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In the world of Web monitoring, reliability is the rule. Industry statistics show that website visitors are armed with seven seconds of patience. For website administrators this is a vital statistic. 

If their site is not functioning properly, administrators need to fix the problem quickly, before visitors click to another site. This is not a job for the fainthearted. 



(The company's CTO) knew from the onset that for Freshwater to be successful it would have to avoid a long design cycle created in a vacuum ... 


In 1996, Donna Auguste and John Meier recognized the angst that administrators faced trying to keep fledgling websites reliable 24/7 with few tools to support them. After a successful 9-year track record as engineers, they teamed together to launch Freshwater, a Boulder, Colo., company that builds software to monitor the health and performance of e-business websites. 

Now they are positioning Freshwater to be the leading e-business provider of website performance and monitoring solutions, a mission they share with a number of companies eyeing that profitable space. To cinch that position will require a strategy that helps website owners not only maintain their current online real estate at optimum performance, but also keep pace with their explosive growth. 

Freshwater be nimble
Freshwater was one of the first startups funded by the Mayfield Fund. Mayfield invested $250,000 in seed money, followed by a $1 million first round that also included Mohr, Davidow Ventures. For the last 10 consecutive quarters, Freshwater has posted a profit. Auguste, CEO and president, singles out Meier's vision and leadership as key to Freshwater's success. 

Chief Technical Officer Meier knew from the onset that for Freshwater to be successful it would have to avoid a long design cycle created in a vacuum, a sin that sinks some of the most promising companies. 

"Planning, designing and implementing a product over a long period of time can wreak havoc on your business," Meier explains. "Your customers' needs change very quickly. We know that building a product with short-term iterative releases gets the products to customers and helps get feedback from them as well." 

Getting that feedback and acting on enhancement requests is high on Freshwater's shortlist of mandates. "Lots of companies say, 'the customer is important,' but don't follow up," Auguste adds. "We have proven that delivering what the customer needs is a source of satisfaction to both them and us. It makes sense for us to walk our talk." 

And Freshwater's customers have not been shy about asking for more. Webvan (WBVN) wanted the ability to generate weekly and monthly look-back reports on a daily (instead of a weekly or monthly) basis. It also wanted to bump up its hypertext capability. "Their inclusion of XML [extensible markup language] in the most recent version," says Webvan's NT data center lead, Todd Stewart, "opens up the product for far more end-user customization, and [is an] excellent benefit." 

The warp speed of Internet innovation also drives this steady stream of enhancement requests. "Our banking customers decided they wanted to use the latest version of global certificates," relates Meier. "We had to make a quick turnaround in our delivery so that our tools could now monitor this changed component in the e-transaction stream." 

Damage control
Megaserver clients such as AOL (AOL) rely on the features of Freshwater's proprietary SiteScope and SightSeer suite of tools to audit its partner sites, making sure that their transactions are reliable. SiteScope uses a Java-based server application, a browser-based administration tool and more than 20 standard monitors to verify everything from URL availability and access time to success of file transmission and CPU usage. SightSeer watches a site from outside the firewall: It ensures that business is open 24 hours a day. 

"It's brand protection end to end," explains Freshwater's director of marketing, Jacqueline Anderson. "They struggle with the fact that when transactions break down at these companion sites, their customers blame it on AOL." 

Freshwater's finance- and insurance-sector clients, such as Fidelity Investments and USF&G Insurance, have additional concerns. Here the trust factor weighs heavily, and time sensitivity is a very big deal. "They know that the extra seconds a customer waits to finish a transaction may cause them to switch to their competitors," Anderson says. 

While the need to monitor may be a foregone conclusion, many small- and mid-sized customers struggle with the realities of limited resources. The Cutter Consortium's report on e-business trends and strategies points to budgetary concerns as the biggest hurdle to introducing new technologies. So the question becomes: Do we insource or outsource?

"If they go the insourced route, they’ll need significant technology expertise," says Carmi Levy, site leader for the service desk at Canada-based London Life Insurance Company in London, Ontario. 

"Internet time demands instant response and resolution. So you need the people on the ground available on zero-notice to fix whatever problems which crop up." 

