DBA Team Management – What I Wish The DBAs Knew, And Could Do, To Improve All Our Lives

The purpose of this paper is to highlight things that DBAs do have control over in their work place (in many cases), and encourage them to take ownership and take action.  This is a consolidation of experiences, from the corporate environment, as well as from being President of the IOUG, and teaching in the educational environment.

1)
Status Reports

Most often folks think of status reports as things that are a pain, and are simply to ensure your manager knows what you are working on (which they should already know), and in general to justify your existence.  Actually, they are much more than that.  Providing status reports are your mechanism to ensure you get credit for your work.  They let your manager know how valuable you are, in terms of all the projects you are working on, what issues you have, and how you are resolving them independently, so they don’t even get to the manager level.  So, you should submit them regularly, whether you are asked to do so or not.  If your manager isn’t asking for them, just send an FYI email – ‘Here’s what I’ve got going on, in case you were curious’.  If your manager is asking for them, be sure to submit them in a timely manner, in a way that’s easy to read, and in a way that highlights what you want highlighted (the work, that you want to ensure that you get credit for, issues that you resolved without escalation, new things you’ve built, customers you’ve helped, etc.).  Don’t make your manager chase you down and hound you for the information.  They shouldn’t have to be a babysitter.  And nor do you want to be the one that is a great DBA, but requires babysitting to submit documents in a timely fashion.  
Be sure that the information you submit is relevant and timely, and correctly illustrates the business impact.  ‘Built database’ says nothing as to how you helped your company today.  Who did you build it for, why was it needed, what will go in it?  ‘Refreshed payroll database’ also says nothing about how you helped your company today.  ‘Refreshed a 3 TB payroll database over 20 hours from production to development to assist with resolving production problem with W2’s which are due out by 1/31/08’ delivers much more information.  If you did 20 refreshes, or added space 20 times, that should be highlighted too.  Doing repetitive tasks over and over again just begs for some automation, which you should volunteer to put in place.  If you are working remotely from your manager, perhaps in another country, or just another location, this is even more important, because they can’t see you every day.  They can’t see all the people lined up outside your cube that want your help.  You need another mechanism to illustrate this.
And remember, metrics are important for rollups.  Detail is removed as the information is aggregated and moved up the management hierarchy, but metrics and “business” perspective are added.  So be sure your work will consolidate well  in this sort of reporting structure.
2) 
Timecards / Timetracking

Many companies use timecards and time tracking to charge back customers for the work provided.  Or to justify the existence of the DBA team in general.  Even if you are not asked for the information today, it is important that you track it, so you have it when you need it.  For example, if your company is doing a comparison of an outsourcing firm vs. internal staffing, you may be asked for information that is needed with quick turnaround time, as to how long you spend supporting various applications or databases.  If you have to guess, and you guess wrong, the outsourcing firm might look pretty good.  It could take years for them to figure out that the numbers were wrong and internal staff is better / cheaper.  

If you are using it to charge customers for the work done, make sure it matches the status report.  It is very embarrassing, and we lose credibility to charge a customer for 20 hours of work, and when the question it, we have no documentation supporting what we did for them at all.    This drives a funding engine – for how many DBAs are needed, now and in the future.  Make sure you understand where your funding comes from, and how the budgeting is done.  Are you a cost center, or a profit center?
It is kind of hard to justify a DBA that sits in email all the time, even though we spend a lot of time there.  Some places have systems to track work requests and hours spent, others don’t.  But you need
3)
Self-evaluation

Everyone needs to learn the importance of tooting their own horn.  It is hard to do, and not be portrayed as ‘bragging’.  But, in many companies, you have to do some level of self-evaluation.  Whether that goes in to your direct performance review, or into year end slides for a party on ‘this year’s accomplishments’, or as information because a new CIO was hired, and wonders what you delivered last year.  

