Selecting An Internet Service Provider

It is extremely important that companies make the right decision about a web hosting service. To generate awareness or conduct transactions via the Internet, your chosen Internet Service Provider [ISP] can be crucial. Think of hosting services as another aspect or element in your over-all marketing strategy. Reliability and the types of services offered, not to mention pricing, are some of the main factors in selecting an ISP.

There are many types of hosting services available, so the first step in selecting the right one is to identify your needs. If you feel that you are not knowledgeable enough to make an informed decision, many of the professional web design and development groups will provide a free initial consultation with perspective clients.

There is now a vast number of local dial-up access providers in the United States, most of whom also provide web page hosting for businesses. Of those that do provide both, it is very common that they concentrate on dial-up access. The secondary service often suffers. Some of the larger companies have formed separate divisions for dial-up access and web site hosting to combat some of these problems. In the end, if a company does not generate a fair portion of the profits from either of these areas, you should look at other options. 

Web site developers commonly host the web pages for their clients. Although they often provide solid service and are more willing to help a customer on a one-to-one basis, there are downsides. Many do not have access to the Internet backbone and may be somewhat higher in price. 

Increasingly you'll find companies that specialize in web site hosting solely. They provide no dial-up access. Site owners gain access to their web pages via FTP (file transfer protocol). Each of these companies provides a wide array of services to their customers. Arguably, this is the best choice for companies that don't run a server of their own. 

If none of the aforementioned options satisfy your needs, one can always go to the "source." If you have or expect a very high traffic site, you can look to the largest national companies such as UUNet, IBM or BBN Planet (which was acquired by GTE). These companies can provide mirror sites on each coast, 24-hour seven days a week staffing, and redundant connections to the Internet backbone. Smaller ISP's purchase their bandwidth from these companies. You will pay a fairly high price for these services, but you can also expect the best from them. 

There is always the option of running your own server. The major hurdle of maintaining your own server, as opposed to purchasing hosting services, is the time and expense of installing an adequate pipeline to the Internet. The difficulties in set-up and configuration, as well as, large telephone and equipment charges have deterred many smaller companies from going this route. 

The upsides to having your own server depend on the needs and wants of a given business. For instance, if you would like to connect your site to your internal database it is extremely difficult to do so if you do not manage your own server. Many providers charge fees for providing use of CGI scripts and require their staff to review any scripts that you provide. You will, of course, pay an hourly rate for them to review those scripts. 

The main issue is one of control. Is the ability to totally control what happens, on, with, and to your server and site one of your primary requirements? If so, this is option available to you. Make sure you have either the in-house personnel or contractors capable of configuring your server, dealing with connectivity problems and taking on troubleshooting tasks. 

Areas of concern when selecting a vendor

When you ask the following questions, be aware that the prices for these individual services can vary greatly from one service provider to the other. Many will have a great price for certain services while charging what can seem excessive for others.

Virtual Hosting

Nearly every ISP offers "virtual hosting" or a "virtual domain." This allows you to have your own domain name http://www.yourcompany.com, rather than use your ISP's domain name and a subdirectory designating your site, http://www.isp.com/yourcompany/. You will almost certainly want virtual hosting. Be sure your name is listed as the "Administrative Contact" with InterNIC (domain name registration organization), so that you "own" your domain name, not the ISP. 

Bandwidth

How much bandwidth do you have access to? What rates are you charged? Bandwidth ranges from 64k (kilobits per second) ISDN lines to T1-T3 lines (1.5 megabit per second). Although T3's (45 megabits per second lines) are being commonly recommended in the Internet industry, most companies will not need such a large amount of bandwidth. In fact, if browsing, you won't even be able to discern the speed difference between a T1 and a T3. Most ISP charge by how much "traffic" or bandwidth is used over a given period of time. What happens when you exceed your limit? 

Number of clients per machine

How many business clients are assigned to each of the ISP's servers? You may have access certain amount of bandwidth, but that doesn't mean you're getting it all to yourself. Clients almost always share the bandwidth with others. If the ISP is not particular about what type of sites you share space with or how many, you could find that you are getting very slow speed even if you are paying for access to a T3. 

Space

ISPs usually assign you a given amount of disk space on their computer (usually between 5MB and 10MB). How much space will you need? Ask if mail, log files, and system programs are counted in the space allotted to you.

CGI-bin Access

Business accounts might need to reference programs in a CGI-bin directory. A CGI program can, for instance, generate an e-mail message in reply to submission of web page form information or e-mail. Many providers charge fees for providing use of CGI scripts and require that their staff review any scripts that you provide. You will, of course, pay an hourly rate for them to review said scripts.

E-Mail Prices and Aliases

Ask how many e-mail addresses you are allowed and how many aliases. Many ISPs allow you to set up multiple "aliases" such as webmaster@yourcompany.com or info@yourcompany.com.

Contract Terms

This may seem, at first, to be no more than a common sense precaution. In reality, an ISP can make things difficult for you if you decide to switch services. Make sure that there are no hidden rights are clauses.

Support

What are their technical support hours and in what time zone? Response times, reliability, recompense in case of excessive problems, etc.
