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Too much of a good thing?

Storage growth is the ‘death and taxes’ of 

enterprise IT. If one thing is for certain, it’s that 

you’ll finish most days with more data than you 

started with. 

Conversely, the cost of storing growing data 

volumes is falling quite reliably, and has been 

for some time. It’s a mutually reinforcing 

relationship. New systems generate more 

data, which becomes cheaper to store, so we 

store more of it.

But it wasn’t too long ago when need regularly 

outstripped capacity. When servers with 

limited storage meant mailboxes were subject 

to rigid deletion and archiving policies. When 

IT departments did all they could to avoid the 

headache of increasing the amount of disk 

space in a file server; when keeping a grip on 

storage mattered quite so much.

As disk sizes grew and those limitations 

almost imperceptibly fell away, our attitudes 

changed. Today, it’s never been easier to 

redistribute storage space from the SAN to 

a file share or to give an Exchange server so 

much storage that users will never complain 

about .PST archives again.

However, after a few years of abundant disk 

space, businesses are discovering that where 

backup is concerned, more isn’t always better. 

Sometimes it’s down to compliance. 

Sometimes it’s simply a reluctance to delete 

data. Whatever the cause, backup storage 

levels are at least keeping pace with live 

storage growth (if not surpassing it), and 

this isn’t necessarily useful in terms of 

recoverability.

We’ve written this guide to outline some useful 

best-practice and proven tips and tricks to help 

you effectively manage growing backup storage 

levels. We’ll also cover some of the most 

common mistakes that lead to keeping more 

than you need – and how to avoid them.

We’ve written 
this guide to 

outline some useful 
best-practice and 
proven tips and 
tricks to help you 
effectively manage 
growing backup 
storage levels.

“
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What are the factors that determine  
data storage size?

Compression

The backup data stored by 
Databarracks for you is compressed. 
We use two types of compression: 
zlib and lzop. Zlib compresses data 
slightly more so it is our default - 
but the difference isn’t great. The 
important thing to remember is that 
uncompressed data will end up 
increasing your backup storage and 
increasing your costs.

Different types of data compress 
variously well – this has implications 
for cost.

The amount of 
compression possible varies greatly 
according to the type of data. For 
instance: 1TB of SQL data and 1TB 
of MP3 data = 2TB of data on your 
network. However, whilst the SQL 
data can be compressed down to 
around 100GB, the MP3 data would 
remain at around 1TB.

Data that 
doesn’t respond to compression 
will cost you a lot in backup space. 
Given that it tends to be media 
files that are the most problematic, 
it’s advisable to set up specific 
policies to manage them. It might 
even be more economical to back 
them up via alternate methods. 
Conversely, in our experience the 
most compressible data is also the 
most valuable to the business e.g. 
CRM, ERP and finance packages. 
Our best advice is simply to keep a 
close eye on your media files and 
exclude anything that isn’t essential 
to the business.
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Uncompressed             Compressed

SQL MP3

1TB 1TB

MP3
100GB

1TB

SQL



 The Databarracks guide to managing your backup storage levels 4

growth in new systems

It’s a known fact that every new 
system installed into the business 
will generate more data. Yet it’s 
unusual for businesses to factor in 
how new systems will impact the 
backup environment once they’re 
brought online.

Some applications 
encourage growth more aggressively 
than others. For instance, 
technologies like VoIP and video 
conferencing can quickly cause 
explosive growth if calls are being 
recorded and backed up. Equally, as 
businesses phase out paper-based 
processes, digitisation software 
can significantly increase backup 
storage levels if the new data is not 
factored in to planning.

Every new 
system brought online demands the 
same scrutiny you applied to your 
first backup sets. Regarding backup 
storage as another physical part of 
your network might help in factoring 
in backup planning to every new 
project.

Deleted Data

Backups are there to protect your 
business in the event of data loss. 
However, establishing exactly how 
long deleted files should remain 
available to restore is something 
many businesses struggle with. 

Over time, as more 
deleted data is kept in backup 
storage, the overall volume can 
grow to become disproportionate to 
the actual needs of the production 
environment. 

If an employee loses a file, how 
long do they have to retrieve it 
before it’s assumed it’s no longer 
needed? 30 days? 6 months? 
It might be the case that you do 
require a lengthy grace period, but 
most businesses find they can 
shorten this upon review.

Set up a 
deleted data policy that balances a 
realistic estimation of your needs 
with an economical approach. Short 
policies will be cheaper but riskier, 
whereas longer policies might 
encourage unnecessary growth. 
By default, we will keep all of your 
deleted data forever, but this will 
increase your storage over time.

how many backups do you 
want to keep?

