
UNVARNISHED REVIEWS
IBM Db2 vs. Oracle Database vs. Microsoft SQL Server: The Silent Doubling Trap

Market Position: Big Picture

IBM Db2, Oracle Database, and Microsoft SQL Server are the three classic commercial enterprise relational databases, the

platforms most large organizations have run mission-critical workloads on for decades, and the segment this site's other

database comparisons (CockroachDB, Aurora, MongoDB, and the rest) largely don't touch. Unlike that cloud-native,

consumption-billed world, all three of these are core-based, license-audited platforms with distinctly different risk profiles

than a per-vCPU-hour rate implies.

All three are credible, well-reviewed, battle-tested databases. The finding that should change how any of the three gets

budgeted and governed: Each one has its own distinct, real, well-documented mechanism by which an organization's actual

bill can come out roughly double what a straightforward core count would suggest, and the mechanism is different at every

vendor. This isn't marketing spin or a rare edge case; it's the specific, named reason licensing consultancies exist for each of

these three platforms.

Platform Ratings at a Glance

Platform G2 Rating Reviews (G2) Note

Microsoft SQL Server 4.6 / 5 ~1,975 Largest review base by a wide
margin

Oracle Database 4.55 / 5 ~471 Rated highest for raw capability
among the three

IBM Db2 4.1 / 5 ~682 High licensing cost is a frequently
cited complaint; reviewers describe
it as the second-costliest RDBMS
after Oracle

SQL Server and Oracle rate closely at the top; Db2 trails both, with cost specifically, not capability, as the most consistently

cited reason across verified reviews.

What's New: How Each Platform Handles AI

All three platforms converged on remarkably similar core AI capability within roughly the same 18-month window, native

vector storage, semantic similarity search, and retrieval-augmented generation (RAG) support built directly into the database

engine rather than requiring a separate vector database. Two of the three, Microsoft SQL Server and IBM Db2, specifically

use DiskANN, a disk-based approximate nearest-neighbor indexing algorithm developed by Microsoft Research, to make

similarity search efficient at billions of vectors without proportional RAM cost. On the core question, are they all the same,

the answer is: on baseline vector/RAG capability, largely yes; on a few specific points, no.

Oracle Database 23ai (GA 2023, extended in 26ai) was first to market among the three. Its AI Vector Search adds a native

VECTOR data type, multiple distance metrics (cosine, Euclidean, dot product), and support for ONNX-format models as

first-class database objects, meaning a trained model can be stored and invoked inside the database itself, not just called

externally. Vector data replicates through Oracle's existing RAC and Data Guard infrastructure automatically, a real

advantage for organizations already running Oracle's high-availability stack. Oracle's own documentation and customer

testimonials specifically emphasize that vector capability ships within the existing license at no additional cost, a real point

of contrast against the licensing complexity documented elsewhere in this report.



Microsoft SQL Server 2025 added a native VECTOR data type with DiskANN indexing, T-SQL functions

(AI_GENERATE_EMBEDDINGS, VECTOR_SEARCH) for building RAG pipelines entirely within the database, and

REST-based invocation of external AI models including Azure OpenAI. The significant part of this release isn't the

capability itself, Azure SQL Database already had it, it's that SQL Server 2025 brought native AI and vector support to

on-premises deployments for the first time, closing a gap that had pushed some organizations toward Azure specifically for

AI features.

IBM Db2 12.1.2 through 12.1.5 (most recently updated June 2026) added native vector storage and similarity search, SQL

functions for direct model invocation (TO_EMBEDDING, TEXT_GENERATION) against both watsonx.ai and

OpenAI-compatible endpoints, and DiskANN-powered indexing matching SQL Server's approach. Db2's distinct capability

among the three: an AI-powered query optimizer that uses model discovery and automated retraining to improve cardinality

estimation and query planning, applying AI to make the database engine itself faster, not just to enable AI application

development on top of it. IBM also ships a natural-language Database Assistant that advises DBAs on performance and

diagnostics in real time.