So, all DBAs (and all employees for that matter), should be able to clearly articulate what they did last year, month, or whatever.  How did it help your company?  How did you accomplish this better / faster / cheaper than another person could have?  And, make sure it is grammatically correct.  Whether this is a formal process in your company or not, many managers certainly appreciate you providing this information even if they don’t ask for it, as it helps them write the reviews, if they are writing them from scratch.  And make sure things are measurable, so it is clear that you didn’t just ‘build an environment for xxx’, but that it is clear ‘3 instances created, 10 users set up, 5 schema’s built, weekly backups scheduled, monitoring software configured’ etc.
This is also helpful in using as input into a resume, should you ever need to put one together.  An annual summary of work accomplished is much easier to put into a resume, than sitting down and trying to remember what you did for the last 10 years.  Depending on your company’s format for annual reviews, and how technical your manager is, the formal end of year review from your boss may or may not articulate the info, to be useful in later documents (like slides for presentations and resumes).  So be sure that you pull the information together, at least annually, if not quarterly, to be sure you have it when you need it.  Rest assured, when you need it, you’ll have a very tight timeline in which to turn it around.

4)
Training

It is your career, and you need to own it and manage it.  Do not entrust this critical responsibility to anyone else – no matter how good your manager is.    What training do you need?  If someone asks you this, you should always know the answer.  Not only technical training, but soft skills, project management, etc.  Classes, conferences, cd-based training, all serve different purposes.  If someone asks, be sure you answer quickly.  Opportunities come and go quickly, and if folks are not interested, maybe others are, so the offers don’t wait indefinitely for people to respond.    Find out if training budgets are often cut at fiscal-year end or calendar year-end.  If so, then take training early in fiscal year or calendar year.

5)
Volunteer!
Volunteer internally for projects, work related stuff that others don’t want.  It demonstrates that you show initiative, and allows you to get opportunities that you wouldn’t normally get, and possibly exposure to others that are outside your normal network span.  When dealing with others, especially your manager, offer things like ‘would you like me to take this and run with it, or are you doing so?’ or ‘would you like me to follow up, or are you doing so?’.  Again, this shows initiative, and your manager keeps control, which they may or may not want, but you are offering to pitch in.  Even something simple, say when a manager asks the entire DBA team to answer with their training requests, offer to consolidate them all into 1 spreadsheet, and provide it.  This helps immensely, and is often something that manager’s don’t ask to be done, but certainly do appreciate the effort to pitch in.
6)
Be proactive

Be sure to always alert your manager of issues when they happen – don’t let your manager or another DBA on the team get blind-sighted in the hallway.  Even if you don’t have all the details, and why it happened, and what the impact is – share what you know, with more details to follow.   If you’re up all night, send email/ voice mail to your manager before going to bed, or early in the morning so he/she is aware of the issue (resolved or not) when they start their day.

7)
Be flexible 
Some people are wiling to pitch in on anything, and are happy to accommodate and learn new things.  Others say no – this is my piece of the pie, and no one else can share it, and I don’t want anything else.  Which are you?    Any new skills are good to have – from a challenge perspective, and from a resume perspective.  Learning additional skills, like additional databases, or software packages, or working with a new client should always be viewed as a good thing.  (Granted, if you are working 60+ hours per week already, perhaps not, but that’s a different issue).  Those that are most highly thought of can be deployed to where the work is, regardless of what the work entails.  If your shop is 100% Oracle, that’s great.  But many are Oracle, DB2, SQL Server, mysql, Teradata, etc., and have lots of applications like Oracle e-business suite, SAP, Siebel, with lots of tools like Java and .NET and others that were used to build homegrown applications.    Not to say that the DBAs need to be developers, but managers in general would rather have employees that are flexible, embrace change, and welcome new assignments, rather than only being able to do one thing.
8)
Cross-training

Make sure you have a backup to cover you – and not when you are just on vacation – but someone who knows what goes on in your world as a part of their normal responsibilities.  This is very difficult to do – many shops are short-staffed, and don’t have enough people to cover everything they’ve got, let alone backup coverage.  Make sure your manager is aware of what will happen when you go on vacation, or need an emergency medical leave for 2 months, or whatever.  It is much easier for someone to partner with you all year long, and then handling your vacation is no big deal.  If they know nothing, and then you do a brain dump the day before you go, you aren’t setting someone up for success.  There are LOTS of barriers to success here.  Some people don’t share information – it’s a form of job security.  Some people don’t share information, it’s there way of feeling important – they are the only ones that know how to do a task.  Some shops are so short-staffed, they just can’t.  But no one wants to ‘have to’ take the laptop with them on vacation, and work all day while their family is in Disneyland.  Many of us ‘choose to’ take the laptop with us, but that’s our choice, not the company’s mandate.  Try to set yourself up so you can take a nice vacation, and not have to work through it.  As well, you want to position yourself to take on the next cool assignment, which you can’t do if no one can backfill you.  This is the DBA’s responsibility.  The application and its developers are your customers.

