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The company being profiled is a small company, encompassing only two employees, called Fusion Technologies. They started in 2001 and have steadily grown from very few clients, offering only consultation and support using very basic information systems, to many clients, utilizing some of the latest technologies.
Overview
The following was obtained through an interview with Edward Cope and describes the way the various information systems used by the company have changed and improved over the company’s history:-
When the company first began, both the owners, Edward Cope and Alex Torrelli did nearly all onsite work for their clients, doing both LAN support and consultation. There were no set prices; the amount they charged was based solely on an hourly fee. There was no central data storage for them to put client information, share any notes on any projects or even to track their client’s accounts. Everything was stored locally on either persons own computers, and then information was shared accordingly. Likewise the forms of communication between the two were at the time quite primitive, using only two POP accounts which also had a web interface for easy remote access, both of which were hosted by a 3rd party. The only other form of communication was their mobile phones, both of which used the same carrier and similar plans in an attempt to save costs. Their methods of accounting at that stage were also unorthodox, as neither of them had accounting experience; they were forced to pay one of their own clients who were a larger company to handle their accounting for them. This was not only the more complicated elements of business like BAS statements etc… But also general tracking of customer accounts. At this time Fusion tech only had two customers, and given the way things were done during that time it is fairly obvious that under any more of a load, the system they had created for running the business would have collapsed; or there would have been many more errors on their behalves.
In 2002 Ed Cope left the company in order to have a more stable career, while Alex stayed on. Despite this they both worked to install an Email Exchange server for their main client who was also doing their accounting. This was the first installation of its kind for them and opened up new potential for both them and the customer. As an added benefit that client allowed them to setup their own email accounts on that exchange server. During this time Alex was the sole owner of the company and although did not change day to day operations, nor did he work to provide emerging technology; he did work towards building up a much larger client list, which during this time came to about 10 clients. Apart from this Alex also learnt to handle the business side of things, meaning it would be much more information he would need to handle, and that he would have to learn an accounting system; but this would also mean that Fusion Tech would have much more control over what happens financially with regards to their clients. 

 As of 2007 Ed Cope rejoined the company and is now once again a partner with Alex. This brought about many new changes in the company, mainly concerning new technologies that Fusion tech now utilizes and again new technologies which can be provided for clients. The use of Virtual Private Servers being the main improvement, giving the two much more control over what they can and can’t do, allowing them to collaborate remotely much more easily. On top of this, the VPS’s allow them to provide a whole new spectrum of services on their onsite work.

Older Information Systems In contrast with replacing technology
3rd party email accounts

These were used as a means of basic communication with clients and sometimes each other, while still giving a more professional sense which ISP or free email accounts lacked. Although it allowed for this, and also enabled communication between other clients using multiple recipients; it however still meant information needed to be specifically sent to certain people, with duplicates needing to be forwarded. The use of the POP protocol, as was usually used by the two, meant that the emails were copied from the email server to the local client machine. Hence, if the client machine was to not backup the mail and have some sort of critical failure the information contained would be lost. With these kinds of accounts they were also limited in the kinds of data they could store; with both a disk and bandwidth limit and then there’s the obvious ongoing rental of the email accounts. On top of this they would need to rely on the company providing the service for reliability and were also subject to their response times to issues.
As of 2002 when the first exchange server
 
