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Calculating ROI for 
storage virtualiza-
tion is tricky

efore deploying storage virtualization, 
IT professionals must be sure that the 
benefits of this technology justify the ac-
quisition expenses. This lesson points out 

the challenges of calculating your storage virtualization ROI and 
describes the results your peers are seeing after deployment. 
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Calculating the return on investment (ROI) for block-based storage virtualiza-
tion products can be tricky because it often boils down to an estimation of the 
soft costs associated with moving data and managing disk arrays.

The virtualization software creates an abstraction layer that lets IT shops 
treat disk arrays from different vendors as a single pool of storage. One of its 
main use cases is migrating data between storage systems, with the advantage 
of minimal if any disruption to the applications.

Virtualization products able to manage block-based storage from multiple 
vendors include DataCore Software Corp.’s SANsymphony-V, EMC Corp.’s 
Vplex, FalconStor Software Inc.’s Network Storage Server (NSS), Hitachi Data 
Systems (HDS) Corp.’s USP and VSP, IBM’s SAN Volume Controller (SVC) and 
SVC-based Storwize V7000 array, and NetApp Inc.’s V-Series.

“Most of the time, there’s not a really effective calculation of the ROI,” said 
Andrew Reichman, a principal analyst at Cambridge, Mass.-based Forrester 
Research Inc. “It’s hard to come up with a real number. Really, what you’re going 
to do is compare a few different scenarios of how you are going to accomplish 
this data migration.”

Russ Fellows, a senior partner at Boulder, Colo.-based Evaluator Group 
Inc., said the calculating ROI is oftentimes difficult because in many cases the 

http://searchcio.techtarget.com/definition/Learning-Guide-ROI
http://searchstorage.techtarget.com/definition/storage-virtualization
http://searchstorage.techtarget.com/definition/storage-virtualization
http://searchvirtualstorage.techtarget.com/tutorial/Storage-virtualization-software-purchase-considerations
http://searchstoragechannel.techtarget.com/feature/Storage-virtualization-for-data-migration-consolidation
http://searchvirtualstorage.techtarget.com/feature/Storage-virtualization-product-market-narrows-may-be-heading-toward-life-as-storage-system-feature
http://searchvirtualstorage.techtarget.com/report/Block-based-storage-virtualization-project-guide
http://searchcio.techtarget.com/news/1516642/Calculating-ROI-on-IT-projects-is-useful-but-not-sufficient
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existing storage systems remain. Also, the gains in IT administrative produc-
tivity can be tough to quantify, he noted.

Many IT shops don’t even bother with a formal ROI calculation. The city of 
Coquitlam, British Columbia, bought Hitachi’s USP VM -- the low-end version 
of the USP-V -- in 2008 after learning that its HDS Thunder 9570 arrays weren’t 
certified to work with a new version of VMware Inc.’s server virtualization.

Darren Browett, the Canadian city’s technical services manager, saw no 
reason to compute the potential ROI for the USP VM. “We needed storage. We 
had to have it, and it was the right technology fit for us with what we were trying 
to do with virtualized servers and building towards the future,” he said.

The USP VM helped to extend the life of the 9570s that it virtualized, and 
last year, when the time came to retire the Thunder arrays, the storage vir-
tualization functionality enabled Coquitlam to move to new HDS Adaptable 
Modular Storage (AMS) 2100s with no appreciable downtime.

COST SAVINGS WITH DATA MIGRATION
Storage virtualization will come in handy once again when Coquitlam moves 
to a new data center about five miles from the current site. Without the USP 
VM, the move would have required application outages over a weekend, when 

http://searchvirtualstorage.techtarget.com/feature/Virtual-storage-via-HDS-USP-VM-disk-array-helps-Canadian-city-upgrade-to-VMware-ESX-Server-35
http://searchstorage.techtarget.com/news/1357364/Hitachi-Data-Systems-HDS-adds-High-Availability-Manager-HAM-to-USP-V-controllers
http://searchservervirtualization.techtarget.com/tip/Server-virtualization-platform-comparison-VMware-vs-Microsoft
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the city would have had to pay the staff overtime and potentially double the as-
sociated moving costs.

“It would have been expensive, and more so, it would have been an inconve-
nience to our staff,” some of whom need application access seven days a week, 
said Browett. He added that, with storage virtualization, the IT staff would be 
able to execute the move in the middle of a weekday with no downtime. “It’s a 
simple matter of clicking on that LUN and moving it [to] a target array in the 
new data center,” he said.

J. Craig Venter Institute (JCVI) purchased NetApp’s V3070 storage virtual-
ization gateway to complement the EMC disk arrays it inherited in a late-2006 
merger. The Rockville, Md.-based genomic research organization presented 
the EMC block storage through the V3070 because it wanted to use file-level 
protocols through NetApp’s Write Anywhere File Layout (WAFL) file system.

“Without it, these [EMC] arrays would have just sat there collecting dust,” 
said Eddy Navarro, senior manager of IT at JCVI. “At the time that we installed 
the V-Series, they hadn’t come close to full depreciation yet, so the remaining 
value on those arrays definitely factored into the ROI.”

Navarro said he didn’t calculate “a hard and fast number.” He weighed 
the price of the V-Series controller versus the cost to buy a new NetApp FAS 

http://searchstorage.techtarget.com/answer/What-is-a-LUN-and-why-do-we-need-one
http://www.netapp.com/us/products/storage-systems/v-series/
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controller with an equivalent amount of storage.
“It was a no-brainer,” said Navarro. “We were already a NetApp customer, 

and that was it.”

