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Abstract

Few companies are scaling operations at a rate proportionate to the exponential 

growth in data; this creates increasing complexity for data operations employees. 

 

Both System Administrators and Database administrators now have more 

responsibility with fewer resources. Beyond that, they spend much of their time 

resolving problems caused by others using inadequate and uninformative tools.

This paper uses survey data to shed light on the current state of data operations 

and the types of tools that would enable organizations to run more efficiently at 

lower cost.
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Problem Statement

Methodology

While the amount of data is growing, administrators are ill 

equipped to perform their job effectively, left to resolve 

problems using antiquated techniques. This harms both productivity 

and profitability.

The survey was distributed to 150+ administrators and developers 

at web scale operations companies. Examples are large social 

networks, hosting providers and large social media companies. 

Respondents are directly involved in the management of operations, 

database or systems admin and work with systems built around 

open source technologies rather than traditional enterprise vendors.

While we looked at general statistics such as budget across all 

respondents, we limited the workload and valued features insights 

to those who spend at least 50% of their week devoted to server/

database administrative tasks.  

We gauged internal resources by the amount of budget available for 

tools and other team members working on similar problems.

To measure workload, we asked respondents to provide the 

percentage of their week dedicated to the following tasks: broken 

replication, downtime recovery, internal tools, performance 

problems, general health and vendor services. We also asked the 

relative efficiency level of each task.

Finally, we asked respondents to rate the importance of the following 

features to determine what types of tools will help: low cost, reduced 

diagnosis time, reduced resolution time, ease of install, flexible 

APIs, alerting, SaaS, ability to make changes, embeddable charts, 

1-second granularity and proactive smarts.
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Survey Demographics

This does not represent the total amount of servers but whether or not an organization uses them.
*(Apache, Nginx, Lighthttpd)

OVER 60% OF RESPONDENTS WERE 

DIRECTLY RESPONSIBLE FOR SYSTEMS 

OPERATIONS AND DATABASE 

ADMINISTRATION

DISTRIBUTION OF SERVER TYPES WITHIN ORGANIZATIONS

OVER HALF OF THE RESPONDENTS REPRESENTED 
ORGANIZATIONS WITH 100+ EMPLOYEES.
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Internal Infrastructure

The chart below indicates that in companies with over 50 

employees, there is still a small team dedicated to managing 

database requests. Nearly 70% have teams of six or less, and there 

are many instances where a team of three or fewer is managing over 

500 servers. 

There are many reasons for this disparity including high turnover 

rates, competitive jobs marketplace, small pool of qualified 

personnel and a lack of understanding the scope of resource 

requirements within systems operations.

Regardless the reason, the consequence is an overwhelming human 

workload.

Companies Are Not Scaling Their Operations Growth 

with Their Growth in Data

50+
employees

1

2-3

4-6

7-11

12+

8%

28%

32%

17%

15%

SYSTEMS 
ADMINISTRATION 
TEAMS AT 
COMPANIES WITH 
50+ EMPLOYEES

It’s useful for managers to 
receive a summary of how 
well DBAs are sustaining 

Performance Levels 
across an estate, so the 
Manager-DBA-Developer 

relationship is more tightly 
knit.

“
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Companies often opt to build tools internally, evidenced by the 

fact that only 23% of respondents have a budget over $10,000 for 

external tools. Executives are rightly concerned about the overhead 

costs and reliability of external tools but do not often consider the 

cost of installing and maintaining internal tools. Around 80% take 

over a day to install, and 37% take at least six days.

Companies Waste Money on Maintaining Inefficient 

Internal Systems

Half Day

1 Day

2 Days

5 Days

10 Days

20 Days

20%

17%

17%

12%

6%

8%

7%

How Long Did It Take to Deploy Open Source 
Monitoring/Graphing Tools?
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The average data operations person spends at least 30% of his/her 

time maintaining internal tools. Assuming the fully burdened salary 

of one head is $200,000, this chart indicates an average expense 

of $60,000 per head per year, with some companies spending over 

$1,000,000 maintaining internal tools. 

 

This indicates that managers are not evaluating the time value 

of their employees and that vendor solutions are not solving the 

problems in modern web-scale companies data operations teams.

At the end of the day it 
is all about adding better 

value at a cost that is less 
than can be done in house.

“

0% 1-9%

10% 30%

40%
70%

60%

50%

20%

16 PEOPLE SPENT 8 PEOPLE10 PEOPLE SPENT11 PEOPLE SPENT 4 4 31 1

What % of Your Week is Spent Maintaining Internal Tools?

