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Abstract

Existing data management systems are very complex and
provide a multitude of functionalities. Due to complexity
and their monolithic architecture, these data management
systems are not suitable for data-centric embedded systems.
In order to cope with complexity of data management in
such systems, we propose a novel approach to DBMS archi-
tecture, called Cellular DBMS, that is inspired by biologi-
cal systems. Cellular DBMS is composed of multiple cus-
tomizable embedded database instances, called Cells. We
illustrate how multiple atomic cells can be used together
to provide scalable, resource efficient data management for
embedded systems.

1. Introduction

Data-centric embedded systems (e.g., Sensor Networks)
have converged into our daily life. An increasing number
of devices are interacting with us to fulfill our very basic
needs in an invisible way. All these interactions produce
data that need to be managed and processed in an efficient
manner. Existing data management solutions are complex
and provide many functionalities that are never used. These
solutions identically manage all kind of data on heteroge-
neous hardware. Even a small data management component
of such a system is quite large and possesses dependencies
on other functionalities.

We propose a DBMS architecture that is inspired by
biological systems like tissues of cells or swarms of ani-
mals. Our goal is to generate a complete database manage-
ment system (DBMS) by instantiating multiple customiz-
able databases embedded in a larger DBMS. A cell repre-
sents the embedded DBMS customized for a certain task
and restricted in its functionality. It works independently or
in collaboration with other cells. Cellular DBMS is the su-
perset of the functionalities of all embedded cells including
management capabilities for scaling and balancing data ac-
cesses and self-tuning concepts. Decisions about function-

alities a cell must consist have to be based on the hardware
and the nature of the data on the used embedded device.

This work is motivated by the work of Leich et al. [10]
who have shown that data management can be tailored ac-
cording to the needs of embedded devices. Our imple-
mentation is based on FAME-DBMS1 [15], a customizable
DBMS for embedded systems that we use to generate the
cells. However, the general concept is independent of the
used customizable DBMS. In this paper, we outline the de-
sign principles of Cellular DBMS and describe the architec-
ture with an example.

2. Motivation

Contemporary DBMS have been developed decades ago
and have evolved over time in order to handle large amounts
of data on high-end server systems. These systems are com-
plex and provide many functionalities that are tightly cou-
pled with their monolithic engine. Functionalities also pos-
sess interdependency, making it difficult to assess the im-
pact of change in one functionality on another. In order to
cope with the ever raising complexity of DBMS, Chaud-
huri and Weikum argue for a transition from a monolithic
DBMS to a DBMS with simple and reusable components
of limited functionality and clean inter-component interac-
tion [16]. Cellular DBMS addresses these needs by propos-
ing an architecture of reusable components represented by
Cells.

This work is motivated by the work of Leich et. al who
proposed to build customizable data management for em-
bedded systems which are for example needed in a wireless
sensor network scenario [10]. Sensor networks are impor-
tant data-centric systems with hardware and software het-
erogeneity as depicted in Figure 1. Hardware in sensors
networks may vary from 8 bit motes to 32 bit microservers
with program memory that can vary from 48 kB to 512 kB,
whereas data memory may vary from 4 kB to 64 kB [4].
Each node varies in terms of processing power and mem-

1http://www.fame-dbms.org/



Figure 1. Sensor network scenario.

ory configuration. Considering extreme resource scarcity
and high heterogeneity as discussed above, the motivation
of our proposed architecture is to make the best use of avail-
able resources and exploit the hardware heterogeneity for
efficient data management.