Application Fit: Where Each Platform Belongs

All three are primarily OLTP (transactional) engines with analytics capability layered on top, Oracle Database In-Memory,

SQL Server's Hekaton engine plus columnstore indexes, and Db2 BLU's compressed columnar storage all exist to let each

platform handle mixed transactional-and-analytical workloads without a separate warehouse. None of the three is a

purpose-built OLAP system in the way Snowflake or ClickHouse are; all three are "good at both, best-in-class at neither" by

design, a real, structural similarity underneath the licensing and capability differences documented elsewhere in this report.

Where they diverge is platform reach and typical deployment context, not raw transactional performance. IBM Db2's one
truly distinctive characteristic among the three: mainframe integration. Oracle has no mainframe offering at all, and

SQL Server doesn't compete in mainframe-scale transaction processing either. If an organization runs IBM z/OS or AS/400

(IBM i) infrastructure, and a meaningful share of banking, insurance, and large-scale retail transaction processing still does,

Db2 is effectively the only relational option, not one of three competing choices. Db2's compression on z/OS is

independently described as reducing storage and I/O costs "often dramatically," a genuine structural advantage in that

specific environment, not a marketing claim. Oracle's differentiation is breadth: the widest cross-platform OS support

(Linux, Unix, Windows), Real Application Clusters for horizontal scaling, and the deepest catalog of third-party ISV

certifications of the three, the default choice for large, complex enterprise applications (SAP, Oracle's own E-Business Suite,

and similar) regardless of underlying OS. SQL Server's differentiation is accessibility: tighter Microsoft-stack integration,

native Power BI connectivity, and a licensing and management model reviewers consistently describe as simpler to operate

than Oracle's, making it the more common default for mid-market organizations that don't have dedicated Oracle or

mainframe DBA expertise on staff.

What Verified Users Report

Independent review data (user ratings) surfaces a consistent pattern across all three: Reviewers rate raw technical capability,

reliability, and security highly at all three platforms, and the differentiating complaints are almost entirely about cost,

complexity, and operational overhead, not core database functionality.

IBM Db2 reviewers most frequently cite exceptional performance on large-scale transactions, high reliability and data

integrity, strong security, and good scalability as top strengths (each mentioned across dozens of independent reviews). The

most consistent complaint, beyond licensing cost already covered in this report, is operational: Reviewers specifically

describe needing to run manual table reorganization (REORG) on a regular cadence to prevent performance degradation as

data grows, a real, recurring maintenance burden competitors don't require as explicitly. Programming-language ecosystem

support and cloud deployment tooling are also repeatedly cited as lagging Oracle's.

Oracle Database reviewers consistently praise scalability (particularly via RAC), security depth, and the breadth of

advanced analytics and architecture options. The dominant, repeated complaint is cost and complexity, consistent with the



licensing findings elsewhere in this report, alongside integration difficulty and support burden that reviewers attribute to the

platform's sheer feature surface area.

Microsoft SQL Server reviewers most often cite ease of management (specifically rated easier to administer than Oracle),

strong Microsoft-ecosystem integration, and quick return on investment for small-to-mid-size deployments as top strengths.

The most consistent weakness reported: scalability and performance at the largest deployment sizes, reviewers describe SQL

Server as well-suited to high transaction volumes but "challenging for large databases" at the top end, and integration friction

with non-Windows environments.

Oracle Database: The Core Factor and the VMware Question

Oracle Database prices on two independent metrics. Processor licensing, the default for any deployment where users can't be

individually counted, lists Enterprise Edition at $47,500 per processor, where "processor" means physical cores multiplied

by Oracle's Core Factor, a number that varies by CPU architecture: 0.5 for Intel and AMD x86 chips, but 1.0 for IBM

POWER hardware. Standard Edition 2 lists at $17,500 per occupied socket instead, cores ignored entirely, but capped at two

sockets per server. Named User Plus licensing runs $950/NUP for Enterprise Edition, with a minimum of 25 NUP per

processor. Support runs 22% of net license fee annually, compounding every year.

