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Windows 2000 Provides Backbone for Straight-up Online Distribution Enterprise

A startup company with its sights set on the fast-growing application hosting market, Personable.com chose Microsoft® Windows® 2000 as the base of an online system that would be equipped for rapid, reliable customer service, yet be easy to manage for the company’s growing staff. With Microsoft Windows 2000 Advanced Server, Personable.com created a Web site where consumers and small businesses could access hundreds of popular computer applications using only a browser and an Internet connection. Personable.com now has a powerful, integrated platform that is helping it deliver fast, convenient, and uninterrupted service in the dot-com marketplace.

Predicted by some industry analysts to become a multibillion-dollar market, the application hosting services business appears to be growing quickly. Companies are seeking the administrative and cost benefits of using the Internet to access enterprise software that is hosted and maintained by third-party providers. While many of the new online providers have focused on corporate customers, others such as the Southern California-based startup, Personable.com, are finding their niche by targeting consumers and small businesses.

Personable.com positioned itself as the first application service provider (ASP) to offer consumers Internet access to a spectrum of off-the-shelf applications that can be used with only a Web browser and a 56 kilobits per second (Kbps) or higher connection. The company’s idea got off the drawing boards and into the marketplace with the help of the Microsoft Windows 2000 Advanced Server operating system—namely its powerful, reliable, and easy-to-manage features. Personable.com is using Windows 2000 to deliver a “virtual desktop” to customers who want continuous availability and fast performance for their applications and data. 

Personable.com’s target market is small businesses, home offices, and individuals looking for key productivity applications that are cost-effective and have minimal infrastructure requirements. Its target market also includes mobile workers using notebook computers with limited system resources.
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Personable.com Chooses Windows 2000 to Support Venture

Benjamin Chou, President of Personable.com, says that when he and his colleagues started Personable.com, they saw a huge opportunity in the consumer and small business market. In order to seize this opportunity, they needed a rich, robust technological foundation that could scale as the business grew; that would offer great reliability for customers’ mission-critical information; and that would be easy to manage for the company’s small staff. 

Personable.com needed a powerful operating system that would offer the features and benefits of high-end corporate systems. High-level scalability and system up time were required to draw and retain customers. As Chou says, “If we’re down, we lose business.” The operating system also had to offer easy-to-use features such as easy integration, clustering with a single Internet logical name and IP address, and offline maintenance capabilities that would not disturb cluster operations. These features would allow Personable.com to manage the Web site and handle any surges in customer usage efficiently and cost-effectively.

Chou says the company evaluated possible platforms and chose Windows 2000 as the stand-out leader in terms of business benefits. The benefits of Windows 2000 included the wide availability of Windows-based applications and the familiar Windows interface that would mean a short learning curve for both customers and Personable.com staff members who would be administering the site. In all, Windows 2000 demonstrated the greatest ability to support a potentially huge target market.

Windows 2000 Meets Critical Needs

For Chou and his colleagues, the challenges in starting Personable.com related to memory management, integrating service packs into the operating system, and efficiently deploying terminal emulation. The last issue was particularly important because the company would be using a “terminal-host” architecture to let customers use its server-based resources from remote PCs. 

Jeff Apsley, a lead design engineer for Personable.com, says the functionality of Windows 2000 provided effective and powerful solutions for these issues.

“The Terminal Services technology built into Windows 2000 lets the same set of server-based applications run on diverse types of desktop hardware, enabling management and distribution functionality for the applications, while minimizing system requirements on the client,” Apsley says.  “Not having terminal emulation function integrated into the operating system is problematic in an ASP environment, because the security enhancements and performance updates are required immediately. We couldn’t afford the three- or four-month delay typically associated in the past with specific service pack releases.” 

Windows 2000 Offers Key Components for Web Applications

“It became clear during Windows 2000 Advanced Server beta testing that this was the operating system that could address the company’s critical technology needs and provide a strong foundation on which to launch,” says Chou. 
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Windows 2000 Advanced Server simplified numerous challenges by providing several critical elements, according to Chou. These included:

· Integration of Terminal Service into the operating system. “Now that Terminal Services is native to the operating system, managing our site is much simpler,” says Chou. “Also, scalability for Terminal Services on multi-processor machines means Personable.com can easily host more users per server, which creates a more profitable business model.” The integration of Terminal Services into the Windows 2000 Server operating system lets Personable.com easily deploy and manage Windows-based productivity applications—such as Microsoft Office—in a server-centric mode, with the applications running entirely on the server. The applications perform efficiently even over low-bandwidth connections, because only the application display and user input are transmitted between the server and client.

· Ample memory for customer growth. Apsley says the extension of memory limits in Windows 2000 Advanced Server means that Personable.com can easily accommodate surges in customer growth and usage. Windows 2000 Advanced Server supports up to 4 gigabytes (GB) of RAM, and up to 8 GB of RAM in conjunction with Intel's Physical Address Extension (PAE).

· Microsoft Active Directory™ service for efficiently managing users. “Active Directory provides the essential functions we were looking for,” Apsley says. "Active Directory offers many different options for defining and carefully managing specific privileges and policies for both groups and individual users.” Apsley adds that the company has enhanced its use of Active Directory by writing its own code for the feature: “So we can provision customers in real time, allowing them to start working within minutes after signing up.” Designed specifically for distributed networked environments, Active Directory lets Personable.com efficiently manage the tens of thousands of users anticipated by its business plan through a single, consistent interface. Additionally, Active Directory offers a central site for managing network security by allowing the operating system to readily verify a user’s identity when he or she attempts to access the Personable.com site. 

