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Foreword 

Like many red-blooded Americans, my friend—let’s call him John—dabbles in carpentry whenever he 
can motivate himself to move from the computer to produce something more tangible. Recently he 
discovered that although motivation can be a great catalyst, it can never replace skills. In a grand 
testimony to that truth, he has never been able to produce anything more than a hole in a board or two 
pieces of wood out of one. His most recent story parallels the teachings of this book. 

Embarrassed by the incessant boasting of neighbors and friends about their great accomplishments 
in the fine art of carpentry, John woke up one day determined to turn the tide—become skilled at 
carpentry. He even picked out a project—a garden shed to store all the mysterious but seemingly useful 
stuff that occupied the modest real-estate of his garage, forcing his cars to become refugees on the 
driveway. No way, no sir, he told the cars—pretty soon they would be able to go back to their promised 
homeland, just as soon as he banished the clutter to the garden shed, which he would build with his 
newly acquired skill. The cars seemed to honk in agreement, or perhaps he imagined it. 

Charged with new passion, he rushed off to a store for homebuilders full of other trumped-up 
newbies like himself. He chose a book on do-it-yourself garden sheds. He bought the materials and the 
all-important tools. He did everything by the book. But two years have passed by, and all he has been 
able to produce are numerous cuts, bruises, scratches, and countless pieces of wood wasted as a result of 
not being cut properly—either cut too short or angled too acutely. In the course of these years, my friend 
added more tools to the collection—tools that supposedly make a carpenter out of anyone with the right 
inclination and bent of mind—and more wasted wood, drill bits, and saw dust. The shed, not even a 
remote resemblance of it, never saw the light of the day. 

What went wrong? The missing ingredient was the right foundation. My friend was not a skilled 
carpenter. All the good intentions and excellent tools didn’t do a thing to get him the right skills. What he 
should have invested in early on was time in learning the trade. He should have spent time in small but 
sure ways, learning how to use the tools he acquired. He should have learned how to measure pieces of 
wood before cutting them. No, he should have learned how to measure twice before cutting! He should 
have learned how to master the tools before actually using them on a project. But, above all, he should have 
realized that sophisticated tools and do-it-yourself books are not substitutes for a conceptual foundation 
on anything that requires expertise—the building of garden sheds included. 

I tried to persuade my friend to give up on that project and hire a professional. But John doesn’t give 
up easily. Instead, he began anew. This time he invested in learning the craft, in making small cuts and 
completing small projects to build up his skills. Once he was confident, he started on the shed. Finally, 
late one fall and after an embarrassing amount of time, the shed was done. John put it on concrete slabs 
and stored all his lawn and garden tools in it. For the first time in years, John’s cars went inside his 
garage. The neighbors and I gathered. Everyone was smiling. John was beaming as he showed his 
handiwork to us all. 

Then, the snow came. 
You see, it was fall 2008, and the 2008–2009 winter turned into one of worst we had seen, with 

snowfalls going up to 13 inches or so every other day. The snow and ensuing cold spell left a huge pile of 
ice on John’s beloved shed. One day, after days of enduring under the heavy accumulation, the shed 
buckled under the weight. We all watched helplessly as his blood and sweat just went up in a pile of 
wood, exposing everything inside it.  
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We neighbors tried to enlighten John on the futility of his attempts, but he won’t budge. He spent 
hours and hours fixing the broken shed, but after every effort it would break. His attempts drew mixed 
emotions from the neighbors. Most people applauded his attempts at a positive attitude by making 
these efforts to fix the shed. But there were a few well-wishers who advised him to give up, to admit 
failure, and to have a prebuilt shed installed by professionals.  

Where did John go wrong this second time? At least he started off in the right way, but he didn’t 
have the expertise in the business of sustenance. Building a shed is only half the story; making it 
tough enough to withstand the elements is the other half—one that proverbially separates the men 
from the boys. 