And since managing Web site availability may be just one of a number of other responsibilities these administrators have, back-end ease of use is as critical as front-end performance. 



"The services market of this niche will continue to grow." -- Kneko Burney, Cahners In-Stat


"If the tool has a cryptic interface or is otherwise difficult to use, Web site staff will not use it," says Levy. "So more important than sheer performance is how the tool set will be used and integrated into the day-to-day routine of your operations staff." 

Another Cutter Consortium study, which surveyed business-IT alignment, cites hiring difficulties and lack of in-house skills as the two largest factors causing companies to outsource. 

"The services market of this niche will continue to grow," says Cahners In-Stat markets and computing director Kneko Burney. Freshwater is gearing up for this trend with the deployment of a 30-head work force staffing 14,000 square feet it acquired in March to host its Network Operations Center (NOC). The centerpiece for this step-up is its proprietary software Global SiteReliance, which remotely monitors Web sites in single or multiple site environments. Vying for those outsource dollars are companies like SiteRock, Silverback Inc., Loudcloud and Xuma Technnologies, which also offer remote support and some management functions. 

Competitive edge
Freshwater is by no means alone in its market space. It has to compete with a variety of companies that offer similar products, including Service Metrics, Keynote (KEYN), Avesta and BMC (BMCS). Of these, BMC poses the biggest threat. 

Freshwater is strong in the space where quick, inexpensive monitoring is needed, says Susan Aldrich, senior consultant at the Patricia Seybold Group. But BMC, she adds, also offers reasonably swift implementation, "exceptional scalability," and is considered the industry leader in performance measurement. 

"Freshwater needs to prove that it can improve its scalability quickly enough to keep up with its customers' growth -- eight servers, 80 servers, 800 servers, 8,000 servers in a few years is quite common. In the past, BMC has stolen Freshwater's customers somewhere between 80 and 800." 

When it was shopping for website monitoring tools, Instinet, an electronic brokerage firm, first looked at Keynote and Big Brother. 

"The functionality of SiteScope, as well as the ease of integrating it with other applications, made us go with Freshwater," says its lead network development engineer, Pavel Gimuriman. 

Sites such as Motley Fool appreciate the ability of Freshwater’s products to monitor transactions from both inside and outside the firewall, as well as at the trio of levels where glitches can occur: the server, the network and application levels. In tandem with SiteScope, Motley also uses competing Keynote for tracking the responsiveness of its site. 

From Cradle to the next wave
The jury is still out on whether real-time monitoring of customer experiences is essential. "Freshwater monitors synthetic transactions rather than real users," says Aldrich. "So while it will tell you what is going on in general at all times of the day, it won’t tell you what happened to the executive VP of Citibank last time he was at your site." 

Freshwater's Anderson argues that synthetic transaction monitoring offers the Web administrator more power: the ability to exercise every online transaction in a controlled and thorough way. 

"He can then quickly respond to problems before a real customer is affected, as well as compare the performance of those components over time to detect problems that may be caused by something other than the online application, like CPU or memory constraints," Anderson says. 

"This is a type of analysis and monitoring that organizations will be looking for next year," Aldrich predicts. "And they will have to get additional (and overlapping) tools to accomplish that goal." 

Cahners' Burney suggests that there is another trend that spells both good and bad news for Freshwater. "Look for the new business models, the e-business service providers, to make some serious inroads in the newcomer website market." 

From the get-go, says Burney, companies such as systems integrator Osprey Systems and Netsell will offer to conceptualize, plan, implement, execute and manage websites, packaging the monitoring function as just one of their suite of services. 

Burney sees competition here but also opportunity. "Freshwater’s specialized expertise combining services as well as software makes them a very attractive company with which to partner." 

Currently allied with value-added reseller Asgent, which distributes, installs and supports its products in Japan, Freshwater is interested in increasing its partnerships, so the timing may be perfect for new alliances in the e-business service-provider sector. 

Going public is currently not on its radar screen. Long-term sustainability, says Anderson, is key to going public; it will consider that option after a few more quarters of revenue growth.
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