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Foreword
What are the three biggest challenges facing teams who are responsible 
for monitoring and maintaining the performance of SQL Server? 

It’s not the question we set out to answer when we ran this survey, the first of its kind so 
far as we know. But the results we got back converge in enough places to suggest some 
clear trends:

1. Migrating to the cloud
2. How to deploy changes faster to larger environments
3. Protecting data – especially for compliance reasons 

If you’ve worked in our industry for some time, none of these should be a surprise. With 
the advent of DevOps, including Database DevOps, and the appearance of stringent data 
protection legislation like the GDPR, it’s to be expected. 

But the results do suggest that we’re at a turning point. 

If our respondents’ expectations are correct, then over the next 12 months we may reach 
the tipping point, where the majority of our peers are deploying daily to cloud-based 
servers – at least for part of their estate. 

Almost 50% of our respondents are already deploying changes multiple times a week. 
Almost no-one expected the frequency of those deployments to decrease. And 48% are 
already using some cloud technology. Moving to the cloud was the biggest challenge 
expected this year.

It’s quite a change from a few short years ago, when deployments were often major events 
– sometimes events to be feared – to locked-down servers hosted on-premise.

With larger more complex environments and an accelerating pace of change, 
understanding an environment is more difficult than ever. What role does monitoring play 
in this? For me, the answer is simple. Monitoring won’t fix all your problems, but whatever 
challenges you face, it will make them simpler. 

With the right monitoring tool in place, for example, you can catch deployment errors, 
diagnose issues faster and prevent them from recurring, track and plan a growing estate, 
and even catch unexpected or unauthorized access to your servers. 

So, whatever challenges you and your SQL Servers face over the next year, consider 
including monitoring as part of your solution. It can only make your life easier.

Ben Emmett 
Product Manager, Redgate Software
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Key Findings
Overview
626 technology professionals who work in organizations that use SQL 
Server responded to our survey, which was conducted by Redgate and 
1105 Media.
  
The key findings include:

• Reflecting the prevalence of hybrid Developer DBA or “Accidental DBA” roles, 
the two key job titles in estate monitoring are Developer and DBA, although 
DBAs are more likely to oversee day-to-day monitoring. 

• No matter their job title, respondents had a wide range of database 
responsibilities, with performance optimization the top task.

• Respondents had on average spent 12 years working with SQL Server, 
reflecting its maturity as a platform.

• Blogs and community websites remain key for learning and staying up to date 
with industry knowledge – social media is yet to overtake print as a serious 
vehicle for learning about SQL Server. 

• Although only 48% of respondents were currently using cloud technologies 
– principally SQL Server on VMs or Azure SQL DB – cloud is growing in 
importance. Migration to the cloud was the biggest challenge respondents 
foresaw in the next 12 months.

• Companies are generally slow to update to new platforms, principally due to 
applications that rely on older versions, prohibitive costs, and an “if it ain’t 
broke don’t fix it” attitude.

• Most respondents are still firefighting rather than proactively monitoring, and 
value tools that help with that.

• Redgate SQL Monitor was (very marginally) the most popular tool, even after 
answers from our customer base were removed.

• People using any sort of monitoring tool, including tools built in-house, were 
generally satisfied with their solution.
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Growing server estates
Server estates are growing, as are number of instances personally 
managed.

The key points were:

• 47% of respondents expected their SQL Server estate to grow in the next 12 
months. Only 12% expected it to become smaller. 

• Frequency of deployment is increasing – the greatest number of respondents 
deploy database changes multiple times per week, with almost a quarter 
releasing even more often. 

• Most respondents spend an hour a day looking at server health and a further 
hour resolving issues.

• Generally, team size is small, consisting of one to three people.

• Security and protection is the biggest server management challenge these 
teams face in the coming year, although capacity causes the most problems.
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Manual monitoring vs. Third-party tools
The most popular choice among respondents was to monitor SQL Server 
using a third-party tool.  48% did so. 27% relied on manual monitoring. 
There were significant differences in the profiles of respondents who 
monitored manually and those who used tools. 

The key points were:

• DBAs were almost 3x as likely as Developers to use a paid-for tool. 

• The likelihood of using a third-party tool increased with company size. Paid-
for monitoring becomes more common than manual monitoring at around the 
100-employee mark.