REPLICATION BENEFITS
Now that JVCI has a V-Series at both its Rockville and San Diego locations, 
Navarro is looking into the prospect of doing replication between the two sites. 
He said it’s nice to know that he has the option to add third-party storage behind 
either V-Series. NetApp has qualified V-Series to front arrays from EMC, HP 
(including 3PAR), HDS, IBM and Fujitsu and made its deduplication technol-
ogy available for EMC, HP and HDS storage.

“Even if I buy [an EMC] VNX, I could still present some of that storage back 
to the V-Series for project area NAS space if I need to,” Navarro said. “I’m not 
locked in to just having to buy NetApp disk shelves if I can’t use them.”

Heterogeneous replication for disaster recovery is one of the main ROI 
plays for storage virtualization, according to Howard Marks, chief scientist at 
Deep Storage LLC, an independent test lab and analyst firm in Hoboken, N.J. 
With a storage virtualization engine at the primary data center and DR site, 
users can replicate data without having to run an array from the same family 

http://searchdatabackup.techtarget.com/definition/remote-replication
http://searchstorage.techtarget.com/review/NetApp-Deduplication
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at each location, he said.
Marks said he’s seen several organizations use older gear at their DR sites. 

For example, after buying a new EMC Vmax to replace a Symmetrix, an organi-
zation could move the old Symmetrix to the DR site instead of giving it back to 
EMC for a small credit or buyback. That would eliminate the need to buy two 
Vmax arrays.

Replication was a significant factor in the overall ROI calculation when 
CommuniCare Health Services undertook a major IT project to virtualize its 
servers and implement its first shared storage system, according to Jerry Wil-
liams, a SQL Server database administrator and developer at the Cincinnati-
based health care management company.

Williams said CommuniCare chose FalconStor’s NSS over disk arrays from 
Dell Inc.’s EqualLogic, Hewlett Packard Co.’s LeftHand and NetApp because 
it offered the best cost structure to meet the company’s needs. Another big at-
traction was FalconStor’s ability to front any vendor’s storage arrays, he said. 
That opens the possibility to use cheaper storage for DR.

“Storage virtualization is a product category that requires an open mind,” 
Marks said. “A lot of the benefit comes from heterogeneity. That means you 
have to be open to heterogeneity, and a lot of customers aren’t. If it doesn’t say 

http://searchstorage.techtarget.com/review/FalconStor-Network-Storage-Server-NSS-60
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EMC or HDS or HP on it, they don’t want to buy it.”

IMPROVED RESOURCE UTILIZATION
Another key ROI source for storage virtualization is improved resource utiliza-
tion through the consolidation of old and new arrays. Putting disparate storage 
under common management also can help to reduce the training costs as well 
as staff time needed to provision and administer the different systems.

“The whole point of what we’re trying to do is to manage more [storage] 
more efficiently,” said Valdis Filks, a research director of IT infrastructures at 
Stamford, Conn.-based Gartner Inc. “And you can achieve probably 90% of all 
virtualization benefits by just consolidating into fewer larger storage arrays.”

Filks said the ROI is highest for IT shops with lots of old, heterogeneous 
storage arrays that are labor-intensive to manage, although storage adminis-
trators may still need to use the device’s native tools for procedures such as 
changing the RAID size, block sizes or caching parameters.

While the ROI potential may be greatest in a heterogeneous environment, 
many IT shops use storage virtualization in a single-vendor setting. One of the 
most popular products, SVC, caught on when IBM promoted the technology to 
upgrade its own arrays.

http://searchstorage.techtarget.com/definition/RAID
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For instance, Spectrum Health System in Grand Rapids, Mich., updated its 
aging IBM Shark SAN infrastructure to IBM’s DS8300 several years ago while 
moving to a new data center. Purchasing IBM’s SVC appliance allowed the IT 
team to migrate data with minimal disruption to applications that Spectrum’s 
hospitals use around the clock.

But, once an IT shop puts all of its storage under the management of the 
virtualization layer, it may have a hard time backing out. Because software 
virtualization tends to lock in a customer with a specific vendor, Forrester’s 
Reichman advises IT shops to consider their comfort level with a vendor and 
the product’s management stack and features more so than the ROI they might 
realize.

“Storage virtualization can deliver a tangible ROI, but I think the fit with 
everything is a bigger concern,” Reichman said. “‘Is this the product that you 
want to use long-term?’ is a more important question than ‘Are you going to 
save 3% in acquisition costs this year?’ ”

http://searchvirtualstorage.techtarget.com/feature/Hospital-system-addresses-IBM-SVC-performance-stability-problems-with-alternative-configuration
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FREE RESOURCES FOR TECHNOLOGY PROFESSIONALS
TechTarget publishes targeted technology media that address 
your need for information and resources for researching prod-
ucts, developing strategy and making cost-effective purchase 
decisions. Our network of technology-specific Web sites gives 
you access to industry experts, independent content and analy-
sis and the Web’s largest library of vendor-provided white pa-
pers, webcasts, podcasts, videos, virtual trade shows, research 

reports and more —drawing on the rich R&D resources of technology providers to address 
market trends, challenges and solutions. Our live events and virtual seminars give you ac-
cess to vendor neutral, expert commentary and advice on the issues and challenges you 
face daily. Our social community IT Knowledge Exchange allows you to share real world 
information in real time with peers and experts.

WHAT MAKES TECHTARGET UNIQUE?
TechTarget is squarely focused on the enterprise IT space. Our team of editors and net-
work of industry experts provide the richest, most relevant content to IT professionals and 
management. We leverage the immediacy of the Web, the networking and face-to-face op-
portunities of events and virtual events, and the ability to interact with peers—all to create 
compelling and actionable information for enterprise IT professionals across all industries 
and markets.