Mark Selby 
Systems Engineer, Next Big Sound
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System Administrator & 
DBA Workload

How do they spend their day? It is easy to undervalue the work 

of a DBA until systems fail, load time stalls, or coding goes awry. 

The truth is, they tend to tasks in an inefficient environment that 

would cause others to yank their hair in agony, doing their best to 

ensure the ship runs smoothly.

Between broken replication, downtime recovery, performance 

problems and maintaining internal tools, respondents had less than 

25% of their week available for proactive initiatives. That amount 

shrinks further when tasks such as meetings and general health are 

factored. This is concerning for two reasons. First, money is being 

spent maintaining the status quo rather than improving. Second, 

administrators are unable to fully utilize their skill set because they 

are too busy fixing problems. The result is employee dissatisfaction 

and stagnant systems.

75%

Over 75% of 
Administrator's Work 

is Reactionary
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Respondents spend 27% of their time resolving performance 

problems and rated this area the least efficient. Though many 

monitoring tools throw graphs and charts at the user, one still has to 

manipulate the data to provide valuable direction. This takes time 

and energy while providing little insight for future prevention.

Current Methods Lead to Slow Resolution Time

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

100%

What % of Your Week Is Spent Resolving Performance Problems?

Rate Your E�ciency in Performance Problem Resolution

15 People Spent
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9 People Spent

5 People Spent

2 People Spent

2 People Spent

2 People Spent

3 People Spent

1 Man Spent

|||||

||||

|||

||

|

Most E�cient

Least E�cient

DBs are this massive 
topic that you must study 

all your life to really 
understand, but I DON’T 

HAVE TIME FOR THAT… 
It would be nice to have 
something intelligent that 

would take a lot of pain and 
time consuming tasks away 

from you.

“

Milos Gajdos 
Infrastructure Lead, GoCardless
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Frequency of developers’ needs negatively affects productivity 

across the organization. From the below charts, we infer that 

employees lose anywhere from five minutes to over a day resolving 

developer interruptions throughout the week.

Interruption Kills Admin Productivity

Interruptions are really 
difficult to work around. 

So much so, I didn’t finish 
taking this survey.

“

Geoff Anderson 
Database Operations Engineer at Box
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ARE YOU 

INTERRUPTED IN A 

DAY?

HOW LONG DOES IT 

TAKE TO RESOLVE 

THOSE 

INTERRUPTIONS?
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Respondents placed the highest value on reduced diagnosis time, 

which is not surprising given the inefficiencies of problem resolution. 

The current state of performance monitoring is to set arbitrary 

thresholds, toss numbers into charts and graphs, and require the 

DBA to navigate the maze. The goal of performance management, 

however, is to sift through the massive quantities of data and provide 

only information that is relevant and actionable. 

Surely, the role of DBA is not doomed to a cycle of interruption, 

resolution and maintenance. There is hope. Adaptive tools 

can simplify their jobs while increasing productivity and morale by 

emphasizing key features.

Reduce the Stress of Diagnosis

It has to show the dba 
whatever he wants and 
needs at the moment.

“
Piotr Drozdowski 

Senior Sysadmin/DBA, Wikia.com

Where Tools Can Help

Of Your Needs, How Important is Reduced Diagnosis Time?

|||||

||||

|||

||

|

Most Important

Least Important
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DBAs do not only want to be given data; they want to know what 

it means. Smart technology will provide guidance; it will alert them 

based on actual problems and real-time data rather than arbitrary 

thresholds. It will inform them as to optimization of their systems. And 

it will prevent the problem from happening again.

Quite Simply, Administrators Need Proactive Tools

I’d love to be able to learn 
from it. If it’s telling me 

to make changes to make 
things faster or better, I’d 

like to know why those 
changes are necessary and 

what they are doing.

“

Graeme Rassenti 
Systems Administrator,  

Audiobooks.com
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Conclusion

Increased responsibility in database administration has not been 

met with increased personnel or sufficient resources. Because 

of the perceived cost of tools, companies often shy away from 

outsourcing data management to the detriment of internal efficiency. 

The right tools will ease administrative pain through effective 

performance management, proactive recommendations and real-

time alerting. This will have a tremendous impact on efficiency and 

reduce cost while improving the morale of systems administrators. 

The work they do is hard, and we want to do all within our power to 

lessen that burden.