9)
Timeliness

Reply promptly to whatever your manager sends you.  It doesn’t matter if it is an evaluation of other staff members or yourself, resumes to review to fill an open slot, feedback on something, training requests, whatever.  Even if you don’t have the info – its ok to ask – ‘Can I get this to you by Tues?’  Or can ask ‘When do you have to have it by?  Don’t make your manager chase down . . .  especially for things like training requests.  No one wants to feel like they have to babysit you, and you surely don’t want to be perceived as needing a babysitter.
10)
Outside interests

Be sure that you have outside interests to help funnel energy when work isn’t going well.  Maybe work isn’t going well, but other things can be.  And if you are feeling under-appreciated at work, but supported elsewhere, at least you have something positive.  As well, outside interests help broaden your skills –  maybe you don’t manage a budget for work, but you do for your Townhouse association, or Scouting troop.  There are parallels here that you could draw on in a job interview, that could help you get the job.  Maybe you don’t manage others at work, but you manage parents of a sports team, and the kids.  There are parallels here – and in some cases, certainly managing parents of your child’s sports team may be harder than managing people at work!  Don’t let work be your whole world.  You will burn out, and become frustrated, and this can impact your relationships at work negatively.
11)
Network
Make connections – folks you can ask ‘how do you do x at your shop’.  User groups and special interest groups are one way to do that.  Conferences and training are other ways to do that.  You can attend a local user group meeting and exchange cards with others, or talk about your challenges – have others experienced them.  Network when you are at a training class or conference.  It’s hard, especially if you are shy, which is why some of the online networking sites might be good for this as well.  But you need to find others that you can ask questions of, for solving problems, that are outside your organization.  Watch the web sites, for question / answer postings, and ask a question or answer someone else’s, if you know.  These contacts make you more valuable inside your organization.   Facilitate sharing/partnering meetings with members of your team, or with external teams.
12)
“Fun Facts”

Make sure that you know your ‘fun facts’.  Fun facts are counts:

· by DBMS  (if you have Oracle and SQL Server, count them separately)

· by Operating System

· Production vs. Non-production
· # instances / databases

· size in GB or TB

Make sure you have an easy way to access all databases / instances to do these counts / sums, etc.  This information is critical for things like license management, end of year slides, on boarding the new CIO who just started and wants to know what you are responsible for, helping with negotiations with hardware and software vendors, etc.  When you need it, Murphy’s Law, it will be with very quick turn-around time, and this information can take a long time to consolidate the first time you do it.  So make sure, when someone needs it tomorrow, that it isn’t the first time you are trying to get it.  
13)
Make sure you have an easy way to access everything

In support of ‘fun facts’ above, you need to be able to access every instance that you have.  In a small shop, you can probably manually do this, and manually touch each instance.  In a large shop, with hundreds or thousands of databases, you cant.

Licensing / auditing folks often ask questions for counts of users, who is using partitioning, how many standard edition vs. enterprise edition do we have, if Joe User uses multiple databases, does he count as 1 person or multiple people?  Need to have the answers for these easily accessible.
As well, and probably the biggest reason to have an easy way to access all the databases, is for password management.  If a DBA quits, or is terminated, you may need to change all passwords immediately.  If someone told you that you had 30 minutes to change all SYS and SYSTEM and DBA passwords, in your entire environment, could you do it, and what would break if you did?   
In many cases, SOX or Auditing or IT Security departments have guidelines for password changes, configuration changes, turning on auditing, etc.  You need to be able to hit everything, so make sure that you can.    Just as you should be familiar with the budget process, you should also understand how database software is licensed, and how those licenses are purchased and tracked.

14)
Make sure we are recoverable!

