
So You Want to be a DBA Page 1 
Ron Johnson 

So You Want to be a DBA 

Ron Johnson 

Introduction 

I don’t want to address what makes a “good” DBA because any answer may be considered 
subjective instead I’d like to discuss what to expect as a DBA.  Specifically, I’d like to discuss 
the responsibilities you, as a DBA, will be expected to fulfill and the knowledge required by 
those responsibilities.  This discussion should not be considered and is not intended to be the 
source of all knowledge related to DBA responsibilities, my exposure in the field is limited to 
my own specialization; however, I hope that this discussion may provide a starting point for 
someone interested in launching their career as a DBA. 

A database administrator is ultimately responsible for providing efficient access to the data in the 
database as well as the security and integrity of the data.  In support of these overarching 
responsibilities the DBA role within an organization may be assigned the following specific 
responsibilities: 

• Database planning, design and implementation 
• Database system monitoring, installation, backup and restore, maintenance, and upgrade 
• Database security 
• Database performance 
• Data warehouse support 

In smaller organizations these responsibilities may be assigned to a single individual; however, 
in other organizations the responsibilities are assigned to specific roles filled by separate 
individuals within the database department.  The DBA’s common skill set will include 
programming queries, stored procedures, triggers, other database objects, administration, and 
performance optimization.  However, this common set of knowledge is augmented with 
specialized focused in order to effectively accomplish the responsibilities of the specific DBA 
roles in organizations with multiple large databases. 

The creative aspects of the software industry are what have been my personal motivation for 
nearly two decades; the excitement during the design phase, the energy of the implementation 
phase, and the feeling of accomplishment in the rollout have fed my passion.  The variety of 
interests that I have enjoyed in the database industry have allowed me to experience the roles of 
database architect, production DBA, and performance optimization DBA; therefore, it is these 
specific roles and their responsibilities that I will address.  Again, my intent is to inspire and 
motivate readers who have an interest in becoming a DBA, but who may not have a thorough 
understanding of what the career choice entails. 

The Production DBA  

Every industry has an entry-level position, as a DBA that position is the production DBA.  My 
nomenclature may be misleading, by production DBA I am not suggesting that an inexperienced 
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DBA would be assigned responsibility for production systems instead I define a production DBA 
as that person who monitors, maintains, installs, backs up, restores, and applies patches to the 
database.  In the case of the entry-level DBA these tasks would be accomplished in the 
development and testing environments.  It is in this position with non-critical databases that a 
junior DBA will “pay their dues”.  The tasks to be performed reflect those that are performed on 
the production systems upon which the organization depends; however, a “learning moment” for 
the DBA in the development environment will only result in the exasperated yelps of the 
development staff not bring crisis to the business. 

The responsibilities of a production DBA may be summarized as follows: 

• Monitoring the database including checking the error and event logs, using PerfMon, 
Profiler, and other tools to ensure that the system is operating as it should, and 
responding to issues reported by users.  SQL Server and the Windows operating system 
provide the DBA with several tools for monitoring the database and the underlying 
operating system; in addition, there are numerous third-party applications available that 
provide an integrated view of the health of the systems.  In summary, the primary goal of 
database monitoring is to ensure the availability and appropriate use of the database as 
such the DBA proactively monitors the system to avoid any disruption of service.   

• Where monitoring the database is a real-time activity ensuring the availability and proper 
operation of the database, maintenance is the collection of tasks performed by the DBA 
to ensure that the database remains efficiently organized.  The maintenance tasks include 
the reorganization of indexes, data consistency checks, database log and filegroup 
management, capacity planning, and; arguably, user administration. 

• The production DBA is solely responsible for the availability and proper operation of the 
database, this responsibility has a direct and meaningful impact on the business wherein 
the database is often the heart of operations.  Therefore, a production DBA must 
absolutely control the direct manipulation of the data, changes to the underlying 
operating system, changes to the database system, or any changes to any other aspect of 
the database that may have a potential for causing service disruption.  Unfortunately, 
there are circumstances that require change to the database system such as Service Pack 
releases and upgrades of the database system or the operating system.  In these cases the 
production DBA must ensure that planning for any proposed change include significant 
testing prior to ensure uninterrupted access to the database. 

• Database backup and restore operations, in the case of catastrophic system failure, are the 
lifeline of the business.  The development and execution of a backup and restore strategy 
are, in my opinion, the most important responsibilities of a production DBA.  A database 
backup plan should be integrated with the operating system backup plan; that is, a full 
backup of the operating system should be incorporated into the database backup plan.  
The database backup plan development is affected by many business variables including 
business continuity planning and cost; however, minimally, all data in the database 
should be backed-up within a business-defined interval with intermediate differential 
backups executed within the full-backup schedule.  Performing the backups is merely the 
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beginning; a written restore plan is also required and must be practiced to ensure the 
consistency of the backup media, the process, and its execution in a simulated 
emergency. 

• Data security is of paramount importance to the DBA, only those users with appropriate 
permissions should be permitted to access the database.  SQL Server provides two 
methods for authenticating users; Windows-based and SQL Server-based.  Windows-
based authentication uses the security token issued to the user when logging into the 
Windows domain.  SQL Server-based authentication depends on the authentication 
credentials maintained within SQL Server by the DBA.  For completeness, SQL Server 
also allows for Mixed Mode authentication allowing users access based on either their 
Windows domain security token or their SQL Server login credentials.   

Access to the database is the first step in data security next each user’s abilities to effect 
the database must be appropriately assigned to avoid data corruption.  SQL Server 
provides a comprehensive collection of predefined user roles allowing the DBA to assign 
each user or group of users the appropriate permissions to act upon the database. 

• Dedicate yourself, as a DBA, to constant and never-ending self-improvement.  
Technologies mature and evolve giving us the opportunity to parallel technology’s path 
by maintaining and expanding our knowledge with our domain.  Exploit the opportunity. 

Again, I do not intend for this list to be more than an introduction for those individuals who may 
be interested in a career as a DBA.  The topics listed above can and have been discussed in detail 
in other readily available publications including my own papers. 

Performance Optimization DBA 

A performance optimization DBA is required to have the knowledge and experience acquired 
following years as a production DBA.  I cannot quantify the number of years of production DBA 
experience because we are all learn at our own pace; however, the need to possess significant 
understanding of the database engine, query optimizer, operating system, networking, disk 
subsystem, etc. does not develop quickly.  As a performance optimization DBA you will be 
required to analyze the interaction of all of the components of the database system in order to 
develop an optimization plan this necessarily includes understanding the tools provided by the 
database, operating system, and other components that will be used to analyze performance. 

As a performance optimization DBA you will build upon the skills and experience you gained as 
a production DBA.  Specifically, the performance optimization DBA is an expert in the use of 
monitoring tools such as PerfMon and Profiler, can develop a focused trace, use dynamic 
management views (DMVs), analyze Execution Plans, and understands the performance 
implications associated with the use of various SQL and T-SQL language constructs.   

Performance optimization skills and responsibilities may be summarized as follows: 


