
Network-Attached Storage 
& The SME
SMEs Need Enterprise-Class NAS Capabilities On A Small-Business Budget

As a small business grows and its data 
center reaches the ranks of a small to midsized 
enterprise, its needs for file sharing begin to 
change. The SME is faced with the challenge 
of managing multiple small NAS (network-
attached storage) systems really designed for 
the small-business market or having to swal-
low the cost and potential complexity of a 
NAS system designed for the larger enterprise. 
Now, though, several companies are targeting 
solutions directly at the SME market, and the 
key to selecting the right solution is knowing 
what to look for. 

SME Solutions vs. 
Small-Business Solutions

The first step is to make sure you are ready 
for a more data center-class NAS solution. It 
really comes down to how dependent will you 
become on the device or how impacted your 
business will be if it is down or too slow to 
keep up with the pace of business.

For example, according to Kevin Epstein, 
vice president of marketing for Drobo 

(www.drobo.com), “With a SOHO user or a 
five- to 10-person SMB, you might get away 
with not having multiple Ethernet connections 
for redundancy or having a PC-only or Mac-
only solution with minimal management capa-
bilities. You might even forgo data protection 
and run without RAID.”

For the SME, however, the dependence 
on the device becomes more critical. 
“As an SME, your file sharing device is 
business-critical,” Epstein says. “If the 
NAS is down, you are at least slowed 
down and your business may be stopped. 
The SME NAS needs to have alerting 
capabilities, redundant connectivity, [and] 
dual-disk-failure protection. As the SME 
becomes even more dependent on the 
NAS, it should have built-in offsite back-
up, so it can replicate its data elsewhere in 
an automated way.”

Because SMEs often have limited staff, 
these capabilities need to work without exten-
sive manual intervention or day-to-day admin-
istration. In most cases, SME IT personnel are 

already wearing multiple hats and managing 
multiple systems, so they don’t have the time 
to become a storage manager. 

Another key capability is integration with 
other technologies in the SME data center. “A 
good example of this is complete integration 
with Active Directory (AD),” says Andres 
Rodriguez, CEO of Nasuni (www.nasuni
.com). Unlike smaller businesses, Rodriguez 
says, “the SME has invested in directory 
services like AD and wants to leverage that 
investment instead of having to re-key user-
names and passwords.”

The major challenge with SME NAS is 
that SMEs have a need for enterprise fea-
ture sets and in some cases near-enterprise 
performance, but they do not have enter-
prise budgets. “SMEs don’t have the lux-
ury of buying storage systems for specific 
tasks; doing so would waste money and 
bury the IT staff in administration efforts,” 
says Kelly Murphy, CEO of Gridstore 
(www.gridstore.com). “They need a sys-
tem that can meet the demand of varied 
workloads from relatively large amounts of 
data-centric users.”

Rani Osnat, vice president of marketing for 
CTERA Networks (www.ctera.com), adds 
that SMEs also need to accommodate for 
rapid growth. “The SME tends to scale their 
capacity requirements at a disproportionate 
rate compared to other segments of the NAS 
market,” Osnat says. “This means they need 
the ability to easily add local capacity and 
should potentially be looking to offload that 
capacity as the data ages.”

Key SME NAS Features
An SME’s key goals are security, acces-

sibility, and simplicity when it comes to NAS 
solutions. As the SME grows, so does the 
NAS that supports the organization, and man-
aging that growth and making sure the data is 
always available to the organization is critical 
for success. SMEs will need different features 
to help reach those goals. 

For example, Osnat suggests looking for 
NAS solutions with cloud connectivity. “The 
cloud can provide extra offsite data protec-
tion,” Osnat says. “With that comes the need 

for security and encryption so that data mov-
ing to and being stored in the cloud can be 
securely held.” 

Rodriguez adds, “The cloud helps the SME 
simplify the ripple effect of tasks that come 
from implementing an SME NAS because it 
combines the processes of capacity manage-
ment, backup, replication, security, and immu-
tability into a single service.”

Epstein advises that SMEs look for a local 
NAS device that does more than just RAID. 
“RAID by itself is complex and does not pro-
vide the level of protection that most SMEs 
are going to require,” he says. “Instead, look 
for systems that can leverage the available 
capacity to provide maximum protection.” 

Simple expansion of the system is another 
key feature to look for. Epstein advises that 
SMEs look for a NAS that can accept drives 
from any manufacturer to avoid getting locked 
in and to be able to scale capacity in the most 
cost-efficient manner. 

Murphy sees scale-out storage as the solu-
tion for maintaining simplicity while being 
able to meet the organization’s need for addi-
tional capacity. “It is important to have a very 
cost-effective entry point with a reasonable 
amount of capacity (10 to 20TB) and then 
incrementally grow that to whatever size is 
required,” Murphy says. “The value of a scale-
out NAS solution is that as capacity is added, 
so is extra tolerance and performance.”

NAS-Worthy SME Applications
Most SMEs want to use their NAS for what 

NAS was originally intended for—file shar-
ing—unlike enterprise NAS that wants to 
essentially become the complete storage sys-
tem. Using NAS as a backup disk for laptops 
and desktops remains a close second. 

Rodriguez also says that a high number 
of SME NAS users are not really users 
at all but machines. “Machine-generated 
data from devices that capture information 
like medical devices are a top consumer of 
NAS capacity.” P

Key Points

What’s The Best Expansion Option?

Cloud-enabled NAS: 

In-place upgrades: 

Scale-out storage: 
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