As we mentioned above, the needed functionality of a
cell depends on the data that is stored on the device. Our
classification consists of 4 types: standing data, setup data,
transactional data, and aggregated data. Standing data is
generated during deployment and is never changed during
its lifetime but often read, e.g., fixed time intervals for sens-
ing the environment. Setup data is also initialized during
deployment but may be subject to change during its life-
time. For example, this is needed for routing information
in a wireless sensor network. If nodes fail due to limited
power, new neighbor nodes have to be registered for com-
munication. Transactional data is generated during data
operations (e.g., add, update, remove) and is often changed
during its lifetime, e.g., sensed data in a sensor network. Ag-
gregated data is the result of some processing operations.
This kind of data can be found on aggregation nodes in a
sensor network. Each type of data has its own characteris-
tics in terms of usage frequency and size of data, as shown
in Table 1. Since the nature of data is varying and thus
also the requirements on data management change, we ar-
gue that specialized data management is needed to process
each kind of data, i.e., using different types of DBMS cells.
Since different kinds of data may occur on a single node we
propose to build data management for nodes using a Cellu-
lar DBMS that consist of multiple individual cells, each op-
timized for a particular task. Since data is distributed over
multiple nodes in a sensor network, DBMS cells also have
to be distributed over nodes and collaborate to build a com-
pound DBMS.

Nature of Data Standing Setup Transactional Aggregated
Data Size Small Small to Medium Medium to Large Medium to Large

Read Frequency High High Medium to High Low to High
Write Frequency No Write Low Medium to High Low to Medium

Table 1. Data categorization

3. DBMS Product Lines

Software Product Line (SPL) engineering is an efficient
and cost-effective approach to produce a family of related
programs for a domain [14]. A product line shares a com-
mon set of features developed from a common set of soft-
ware artifacts [2]. It has been shown that a high degree
of customizability makes an SPL a suitable candidate for
the development of DBMS for embedded systems [10].
Feature-oriented programming is a paradigm for develop-
ing software product lines where programs are synthesized
by composing features [1]. A feature can be defined as ”A
distinguishable characteristic of a concept that is relevant to
some stake-holder” [8]. When an SPL is designed in terms
of features, creating a program is simply the selection of the
required features and composition of the according feature
modules [1].

In our approach we propose the use of multiple cus-
tomizable embedded databases that can be combined to
build one larger DBMS. For this purpose, we use FAME-
DBMS, a highly customizable embedded database manage-
ment software product line developed for deeply embedded
systems [15]. FAME-DBMS is based on feature-oriented
programming. It untangles and modularizes DBMS func-
tionalities as features. A decomposition of DBMS into fea-
tures, i.e., the functionalities individual DBMS differ in, al-
lows a developer to generate a tailor-made DBMS based
on the selection of required features [10]. These different
variants are built from the same code base as depicted in
Figure 2 for a Cellular DBMS product line. Based on such
an SPL, multiple heterogeneous DBMS cells can be gener-
ated [15].

4. Design Principles for Cellular DBMS

In our proposed DBMS architecture, a Cellular DBMS
consists of many customized atomic embedded databases,
i.e., Cells. The behavior of the complete DBMS depends
on the collective behavior of all atomic cells. Each DBMS
Cell may be customized to perform different tasks. What
cells a DBMS contains and what functionalities each cell
has, depends on the application scenario.

4.1. Generating DBMS Cells

Each cell is based on RISC-style architecture with sim-
ple and limited functionality [16]. The motivation behind



Figure 2. Generating different DBMS cells by
composing features (F1–F7) of a DBMS cell
product line.

this approach is to ensure that a DBMS can be reduced to a
fine-grained atomic unit (i.e., a cell) with predictable behav-
ior and reduced complexity [16]. This approach enables us
to assess the behavior of a complete DBMS by accumulat-
ing the behavior of all cells. Each cell should be generated
according to the nature of stored data, the computation envi-
ronment, or, more generally, according to needs. Decisions
about cell composition require a detailed analysis of data,
hardware, software, environment, and usage scenario. Each
cell can handle key/value pairs stored in a single table or
multiple tables, maintain a data dictionary, and collects data
statistics.

