
Slow is the New Down
Understanding the Difference Between 
Health and Performance Monitoring

1

S P O N S O R E D  B Y



Abstract: 
At the core of our business reside applications, sets of data, users, and the backend infrastructure that 
supports it all. A major part of this ecosystem is your database. Through the years, applications, cloud 
workloads, and even virtualization environments are relying even more on database resources to support 
evolving business use-cases. 

And that’s where the challenge begins to emerge. How do we support all of these emerging applications 
and services accessing our databases? What tools can we use to effectively monitor database efficiency? 
Here’s the important point – it’s no longer enough to see if your database is simply ‘operational.’ Monitor-
ing the health of your database will only get you so far. However, monitoring the performance of your 
database can take you even further. Remember, even if your database is ‘up and running’ doesn’t mean it’s 
performing properly. This means you could be experiencing latency, performance issues, and degraded 
user experiences. 

In this whitepaper, we’ll review the key differences between health and performance monitoring. From 
there, we’ll explore ways you can improve database visibility, improve overall performance, and how to 
effectively measure a very important metric – user experience. 
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Introduction:
Performance is critical in today’s digital world. Applications and databases rely on robust architectures 
which have to ensure that they run optimally. But the emerging challenge now revolves around user, ap-
plication, and database distribution. This means more users are accessing more data, and they’re doing 
this from numerous different locations – including the cloud. 

Gartner recently pointed out that as cloud data centers are built and distributed around the world and 
content is closer to the user, the length of the time it takes for a small packet of data to be sent and received 
will get lesser. However, the other factor that can also affect latency is congestion, which leads to a lower 
throughput. To that extent, health monitoring might tell you that the database is still up and running; but 
it might not give you much insight into throughput or if your environment is experiencing congestion.

Here’s the other key factor — what do you do if something does happen to your database? Whether this is 
an outage or extreme congestion, are you ready to respond? Not everyone will be able to say yes. In fact, 
only 27 percent of companies received a passing grade for disaster readiness, according to a survey by the 
Disaster Recovery Preparedness Council. 

Companies simply cannot hope that latency, slowness or outages won’t happen to them. The unfortunate 
reality is that it likely will: Research has shown that companies can expect a mission-critical incident once 
every 1.8 years, and some large organizations have hundreds of incidents every year. 

Throughout this paper, we’ll cover several key topics around today’s applications, how they’re leveraging 
database resources, and where you can build in optimization. Most of all, we’ll cover key considerations 
around selecting the right database tools which help with:

 ✓Root-cause analysis
 ✓Historical views and baselines
 ✓Pattern analysis
 ✓Response time analysis
 ✓User experience optimization

Remember, performance analysis is very different to health and resource monitoring. Could you tell if 
someone can run a four-minute mile by looking at their resting heart rate, BMI, age, height, and weight? 
Probably not. 
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Again, health statistics are not the same as performance. It’s the same when looking at application and 
database performance. The key to performance monitoring is time, pattern analysis, and a way to trian-
gulate and correlate various issues across multiple dimensions (SQL, application, user, client machine, 
database, etc.).

With all of this in mind – let’s dive into the topic.

Why Slow is the New Down, and Understanding the 
Difference Between Health and Performance Monitoring
In today’s digital and ever-connected world, any sort of application or database latency could very well 
mean that you’re ‘down.’ And, when performance slows down – so does your business. Remember, just 
because users have access to an app or database, doesn’t mean they’re actually using it efficiently. This is a 
factor that’s often overlooked when we examine database, application, and user performance. 

We can always look at health metrics: 
CPU utilization, I/O stats, memory pres-
sure, et al. However, those also can’t an-
swer the question of how your databases 
and queries are performing. Health mon-
itoring will tell you if your databases and 
apps are running; performance analysis 
tools will tell you not only if they’re run-
ning – but how well they’re performing. 

This means understanding time and 
even specific analytics, working with 
wait times with queries, and persistent-
ly asking the question of ‘how long are 
things taking’ to process. With perfor-
mance analysis, you’re not just trying to 
prevent an outage, you’re also protecting 
yourself against major slowness and la-
tency issues.
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Don’t Forget About Your Key Apps
If you look at virtualization, application and even desktop delivery, you’ll find that they all rely on the per-
formance of the underlying database. Basically, the health of your key applications specifically revolves 
around the performance of your database. 

So, when it comes to working with database performance tools – you absolutely need to take your ap-
plications into consideration. Remember, this is how end-users interact with the database tier. Leading 
database performance analytics tools must be able to help data professionals stay on the scent of a perfor-
mance issue by fully understanding context or the dimensions involved in performance hits. 