• Respondents with fewer than 10 servers were twice as likely to rely on manual 
monitoring as to use a paid-for tool. Those with 10 or more servers were more 
likely to use third-party software. 

• Monitoring preferences were split at the extremes of frequency of 
deployment. Those who deployed a few times a year, or even less frequently, 
were 2-3x more likely to rely on manual monitoring than to use a tool. Those 
who deployed multiple times a day were 50% more likely to use a tool than to 
monitor manually. In the middle, numbers were even.

• Most people using manual monitoring were not satisfied with their current 
solution, whereas over three quarters of paid-for tool users were satisfied.

• A third of those manually monitoring intend to switch to a tool in the next  
12 months.
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Paid-for tool

In-house built tool

Manually

Not sure

We don’t

0 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

0 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Never considered it

Not a business priority

Don’t know how

Don’t see the benefit

Other (please specify)

Monitoring

1

2 Why doesn’t your organization currently monitor your 
SQL Server instances?

How does your organization currently monitor your 
SQL Server instances?
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Overall, use of paid-for tools for SQL Server monitoring was high among our 
respondents at 48%. However, when we remove Redgate customers from the picture, 
many of whom will use our SQL Monitor product, manual monitoring becomes 
the leader at 36%, compared to 29% using a paid-for tool. This is probably a better 
reflection of reality for most SQL Server users. 

The barrier is clear – in many businesses, budget, time, and support are not made 
available because SQL Server monitoring is not considered a priority, although lack of 
appropriate skills are also a concern.

These constraints around business support and time for monitoring are reflected in the 
data from several of the other questions we asked around monitoring. 

0 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

It will disrupt the current business operations

Lack of support from leadership

Other (please specify)

Lack of appropriate skills in the team

Don’t have the time

Don’t have the budget

3 What is the main obstacle to implementing SQL Server monitoring 
in your organization?
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First, in most organizations, DBAs have access to this data, and IT and developer 
access is relatively high. However, only in comparatively few organizations do 
management look at monitoring data.

In organizations with fewer than 50 SQL Server instances, this dropped to around 20%. 
Unsurprisingly, these organizations were substantially less likely to use a paid-for tool 
than organizations with hundreds of servers, where almost two-thirds were using third-
party software. 

Arguably, there’s less need for a paid-for solution if you’re working with fewer servers, 
but, as anyone who’s tried it will confirm, keeping track of performance and problems 
across 50 servers by hand is no simple task. For example, tools generally make it 
easier than manual scripts to view historical data, to analyze performance trends,  
and to project areas for improvement.

Who has access to your monitoring data?4

0 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

External consultants

Management

Other (please specify)

IT

Developers

DBAs
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Which of these causes issues the most frequently?

How important are each of these aspects of SQL Server 
monitoring to your business? 

5

6

Second, the most frequently cited causes of problems – running out of capacity, 
bad deployments, and ad hoc user access – all suggest that respondents too often 
find themselves having to firefight, rather than proactively monitoring and managing 
database activity. This is backed up by the aspects of SQL Server monitoring that were 
most important to our respondents.

These are exactly the areas where a third-party tool can help. Out-of-the-box, they 
can provide alerting around each of these areas, and long-term tracking of trends in 
areas such as growth in database size, providing ample warning before the problem 
becomes critical.

10

30%

20%

10%

0%

Bad 
deployments

Hardware
failure

Ad hoc
user access

Capacity
problems

Other 
(please specify)

Producing reports on server metrics

Identifying bad deployments

Predicting & preventing future problems

Checking security / compliance

Diagnosing current issues

Being alerted to errors and issues

Very important A little Not at all
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Which SQL Server monitoring tool(s) does your organization 
currently use?

Which SQL Server monitoring tool(s) does your organization 
currently use?

7

8

Among third-party tools, Redgate SQL Monitor came out as the most popular. While 
this was doubtless skewed by responses from Redgate’s customers, Redgate still 
came out marginally ahead in surveys run by third-parties on our behalf:

0 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Solarwinds Database Performance Analyzer (formerly Confio Ignite)

SentryOne SQL Sentry

Idera SQL Diagnostic Manager

Redgate SQL Monitor

Quest Spotlight / Foglight (formerly Dell)

Not sure

None

Other (please specify)

0 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

None

Redgate SQL Monitor

Not sure

Solarwinds Database Performance Analyzer (formerly Confio Ignite)

Idera SQL Diagnostic Manager

SentryOne SQL Sentry

Quest Spotlight / Foglight (formerly Dell)

Other (please specify)
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What general infrastructure monitoring tools/services does your 
organization currently use?