Probably Job #1 for any DBA is to make sure that you are recoverable – make sure you have Backups (nightly, weekly, whatever), exports if possible, and that you are testing recovery regularly.  
Make sure you can recover to same box and make sure you can recover to a different box.  Test on all Operating Systems that you have – Intel and Unix are different.  Test recovery from disk as well as recovery from tape.
A DBA is only as good as their most recent recovery attempt!

15)
Highlight any SOX vulnerabilities

If you can, learn ahead of time – what are those auditors looking for?  IOUG Enterprise Best Practices SIG is one way to learn this.    There are books out on the topic, or you could make friends with an auditor and talk to them about what they do and how they do it?

SOX isn’t necessarily a bad thing.  As DBAs – we know what databases are wide open, who has DBA accounts that shouldn’t, and folks with production access that we wouldn’t have implemented, but we inherited it this way, and the applications don’t have time to change.  Leveraging the SOX folks, and Internal Audit, and External Auditors, and IT Security is a great way to get this all cleaned up, and it isn’t even the DBA driving it - leverage their clout of these other organizations to push changes through that we’ve wanted to make all along.
If you know of exposures that will come to light, make sure your manager knows the exposures before the audit finds them.   Don’t let your management be surprised, make sure that they know what you know (assuming you know).  There is always the one violation that a SOX audit will find that you don’t know was out there – they have to find something, isn’t that why you pay them?

16)
Self-improvement books – read them!

There are many books out there to help YOU improve YOU.   Read them, or listen to them on tape.  There are lots of them out there, about learning and leveraging your inner strengths,  about understanding your personality types and others, and how to interact with different personality types, etc.  You can glean a tidbit from each that will improve you as a person, and improve your working relationships with others.
17)
Learn the next release

Be sure you are up to speed on the new features in the next release.  It is so embarrassing to be stopped in the hall by a non-DBA who read an article about some new feature, and you can’t speak to it.  We should be excited when Oracle has a new release, even if we are not implementing it immediately.  Sure, you can download the free version for your laptop, but even if you don’t, read the new features.  Be sure you aren’t putting lots of time into building something in a current release, that comes free with Oracle in the new release.  Or when folks have new projects, be sure you can articulate if something that they need is ‘only in the new release’.  
18)
Balance quality vs. time to deliver

These two need to be balanced.  You can’t have a 2 year project with no deliverables.  You need to deliver some quick hits early on.  Track to a project plan and highlight where things are off, and why.  It doesn’t have to be a formal project plan; a task list with dates in Excel might be fine for you. Many times dates are self-imposed, which is ok too.  But you need to quantify how much effort something will take, and are you half done, or 75% done, or what.  Will additional resources help?  There is an old saying, ‘you can’t take 9 women, and get a baby in 1 month’. Some things just take as long as they take, but that effort should still be quantified.
19)
Understand the applications and provide value to them

Be responsive to your manager (as highlighted earlier) and customers.  Even if you aren’t doing something right now, you can still acknowledge a request with a planned target date.  Folks don’t like to feel like their requests went into a ‘black hole’.  If your customers were asked to provide anonymous feedback about your service to them, what would they say?  Would they say ‘always responsive, understands our issues, provides suggestions for problem resolution, always goes above and beyond the call of duty, couldn’t live without our DBA?’  You want to be sure the answer is YES.
Understand the Customer/Supplier paradigm.  Treat your application development PEERS as CUSTOMERS.  Try to exceed their expectations at all times (yet still stay within corporate standards, etc.).

20)
 Off-hours ‘on-call’
Clarify with the team / your manager - what are your off-hours responsibilities?  Answer the pager?  Be at home?  Respond within x minutes?  So if you are at the movies, or a party, are you expected to leave and drive home?  What if you are 2 hours away – did someone have to be notified before you left, for backup coverage?