Context should be thought of as: the most impactful SQL statements, which user/application/client ma-
chine they are running from, and what they are spending their time doing (wait activity). With that 
context, the data professional will know which path to follow for mitigating the bottleneck whether it be 
resource limitations, indexing strategy, lock contention, slow application consumption of data, storage 
latency, etc. From there, it must correlate all of these essential data points to expose and prioritize root 
cause impact directly affecting applications and user service levels.

A solid database performance tool is your IT weapon against key application slowdowns. These types 
of tools allow administrators to ensure both health and performance of their database and application 
ecosystem. However, it’s very important that administrators actually understand the difference between 
performance and health. Which brings us to the next point.

Performance versus Health
Performance analysis is very different to health and resource monitoring. For example, if you know your 
car has 10 gallons of gas, weighs 3500 lbs. and is running at 1500 RPM, can you tell how fast it is going? 

Remember, health statistics are not the same as performance. It’s the same when looking at application 
and database performance. The key to performance monitoring is time. This is why you need to lever-
age tools that are built from the ground up around the concept of database wait time analysis. A good 
performance tool will offer many health and resource metrics. However, it’ll focus on the optimization of 
resource use to increase throughput and minimize contention, enabling the largest possible workload to 
be processed in the shortest possible time.
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In today’s IT world – there are a lot of tools which claim to help you across the board when it comes to 
application and database performance. However, as we noted earlier, it’s very important to note the dif-
ferences between performance and health monitoring. From there, you need to understand how these 
tools are different and where they fit in with your use-case. If you’re in the selection process, know that 
there are selection criteria when it comes to database performance toolsets. And, these criteria will help 
you identify the right toolset, how the platform can help your business, and where these tools can simplify 
database performance management. 

Understanding Different Kinds of Tools for Database 
Professionals – And Key Selection Criteria
Beyond monitoring simple health metrics, leading database performance tools analyze your databases 
based on context. 

 ✓Which app is accessing it?
 ✓How well is that app performing?
 ✓Are there long wait times for specific queries?
 ✓Are databases within, for example, VMware running optimally?
 ✓How does a specific instance compare to previous historical views and baselines?
 ✓ Is resource contention driving performance problems (something is maxed out or slow, for
example) – where resources mean CPU, memory, network, disk?

To be a true performance monitoring and analytics product, your tool must analyze your database eco-
system contextually. That is, ensuring that there are no gaps in performance, user access, and application 
utilization. 

Some basic performance analytics tools will only take 
you so far. Potentially, they’re looking at high-level 
wait class grouping at the database, or conducting 
pattern recognition of query syntax (for example, ‘SE-
LECT * has been found’). From there, they could tell 
you worst queries based on execution time. However, 
this level of performance visibility can be very limit-
ing. Monitoring the performance of your database has 
to be more granular. 
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This is where we see the difference between ‘monitoring’ and ‘analysis.’ Performance analysis tools will 
go much deeper into the architecture and performance of your database. This means triangulating wait 
times with queries, database, app, user, and client machines, working with historical view and baselines, 
and even pattern analysis for instant root cause analysis. 

If this is what you’re looking for when it comes to database performance, then to be useful as a true per-
formance monitoring and analysis product, a tool must do all of the following: 

 ✓A measure of time at the activity AND query level
 ✓A way to tell if resource contention is driving the performance problem (something is maxed out or
slow) – resources meaning CPU, memory, network, disk
 ✓A way to determine if concurrency is impacting access to shared resources – shared resources
meaning data or objects
 ✓A way to measure workload being generated at the query level – workload meaning executions,
logical I/O, physical I/O, rows processed
 ✓A way to triangulate and correlate the issue across dimensions (SQL, application, user, client ma-
chine, database, etc.)
 ✓A way of capturing actual execution plans to determine if the optimizer is switching plans on you
 ✓An historical look at your environment to see how performance compares to the norm

Missing any one of these key capabilities creates a gap where root cause issues cannot be determined. 

In other words, if you aren’t capturing the right and necessary data in the first place, there’s no way to make 
sure you’re getting the right answer to performance questions/problems. 

A product that starts off by showing resource metrics or query ranking by CPU or other resource metrics 
has already missed the boat. Having the right data allows you to see all the pieces of the puzzle. This is 
why SolarWinds DPA is a favorite tool used by data professionals to find significant performance prob-
lems that other tools can miss. When working with the right tools for the job, you’re not just impacting 
the performance of your core applications and databases, you’re also impacting user performance. And, 
when user operation is optimal, your business and IT leaders benefit. 

Either way, you must always take user experience into consideration.
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Database Performance Best Practices – Root Cause 
Analysis and Improving User Experience
Here’s a simple rule to follow: You can have the best infrastructure out there, but if your user experience 
is poor, no one will use it. 

Today’s IT environments are heavily virtualized with users accessing applications, desktops, various ser-
vices, and even database resources. But, how good is the performance? Most of all, how good is their 
experience? 