 was installed and they were allowed to make use of it for themselves, many new capabilities then became available. One of its main benefits was that it allowed for a central mail storage system, meaning all the mail could be accessed over and over not just by multiple computers, but also by any other kind of mobile device, for instance a PDA. Furthermore, the system is not limited to extended email capabilities, it allows for the saving of calendars/appointments, tasks and to-do lists and basic email templates which can be used for example to address a customer of an outage etc... All these things could be shared by both accounts easily and any changes made by either person could be updated and viewed by either of them from any location with a possible connection to the server. Apart from increased mobility and ability to organize themselves, the usage of their own exchange server (or rather making use of the one they ran for a client – with permission) meant that they had full control over how it was used, what resources were available to it, and how quickly it got fixed. Having their email hosted privately was also a relief in terms of privacy as information held in their accounts could have been private information about any of their clients, which in turn could be accessed by the third party administrator. Private ownership ensured this was controlled strictly by them, and even though their client who owned the server did have access to it, given the level of support Fusiontech had to give meant they have overall control of the entire server. Despite this, one of the possible downsides of providing your own service is that you are responsible for anything that happens to it, and having your companies data on that of a clients means that there could be a greater chance of failure due to parties other than themselves needing use of the server. If such a thing were to occur it would effectively shut down the main means of communication for the company, drastically affecting their ability to operate. Though despite this extra burden, having control over the mail server, and more so, having the advanced features of exchange allowed them to share information much easier between the two of them and meant that if more employees were to come it would be much easier to expand, especially given the clustering and high availability features of exchange. This server is still maintained for the same client today and is still their primary mail server.
Mobile phones/Communication
Even though PDA’s were fairly common when Fusion first started, they were not what they are today; being able to encompass the mobile phone into the PDA is a major step forward, meaning you are able to get the functionality of both devices. Also with the improvements of wireless service and the like, it is often easy for either of them to sync their PDA’s while on the road meaning they have instant access to any dates or tasks that need attention. Similarly because the PDA’s utilize exchange, and can receive email, they can both be notified immediately of issues found by the network monitor. This is a huge improvement over what used to be used, which was a simple mobile phone, allowing for only basic voice communication. With these improvements, they are not required to rely on their memory for data and can simply store it on their phones which is then uploaded to the central server, meaning there is much less room for human error in this regard.
And with the introduction of VOIP (Voice over IP – a means of using a telephone with an internet connection
) into their range of utilized systems, not only do things become much more flexible, e.g. You can talk over your PC if needs be without any need to for a phone line, but mainly the cost becomes much cheaper especially when calls between both employees can be routed through the one PABX (Private Automatic Branch eXchange – a kind of server used to manage advance telephone system configurations
) server, meaning call charges are null. On top of that, given the average rate for ITSP’s (Internet Telephony Service Provider
), calls to anywhere are generally much cheaper, including the fact there is no more need for line rental.
Fusion tech utilizes Asterisk as their PABX system
 (an open-source Linux PABX server system
 which allows for a much greater control over how the phone system works. This not only allows for more flexibility in how you can connect, as you can also configure the server to use standard PSTN (Public Switched Telephone Network
) lines as a fallback or just for incoming/outgoing calls, likewise you can give your account a set of rules telling the server to reroute calls to other areas after a certain time or number of rings – mobile phone, home phone etc.. It also allows for customized voice messages to be used, along with an ACD (Automatic Call Distribution
) system for dealing with heavier loads. Although the vast majority of these features are not yet needed by fusion – currently using a simplistic asterisk setup on a virtual machine, it does give their customers that opportunity to use a much wider range of features if they need and also opens up the selling audience to higher end VoIP customers where Asterisk is much more cost effective.
Accounting

When they first started, neither had any idea how to handle the accounting and overall business side of things, focusing mainly on the technical side. After having struck a deal with their main client allowed them to overcome this in the short term. Though, after the departure of Ed in 2002, Alex started learning to do accounting and business so as to lessen the reliance on this deal. This led him to make use of MYOB for the general tracking of customer accounts and billing. And despite the fact that client is still providing a means to hand aspects such as BAS and the like, this ability still overcomes some issues.