These and other Windows 2000 features help enable Personable.com to deliver a virtual Windows-based desktop to any user with a browser such as Microsoft Internet Explorer. Users can launch any number of popular productivity applications from the Microsoft Office 2000 suite, such as Microsoft Word, Microsoft Excel, and the Microsoft PowerPoint® presentation graphics program. 

Microsoft ActiveX® works along with Active Directory to enable fast access to applications, allowing large numbers of customers to be provisioned in real time and to begin using applications almost immediately. Personable.com operates multiple data centers for managing surges in customer sign-ups, but is able to use Active Directory to consolidate all new-customer information into a single hierarchical structure that's easily managed and backed up.

Customers can opt to store data and documents locally on a client machine, or they can securely store their information remotely on the Personable.com site, which employs the highly scalable Microsoft SQL Server™ 7.0 database to handle customer data. 
“With the system we’ve designed using Windows 2000, we can offer a service that is very flexible for customers,” says Pauline Cha, Director of Marketing. “There is no limitation on the number of applications a customer uses, but of course we monitor that use for our billing. For the client systems, requirements are really minimal. All they need is a browser that can run on a PC, a Mac, or even a net appliance.”

Windows 2000 Provides Reliability

Along with its management and system features, Cha notes that Windows 2000 provides the kind of reliability that has become mandatory for any company selling online services—and particularly for an enterprise that offers online access to applications and document storage.

Personable.com, which started beta trials in December, 1999, currently deploys Windows 2000 Advanced Server on approximately 66 Intel-based servers, some of which are equipped with quad- and eight-way processor configurations. To ensure uninterrupted operation 24/7, Personable.com uses load balancing on Web servers and clusters its SQL Server 7.0–based database. Windows 2000 Advanced Server includes both advanced clustering and load-balancing features that enable loads to be distributed to multiple servers, as well as failover capabilities that complete a transaction in process if another server fails.

“We conducted many different kinds of stress tests, simulating light, medium, and heavy users. However, trying to determine exact stress on the system is an art. The load on the system is going to vary from user to user,” Cha says. “But our service must respond adequately at all times for our customers, and the stress tests showed that Windows 2000 would deliver the performance we needed.”

Personable.com’s goal is to give customers easy access to applications, says Cha: “With no more downloading, no more installation problems, and no more of the compatibility issues that plague users sophisticated desktop software. At the same time, we’ve designed the system so there is no single point of failure.”

Cha adds, “We’re building our service on the premise that customers can access their applications and their data whenever they are needed. With Windows 2000, we have been able to design and deploy an attractive and effective Web site, and we are confident that with Windows 2000 we can provide the kind of reliability and availability we need to attract and retain customers.”

For More Information

For more information about Microsoft products or services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Resource Centre at (800) 563-9048. Customers who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234 in the United States or (905) 568-9641 in Canada. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information via the World Wide Web, go to:

http://www.microsoft.com/windows2000/
http://ww.personable.com/
© 2000 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. 

This case study is for informational purposes only. MICROSOFT MAKES NO WARRANTIES, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, IN THIS SUMMARY. Microsoft, Active Directory. ActiveX, PowerPoint, Windows, the Windows logo, and Windows NT are either registered trademarks or trademarks of Microsoft Corporation in the United States and/or other countries. The names of actual companies and products mentioned herein may be the trademarks of their respective owners.

Published: February 2000

� EMBED MSPhotoEd.3  ���� EMBED Word.Picture.8  ���








Solution Overview





Customer Profile


Based in Fountain Valley, California, Personable.com is an  application hosting enterprise offering consumers and small businesses online access to popular software titles. 


Business Situation


Personable.com needed a cost-effective operating platform that would provide the power and reliability to guarantee customers access to their applications and data. The company also needed a platform that would be easy to manage for employees. 


Solution


Microsoft® Windows® 2000 Advanced Server, providing:


Powerful, reliable, and easy-to manage features


Terminal Services for enhanced user-hosting capabilities


Active Directory™ for efficiently managing users


Enhanced memory support


High-level scalability


Software and Services


Microsoft Windows 2000 Advanced


	 Server with Terminal Services


	 and Internet Information n


	Services	 5.0


Microsoft Internet Explorer


Microsoft SQL Server™ 7.0


Microsoft Office 2000


Scenario


Personable.com installed Windows 2000 Advanced Server to take advantage of features such as multi-processor support that would ensure high performance, reliability features that would guarantee access to the site and its services, and powerful scalability features. 








“Active Directory (in Windows 2000 Server) provides some of the essential functions we were looking for. There is a lot of granularity for managing new and current customers, and its group policies help us select better levels of security and privileges for each user. We’ve also written a lot of our own custom code for Active Directory so we can provision customers in real time, allowing them to start working within minutes after signing up.” 


Aaron SmithJeff Apsley


Engineer


Personable.com
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“It became clear during Windows 2000 Advanced Server beta testing that this was the operating system that could address the company’s critical technology needs and provide a strong foundation on which to launch.”“With Windows 2000, we have been able to design and deploy an attractive and effective Web site, and we are confident we can provide the kind of reliability and availability we need to attract and retain customers.”


Pauline Cha


Director of MarketingBenjamin Chou	�President


Personable.com “With Windows 2000, we have been able to design and deploy an attractive and effective Web site, and we are confident we can provide the kind of reliability and availability we need to attract and retain customers.”


Pauline Cha


Director of MarketingBenjamin Chou


President


Personable.com








“With the system we’ve designed using Windows 2000, we can offer a service that is very flexible for customers. There is no limitation on the number of applications a customer uses. For the client systems, requirements are really minimal. All they need is a browser that can run on a PC, a Mac, or even a net appliance.”


Benjamin ChouPauline Cha


PresidentDirector of Marketing
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