For implementation of Cellular DBMS, we used FAME-
DBMS [15] and modified it. The feature model of Cellular-
DBMS, as shown in Figure 3 2, is based on the FAME-
DBMS feature model. It describes the features of an SPL
and their relationships [8]. As depicted, the implemen-
tation of Cellular DBMS contains of four main features,
i.e., In-Memory Data Management, Buffer Manager, Ac-
cess Path, and OS Abstraction. Each functionality can be
implemented differently to achieve benefits, e.g., better per-
formance, described as alternative features. For example,
feature Index provides two variants for effective data ac-
cess, i.e., B+Tree and Hash. This enables us to generate
specialized cells by selecting one feature or the other.

Functionality for storing data in a table is provided by
feature In-Memory Data Management. This feature con-
tains the functionality of an in-memory embedded database
and can alone be used to construct a simple DBMS cell.
It performs data management operations in an in-memory
environment and does not have any unneeded persistence
functionality, resulting in good performance in terms of fast
operations [6]. Most sensor nodes are equipped with storage

2Shown is an excerpt of the feature model with modified fea-
tures/concepts required for discussion.

memory that can be used to store data persistently. To scale
a Cellular DBMS cell for such nodes feature Persistence is
used.

The simplest cells, consisting only of feature In-Memory
Data Management, support exactly one table. Support for
multiple tables can be provided by using multiple DBMS
cells, as described below, or by cloning the In-Memory Data
Management feature [3]. Cloning a feature means to create
multiple instances of it. For example, to support two ta-
bles we have to create two instances of the In-Memory Data
Management feature and each instance handles one of the
tables. Whether a feature can be cloned is depicted with
cardinalities in Figure 3. For example, there has to be at
least one instance of the In-Memory Data Management fea-
ture but an arbitrary number of instances is allowed.

Our architecture restricts a cell to handle only a single
kind of data, e.g., aggregated data. If a cell supports mul-
tiple tables, only the same kind of data should be stored in
these tables. This ensure optimization of each cell accord-
ing to the stored data. If different kinds of data need to be
stored, multiple cells have to be used, as we explain in the
following.

4.2. Using Multiple Cells

Deployment of cells depends on the data, the available
nodes, as well as the hardware of nodes. In the simplest sce-
nario, only a single cell is deployed on an individual node.
In a more complex scenario, multiple cells are deployed on
a single node or distributed over multiple nodes in a net-
work. The reason for using multiple cells on a single node
is the limited functionality of each cell. For example, to
store different kinds of data on a single node we have to use
different cells.

Composite Cells. In order to avoid code replication when
using multiple cells on a single node, we introduce the con-
cept of composite cells, which are multiple cells composed
into the same binary program or that use the same core im-
plementation provided as a library. Composite cells allow
us to reuse the program code between different cells on a
single node. As an example for a composite cell consider a
node of a sensor network supporting storage in data mem-
ory as well as in storage memory. A composite cell sup-
porting this scenario is built by composing two cells, one
in-memory cell and one cell for persistent storage. Using
this approach we are able to observe the behavior of com-
plete data management on a single node or even individual
cells of this node. Each cell of such a composite cell is
optimized according to the storage scenario (e.g., using a
B+tree for persistent storage) but at the same time reuses
the binary code, e.g., the In-Memory Data Management, of
other cells.



Achieving code reuse for cells that do not differ in func-
tionality is not different from reusing an embedded DBMS
deployed as a library. This, however, is a challenging task
when differently configured cells are used and it has to be
addressed in future research. The reason why this is hard
to achieve is that the program code that has to be executed
depends on the configuration of a cell. Well-known con-
cepts like frameworks and plugins could be used to achieve
this but are not applicable to embedded systems. Hence,
new concepts for achieving proper code reuse for embed-
ded systems have to be found and integrated with current
product line engineering techniques.

Composite cells can not only be built from ordinary cells
but also from composite cells which results in higher level
composite cells. The reason for such an architecture is to
provide a hierarchy of data management functionalities. For
example, a lower level composite cell might be used to sup-
port different tables and higher level composite cells might
be used to group lower level cells according to the used stor-
age (e.g., persistent and in-memory). This way it is possi-
ble to decompose and structure a complex data storage sce-
nario.