The core factor discrepancy alone means identical hardware can cost twice as much to license depending on CPU vendor: a

16-core Intel server licenses at $380,000, while the same 16 physical cores on IBM POWER hardware license at $760,000,

exactly double, for no difference in actual database capacity. Separately, Oracle has historically asserted that VMware

clusters with vMotion enabled require licensing every host in the cluster a workload could potentially migrate to, not only

the host it currently runs on, a position that has produced some of the largest documented Oracle audit findings on record.

The Partitioning option, commonly assumed included, in fact lists separately at $11,500/processor and is licensed across the

entire database regardless of how much of the feature is actually used.

IBM Db2: The 90-Day Report That Doubles Your Core Count

IBM Db2 licenses per Processor Value Unit (PVU) under traditional Passport Advantage terms, or per Virtual Processor

Core (VPC) for container and cloud-native deployments; which metric applies depends on the edition and deployment

model, and the edition sets both the feature set and the per-unit rate. Advanced Enterprise Server Edition, which adds

compression, partitioning, and columnar storage, runs roughly twice the per-PVU rate of Standard Edition. Cloud-hosted

tiers are more directly quotable: Db2 on Cloud Standard starts around $99/month, Enterprise around $946/month, and

Warehouse Flex Performance up to $13,651/month for compute-dense production workloads.

The mechanism specific to Db2, and the one most directly comparable to Oracle's VMware exposure: sub-capacity licensing,

which lets an organization license only the cores actually allocated to Db2 rather than an entire physical server, requires an

active IBM License Metric Tool (ILMT) report submitted within the prior 90 days. Miss that window, and IBM bills at full

physical capacity instead, doubling the counted core count for licensing purposes, a real, quantified, and entirely avoidable

cost triggered purely by a missed compliance deadline, not by any change in actual usage.

Microsoft SQL Server: The Edition Mismatch Most Estates Are Carrying

SQL Server prices per core in two-core packs, with a hard minimum of four core licenses per physical processor regardless

of actual core count, meaning even a low-core-count CPU bills as if it had four cores. Enterprise Edition lists at $15,123 per

two-core pack; Standard Edition at $3,945 for the same unit, roughly 3.8x-4x less per core. A typical two-socket, 16-core

production server therefore runs approximately $120,984 for Enterprise licensing, against roughly $31,560 for Standard,

before Software Assurance, which adds another 25% annually to either figure. Azure Arc-based consumption pricing is also

available: $0.375/core/hour for Enterprise, $0.10/core/hour for Standard.

The specific, well-documented finding here isn't a single dramatic mechanism like Oracle's or Db2's, it's a persistent,

industry-wide pattern: Independent licensing audits report that 35%-45% of SQL Server estates run Enterprise-tier licenses



on workloads that only require Standard-tier features, most commonly because Enterprise's higher core and memory ceilings

were needed at some point in the past and never revisited. SQL Server 2025 raised Standard Edition's core limit from 24 to

32 and its memory limit correspondingly; independent analysis estimates organizations that can now downgrade a 32-core

deployment from Enterprise to Standard save on the order of $176,000 in license cost by doing so.

Pricing (July 2026)

Platform Entry-Tier Metric Top-Tier List Rate Annual Support/SA

Oracle Database $17,500/socket (SE2, 2-socket max) $47,500/processor (EE, core factor
applies)

22% of net license

Microsoft SQL Server $3,945/2-core pack (Standard) $15,123/2-core pack (Enterprise) ~25% (Software Assurance)

IBM Db2 Free (Community, capped) ~2x Standard per-PVU rate
(Advanced Enterprise)

20%-25% (S&S;)

TCO Comparison: 16-Core Production Server, Year One

This scenario models each platform's top commercial tier on a representative two-socket, 16-core server, the scale at which

the doubling mechanisms above become concrete dollar figures rather than abstractions.