Leading database performance analytics tools will define the key metrics that matter, ideally centered 
around application throughput and end-user experience. Again, not just CPU utilization or theoretical 
IOPS. Rather, this is a collection of statistical baselines that help you understand what is normal, and 
how/when performance has changed. Remember, typical database performance monitoring tools focus 
on server health measures and execution ratios. Even with a sophisticated presentation, these statistics 
do not reflect the end-user experience or reveal where the problem originated. This is why new database 
performance analytics tools leverage response time analysis to tell IT organizations the exact origin of 
the problem, what impact that problem is having on the end user, and which organization can best fix it.

SLOW IS THE NEW DOWN – UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN HEALTH AND PERFORMANCE MONITORING

8



Performance Analysis and Health Monitoring – Know the 
Difference
Performance Analysis Tools – 
SolarWinds DPA 
• Wait time focus – how long are things taking?
• Triangulate wait times with queries, database,
app, user, and client machine
• Collect actual execution plan
• Historical view and baselines
• Time/event specific analysis
• Pattern analysis for instant root cause analysis

Basic Health Monitoring
• Correlation of resource consumption to waits

including deep VMware metrics
• Complete workload statistics collection
• Alerting/reporting with wait analysis

Health Monitoring Tools 
• Query resource consumption & health metrics
such as CPU and memory
• Log completion
• Basic workload statistics
• Alerting/reporting engine
• Capacity planning
• Health and resource consumption basic

Performance analysis 
• High-level wait class grouping at the database
• Pattern recognition of query syntax (the example
‘SELECT * has been found’)
• Worst queries based on execution time

Remember: Many products claim to do performance analysis when they really focus on health and re-
source consumption monitoring.

Working with and selecting the right tools
You absolutely need to work with tools which give you deep historical insights and provide proactive 
capabilities to database health, performance, and analysis. SolarWinds Database Performance Analyzer 
(DPA) excels in this area by using historical data to identify opportunities for current improvements. 
With detailed response time data captured in the performance data warehouse for every interaction, 
tools like DPA give IT the power to identify long-term trends, isolate recurring problems, and resolve 
real-time issues. From five years ago to five seconds ago, DPA provides a wide range of historical data to 
help DBAs find and resolve performance problems. This data not only provides a good viewpoint into the 
performance of your database, it also allows you to be proactive. 

So, what if your tools could also help you predict issues before they happen? Tools like SolarWinds DPA 
help identify anomalies before problems occur. Dynamic baselines compare historic performance to 
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identify issues. From there, you can get predictive alerts and custom reports, too. All of this allows you 
to see understandable reports showing performance progress, document enhanced database service, and 
instill proactive management.

Monitoring Tools APM, other DB tools DPA

Monitoring (CPU, Mem, IO, etc.) Yes Yes Yes

How long are your users and applications 
waiting on your database?

No Yes Yes

Why are your users and applications waiting 
on your database?

No No Yes

Finding the Root Cause
As opposed to just monitoring, performance analytics tools correlate essential statistics to expose and 
prioritize the root cause directly affecting applications and user experiences. From initial alarm to de-
tailed analysis, tools like SolarWinds DPA help you quickly find the exact root cause. From there, you 
can resolve tickets faster, find root cause of recurring problems, manage more databases with lower time 
invested. This type of tool creates an intuitive and easy-to-use platform that allows key administrators and 
IT owners to see inside an enterprise database system while it’s still running. And, from there you can 
analyze the performance of your app and resolve issues with very fast analysis capabilities. 
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Final Thoughts
Whenever you’re working with applications and database systems, you simply can’t hope for performance. 
Rather, you need to be certain of it. In today’s digital age, you need to build user confidence through im-
proved experience. Remember, 80 percent of databases are running in virtual environments, today. To 
that extent, our systems are so much more dynamic; constantly changing. This is w hy it’s so important 
to have a baseline of performance and to understand how much each component impacts performance.

Moving forward, you absolutely need to embrace performance as a discipline. This means uptime is no 
longer the key metric of how you measure the quality of work. Uptime is assumed and performance must 
be effectively measured. How fast can you make the system work? How often do your teams talk about 
performance? What tools do you have to understand and improve performance?

The future of the database will revolve around performance certainty. To be truly effective, database per-
formance cannot be something you should be guessing. Rather, levering the right tools will allow you to 
know how well a system performs and how to fix it proactively. These types of tools not only give you use-
able information about your database platform, they also allow you to act upon this information and im-
prove your apps, your database performance and visibility, and – most importantly – user experiences.  

Single Point of Contact has been consulting businesses with their network and 
security requirements for almost 20 years. From the perimeter to the end point, Single 
Point of Contact can help determine bottle neck issues, if servers need upgrading, or if 
your network has a security breach. Contact us today and our consultants can help 
guide you through any challenge your firm might be having. Email or call us at 
800-791-4300.

mailto:sales@singlepointoc.com
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