How does John’s story parallel the teachings in the book? In many ways, John’s experience 
paraphrases the activity of many professionals engaged in the technology trade—Oracle technology 
included. Even some so-called experts are not immune to the temptations of a shortcut. The 
dependence on tools is a foregone conclusion in many cases, with greater emphasis on seemingly 
sophisticated ones. What’s worse, it is a common belief in the corporate world that a go-getter attitude 
coupled with the right tools enables one to do any job, and do it well. That belief often leads to a 
reinforcement of the pattern of behavior that rewards an effort—not necessarily the right effort. 

The expert must have the right tools, but the sophistication of the tools is not as important as their 
right use. Using the handle end of a screwdriver to drive a nail when a hammer is lying right in front of 
you is not just idiotic but goes against the “no screwdrivers were harmed in the making of this project” 
theme. Using the right tool for the right job is what makes an expert an expert. Consider Chapter 3, in 
which Connie, Uri, and Graham show you how to use ADDM to resolve some thorny issues in 
performance. Many people I meet often balk at using a tool such as ADDM. Why? Their reasons are often 
a mixture of ignorance, skepticism, and masochistic viewpoints that a tool can’t be better than their bare 
hands. But for a DBA to avoid using ADDM is like a nurse in a busy hospital wanting to throw away the 
automatic blood-pressure monitor. Sure, a nurse can get by with a manual cuff. So can an expert DBA 
get by without ADDM. But ADDM makes life easier and more efficient, and an expert will take advantage 
of ADDM in order to get those benefits. 

Getting back to the story, Alex shows in Chapter 1 how the behavior of doing just something, even 
doing something completely ineffective, is often rewarded. Work that does not get results represents lost 
productivity and delayed execution. Alex painstakingly demonstrates how it hurts productivity to make 
assumptions rather than to take accurate measurements, and that a major impediment to the resolution 
of any problem is the presence of assumptions. Many chapters in this book try to drive home the point 
that the practice of measuring instead of assuming should be the first order of business in any resolution 
process. In Chapter 6, Karen shows how to instrument and measure code for hidden issues, and to rely 
on proper measurement techniques. In Chapters 8 and 9, Charles and Randolf describe how to develop a 
system that measures performance and practically puts the culprit of a performance problem right in 
front of you. And Robyn shows in Chapter 13 how to use statistics to find the proverbial “red rock” 
representing a performance problem buried under a mountain of collapsed rubble. 

About eight years ago, I was delivering a technical session on buffer busy waits, how to diagnose 
them, and how resolve them. At the end of the session, during the question-and-answer period, an 
attendee asked me a very interesting question: SQL Server didn’t suffer conditions such as buffer busy 
waits, so did that mean that SQL Server was better than Oracle? I resorted to an allegory as a response. I 
said that I took my car for oil changes, but not my bicycle; so did it mean that my bicycle is 
technologically superior to my car? The response, as expected, drew a chuckle from the audience and 
drove home the point about the futility of comparison between those two databases. In the audience 
was Tim Gorman, one of the authors of this book, who also responded to the question from the 
attendee. Tim asked the attendee how he knew that SQL Server did not indeed have the condition 
known as buffer busy waits. Perhaps SQL Server did suffer from those, but he just didn’t know how to 
measure them and resolve them. 

While the audience was mulling over the response, I realized the enormous universal truth behind 
Tim’s response. Most of the audience, even seasoned DBAs, weren’t even aware of the buffer busy waits 
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in Oracle, or were quite hazy in their understanding of them. The point was not about the specific 
condition or what it is called. The point was about the universal acceptance of the absence of something 
that has not been characterized yet. The questioning of accepted knowledge is the key to getting closer 
to the truth. But it is not just the act of skepticism, but the examination of the knowledge that matters. 
Centuries ago, many believed the world was flat. Had Newton not discovered gravity, the concept of a 
round earth might have defied logic and been relegated to the category of myth. Instead, the ability to 
understand gravity and correlate that understanding with other observations about the world led to 
widespread acceptance that the world was, in fact, round. 

In Chapter 12, Riyaj explains the little known and often misunderstood concept of latch contention. 
Lack of understanding of latch contention leads to design of systems that do not scale well, and to issues 
that remain unresolved for quite long periods of time. Riyaj’s chapter should also educate readers 
enough to explain some of the other mysteries that have plagued them. The concept of deeper 
understanding to dispel myths is reinforced in Jonathan’s Chapter 11 on statistics. These chapters 
highlight the need to build a system for scalability, which was the precise cause of the failure in the case 
of the garden shed made by my friend John. 

