
Advanced Query Optimization Techniques in 
PostgreSQL and MySQL 
 

As applications grow more complex and data volumes expand, efficient database performance 
becomes a top priority. Whether you're building a real-time analytics dashboard or managing 
user data for an e-commerce platform, poor query performance can slow everything down. 
That’s where query optimization comes in — a crucial part of any backend developer's toolkit. In 
both PostgreSQL and MySQL, fine-tuning SQL queries can significantly improve response times 
and overall application speed. 

Modern developers, especially those working across the full stack, must understand not just 
how to write queries, but how to make them efficient. In this post, we’ll explore some advanced 
query optimization techniques used in PostgreSQL and MySQL, and how learning these 
techniques is becoming a standard part of backend modules in today’s technical training 
programmes. 

Understanding the Query Execution Plan 

Before making any changes to a query, it's essential to understand how the database engine 
interprets it. Both PostgreSQL and MySQL provide tools to inspect execution plans. 

In PostgreSQL, the EXPLAIN ANALYZE command reveals the actual execution steps, including 
time taken at each node. MySQL provides EXPLAIN, which shows how the query will be 
executed, including table joins and index usage. 

Interpreting these plans helps developers pinpoint bottlenecks such as full table scans, 
inefficient joins, or improper index use. Once these pain points are identified, more targeted 
optimizations can be made. 

Using Indexes Effectively 

Indexes are one of the most powerful ways to improve query performance. However, excessive 
or inappropriate indexing can lead to performance degradation during write operations. 

In MySQL, B-Tree indexes are commonly used for fast retrieval. Developers should create 
indexes on columns frequently used in WHERE, JOIN, and ORDER BY clauses. PostgreSQL 
offers more flexibility, including support for GIN (Generalized Inverted Index) and GiST 
(Generalized Search Tree) indexes, which are useful for full-text search or geometric data. 

To keep indexes efficient: 

● Avoid indexing columns with low selectivity (like boolean fields). 



● Regularly monitor index usage and prune unused ones. 
● Combine multiple columns in a composite index when appropriate. 

Optimising Joins and Subqueries 

Joins can be particularly resource-intensive, especially when large tables are involved. One way 
to optimise them is by ensuring that join columns are indexed. Additionally, using inner joins 
instead of outer joins—where applicable—can reduce unnecessary overhead. 

Subqueries can often be replaced with JOIN operations or Common Table Expressions (CTEs) 
for better readability and sometimes better performance. However, PostgreSQL optimises CTEs 
differently than MySQL. In PostgreSQL, CTEs are materialised by default, which might slow 
down execution. Using the INLINE keyword (in newer versions) tells PostgreSQL to treat the 
CTE as an inline subquery, which may be more efficient. 

For learners enrolled in a full stack development course, understanding the nuances of joins, 
CTEs, and subqueries in both PostgreSQL and MySQL is essential. Efficient database access is 
as critical to user experience as frontend responsiveness. 

Query Rewriting and Aggregation Optimisation 

Sometimes, rewriting a query can result in faster execution even if the logic remains the same. 
For example: 

● Using EXISTS instead of IN when checking for the presence of values in subqueries. 
● Replacing correlated subqueries with joins when feasible. 
● Using window functions (OVER()) for ranking or cumulative sums instead of multiple 

grouped queries. 

Aggregation functions can also be slow if they process entire datasets. Consider using 
pre-aggregated data or summary tables when dealing with very large datasets. Both 
PostgreSQL and MySQL support materialized views (in PostgreSQL natively, and in MySQL 
through workarounds), which store the results of expensive queries and update them 
periodically. 

Caching and Query Result Reuse 

In high-traffic environments, it's common to reuse similar queries. Implementing query caching 
at the application layer or using tools like Redis can reduce repeated trips to the database. 
While MySQL previously had a native query cache (deprecated in newer versions), PostgreSQL 
encourages third-party solutions for caching. 

Additionally, structuring APIs or services to reduce redundant queries—such as fetching only 
necessary fields or batching related requests—can lead to major improvements in response 
time. 
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Monitoring and Continuous Improvement 

Query optimization isn't a one-time task. As data grows and user behaviour evolves, query 
performance must be re-evaluated. Tools like pg_stat_statements in PostgreSQL and 
performance_schema in MySQL help identify slow queries and long-running transactions. 

Periodic audits, combined with load testing, ensure that your optimisations remain relevant. For 
developers who manage both backend and frontend concerns, maintaining this performance 
loop is a critical skill. 

Many practical projects in a professional course now include database performance 
benchmarks, giving learners first-hand experience in diagnosing and fixing slow SQL queries. 

Conclusion 

Efficient query performance is fundamental to building scalable, responsive applications. From 
smart indexing and join optimisation to query rewriting and caching, developers have a wide 
range of tools at their disposal in both PostgreSQL and MySQL. Learning these advanced 
techniques helps ensure that databases don’t become a bottleneck as applications grow. 

Incorporating these practices into your workflow—whether through independent learning or as 
part of a full stack development course—sets the foundation for building robust, efficient, and 
future-proof applications. 
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