For one, it means that in general any enquiries into their account by a customer will be processed much faster as Fusion is not dependent on the 3rd party for information. It also deals with a large concern, which is privacy. Given that this client, although fully capable of handling the job, is not directly a part of Fusiontech, it could raise several concerns about who has access to the data. Not only to read, but to modify. It also means that if the client was to make errors, Fusion would be held responsible though they could not directly do anything to help it. The use of MYOB helps these issues as the client is now involved in a much smaller portion of the overall business, giving Fusion much more control overall. This is also a help in allowing fusion to more heavily integrate billing into their systems, although this is not being done currently, the use of MYOB will make this data much easier to collect and use.
Newly introduced technologies
Virtual Private Servers

One of the first things to be introduced upon the return of Ed was Virtual Private Server technology. That is, the ability to have your own server as if it were dedicated, except shared with 20-40 other installations on the one server. This offers the freedom of dedicated servers which gives you full control over what you do with the resources you are given, and at the same time gives the affordability of a shared server.
This undoubtedly allows for a lot of new features to be utilized, first and foremost it allows for a web presence which did not exist previously. This helps not only in informing potential customers, and even advertising for new ones by use of a search engine. But it also enhances the experience of existing customers. Things like online reporting and a customer portal are currently being developed which allows the customer to more closely track the status of any outstanding jobs to be done for them, or even a monthly status report on their servers and billing.
In addition to this, Fusiontech currently makes use of Nagios (an open source network monitor
) order to keep customers and themselves notified about any issues with a customers hosted service. The monitoring services can range from a simple ping check to a complex script which can check the working status of a web based application through a VPN. In addition to notifying customers and fusiontech, the application can be configured to notify any other parties based on a given set of rules, and can use a multitude of communication technologies. This helps both Fusion and the customers the keep on top of any issues, even as they are about to arise. The error status tracking also helps to keep customers informed of the issue and watch it as it is being resolved. Similarly, the ability to use their own servers means that Fusion is able to provide managed redundant mail and DNS servers to their customers for extra protection against failure. These features, accompanied with the monitor help to work towards a much better quality of service and allow Fusion to be much more efficient. This is a huge contrast from when Fusion would first need to have the issue actually become noticeable by the client, then wait for contact by the client, and finally fix the issue. The use of a website also has had huge organisational benefits for this company as they are now able to use a collaboration website in order to document all their information in a central location which is easily accessible. It is used to store client info including contact numbers in case of an emergency along with documented procedures for common things. The VPS also allows for storage of much larger files such as custom system images which may need to be used as a standard install for mail server etc… which leads to much more efficiency than having to install the default then configure it each time.
 The possibility of web has also allowed Fusion to explore another completely different service which they plan to outsource, that is web design and web based application design which would again open them up to an even larger consumer group overall.
Virtual Private Networks/Remote desktop connections

The use of VPNs (virtual private networks 
) has also become much more common for people in recent years, becoming much easier to install and use, adding an extra layer of security to their systems. This is primarily due to the fact that much of the network now does not need to be exposed, and when it is connected to the connection tunnel can be encrypted. Though this does not greatly affect how Fusion does things, it allows them to make use of remote desktop connections much easily as the customer knows they have the protection.
This use of remote desktop connections in turn allows Fusion to do much less onsite work, which means less money is spent in travel to fix a problem and the problem is fixed much faster as the problem can be easily accessed from anywhere. It also benefits the customer especially as it is much more practical to ask for smaller issues to be fixed which would otherwise have taken possibly hours of travel and much more effort.

Affects on the company overall

Improvements in technology have, as shown above, made a dramatic impact on how Fusion is able to do its work. Improvements in the systems used has meant that they can now offer a much larger range of services than the original two, better control over all aspects in a direct manner means things can be processed much faster and at a better quality than previously. Faster response times to support is also much more possible with the greater use of remote server control applications, along with improved communication methods. And less time onsite has meant that more time can go into planning new ideas or getting existing work done. Similarly, a much better central collaboration platform has meant that things can be planned and documented much more easily. This allows for third party contractors or even new employees to be introduced with a minimum of hassle, where the obvious bottlenecks in the old way of organizing surely would have failed. This overall better quality and more professional service, in conjunction with a wider possible consumer group due to more services and likely even greater awareness due to the web presence and word of mouth due to better service has lead to a major increase in the number of clients.
The graph below demonstrates how in a fraction of the time the number of clients has nearly doubled in size, which can be attributed mainly to newer technologies and more efficient systems being used.
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