Many of the authors, such as Jonathan and Jože, portray themselves not as consultants or DBAs 
extraordinaire, but merely as researchers. This self-attribution is a testimony to the fact that they are still 
learning and will continue to do so. They have epitomized the belief that knowledge is never a 
destination; it’s a journey. It is not supposed to end. Any pretense of accomplishing the end is exactly 
that—a pretense. The other authors hold different titles, but all of them espouse the same principle: they 
never seek the end of knowledge; they create it, encourage others to create ever more, and then they 
absorb it all like a sponge. As a famous contemporary author once wrote, the worst part of knowledge is 
that the more you know, the more you learn how much you don’t know. The best part is that this 
realization results in the creation of knowledge exponentially. The enlightened group of authors behind 
this book have attempted to kick off that very process. By filling in some voids in your knowledge, they 
hopefully tickle your imagination and inspire you to explore more, to add to the entire gamut of 
knowledge as a whole. 

Going back to the original discussion, what makes an expert? Is it winning some titles or passing 
some certification tests? Many of these authors have been honored for their excellence in some form or 
other. Some are formally recognized by Oracle (as Administrator Certified Expert and ACE Directors,  
and as an Author of the Year, for example). Others are recognized by by formal certification authorities 
(as Oracle Certified Professionals and Oracle Certified Masters). All are recognized by the strictest  
body of all—the OakTable Network itself. But all these recognitions pale in comparison to the biggest 
accomplishment of all—their recognition by their peer group: the user community. Ultimately, what 
makes the difference is the acceptance of their excellence by you, the reader and the user of Oracle 
technology. All of these authors participate heavily in the user community, give knowledge back to the 
community—internationally or in their local spheres—and shape the progress of accumulation of 
collective knowledge. When they come together to pen their thoughts in the format of a book, the result 
can be nothing short of sheer pleasure. 

An expert also must be well rounded, albeit is expected to be an expert in a subset of the 
technologies. The dissemination of knowledge is not complete without a deeper understanding of some 
of the supporting technologies. In Chapter 5, Niall shows how to effectively manage Oracle on Windows 
through a thorough explanation of the subtle nuances of Windows and how to get around them. In 
Chapter 7, Jože shows how to exploit a little known but powerful feature of the cost-based optimizer 
called the extensible optimizer. In Chapters 14 and 15, world-renowned security expert Pete shows how 
to deviate from performance aspects and bulletproof your database from security threats—a goal that 
attained considerable importance lately. In Chapter 10, another renowned expert named Tim takes a 
detour to the world of superlatives—big databases, longer load times, and so on, to educate readers in 
the fine art of managing beasts of databases. 
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Technology changes faster than you can spell it,  and most of us are stuck in a loop of understanding 
deeply and then becoming obsolete. However, there is no substitute to solid foundation in design, as 
Melanie describes in Chapter 4. Changes are inevitable, and keeping up with the pace of change often 
poses challenges for experts in any domain. Pace of change is one of the factors leading to the pollution 
of knowledge, as performance-tuning guru Jonathan explains in Chapter 11 in relation to the gathering 
of statistics. And Jeremiah’s Chapter 2 is the result of change; it explains the newest phenomenon to hit 
the experts—Oracle in the cloud. 

As a part of my extra-curricular activities, I often travel outside my native United States to other 
countries to provide seminars, trainings, sessions, and to participate in discussion forums. In fact, I am 
writing this foreword in the middle of a two-week, four-country tour across Europe. While on the plane 
from Estonia to Germany, I was reflecting on the lesser-appreciated aspects of knowledge processing, 
the ones too subtle to notice but too important to ignore. Cultural aspects play a huge role in the 
collection and dissemination of knowledge. Mankind is far from being homogeneous; it’s submerged in 
plurality—languages, cultures, customs, and expressions shaped by traditions. Ignoring this plethora of 
differences is not only detrimental to synergy, but also to the very essence of the knowledge-begets-
knowledge belief. Not understanding cultural and customary differences can only lead to the 
inefficiency of the process, if not to a more dangerous reversal and creation of ignorance puddles. A vital 
characteristic of this cast of authors is that they represent many parts of the globe. The ideas they 
propound, the mannerisms they convey, are shaped and influenced—some more than the other—by the 
customs and traditions they uphold. A profound example is the United States, a melting pot of many 
cultures in which diversity gives strength to the society and is celebrated. It’s diversity of the authors that 
gives this book an all-round perspective, something that is literally world-class.  

