The Web powers Business 2.0
Moving online and moving forward
By: Rob Olague

Many businesses know that they must make some kind of online investment, and their level of commitment varies from a simple website to a serious online presence. It takes an entirely new and forward-thinking vision to take vital internal business applications and put them online. 

The trend of rising technology spending in business can be mitigated by the right kind of investment in Internet technology. 

Business applications have generally been expensive, time-consuming, and subject to the reliability of company resources. Payroll, HR, accounting, resource scheduling, and customer management have all traditionally been a function of in-house systems.

Businesses are taking these applications online and benefitting by becoming easier to use, more accessible, and cheaper. Outsourcing these applications to specialized online businesses makes sense in the long run, over training costs and new investments.
There are a few things to take into account when analyzing this trend. They are:

1. Trend Specifics

2. Concerns

3. Business Recommendations
4. Moving Forward
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Trend Specifics
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In 2007, 80% of businesses plan to utilize web services.
 In 4 years, it accounted for a 43% increase in business spending.
 It is important to make sure that those costs are being used in a way to help business grow faster and more efficiently. The cost of maintaining data and hardware will continue to outpace the costs to outsource informational databases. The energy savings of not maintaining in-house equipment alone can be phenomenal. 

To store the massive amounts of data that businesses today generate, they often have to store it twice – once to work, and another as backup. As data storage needs grow and costs to maintain two sets of information grows with it, the liability associated with such a massive undertaking becomes a major issue. By outsourcing data storage, and moving business systems online, the service provider becomes responsible for those issues. 

Concerns

Business is not often known for moving quickly and decisively when it comes to investing in technology. 
Many CIOs (Chief Information Officers) have concerns about security, lack of expertise, integrating old technology, and showing ROI (return on investment).

The investment is inevitable, and the ROI becomes readily apparent when factors such as manpower, energy savings, and hardware costs are calculated. The productivity of employees who have instant and continual access to all of their vital information online is increased and creates a thriving and active business environment. 


Legacy technology can be integrated into new systems, and it is done routinely on a daily basis and lack of expertise stems from lack of firsthand experience. An initial investment in specialists and experts to assist in the transition to web-based business technology will pay off quickly.

Security and other concerns are inconsequential – they are the outsourced company’s concerns. Any potential liability is covered by a Service License Agreement, which guarantees the service’s availability and security. If anything disrupts business, the outsourced business is potentially liable for your lost business, and so have a strong incentive to keep your information safe, secure, and accessible.

Business Recommendations
Pooling resources with other businesses online and using the newest technologies as soon as they are available can drastically reduce operating costs.

Amazon’s S3 service, for instance, offers data storage at 15 cents per gigabyte. In a business with real storage needs, the ability to use Amazon’s service and continually upgrade without any new investment beyond the standard rates could be a huge potential savings. A business that outsourced all their data retention needs would see immediate savings in energy, hardware, and maintenance investment. 

Moving CRM (Customer Relations Management) software online allows salespeople on the road and at the office to be in sync no matter where they are. The most up-to-date information is always available if it is synced via the web. Switching to Highrise, a web-based CRM, is also cheaper, more accessible, and less complicated than most CRM business applications available now.

Project management adapts itself the best to Web 2.0 solutions. Using a project management web interface, like Basecamp, is simple to integrate across an entire business quickly and effectively. The usual consumer software, such as Microsoft Project, will cost around $1400 per copy. Each user on Basecamp is less than $40 for the additional functionality of being accessible anywhere and anytime.

In addition, moving payroll and HR functions online makes the crucial information to each employee instantly available and accessible. 

Hardware costs decrease significantly. If any employee needs only an internet-enabled computer to do their job, those are available at a cheaper price than something more robust. Employees might be able to work from home given the right internet-based business tools and save on office space and supplies.

The cost of maintaining a Microsoft Exchange Server running email for even the smallest business can be huge. Not only is the equipment and data retention requirement crushing, but also the complexity of managing those systems along with licensing costs can be an entire department operating within a business. Alternative solutions, such as business email hosted by Google, can be accessible from everywhere, easy to use, and satisfy government regulations on maintaining records, all ultimately at a great savings for business.

Moving Forward

The first task is to identify what business applications can be moved online immediately. Email and project management have the most immediate return on investment, and are the easiest to implement quickly. Data backups moving to S3 can be useful if you are moving large amounts of information on a daily basis. Functions such as accounting, sales management, and HR must be transitioned slowly, but will show immediate results when they are. 

Ultimately, delaying the move to internet-based technology is merely delaying the inevitable – but with opportunity and maintenance costs in the meantime.
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