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Three IT Questions for the Small Business Owner, Part 2: 
What is a Network and Why Should I Care? 

 
 
This document is based on a Dell/Microsoft/TechTarget webcast entitled, “Three IT 
Questions for the Small Business Owner, Part 2: What is a Network and Why Should I 
Care?”  
 
 
 
 
Bireny Sipher:  In the first part of our series we talked about what is a server.  In this part of 
our series we’re going to go over what is a network and why do I need one.  This is a very 
important discussion because a network can be a backbone of running a business.  So, I guess 
our first question is, why do we need a network? 
 
Greg Shields:  This is the second of this three-part series dedicated to the small business 
owner.  I want to thank Dell and Microsoft for inviting me to come and talk with you today 
because, I am an MVP and a vExpert, and I do IT type things for a living.  But, in addition to 
all of those things, I am also a small business owner.  I own a business of one person. So I 
feel like even if you’re not a technology-oriented person too, you and I share the same fears 
and struggles when it comes to keeping a business alive and paying the mortgage broker, and 
all of those things at the end of the day.  I’m glad to come here to talk with you a little bit 
about what is a server and what is a network. 
 
In the last presentation, we talked about servers and how a server can be this box that sits 
inside of your business office.  Or it can be a virtual server that sits somewhere else, perhaps 
in the cloud, for example.  Now, in either case, if you have a server, you have to be able to 
get to it through some mechanism.  That is typically a network.  So, if I’ve convinced you 
that you need a server, the next step to get there is to have a network.  So, what is a network?  
A network is a mechanism for you to get to that server.  Why should you care?  Because you 
want the data on that network. 
 
Now, answering Bireny’s question specifically, I want to spend a little bit of time answering 
why you would need a network.  A network is, more than anything, just a collection of 
interconnected computers.  If you take a number of computers and you plug them into an 
Ethernet network, which is the common network that is used today, those computers will be 
able to communicate with each other.  Your network is enabling the computers to work 
together towards a common goal.  Let’s say you have five people in your business: an 
accountant, yourself, a couple of salespeople, perhaps, maybe one other person.  All of you 
are working towards a common goal.  You’re going to be sharing applications, for example.  
You may be working on QuickBooks.  You may be working on your client database.  You 
may be working on Microsoft Word or Excel.  All of these things are used by the different 
people in your company.  Now, a network is what allows those different computers to easily 
share data between each other.  So, if your accountant is working on a spreadsheet, that 
accountant could very easily then hand the spreadsheet to you, using that network.  
Remember the old days?  We had floppy disks and the accountant would do the Lotus 1-2-3 
database on the floppy disk, and it was handed to you. 
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Question #1:  Why Would I Need Network?
• A network is a collection of interconnected 
computers…
– Networks enable computers to work together towards a common goal
– Networks enable computers to easily share data

• Networks provide the backbone on which a business 
can be run…
– A one‐person company needs a connection to the Internet
– A one‐person company might need connections between computers –

such as a desktop and a laptop, or a desktop and a server
– A multi‐person company needs the ability to share data and 

applications
– Every company needs access to server‐based applications
– Every company needs a centralized place where data can be backed up 

and protected against loss

 
 
It was awful, but those mechanisms were almost, in some ways, a network too.  The network 
was taking the floppy disk out of the drive of one computer and putting it into the other.  But 
it was not very efficient.  Now, today’s computers are designed to run on a network, and the 
network provides the backbone on which that business is run.  If you look at any business 
that’s larger than a couple of people, they’re going to have network that connects their 
computers together.   
 
Let’s think about the different options that are out there.  If you’re just a one person 
company, you’re the President/CEO/Chief Dishwasher, or whatever, for your company then 
you’re going to need a connection to the Internet.  That network provides the connection 
between your computer and the Internet.  That same one-person company might need 
connections between computers.  Maybe you have a desktop and a laptop.  Maybe you have a 
desktop and a mobile device.  Maybe you have a desktop and the server we talked about in 
the last presentation.  That network provides the connection between those two computers 
and, again, you have to have that network if they’re going to be able to talk back and forth. 
 