Finally, it’s the supporting cast that makes the last run of the technical aspect of the book a huge 
success. The authors didn’t just get a free rein in whatever they wanted to write; their work was 
thoroughly scrutinized by a team of technical reviewers—also members of the OakTable Network and 
respected professionals in their own right. Even the editor—Jonathan Gennick—is an Oakie as well, 
making it an Oakie production end to end. 

While I have been honored to write the foreword, I stoop under the weight of the huge expectation 
of summarizing the essence of these chapters from the stalwarts of the Oracle user community into a few 
pages. In conclusion, I will reiterate the message that has been delivered by many authors in many 
shapes or forms—excellence is not an end or even a journey. It is not about gathering as much 
knowledge as possible; it’s about building a very strong foundation on whatever you know, expanding 
the horizon but not at the cost of a weakened foundation. It is about refining your foundation, and 
reinforcing it by constantly subjecting it to assessment and analysis, and finally providing evidence 
(quantifiable or otherwise), not opinions based on perceptions. 

Happy reading! 
Arup Nanda 

Chief database architect, Starwood Hotels and Resorts 
OakTable Network member 

Oracle ACE Director 
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Battle Against Any Guess 

by Alex Gorbachev 
During my experience with Oracle, I have become very engaged in the user community. I’ve been a 
frequent visitor on the Oracle Technology Network forums and the Oracle-L list and have become a 
regular participant and contributor at user group conferences and other events. My experience started 
with seeking help and gradually shifted towards helping others with their issues. My growth in Oracle 
has correlated with the booming popularity of the Internet, over which it becomes very easy to both seek 
and give advice. 

While the Internet increases community participation, it also causes some dysfunction that can lower 
the quality of the information. Many times I have seen online discussions branch into controversial 
arguments in which the “combatants” are going by guesswork. It is surprising how few people will stop to 
test what really happens, and instead will battle endlessly over what might happen or what they believe 
ought to happen. 

While my contributions to the community have been usually rather technical, this chapter is more 
generic and rather motivational reading. My first attempt at a motivational contribution was creating 
BattleAgainstAnyGuess.com, or the BAAG Party for short, in June 2007. This is where the title of the 
chapter comes from. The trigger to establish the BAAG Party was coming across yet another quest for 
guess-based solutions on the Internet; and I wanted something generic to refer to every time I see such 
symptoms. Thus, I want to start this chapter by showing some examples of guess-provoking questions. 

Guess Hunting 
The way you ask a question is crucial. A badly formed inquiry is almost guaranteed to attract guess-
based solutions. Here is one example of seeking a quick solution from the Oracle-L list: 

“I’m also having performance issues with 10g. Why would my dictionary queries take a long 
time to return? ... In 9i they used to take seconds, now they take minutes or they just never 
come back...” 

When reading this question, it is difficult to divine precisely what the problem is that the writer is 
experiencing. Without a clear understanding of the problem, the proposed solutions were all over the 
map. Here are some of the suggestions that turned up quickly: 

“You might need to analyze the system tables.” 
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“There are a few known bugs with DD queries in 10g. Few of them involved the CDEF$ table so 
you might want to do a search for that and/or for the particular views you’re having trouble 
with. The solution was to delete statistics from the involved tables and then lock the stats.” 
 
“Remove any initialization parameters set for Oracle 9i.” 
 
“Apply application vendor suggestions (like _optimizer_cost_based_transformation=false, 
NLS_LENGTH_SEMANTICS=CHAR, _gby_hash_aggregation_enabled=false).” 
 