General infrastructure monitoring products were also popular, with 82% of respondents 
using at least one tool or service to keep track of infrastructure performance. 
Unsurprisingly for an audience working principally with SQL Server, Microsoft’s SCOM 
was the most popular choice, followed by in-house solutions.

Among respondents with any sort of SQL Server-specific monitoring solution, including 
tools built in-house, the levels of satisfaction were reasonably high – an average of 
66%. 

For those using one of the five main third-party products identified by our respondents 
– Redgate SQL Monitor, Solarwinds Data Performance Analyzer, Idera SQL Diagnostic 
Manager, SentryOne SQL Sentry, and Quest Spotlight – there was an average 
satisfaction rate of 78%.

Only those using no tool at all had a satisfaction rate below half, with 54% unhappy 
about their monitoring solution.

12

0% 10% 20% 30%

Microsoft SCOM

SolarWinds Orion

Nagios

Zabbix

Ipswitch WhatsUp Gold

New Relic

Splunk

In-house built system

AppDynamics

Pingdom

CA Technologies

None

Other (please specify)

9
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Why aren’t you satisfied with your current monitoring solution?10

This is reflected in the responses around reasons for dissatisfaction. Lack of features 
and excessive time spent on monitoring were the top two complaints. In both cases, 
the majority of respondents who cited those concerns were using tools built in-
house, although some users for all the five major third-party vendors did have similar 
concerns.

0% 10% 20% 30%

It lacks features we need

Takes up too much dev/DBA/admin time

Other

It’s too expensive vs the benefit we receive

Poor support

It isn’t scalable

The load on the server is too high

It’s too slow
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What will you do about this in the next 12 months?11

Overall, however, those who are dissatisfied with their monitoring solution have no 
plans to change this. This reflects both budgetary constraints and the general high 
level of satisfaction among those who do have a monitoring solution in place – 
even one built in-house. While 29% do plan to switch vendor, only a handful of those 
respondents are already using a third-party tool – the majority have no monitoring in 
place and are planning to start investing in this area.

0 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Nothing, keep things as they are

Change to a new 3rd party provider

Develop a new solution in-house

Other (please specify)

Negotiate with current provider

Stop monitoring altogether

Calculate the ROI of SQL Server monitoring
Try our simple Return on Investment (ROI) calculator to see how 
much your company could save by monitoring your servers.

You’ll receive an instant calculation showing the ROI, and you can 
also download an in-depth personalized guide which shows the full 
ROI methodology, outlines the additional benefits of monitoring, 
and provides advice on how to choose the right tool.

Calculate your ROI in seconds

https://www.red-gate.com/products/dba/sql-monitor/roi-calculator
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How do you think this will change over the next 12 months? 

Which database system(s) does your organization use? 

13

12

Unsurprisingly, SQL Server is by far the most common database system, used by 
97% of respondents. MySQL/MariaDB comes in a distant second, followed closely 
by Oracle, both used by slightly under half of respondents.

However, only 30% of respondents used no other database at all, compared to 
40% who used two or more other systems alongside SQL Server. Not only are 
hybrid setups common, but they look set to increase, judging by respondents’ 
expectations for the next 12 months.

While SQL Server will easily stay at the top – 45% of respondents expect to 
increase their use – only IBM’s DB2, already with a small use share, is set to 
decrease. All other systems should see greater or similar usage over the next year. 
This may be partly reflected in respondents’ concerns about migrations, which they 
cite as the #3 challenge for the next year.

Infrastructure

Microsoft
SQL Server

MySQL /
MariaDB

Oracle PostgreSQL Mongo DB IBM DB2 SAP ASE

Microsoft
SQL Server

MySQL /
MariaDB

Oracle PostgreSQL Mongo DB IBM DB2 SAP ASE

15

Don't use

Use sometimes

Use regularly

No change

Use less

Use more
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How many SQL Servers are currently in your organization’s estate? 14

Organizations’ estates are generally quite small. 37% of respondents said that there 
were 1-9 SQL Servers in their organization’s estate. This was the most common 
number of servers regardless of the size of the organization. In fact, the size of 
the organization did not correlate with the number of servers in their estate, with 
companies of all sizes falling into all categories.