As your company scales, as you go from one person to two people or a few people, you need 
the ability to share data and applications, and you need to be able to do so in a way that is 
protected.  You don’t necessarily want everyone to just connect directly to the Internet and 
start sharing data over the Internet, because without the proper protections in place that can 
be kind of a scary place.   
 
Every company has access to server-based applications, and so if you have that server you 
have to be able to work with those server-based applications.  The example we used in the 
last presentation was QuickBooks, and when QuickBooks has the multiuser instance of 
QuickBooks there is the database that sits on the server and everyone ends up connecting into 
that database through their desktops.  But, most importantly, every company needs a 
centralized place where that important data can be backed up and protected against loss. 
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Now, let’s think about this.  If I have a central place where my data is backed up, I can then, 
through some relatively easy, automated means ensure that all of the storage of my data is 
stored in that central place.  Let’s call that a server.  I can create a little drive share, or a drive 
letter.  We’ll call it the H drive.  And, all of the users of my company, when they work on a 
document, they can simply put that document on the H drive, and always make sure it’s on 
the H drive.  And, that server can and will be configured to automatically back up that data, 
protect it against loss, do various things with it to ensure that data is always protected.   
 
If I’m using a tool like Small Business Server, I can use, for example, SharePoint services to 
do another form of centralization of data.  I can back up my SharePoint environment.  I can 
do versioning of my documents through that SharePoint environment.  I can share out those 
documents and provide permissioning models so that person A can read the document but 
person B can’t.  So, I can protect different information from each other.  This network allows 
me to do that because it allows my different computers to work with each other towards a 
common goal. 
 
Now, you may be asking yourself, “OK, I understand this concept of a network but I’ve seen 
networks before.  Isn’t a network just like a broadband connection?  My business is run out of 
my home.  I have a home office right here and part of my network has a connection out to the 
rest of the world, and that’s a broadband connection, and in that broadband connection I can 
talk to the Internet.”   
 
Well, it is and it isn’t.  I have a graphic here that we’re taking a look at.  That broadband 
router actually does talk to the Internet, and that broadband router talks to the broadband 
switch, so the broadband that router is owned by, Comcast or Cox, or whoever your 
broadband provider is.  And, then that talks to some sort of network switch, and that’s what 
takes that single connection to the Internet and spreads it out so I can have multiple different 
computers connecting to that same connection, a laptop, a couple of desktops, a PDA or a 
smartphone, for example, my server, for example.  So, that network is not only the broadband 
connection but it is essentially everything that is interconnected together, so the computer 
network provider, the internal connections between computers.   
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Question #2:  But isn’t “a network” just my 
broadband connection?

• It is, and it isn’t…
– A network is indeed your connection between your 

computer and your network provider
– But a network is also the internal connections 

between computers
– Routers connect internal networks to the Internet
– Firewalls protect networks
– Switches distribute traffic

• Networks can also
be wired or wireless
– Smart wireless networks

prevent outsiders from
connecting

 
 
In order to create this network, you need to have a number of different pieces in place.  
Number one, so that you have the highest assurance that it will always be on, availability.  
Number two, you have the highest assurance that it won’t have any problems.  We’ll call that 
reliability.  And, it’ll have the best performance, too.  You’re not using a consumer level 
broadband router or network switch that is going to lock up three times a day and cause your 
business to go down three times a day.  You also need to have things like firewalls that 
protect your business and resources against the big, bad Internet so that you don’t have to 
worry about somebody else that’s on your local cable loop trying to dig into your internal 
network.  All of these are important pieces that make up that network.  Again, whether it’s a 
home office or whether it’s a regular office in a brick and mortar building, all of these are 
very important topics that you need to be concerned about when you’re considering creating a 
network out of multiple computers. 
 