Platform License Support/SA (Year 1) Year 1 Total

Microsoft SQL Server Enterprise $120,984 $30,246 $151,230

IBM Db2 Advanced Enterprise
(published reference)

$116,280 $23,256-$29,070 $159,536-$245,350+

Oracle Enterprise Edition
(Intel/AMD, core factor 0.5)

$380,000 $83,600 $463,600

Oracle Enterprise Edition (IBM
POWER, core factor 1.0)

$760,000 $167,200 $927,200

The same 16 physical cores produce a Year 1 Oracle bill that's roughly double on IBM POWER hardware versus Intel or

AMD, before any audit finding, VMware dispute, or Partitioning option enters the picture. Oracle's Year 1 total at list price

runs 3x-6x SQL Server's or Db2's for the identical core count, reflecting Oracle's list pricing being calibrated for large,

high-value deployments where heavy negotiated discounts are standard practice; treat every figure here as a list-price

starting point for negotiation, not a final number, especially at Oracle, where 40%-60% off list is commonly reported for

enterprise-scale commitments.

Costs the Pricing Table Misses

• Oracle's VMware host-counting exposure is the single largest documented audit risk in this comparison. Get

explicit, written contract language on how virtualized environments are counted before any vMotion-enabled cluster runs

Oracle, not after an audit notice arrives.

• IBM Db2's ILMT reporting requirement is a real, recurring calendar obligation, not a one-time setup task. A
single missed 90-day window doubles the counted core base for licensing purposes; treat ILMT reporting as a scheduled

compliance function with an owner, not an occasional IT task.

• SQL Server's Enterprise-on-Standard-workload pattern is worth auditing proactively. With 35%-45% of estates

reportedly carrying this exact overpay, a periodic edition-fit review against current core and memory limits (which SQL

Server 2025 raised meaningfully for Standard) is a real, quantifiable cost-recovery exercise.



• Oracle's Partitioning option is licensed per processor across the whole database, not per use. A single query using

Partitioning anywhere in the database triggers licensing for every processor running that database, a frequent, specific

audit-finding pattern.

• None of the three vendors' published list prices reflect what large enterprise buyers actually pay. Get a

competitive, multi-vendor quote process in writing; Oracle discounts of 40%-60% off list, and comparable if smaller

discounts at Microsoft and IBM, are standard for real enterprise-scale negotiations, not exceptions.

The Decision Framework

Choose Oracle Database if: Your workload requires Oracle-specific capability (RAC, advanced partitioning, specific

enterprise application compatibility) that justifies the highest list price of the three, and your organization has the licensing

expertise, or budget for outside counsel, to navigate the VMware and core-factor exposure explicitly rather than discovering

it during an audit.

Choose Microsoft SQL Server if: You're Microsoft-stack-first and want the most straightforward, best-documented

licensing model of the three. Audit your existing estate for Enterprise-on-Standard-workload overpay before renewing, given

how common that specific pattern is documented to be.

Choose IBM Db2 if: You need Db2-specific capability (mainframe/AS400 integration, specific HADR requirements) that

isn't available elsewhere, and you can commit to disciplined, recurring ILMT compliance reporting as an operational

function, not an afterthought.

Everyone: Identify which of the three doubling mechanisms applies to your specific deployment, virtualization

host-counting, missed compliance reporting, or edition mismatch, and build a recurring review process around it. None of

these risks are hypothetical; each is a specific, named, well-documented pattern licensing consultancies are built around

addressing.

The Bottom Line

IBM Db2, Oracle Database, and Microsoft SQL Server are all credible, battle-tested enterprise databases with decades of

production history behind them. The real finding this comparison surfaces isn't which one is cheapest, at list price Oracle

runs multiples of the other two, it's that each carries its own distinct, well-documented way to silently double what an

organization actually pays: Oracle through virtualization host-counting and CPU-architecture core factors, IBM through a

missed compliance report, and Microsoft through a persistent, widespread edition-mismatch pattern. Know which

mechanism applies to your deployment before the audit finds it for you.