Distributed Cells. As stated above, cells are not only lim-
ited to one device, e.g., a node of a sensor network, but can
also be distributed over different devices via a network. In
a complex distributed sensor network scenario, cells are de-
ployed on multiple nodes and operate concurrently. On each
node of such a distributed scenario, a single cell might be
used or a composite cells might provide more complex data
management. While composite cells may be spread over
multiple processes on a single node and interact via direct
API calls, distributed cells are spread over multiple nodes
in the network and interact through API calls via a network.
For distributed deployment, we envision a Cellular DBMS
using a global data dictionary and statistics. However, it has
to be further analyzed how distributed deployment of inter-
acting cells can be achieved using a software product line
of DBMS Cells.

Clean API and Interaction. Providing a consistent API
for simple as well as for composite cells is the most im-
portant design criteria required for communication between
cells. Hence, two communicating cells should not care
about the concrete type of another cell. On the other hand,
simple cells provide only limited data management func-
tionality and should exhibit a simple API that reflects the
limited functionality. This is in contrast to a consistent API
and has to be considered when generating cells.

As a solution, we use two different mechanisms. First,
we only allow interface extensions but not modifications of
an interface. For example, a feature might add a method to
the interface of the DBMS but is not allowed to modify the

signature of a method. This ensure upward compatibility,
i.e., we can use cells with a more complex API when cells
with a simple API are expected. The second approach is
to generate wrappers for simple cells when more complex
cells are expected. For example, if a method for creating
an index is expected from an in-memory cell without index
support, an empty wrapper method can be generated to pro-
vide this method. Wrappers are only used to achieve down-
ward compatibility and more complex wrappers might be
required. Furthermore, it has to be analyzed for which sce-
narios it is not possible to generate such wrappers.

4.3. Resource Balancing

Cell Mobility. In Cellular DBMS we propose the concept
of mobile cells. Cell mobility means the capability of Cel-
lular DBMS to move a cell from one processing environ-
ment to another. Mobility of cells could be across processes
on single system or across systems connected via network.
The motivation behind mobility is load balancing and to
use resources efficiently. Currently in sensor network sce-
nario, this concept is not viable due to resource constraint,
i.e., low communication speed and high power consumption
during communication. However, for embedded devices
with relatively high speed communication and larger bat-
tery power this concept is important for efficient utilization
of resources. Cell mobility can be used in many different
ways. One scenario is that the embedded device on which
a cell is deployed, is heavily loaded with processing. We
envision to move that cell to other device that is relatively
idle. If all devices are over-consumed, then a new device
can be brought into network and then cells can be moved to
that device for load balancing.

Virtual Resources. Embedded systems are different from
high-end systems by means of resources. In embedded sys-
tem we normally have resource constraints on a single de-
vice but in distributed network of interacting embedded sys-
tem there are many resources that are available across net-
work and are idle. Cellular DBMS virtually combine these
scattered resources as Virtual Resource, i.e., it gives a vir-
tual view of scattered small resource across embedded de-
vices as one single large resource. For example, on three
embedded devices we have 10 kB, 6 kB, and 13 kB of free
memory. Now if we have to store data that is 18 kB large,
none of these devices have enough capacity on its own. In
this case, Cellular DBMS approach is capable of storing
data distributed across cells on these devices and to give an
application a view of one single large resource capable of
accommodating 18 kB of data. This concept also gives us a
clue that how Cellular DBMS can use cells for fragmenting
data on multiple embedded devices or sensor nodes.



Figure 3. Cellular DBMS feature model.

Figure 4. Binary size for different Cellular
DBMS cells.