“Disable sub-query unnesting (_UNNEST_SUBQUERY = FALSE).” 
 
“Don’t use FIRST_ROWS optimizer goal.” 

All these might be absolutely valid solutions for different people’s own problems. One could very 
well be the solution the original poster needs, but we don’t know which one. A couple of these solutions 
actually contradict each other (collect vs. delete statistics). These recommendations are based on the 
previous experience (often quite extensive) of those who proposed them, and they might match well the 
symptom observed, that “dictionary queries take a long time to return.” However, there is one common 
problem to all of the proposed solutions: the analysis phase is missing. No one has done any analysis or 
testing to verify the problem, or to verify that their proposed solution even addresses the problem. 
Everyone is, in essence, guessing. 

To show you the magnitude of guesswork and where it leads, here is another example, this time 
from the OTN Forums: 

“My database running on AIX 5.3, oracle getting the version 9.2.0.5.0, after migration it is 
getting very slow. Kindly provide a solution to tune the database and increase performance.” 

This is probably an extreme example of ignorance and/or laziness that pushes the author to 
search for a quick fix solution. Now let’s see how this plea for help is being followed up. First of all, a 
number of people asked for clarification on what is actually running slowly, and for more details 
about the environment—fair enough. However, there was also a shower of well-meaning advice. 

One well-intended bit of advice was: 

“You can delete and re-gather dbms stats for your application schemas after the upgrade.” 

And these were the results after the original poster tried implementing the advice: 

“getting same problem 
continuously database have lock and the 
dbcache hit ratio is 60% only. 
total sga size is 20GB 
db_cache_size 13gb” 

This next proposed solution is a bit better. It’s hinting towards actually analyzing the problem: 

“From OEM you can view the performance and the SQL statements which are being fired every 
moment and then find out about missing indexes or tune the SQL.” 
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Then follows advice from someone who is seemingly a guru in Oracle database performance tuning. 
That advice comes in the form of 11 bullet points. Applied, each of them could fix certain problems, or 
make performance worse in this particular case. Making 11 changes and hoping that one of them fixes a 
problem is not an optimal approach. 

Following is yet another suggestion on configuring asynchronous input/output. It could be a valid 
path in certain cases, but is it valid in this case? 

“Have you got asynch I/O configured on AIX?” 

The original poster did enable ASYNC I/O and, of course, it didn’t help. 
The list of randomly proposed solutions went on and on, and the discussion ended up sidetracked 

far from solving the original problem. Did the original poster ever get the help s/he was after? I don’t 
know. It didn’t appear so. 

Why Do We Guess? 
The most trivial factor leading to guess-based solutions is laziness, a natural human quality. Why 
embark on a path of investigation when there is a chance that one of the proposed solutions just fixes 
the problem? The reason is that while a random fix might actually work for some commonplace issues, it 
introduces a significant chance of fixing the wrong problem, making things worse, or simply hiding the 
symptoms. Fortunately, in my professional life I’ve met very few DBAs who are too lazy to analyze a 
problem. Most prefer to troubleshoot and fix a problem once and for all. 

■ Note One can almost argue that taking the time to analyze a problem and implement a true solution is also a 
way of being lazy, because you save all the work of randomly guessing and trying. But it’s a “good” lazy. 

Unfortunately, there are other factors besides laziness. Often, companies are not investing enough to 
provide their support engineers with the right tools and knowledge. Spending money on a performance-
tuning tool or on the Diagnostic Pack option will pay back in spades when it comes to, say, troubleshooting 
an issue that causes online orders to time out, or that causes the factory floor to be idle. The same goes with 
investing in education and hiring qualified performance consultants or services. The investment pays back 
the next time a problem is experienced with a business-critical function, and such problems are solved 
many times more quickly than otherwise. 

An Example from Cycling 

by Jonathan Gennick 

The idea of “knowing” something rather than “guessing” it is near and dear to my heart. The concept 
applies beyond just Oracle. I do an increasing amount of bicycle maintenance for myself and for friends. A 
common problem that I encounter is the bent derailleur hanger. To diagnose that problem reliably, one 


