
SparkPeople eliminates 
bottlenecks and trims four 
hours per week from heavy 
workload with Dell/EMC 
SAN storage solution

	 Benefits

•	 Maintained	99.99%	availability

•	 Eliminated	I/O	bottlenecks

•	 2	hours	per	week	of	
troubleshooting	time	eliminated

•	 2	hours	per	week	of	backup	time	
eliminated	

•	 Faster	estimated	recovery	time	
objective

•	 Faster	page	loads	on		
customer-facing	Web	site

•	 Backup/Recovery/Archiving

“ We try to have 99.99 
percent availability at all 
times to help keep our 
customers happy and 
page views high. Dell 
helps us achieve that.” 
Josh Knepfle, CTO, SparkPeople, Inc.

Customer	Profile

Company:  SparkPeople

Industry:  Arts, Entertainment and Media 

Country:  United States

Employees:  50

Web:  www.sparkpeople.com 

Business	Need
SparkPeople sought to eliminate its storage I/O bottleneck to give 
customers fast, simplified access to their information from its 
database-powered Web site, and ensure that the next busy season 
would pose no scalability problems. 

Solution
The company redeployed three databases on a new Dell/EMC storage 
array along with Dell™ PowerEdge™ servers to host Web applications.



The Cincinnati, Ohio-based company 
is giving advertisers what they want 
as well: a sticky site that attracts 
dieters and holds their interest. 
SparkPeople’s statistics are impressive: 
Monthly, its Web site attracts 5 million 
unique visitors, 15 million visits and 
approximately 110 million page  
views. And traffic is growing by 25 
percent yearly. 

Even more impressive is the 50 to 100 
percent spike during the peak season, 
which is January, when people make 
their New Year’s resolutions. The 
10-person IT team spends most the year 
strategizing for the peak season. Each 
year presents the biggest scalability 
challenge yet.  

“Throughout the year, we look for 
bottlenecks anywhere along the 
system, whether it be I/O, CPU, 
memory bottlenecks or network 
bottlenecks,” says Josh Knepfle, CTO 
of SparkPeople, Inc. “And we try to 
work them out before the spike. If we’re 
down and our customer is trying to 
come to us, it’s very easy for them to 
go somewhere else. We try to have 
99.99 percent availability at all times to 
help keep our customers happy and 
page views high. Dell helps us achieve 
that. We can’t afford to lose page views 
and the advertising revenue that we get 
from them.” 

Wasting	Precious	Time	On	
Bottlenecks

With its high availability and winning 
combination of community, tools and 
content, SparkPeople has become 

the largest diet Web site in the world 
in terms of visits and page views. In 
part, that is due to the Dell/EMC SANs 
that the company has purchased over 
the years to scale with the business as 
the popularity of the site has grown 
and accommodate its peak periods. 
Database-intensive online transaction 
processing (OLTP) applications access 
three Microsoft SQL Server databases as 
customers bring their statistics up  
to date. 

The three databases ran on two SANs 
with other storage, but recently the 
company began to notice some 
I/O bottlenecks with the databases. 
Every week, the company rebuilds 
its database indexes to enable the 

Dieting is big business—from $60 billion to $80 billion 
annually according to industry estimates, and that’s only 
in the United States. Online dieting Web site SparkPeople.
com doesn’t cost dieters a penny—it makes its money 
through advertising—and it gives people what they need 
to help them diet: a community of support, rich interactive 
personalized programs and tracking tools, and helpful tips 
on changing behavior to achieve a healthier lifestyle.

Technology at Work 

Hardware

Dell™ PowerEdge™ R900 servers 
with Intel® Xeon® 7400 series 
processors 

Dell/EMC CX4-240 storage array

Software

Microsoft® SQL Server® database

“ Just knowing that 
there’s a backup 
there and that the 
Dell/EMC CX4-240 
is built to be fully 
redundant helps  
us all sleep a  
little better.” 
Josh Knepfle, CTO, SparkPeople, Inc.



applications to retrieve data quickly. 
The bottleneck would cause delays, 
forcing the IT team to troubleshoot 
the problems and restart databases. 
Troubleshooting the problems 
was taking up to an hour for two 
administrators each week—time 
which could have been spent more 
strategically. Even more importantly, 
the performance bottleneck was a sign 
that something was wrong that could 
become more of a problem when 
usage spiked. 

Saving	2	Hours	Per	Week	On	
Troubleshooting

SparkPeople decided to put two 
databases on its existing Fibre Channel 
SANs and purchased a Dell/EMC 
CX4-240 storage array for additional 
database storage. The CX4-240 offers 
flexibility and investment protection as 
well as increased connectivity options 
and capacity compared to the CX4-
120. The CX4-240 offers twice the 
scaling capacity and performance 
of the CX4-120 to enable the highest 
throughput for demanding workloads. 
Both products offer flexible connectivity, 
with UltraFlex I/O and the ability to 
support iSCSI and Fibre Channel, and 
drive configuration support for Flash, 
Fibre Channel and low power SATA 
drives. And 64-bit FLARE operating 
environment plus increased memory 
and cache enable higher performance 
than prior generation Dell/EMC SANs.

The company also deployed Dell 
PowerEdge R900 servers with Intel 
Xeon 7400 series processors as 

database hosts, which solved the I/O 
problem. “Separating the databases has 
solved the I/O bottleneck,” says Knepfle. 
“Since we deployed the Dell/EMC CX4-
240, we’ve eliminated the two hours 
per week we had to spend putting out 
fires and we’re able to think about other 
issues that could emerge in the coming 
years. We generally increase our storage 
capacity every year to keep up with the 
traffic growth that we’re having on our 
site. We like the cost/benefit ratio of the 
Dell/EMC SAN. It gives us the number of 
drives we need and the I/O throughput 
that we need to grow, so we’ll probably 
keep purchasing them.” 

Saving	2	Hours	Per	Week		
On	Backup

SparkPeople does full backups weekly 
and is saving two hours on backups with 
the Dell/EMC CX4-240 storage array. 
Full backups now take 4-5 hours versus 
6-7 hours previously. The backups 
are scheduled to take place at 2 a.m., 
which for SparkPeople’s international 
customers in Australia is 6 p.m. The 
downtime was impacting customers 
across the globe, making them wait to 
access their account information while 
the scheduled backups ran. 

Knepfle also estimates that recovery 
after a disaster would be faster  
than previously.

Faster	Page	Loads

Customers have serious objections 
to waiting while pages load, and with 
the Dell/EMC CX4-240 storage array 
and Dell PowerEdge servers, their wait 

“ Since we deployed 
the Dell/EMC 
CX4-240, we’ve 
eliminated the two 
hours per week 
we had to spend 
putting out fires.” 
Josh Knepfle, CTO, SparkPeople, Inc.



time is reduced. “If you can make sure 
that the page response times are quick, 
which we’ve seen, then you get a better 
user experience, and hopefully the 
customer is more willing to tell other 
people about how great the site is,” 
says Knepfle. 

In addition to increasing efficiencies, 
the Dell/EMC CX4-240 has given the 
IT staff at SparkPeople the reassurance 
of a fully redundant storage array. “Just 
knowing that there’s a backup there and 
that the Dell/EMC CX4-240 is built to be 
fully redundant helps us all sleep a little 
better,” says Knepfle.
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