Only 3% had more than 1,000 servers. Unsurprisingly these tended to be people who 
were using a paid-for or in-house built monitoring tool.

1-9 10-19 20-49 50-99 100-199 200-499 500-999 1000+
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Over the next 12 months do you think this number will…15

Increase

Decrease

Stay the same

47%

41%
12%

47% thought the number of SQL Servers in their organization’s estate would increase 
over the next 12 months. 

41% thought that their number of servers would stay the same, and only a small 
proportion (12%) thought that this number would decrease. This suggests that most 
organizations are growing their server estates, which indicates an increasing need for 
effective monitoring tools, especially as 27% of respondents still monitor instances 
manually.

17
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16

However, migration concerns are more likely linked to the journey into the cloud. Only 
48% of respondents are using any database cloud technologies at all, with SQL Server 
implementations on Azure and Amazon the most common, in use among about a third 
of respondents.

Nonetheless, respondents highlighted working with the cloud as their most pressing 
challenge for the year, commonly citing scalability and performance as reasons for 
their move. 

SQL Server on VMs 
in Azure / Amazon

Azure SQL 
Database

Azure Managed 
Instances

Amazon RDS Oracle DB 
Cloud Service

Dont use

Use a little

Use a lot

How much do you use each of these cloud technologies?
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How quickly does your organization upgrade to the latest release 
of your main database system? 

What prevents you upgrading sooner? 

17

18

There’s an additional clue to the motive behind moving to the cloud – and perhaps why 
uptake is still relatively low – in the rate at which organizations upgrade their main 
database system. 

In general, they’re slow. 60% of organizations take at least two years, some much 
longer, to upgrade to new versions, citing concerns around cost and breaking existing 
systems. But, with ever more frequent releases of SQL Server, these organizations are 
increasingly at risk of being left behind.

Most paid-for monitoring tools will support the latest stable releases of SQL Server and 
other RDBMSs, so when systems are upgraded they will be supported.

Changes to behavior, such as increased CPU usage or unexpected filegrowth, will be 
highlighted after upgrades, so users can instantly see if the changes have caused any 
problems. Historical data gives an easy way to compare post-upgrade and pre-upgrade 
behavior and report the changes.

Furthermore, as estates grow to become a hybrid of on-premises and cloud-based 
platforms, a monitoring tool can combine these into one simple overview.

Immediately when the preview release is available

Immediately when the first general access release is available

After the second general access release

Within a year of release

Within 2 years of release

Within 5 years of release

Very rarely

Never

Too many applications relying on the older version

Too expensive to make the switch

Lack of expertise on newer versions in the team

This one works fine, why change?

Other (please specify)

19



The state of SQL Server monitoring

20

Which of these tasks are your responsibility?19

Respondents carry out a range of activities, with most respondents responsible for 
several areas. The most common task was performance optimization, which 70% 
of respondents said they were responsible for, followed by data transformations, 
backups, and security. 

Daily life

0 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Data transformations

Server building

Data provisioning

Backups

Performance optimization

Availability checking

Patching

Security

None of these
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How frequently does your organization deploy database changes?

How do you think this frequency will change over the next 12 months?

20

21

0 20%10% 30%

Multiple times per day

Once per day

Multiple times per week

Once per week

A few times per month

Once per month

A few times a year

Once per year

Other (please specify)

Increase

Decrease

Stay the same

6%

56%

38%

A quarter of organizations deploy changes a few times a week, with about the same 
proportion doing so even more frequently. However, almost no respondents expected 
the frequency of releases to decrease over the next 12 months, reflecting the general 
trend towards more agile ways of working, including adoption of DevOps, among 
database and software professionals.

21
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How many instances do you personally manage?22

43% of respondents personally manage between 1 and 9 instances, matching 
the most common number of servers in organizations’ estates. 

About half of the 15% of respondents who don’t manage any instances 
personally are developers – the rest are consultants or work in senior 
management positions.

1-9 10-19 20-49 50-99 100-199 200-499 500-999 1000+0
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How has this changed over the last 12 months?23

For the majority of respondents (53%), the number of instances they personally 
manage has not changed over the last 12 months, but quite a high proportion 
(41%) have seen this number increase. Only 6% now manage fewer instances 
than they did 12 months ago. This implies a steady overall increase and the 
potential need for a more advanced monitoring tool.