5. Discussion

The main concept behind Cellular DBMS is the capa-
bility of instantiating and using multiple instances of cus-
tomizable embedded database cells. We have implemented
a Cellular DBMS prototype using the FAME-DBMS SPL.
Naturally, different DBMS cells overlap in their functional-
ities. For example, all DBMS cells perform basic data op-
erations like searching and storing. The main advantage of
using an SPL is to maintain the same code-base for common
functionalities, and reuse the common functionalities in all
cells and to provide specific functionalities, e.g., persistent
storage capabilities, only for those cells that need them. In
order to discuss the proposed architecture, a Cellular DBMS
prototype has been developed by using modified FAME-
DBMS prototype as cell. For discussion of our proposed
architecture, we will consider storage memory, and program
memory as parameters of interest. To explain the idea, how
specialized DBMS cells can be beneficial for data-centric
embedded systems, four types of DBMS cells are generated
based on different feature selections using FAME-DBMS

Figure 5. Sample deployment of different Cel-
lular DBMS cells.

prototype as shown in Figure 4 3. For each cell, the bi-
nary size is different and depends on the selected features
of FAME-DBMS prototype. Each cell is a candidate for a
different type of node based on the available program and
storage memory as well as type of data it handles. Cell A is
suitable for nodes without any storage memory, e.g., Imote
node. Cell D is suitable for nodes with relatively large data
and storage memory, e.g., BTnode rev3. A sample deploy-
ment of these customized cells based on a node’s resources
is shown in Figure 5. In the sample deployment, Tmote
sky contains the smallest program memory and can only
handle small cells like Cell A. However, it also contains
largest storage memory making Cell B, C and D a good
candidate for storing relatively large data on storage mem-
ory. In contrast, Imote contains the largest program memory
but lacks storage memory, again making Cell A best candi-
date for deployment. BTnode rev3, Mica2 and Mica2Dot all
contain moderate program and storage memory. We argue
that, in the demonstrated sample deployment, the Cellular
DBMS is a promising solution. The Cell implementation is
light-weight and allows for deployment of multiple hetero-
geneous cells on a single node, enabling specialized han-
dling of data based on available resources and the nature of
data.

6. Related Work

Reconfigurability and customizability of software is a
main concern in the embedded domain. There have been
many approaches [9, 11, 7] to achieve customizability in
the embedded domain but all these approaches have high
resource requirements. In contrast, an SPL approach used
in FAME-DBMS [15] is different from all above-mentioned
approaches and promises benefits for the embedded domain
as proposed by Leich et. al [10]. We based on this work and
extended the idea of customizing a single DBMS to mul-

3Binary size contains additional overhead of dependencies and may
vary in future work.



tiple, specialized DBMS acting together as a large DBMS.
For wireless sensor networks, TinyDB [17] is a query pro-
cessing system for extracting information from sensor net-
work. Similarly, the COUGAR System main intent is query
processing in an ad hoc sensor networks [5]. We argue that
TinyDB and COUGAR does not provide the needed config-
urability as could be achieved with our approach. Berkeley
DB is a customizable embedded database system that sup-
ports key/value storage, in-memory operation, and provides
a small footprint [12] and could be used as a Cell but not as
the overall Cellular DBMS consisting of management func-
tionalities to balance queries, etc. Related approaches can
also be found in the area of distributed databases [13]. How-
ever, the used functionality does not scale down to embed-
ded devices or take customizability into account. Further-
more, the concept of a cell based approach presented in this
paper is unique in its own.

7. Conclusion and Future Work

We proposed a novel DBMS architecture based on com-
position of multiple cells which are atomic, customized em-
bedded DBMS. As demonstrated, these cells provide re-
stricted data management functionality and collaborate to
constitute one large Cellular DBMS. This cell based ap-
proach ensures predictable behavior and efficient utilization
of resources by keeping the cells simple. For implemen-
tation, we extended FAME-DBMS which uses a software
product line approach. As future work, we are going to de-
velop concepts for distribution of heterogeneous interacting
DBMS cells. Additionally, we want to identify how bal-
ancing data accesses and self-* capabilities concepts can be
integrated into Cellular DBMS.
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