Today’s technologies have taken networks and expanded them beyond the cable connected 
networks that we’ve thought of for so many years and brought them into the air with these 
wireless networks.  You need to decide whether or not you want to use wireless networking 
in your business.  Now, there are a couple of very important points about wireless 
networking.  If you don’t configure wireless networking correctly, you can be passing all of 
that important data across the air, where it can be picked up by others if it’s unprotected.  So, 
you have to be careful with wireless networks because of the simple fact that they’re wireless, 
and you don’t want people out there that can be connecting in to look at your data.  Smart 
wireless networks prevent outsiders from connecting in and protect that data as it goes 
through the air.  That’s a very important point here when it comes to thinking about networks 
and thinking about, specifically, those wireless networks.   
 
So, the next question you may be asking and, Bireny, I don’t know if you’re thinking about 
this also is, “Greg, you’re telling me that I need to have all of this stuff.  Does all of this 
really require expensive networking equipment?” 
 
Bireny Sipher:  Exactly!  How expensive is this? 
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Greg Shields:  You know, really not bad.  Let me divide the universe of networking 
equipment, networking equipment that you, as a small business owner, would buy.   Let me 
divide the universe of equipment into two halves.  The first half we will call unmanaged 
network devices.  The other half we’ll call managed network devices.  The unmanaged 
network devices are the network devices you’re probably going to go pick up at Best Buy.  If 
you go to Best Buy, you’re going to have some sort of Linksys router, and I’m not saying 
anything bad about Linksys, but some sort of Linksys router that has some minor capabilities 
for setting it up, for setting up this security, for setting up the different zones that you need to 
create inside of your environment, and that may be good enough for you.   
 
 

Question #3:  Does a network require expensive 
equipment?

• Not really…
– Network devices can be “managed” or “unmanaged”
– Managed devices can be managed through your browser or using 

special network management software

• There are important differences…
– Managed devices have greater flexibility, greater security, and greater 

scalability as your business grows
– Unmanaged devices are of lower cost, but tend to have fewer options 

as well
– It is entirely possible to grow into managed devices as your needs for 

connecting computers grows

 
 
But, if you really want to protect that network, especially if you’re going wireless, then the 
managed network devices cost a little bit more.  They have built into them special network 
management software that allows you to expand and scale that network, and also provide 
very rich levels of protection so that your data has the highest level of protection as it goes 
between your desktops and your server.  These managed devices have greater flexibility.  
There are more things you can do with them.  They have greater security.  There are more 
different security features that are available to, again, protect it and encrypt that data as it’s 
going through the air, and also greater scalability as your business grows.  They’re going to 
cost a little bit more, but they tend to have more options available to you.  And, what’s very 
important here, is that you don’t necessarily need to have these managed devices in the 
beginning.  If you’re a one person company and you’re doing fine with the router or the 
switch that you bought at Best Buy, that’s great!  You can use that same equipment to 
connect to the server that you need to run your business.  And, as your business scales, you 
can then upgrade these managed devices and add additional security as you see fit.  So, all of 
these are important differences, important points to think about, whenever you’re considering 
making purchases of networking equipment for your business.   
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Now, obviously this presentation is sponsored by Dell and Microsoft and both companies 
provide solutions to help you, not only the server solutions but also those solutions that help 
you get to those servers as well.  If you want to learn more information about those products 
too, take a look at whatis.com/dellandmicrosoft, because some of these products may help 
ensure that your business stays up. 
 

For more information about Dell and Microsoft 
first server products go to 

http://whatis.com/dellandmicrosoft

 
 
Bireny Sipher:  Great!  Thanks so much, Greg!  As Greg mentioned, for more information 
about Dell and Microsoft products, you can go to whatis.com/dellandmicrosoft, and there are 
video case studies and several white papers, and business sheets available for more 
information.  Thank you so much to Greg for this presentation on what is a network and why 
should I care, and thank you so much, to the audience, for listening and watching us today.  
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