Do you even have backup coverage?  What happens if you are in a movie theater and there is no pager coverage?  Or out on a boat for a sail?  Maybe the pager and cell phone work, and maybe they don’t.  Who gets called then?
Are you ever NOT ‘on-call’?  Is there ever an ok time to be without a pager?  In some places, if it isn’t ‘your week’, then you are not on-call, so you can leave the pager or cell phone at home.  In other places, if a disaster strikes, it will be ‘all hands on deck’, so it won’t matter who’s on-call, in a disaster, will you be the only DBA who couldn’t be reached to pitch in and help?  
21)
Sharpen your Excel, Word, and PowerPoint skills

There will always be a need for Excel, Word, and PowerPoint skills.  Whether it be a need to do performance or space management charts, to do slides thanking folks for working on a project, slides for a new hire, slides for the new CIO on what does your team do, there will always be a need for advanced skills in these software packages.  Many times the managers prepare this information, but many times they don’t.  If you manager is running off on vacation, and needs something to be prepared, wouldn’t you like the kudos’ for stepping in?  Make sure that you can swiftly prepare charts, slides, and sophisticated documents in these packages. The need for a performance chart or a space management chart will be there, and the difference may come down to whether you can deliver it in 30 minutes or 2 days.
22)
Are things broken?  
Fix ‘em – don’t ignore them.  Have you ever had the situation where you have too many alerts to erroneous alerts to pager, so you just turn it off?  And then you miss that one important page or phone call?   Not a good spot to be in.  If something is broken, and issuing erroneous alerts, fix it, don’t just ignore it.  Not only are you annoyed that your pager can’t keep quiet, the company is probably paying a fortune for so many pages or text messages going to the cell phones.   Save the day, by dealing with the problem, not just turning the pager and cell phone off.

As well, if there are things that you do all day long that are just ridiculous, raise visibility to them and see if something can be done.  Sure, the answer might be ‘no, just do it’.  But maybe not, maybe something can be fixed or automated or improved so that it can be done faster, or with less human intervention.   Sure, we all need things like change control, and security requests, and separation of duties between applications and database teams for things like promotion of code and table changes into production.  But it may not have to be so painful.  The trick is to not just highlight the issue – make suggestions to fix the problem as well (covered below).

Fix the issue and then share with your peers.  They may be having the same problems, or they may know a better way to do it that you can leverage next time.  Volunteer to document the scenario and present it to the team, consolidating everyone’s viewpoints.

 23)
Leverage ‘big shop’ vs. ‘small shop’ advantages

There are advantages and disadvantages to working in a big shop vs. a small shop.  In a big shop, you typically do one thing – Oracle DBA, SQL Server DBA, DB2 DBA, one application, or whatever.

In a small shop - you do lots of things – maybe 1 DBA covers all 3.  Maybe the DBAs and developers are the same.  Maybe the DBAs are also the Unix administrators and have root authority.  Maybe they allocate their own storage too. 
Each has its advantages which should be leveraged.  It is nice to have experience from both, depending on your job history, but it can be tough to switch between the two.  It can be frustrating as well, to switch between the two.  But don’t waste time fighting an uphill battle.  Acknowledge which type your shop is (or a mix of both), and leverage the advantages in your scenario.  Perhaps you get to learn lots of things, or maybe you get to just focus on one.  Perhaps you don’t have to do lots of forms to request assistance for the DBAs relative to UNIX support and storage support because you do all three.  Or perhaps you have a great UNIX guru to count on when you have questions.  Make the most of what you have.

24)
Learn how to handle conflict well

In any job, a person who handles conflict well is in-valuable.  Knowing how to diffuse it, ho to handle difficult conversations with ease is a beautiful thing.  Not everyone can do this, and listen and remain calm.  It takes a special knack to know how to not take things personally, or as criticisms of YOU or what’s been done in the past.  DBAs more than ever are stuck in the middle – between operating systems folks, hardware folks, applications folks, and security folks – and DBAs need to be able to take a conflict ridden scenario and make it a win/win for all.  This is another great skill (with examples) to be able to talk about in a job interview situation.    Try to understand the hot buttons of the teams that you interact with (Unix, Storage, Backup and Recovery, Linux, Windows, Application teams, etc).  Learn what they like, and what they don’t like.  Try to see the world through their eyes.  This will help prevent conflict.
25)
Look for and be aware of team cohesiveness issues

Do you have issues within the team?  Managers don’t always see what’s going on between the people on the team, and they need help to see this.  Many don’t want to be viewed as a complainer, so they don’t speak up.  Consider it part of your job to voice concerns when folks aren’t pulling their weight, or when there are issues to be dealt with that the manager is unaware of.  Be the one to speak up, but be sure you bring with you suggestions to help.  Try to bring the team together as a cohesive unit, and when there are roadblocks, ask your teammates or manager for help.
26)
Highlight your problems, with suggestions

