Hosting Evaluation Criteria and Search Tips
As it comes time to deploy your project, you may be required by the client to find a hosting solution.  While you will find an innumerable selection of hosting service providers by a simple Google search, certain criteria will help you to evaluate which service has the best value and will support your project.  First, to get a short list of reputable providers, go to CNet or some other review site and view their top ranked hosts.  The following list includes the important items to look at when evaluating different hosting providers. Each will be described below explaining what to look for:

1. Price

2. Space

3. Bandwidth

4. Types of Hosting

5. Programming Compatibility

6. Database Offering

7. Up-time

8. File Access

9. DNS/Doman Name Hosting

10. Email Accounts

Price:
This will probably be set somewhat by your client’s needs and expectations.  For most projects, you should not need to pay more than $10-15 a month for typical programming abilities and a database backend.  Make sure to evaluate on more than price since all are competitively priced – focus on reputation for uptime and customer service as they will pay off down the road.  Shy away from free hosts that put banners on your site and offer little in the way of support or extra features.   (See the e-mail from a Fall 2006 team on the last page for a good low cost host.)
Space:
This should not be a major issue as most competitive hosting providers provide ample space for the typical 374 project.  One thing to keep in mind though is the database space will probably be included in this total, so if you foresee your client’s website compiling a significant amount of data, you may want to opt for more.  Then again most sites will let you scale up the amount as the client nears a limit.  Keep in mind that it takes a large amount of data to fill up 1gig of space.

Bandwidth:

Bandwidth refers to the amount of data you will be sending to your end users in a certain period of time (usually measured in gigabits per month).  While it usually takes some pretty heavy traffic to rack up a high volume of data, you may want to focus on this if your client has large files (big PDFs or images) or expects to have quite a few users using it often.  This is the large cost driver of most popular sites, but for small projects should not be a huge concern.
Types of Hosting:
The type of hosting refers to the way in which your client’s project will be hosted.  Most projects will simply need a shared host where the provider runs an enterprise level server and rents it out to a number of website owners.  This shares the cost of the server across multiple accounts making it a good deal for all.  Another popular hosting scenario is virtual servers where you will have your own instance of a server operating system running on shared hardware.  This can be buggy and few clients will need the flexibility this affords for a steeper price.  Finally, dedicated hosting, where the hosting provider rents out a stand-alone box for hundreds of dollars a month is overkill unless the client expects major traffic.  
Programming Compatibility:
By the time you are selecting your hosting provider, the programming language for the project has long been decided.  This will probably be the first major filter through which you can evaluate hosting providers.  Make sure you find a provider that supports the version you coded for in terms of both front-end and database layers.  
Database Offering:
Most projects will require a database backend.  If yours does not, then this should not concern you unless your client plans to add one in the near future.  Make sure to note the type, size, version, and accessibility of the database.  Some services will only use one type of database or will require you to use their tool to build and modify the structure.  Be sure to choose what best works with your skills and project.

Up-time:
Any competitive host will have three (99.9%) or four (99.99%) nines, or at least say they do.  Sometimes their math can be a little fuzzy, they put fancy clarifying statements, or you as a 3rd party just frankly can’t validate the uptime.  The best way to judge their consistency is through reading reviews on some comparison website and looking for a host with a large amount of positive feedback. 
File Access:
This can be a major differentiator.  Ensure that the hosting provider allows FTP access as some do not and using their online tool can be a real pain.  If you are using .Net, you may want to inquire about Visual Studio having the ability to directly link up to the files on the hosted website for easier debugging and access (otherwise, you may find yourself making changes, testing, and then copying files for every little modification).  
DNS/Domain Name Hosting:
This can be an important extra service, which when coupled with a hosting plan, saves many headaches down the road.  It is possible to have the domain name hosted on a registrar’s Domain Name Servers (DNS), but clients that wish to purchase a domain name or are willing to transfer the name to the hosting provider should seriously consider consolidating all of the services to one provider.  This will put all of the services in one customer service representative’s lap to fix when ever anything goes wrong, rather than the client having to contact multiple support lines each blaming the other.  
Email Accounts:

This feature is fairly self explanatory.  Your client might already have email accounts, making the extra ones provided unnecessary.  One important thing to remember if the client wants to use their existing email accounts is that the site’s domain should have email forwarding set up to allow the client to use @theirdomain.com in correspondence.  Many providers will give a certain number of full-featured email accounts with actual storage space and many forwarders where email gets immediately forwarded on.  

By Daniel Domingue [UT MIS grad, fall 2006, accepted a position with Microsoft]
From: Ryan Kistenmacher {msbba141}  (scheduled to graduate Fall 2007)
Sent: Wednesday, October 25, 2006 9:26 PM
Subject: Hosting Company for ECC and DeafACT  (2 fall 2006 clients, both non-profits)

Hi all.

We just found a suitable hosting company that supports both .NET 2.0 and MS SQL Server 2005.  The cost is also right: $10/month!
Just to save you some time, here is a link: http://www.gate.com/windows/hosting_plans.htm
The Mach 1 plan is plenty to support the needs of both DeafACT and ECC.
Finding a low-cost host that supports stored procedures on MS SQL with .NET was very difficult, so I would file this hosting company as a good starting point for future teams.
Thanks!
ECC Team

From: "Austin McNamee" <armcnamee@mail.utexas.edu> 
Date: Wed, 25 Oct 2006 21:55:55 -0500 

Ryan,

 

Thanks for the hosting info.  DeafACT uses http://www.discountasp.net, which supports the same key features as your proposed ECC web host.  DeafACT pays $10/month for website hosting and an additional $10/month for SQL 2005 hosting.  It looks like your proposed web host offers the website and SQL 2005 hosting combined for only $10/month.  What a bargain!

 

When the semester concludes, I’d be interested to hear Sly’s and your team’s feedback regarding ECC’s new web host.  DiscountASP.NET is a workable solution, but I have a few gripes:

All customer support must be handled via email or through helpdesk tickets in the web host’s dashboard; phone support is out of the question, so I have to deal with email delays.

The support team was inflexible when I tried to deploy our CRM database last semester; they refused to perform a restore operation even though Eyad [McCombs tech support] assured me that was the best way to deploy our database.

Our web host does not offer email distribution lists like our previous host did, so I had to set up email forwarding as a workaround; I can set up each forwarding account with only 10 email addresses 

 

On the bright side, DiscountASP.NET has a large collection of helpful knowledge-based articles for troubleshooting website and database hosting issues.  I hope you have a better overall experience with your hosting company.

 

Austin   [Fall 2006 grad who accepted a position with Accenture in the Dallas area]
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