Increase

Decrease

Not changed

6%

53%

41%
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How many other people manage these servers too?24

In most cases, servers were managed by a small number of people. Nearly two 
thirds of respondents are either managing them individually or with a team of 
one or two other people also managing them.

6% had 10 or more additional people managing servers. This is surprisingly 
high given the trend of respondents generally using fewer people to manage 
servers. Respondents using 10 or more additional people to manage servers 
tended to be those who were monitoring server instances manually.

No-one else, just me

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10+

Not sure
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How many hours per day do you spend looking into the health of 
your SQL Server?25

Most respondents spend 1 hour per day looking at the health of their SQL 
Servers, with quite a high proportion (30%) spending less than 1 hour.

The results vary according to what kind of monitoring people use. Those using 
a paid-for tool spend on average 1.75 hours a day looking into SQL Server 
health, while those with an in-house tool spend 2 hours. People who monitor 
manually spend 1.5 hours, and those who don’t monitor their servers at all 
spend 1 hour. 

Superficially, this implies that monitoring manually or not monitoring at all 
takes less time, but in fact there seem to be several reasons for this difference:

1. Respondents who spent under an hour looking into the health of their servers had 
fewer servers that they personally managed.

2. They belonged to organizations with a smaller SQL Server estate.

3. Monitoring tools make it easier to see performance information and catch 
problems, so people with monitoring tools are more likely to spend time on this.

Less than 1

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10+
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How many hours per day do you spend resolving issues?26

The answers to this question follow a similar pattern to the previous question. 
Most respondents (54%) spent an hour a day or less resolving issues.

People using a paid-for tool and people not doing any monitoring both spend 
on average 2 hours per day resolving issues. 

People using an in-house tool typically spend the most time resolving issues 
(2.25 hours) and people monitoring servers manually spend on average the 
least amount of time resolving issues (1.5 hours).

This probably reflects issues being harder to spot, and issues may be 
neglected if those monitoring manually don’t have time to check their server 
health as regularly as those using tools. 

In general, those spending more time resolving issues (more than 6 hours) 
were using a monitoring tool.

Less than 1

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10+
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What is the biggest challenge facing your SQL Server estate 
management this year? 

What do you think your biggest challenge will be over the next 12 months?

27

28

As mentioned above, moving to the cloud is by far the biggest challenge for 
respondents, with concerns around security and data protection also featuring 
prominently, particularly with the advent of the GDPR in May 2018. These 
concerns affect both respondents’ day-to-day work and the management of 
their SQL Server estate in general.

Lack of server space came out as the second largest challenge for estates, 
perhaps also explaining the interest in moving to the cloud over the next 12 
months. Staffing is also a concern, which could also be alleviated by allowing 
more work to be handled by cloud platforms.

27

Security and protection

Available server space

Staffing and recruitment

Other

Available bandwidth

Lack of adequate software

Lack of adequate hardware

Moving to cloud

Migrating

Security

GDPR

Azure

Performance

Upgrading SQL Server

Big data
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How many people work at your company? What industry does your company operate in?

What is your job title? What region are you based in?

67% 
North America

23%
Europe & Russia

5% 
Asia

2% 
Africa

1% 
South America

2% 
Australia & New Zealand

1-10

10-50

50-100

100-250

250-500

500-1,000

1,000-10,000

10,000-100,000

100,000+

Finance

Technology

Healthcare

Consultancy

Retail

Transport

Government

Entertainment

Agriculture

Chemicals

Construction

Defence

Education

Energy

Food Services

Hospitality

Manufacturing

Media

Mining

Telecommunications

Utilities

Other (please specify)

Demographics

Developer

DBA

Tech Lead

Head of IT

Database Architect

Data Analyst

C-Level exec

Other
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Further reading
The Strategic Value of Monitoring SQL Server
Why do you need to automatically monitor the SQL Servers in your 
care? What's the business value? What features should you look for in a 
performance-monitoring tool?

Learn more about how Redgate can help you monitor your 
SQL Server estate visit www.red-gate.com/sql-monitor

In this free nine-page guide, 
SQL Server MVP Rodney Landrum 
gives you the answers.

Download the guide

https://www.red-gate.com/products/dba/sql-monitor/resources/strategic-value-sql-performance-monitoring

