSYL. When the final 
draft of the language was completed in 
December 1959, COBOL emerged as the 
consensus name agreed upon by this group. 
The exact deliberation as to why this 
name was chosen over other alternatives is 
not known.[3] 

COBOL has gone through various versions 
(COBOL-60, COBOL 68, COBOL-74, 
COBOL-85), plus other minor revisions, and 
has been subjected to rigorous standards 
imposed by ANSI (ANSI/X3J4) and ISO 
committees (ISO/ SC22 / TC97 / WG4). 
COBOL-85 has evolved from the 
work of three major committees: CODASYL 
(Conference on Data Systems Language) 
COBOL committee, ANS1/X3J4 committee 
and ISO (International Standards 
Organization) [ 4]. As the following 
diagram shows, these committees have an 
integrated relationship. 

CODASYL <-->ANSI<--> ISO 

Once the CODASYL committee develops 
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new standards, they are then submitted to 
the ANS1/W3J4 COBOL committee for addi
tional review. When agreement is reached 
by the.ANSI committee, they, in turn, pass 
them on to the ISO(WG4) COBOL 
Committee for approval on an international 
scale. As each new version of COBOL is 
approved, new "functionality" is added in 
order to increase the language's 
flexibility and acceptability. [5] This is 
demonstrated by the material presented in 
the next several paragraphs. 

EVOLUTIONARY PROGRESS 
. COBOL has flourished over the years by 

incorporating the structured methodology 
that came out of a special CODASYL com
mittee symposium in the early 1970's. Such 
features as Scope terminators, nested 
programs, EVALUATE verb, in-line 
PERFORM, DO-WHILE and DO-UNTIL are 
the result of that symposium. 

The most current version, COBOL-85, 
emerged after a long delay, which many felt 
was damaging to the language. The 
CODASYL COBOL Committee held a 
syposium in Los Angeles in 1975 soliciting 
suggestions from all over the world on how 
to change COBOL in order to accommodate 
structured programming techniques. Most 

1. Micro-Focus has user groups established in Amsterdam, Australia, Canada, Finland, Italy, Norway, Spain, Germany and United Kingdom. 
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