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I ntranets consist of a number of different parts.
including these key features and functions:

. Portals-to provide access to the Internet and in-
ternal documents via a Web interface.

. Content Management-to organize information
and provide easy-to-use tools so a person can
add or change information on a network.

. Knowledge Management-to capture. present. and
integrate a range of information about the company.
its people. suppliers, and other constituents, along
with any information on a network.

. Customer or electronic customer relationship
management-to make customer interaction easy.
providing access to purchase orders and shipping
information, as well as a database of various types
of product- or service-related information.

. Enterprise software. enterprise information sys-
tems. and enterprise resource planning-to inte-
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grate the different systems, software. and data
in an organization in a work-flow context.

The first step is to know what type of intranet
aparticular group is thinking about or wants to
deploy. Many vendors describe their software and
services in terms of intranets. content manage-
ment. and portals. Often other buzz words are
added to the mix in order to increase the magnetic
appeal. Learning to ask good questions is essen-
tial.  Some vendors offer comprehensive plat-
forms; for example. SAP. Other vendors offer spe-
cific applications such as Percussion’s content
management system that runs on a wide range ot
platforms. Electronic customer relationship man-
agement. or e-CRM, blends sales management
and customer support with intranet and portal
functions. Even such Enterprise Resource Plan-
ning software companies as SAP. Invensys (for-
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merly Baen Software), J.D. Edwards, PeopleSoft, Oracle,
IBM, and Microsoft have entered the fray.

The number of choices for intranet products, systems,
software, and services is large. With the implosion of the
Web and dot-corn companies, hungry marketers have
sniffed out the next potentialy huge market for Intemet-
centric software. For organizations wanting to bring the
point-and-click interface associated with Web browsers to
legacy data, options are abundant. The sheer number of
options and approaches poses three problems:

*The individual or group charged with selecting a ven-
dor has a difficult time determining if the promises and
payoffs made by vendors are accurate.

*The companies positioning themselves as intranet-por-
tal-content management resources are often so new
that hard facts about their reliability and capability are
tough to come by.

. Costs for portd initiatives are a bit like blobs of mer-
cury. Customers see costs, but it is difficult to put them
together and get a solid picture of how much a porta
will codt.

Despite the economic downturn, two new options for
addressing multi-user information systems for portals and
intranets are now available. Most of the established
providers (see www.amoldit.com/Portdl  vendorg/portal-
vendor.htm  for a useful research dtarting point) have not
embraced the newest technologies. Those shopping for in-
tranets most, as a matter of prudence, become familiar with
a fundamental change in system architecture., programming
tools, and user interaction. It is now possible to access one
database backend such as Oracle with applications from
different vendors. For organizations that find this approach
too restrictive, it is now possible to mix different databases
in one Web-enabled system.

Both Sun Microsystems and Microsoft Corporation
have developed software to facilitate peer-to-peer services
within a distributed network architecture. A *“peer-to-peer”
network is one that adlows each machine to play the role
of aclient and a server. The machines are able to work co-
operatively without necessarily having a centralized con-
trol point. Peer to peer is important because it allows users
to share data without the costs associated with a central-
ized indexing, search, and retrieval system. The downside
is that security tools are immature, so peer-to-peer tech-
nologies are only a the beginning of what looks to be a
long product cycle.

The Sun initiative is caled Sun ONE. Its underpinnings
are JXTA (pronounced “jux-tab” according to one Sun en-
gineer). Based upon the Java programming language,
JXTA alows developers to create digital “spaces’ that are
actively communicating with one another about user needs,
new data, and system resources. The Sun ONE initiative.,
like IBM's solid Linux and Java commitment, provides or-
ganizations with a suite of technologies to use in con-
gructing an intranet, a portal, and associated subsystems.