Don’t ever present a problem with no potential solutions.  Show that you put some thought into it, and into what should be done.  It is best if you can provide several solutions and recommendations so we can discuss.  If you want to brainstorm, that’s ok too, but you might be sorry you asked(
What does your manager need to do?  Go to a meeting, send a note, call someone, etc.  Be clear.  Don’t expect your manager to ‘figure out’ what you want them to do – you might be sorry(
27)
Assume positive intent
Most people don’t wake up in the morning, and decide to come to work for the sole purpose of making someone else’s life miserable. Folks often get their feelings hurt, or get upset, and the person causing the issue has no idea it even happened.  If you have issues with someone, that’s fine, and they need to be resolved.  But try to keep a positive spin on the situation, and don’t assume that someone is ‘out to get you’.   You can work with others on difficult relationships, but you will make more progress faster if you don’t attack them for doing something to you, when you describe what happened.  I am sure the same goes in personal life, but I am still testing the theory.  

28)
Do you have a peer who is a backstabber?  Or trying to take credit for your work?

Remember, this can’t happen if your manager has your status report.  There is an old saying, or one I made up – ‘he who gets all the credit, also gets all the blame’.  Credit shouldn’t be ‘taken’, credit is given. Make sure that your manager knows what you are working on.  A status report is the vehicle to do this, so that if someone else says that they did something, hopefully your  manager will see this as a conflict, and try to work through it (assuming that the read the reports of course)
29)
Do you have a person who does nothing, and expects you to do it all?

One possible resolution here is to issue a joint status report, where you provide your tasks and status, and they do the same.   You can even take initiative to prepare it – ‘here is the status report that I am submitting to manager, to let them know what’s going on with project x.  I will be submitting on Wednesday, so if you want anything reported for your side, please fill it in, and I will submit accordingly’.  And if their side goes in blank, so be it.
30)
Be able to support decisions that you don’t agree with.

You won’t always win every battle.  Sometimes you will have to build something that you disagree with, in a manner that you disagree with, in a timeframe that you disagree with.  It is great to raise your concerns.  But at the end of the day, if your project was rejected, or something didn’t go your way, you’ll have to accept it and move on.  Don’t constantly bring up the battle.  Don’t constantly say ‘I told you so’.  Don’t sabotage the initiative.  Do your best to support the team.  If a project was rejected, maybe it was timing, or funding, or other external issues that may not be an issue if it is resubmitted in 6 months or a year.  Or the decision you are fretting over could be overturned later on, when others realize it was a bad move.  You need to pick your battles, and not everything is worth a big battle.  Some things are, and you may ‘die on your sword’ on it, and that’s fine.  Just make sure it isn’t everything.
31)
Build your confidence – what will it take?

What will it take to build your confidence in your job? Are you lacking technical confidence, such that you need to practice 20 recovery scenarios, install over and over again, deal with tuning challenges to perfect the art?  Or is it more soft skills – making presentations, developing presentations, improving written and oral skills.  Figure out what you need, and what it will take to get there.  There may be workplace opportunities to get there, or non-workplace opportunities.  For public speaking, try Toastmasters, or try speaking at a local Oracle User Group meeting, or IOUG.  Nervous on how to recover?  List out 20 recovery scenarios, and execute every one – in a test database, until you are sure you can do it.
32)
What motivates you?  What rewards are good for YOU?

Figure out what motivates you and make sure your manager knows.  Is it money, training, cool assignments, flexibility, public appreciation?  Whatever it is, make sure folks know.   I would certainly hate to reward someone with coming up on stage to accept an award and give them an opportunity to speak, only to find out that they have stage fright, and it wasn’t a reward, it was a punishment.  Does a monetary gift card of $50 make or break the job?  No, but it is nice to be appreciated, and be able to go out to dinner (or appetizers) on the company, for putting in some extra overtime.
Bottom line, from a management perspective, we would all be better employees if we looked at each of these items, and made progress on all of them.  Most apply not only to DBAs and DBA managers.  Most just apply to anyone working for anyone else.   And most are applicable in all environments – corporate, consulting, educational, volunteer work, etc.  