Backup retention schemes are used 
to balance the volume of backups 
against the cost of storage media. 
Legacy retention methods, such as 
grandfather, father, son, have largely 
outlived their utility when compared 
to newer methods. Yet they’re often 
re-applied to new systems simply 
because they’re familiar. 

Older metho-
dologies, such as grandfather, 
father, son, offer a very limited view 
of the changes between backup 
generations, and therefore limited 
recoverability options. 

There’s no 
single correct answer. The number 
of backups you keep should be 
dictated by the number of versions 
you need to ensure recoverability. 
For some organisations, this 
might be dictated by regulatory 
obligations that require the storage 
of quarterly/end of year copies, 
but it’s likely only a small handle of 
systems will require this. As always, 
a blended approach is best.
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The 2013 Data Health Check Report revealed some important insight about backup retention:

33% 31% 22% 11%
We keep data  for 
an exTeRnally   
set period

We keep data  for 
an InTeRnally   
set period

We keep all 
 data fOReveR

We don’t have 
a retention 
policy

 
1/3 of respondents either have no data retention policy at all or simply keep all data forever.  

Storage growth:
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Common problems

Tidying data

It’s considered 
normal wear and tear for file stores 
to become untidy with regular 
use. However, the way data clean-
up projects are conducted can 
significantly impact the ability 
of backup software to perform 
effectively.

When 
cleaning up data, be mindful of 
the changes you make to the 
basic drive structure, as this can 
confuse the software into backing 
up either too much, or the wrong 
things altogether. Be particularly 
careful to maintain high standards 
of accuracy regarding the spelling of 
folder names, or it’s likely to lead to 
duplication. 

Using file stores as a general 
waste dump

This sits in parallel 
to the previous example, where 
organisational deterioration is 
accelerated by poor data hygiene 
practices, rather than normal wear 
and tear. Many of our customers 
use a particular area of their 
file server as a dumping ground, 
the content of which is usually 
either temporary or has no home 
elsewhere. 

Though not 
recommended, it’s not necessarily a 
problem to use an area of the drive 
as file-dump so long as it’s excluded 
from the backups. Protecting it can 
lead to unnecessary backups of 
useless files.

The marketing team

For 90% of our 
customers, the single biggest 
consumer of space is the marketing 
team. They tend to be the biggest 
generators of high volume content, 
such as HD audio and video and 
rich media assets. 

These 
files are naturally resistant to 
compression, so in many cases it’s 
worth having separate retention 
policies specific to that team. 
This could be a more aggressive 
archiving strategy in cases where 
assets tend to remain static and 
unused once the campaign is 
completed.
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Find out more
next, read our eBook on “When the cloud won’t save you money (and why that’s 

OK)” to discover why cost savings might be the wrong lens to look at cloud services 

through. Click here to read the eBook

virtual Machine backups

VM backups are 
great for restoring a whole server 
quickly. But keeping multiple 
versions leads to rapid increases in 
storage due to the size and shape 
of the virtual machine images (i.e. 
as blocks, rather than incremental 
file changes). Also, VM backups 
offer no degree of granularity, which 
means useless files, such as the 
contents of temp folders, are saved 
with the server image.

We 
recommend keeping between 3 and 
5 versions to balance recoverability 
versus economy. 

Maintenance of exchange

Exchange servers 
running software versions prior 
to the 2010 release can create 
backup storage challenges 
because of the way they handle 
defragmentation. Defragging 
rearranges file blocks in order to 
maximise the number of contiguous 
clusters of free space on the drive. 
This means a new drive image must 
be created for every backup. 

Newer 
versions of Exchange defrag on 
a continual basis, meaning there 
are more regular, but much smaller 
changes for the backup software 
to comprehend. Otherwise, we 
recommend defragging regularly 
with older versions in order to keep 
the backup up to date with the 
configuration of the data blocks. 

Backing up backup files

Lots of applications 
create their own backup files, 
particularly accounting software, 
such as Sage. Backup software 
will attempt to backup these 
large, uncompressible files unless 
instructed otherwise. 

The answer 
is to simply exclude those backup 
files from the scheduled backup 
sets. It’s best not to rely on 
application backups if you don’t 
need to – particularly if you’re using 
a dedicated backup service from 
elsewhere. 

 Challenge  Challenge  Challenge

 ReCOMMenDaTIOn

 ReCOMMenDaTIOn

 ReCOMMenDaTIOn

 
About Databarracks

Databarracks provides secure, 
Infrastructure as a Service, Backup as 
a Service and Disaster Recovery as a 
Service from UK-based, ex-military data 
centres. 

Databarracks is certified by the Cloud 
Industry forum, ISO 27001 certified 
for Information Security and has been 
selected as a provider to the g-Cloud 
framework. 

 
Contact

Databarracks.com

0800 033 66 33

info@databarracks.com
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