Introduction

Fletcher’s story is not an uncommon one - all organizations today are struggling with how to use technology to support the sharing and communicating of information among employees. And, like Fletcher, many organizations are sectioning off a portion of the Internet for their own specific use. In doing so, these organizations are creating intranets, which include security software to prohibit outside organizations from gaining access to intranet-stored information.

Other organizations are using technology and computer networks to extend beyond organizational boundaries to reach customers and work with suppliers, distributors, and retailers who may be located all over the world. For these organizations, the solution is the same as for those seeking to internally share and communicate information - computer networks that support the electronic movement of information from one location to another. By way of introduction, let’s formally define two terms:

Computer network (which we simply refer to as a network) is a connection of two or more IT (information technology) components (typically computers) that gives people the ability to share software, share information, share peripheral devices, communicate with each other, and share processing power.

Telecommunications is the electronic movement of information from one location to another.

As you can see, networks and telecommunications go hand in hand. Networks support telecommunications because networks connect IT components so that people can share and communicate information.

Therefore a network can be as simple as two desktop computers connected to the same printer (peripheral sharing) or as complex and far-reaching as the Internet - a collection of computers all over the world that supports the sharing and communicating of information (telecommunications). Networks are perhaps the most important aspect of IT in business today because they support telecommunications. According to one survey of 22 large transnational organizations,   networking accounted for almost 33 percent of their entire IT budgets. Using networks, organizations all over the world are electronically moving information (telecommunications) to reach hundreds of millions of customers and form business partnerships with other organizations that may not even speak the same language.

When we talk about interacting with customers or other organizations through IT, we refer to it as electronic commerce. But electronic commerce is more than just interacting with the marketplace. It includes using technology to electronically perform internal processes as well. In this chapter, we want to alert you to many of the exciting types of electronic commerce that networks support. In fact, in the first five chapters of this text, you’ve already learned about many types, such as virtual organizations, data warehouses, group decision support systems, customer integrated systems, and many more. In this chapter, we’ll revisit some of those aspects of electronic commerce and introduce you to many new ones.

As this chapter unfolds, we’ll first introduce you to client/server-the emerging blueprint for organizational networks (see Figure 6.1). As a network blueprint, client/server addresses both the technology-independent workings of your organization as well as five models for implementing the most appropriate network. With that in mind, we then discuss various network-enabling technologies and concepts. That section provides you with an overview of networks from a technological viewpoint and introduces you to many network technology terms. In the section that follows, we focus on the real advantages of networks - that is, electronic commerce, both external and internal. Finally, we want to introduce you to network perfect service so that you’ll understand the range, reach, and responsiveness of a network. If your organization can build a network that encompasses perfect service, you’ll be able to meet the customer’s moment of value.

