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It may be just another fancy word for a website or homepage, but a portal is emerging as a necessary ingredient in business success. A portal is not just for large organisations, but also for small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

There are numerous portals and portal management services in the market, the more popular ones being platforms for buyers and sellers to meet, said Mr Daniel Lim, senior e-business executive of the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce and Industry (SCCCI).

Portals are useful if they are adopted within the SME's supply chain, where all business partners, suppliers and customers involved are committed to using it, he said.

They can then gain cost benefits as the portal serves as a central point for various functions including order tracking, procurement and online payment.

It promotes a seamless working environment within the supply chain, he added.

The SCCCI has a membership consisting of trade associations, corporate entities and professionals. It aims to drive the adoption and awareness of IT among its members, many of whom are local SMEs, and provide information on relevant new technologies.

The SCCCI also runs an annual Internet commerce conference aimed at helping SMEs address IT issues by providing a range of seminars, workshops and solution clinics covering topics such as portal development.

Larger organisations are likely to have portals that showcase larger and more complex portfolios of products and services. These firms also tend to run the sites on their own hardware and manage them in-house, said Mr Adam Kerr, director of business development at WorldPay Asia-Pacific. The firm provides e-payment security applications to more than 17,000 merchants worldwide.

No-frills portals

SMEs, on the other hand, typically have no-frills portals that are hosted based on an application service provider (ASP) model, he said.

Portals are important for a number of reasons, many of them as intangible as they are critical.

But the reality is that a portal is a cost centre and companies have to examine whether a portal is swallowing more money than helping to make it, Mr Kerr said.

In the current economic situation, portals may not make sense for most local SMEs, said Mr Chong Yu Meng, a consultant with Tranxacta. The Singapore-based portal solutions provider has customers that include a major credit card company, which recently purchased Tranxacta's search engine component for its portal.

Cost is not an SME's only concern because deploying a portal involves skills from different disciplines such as graphic design, security, programming and application integration.

Tools that enable organisations to build portals equipped with sophisticated functions and integrated with the firm's enterprise resource planning or human resource applications, can come at a high price.

Said Mr Chong: "It requires a lot of components and most SMEs in Singapore don't have the IT personnel to support it. Their sole IT staff member usually doubles as the network manager, systems administrator, Web designer and more. So they probably won't have the skill sets to roll out full-blown portals."

But SMEs can gain much value from a portal, deploying it as a marketing tool to build communities, offer services or build brand awareness, he noted. The path to building a successful portal is to make it simple.

Said Mr Chong: "It's most important for companies to clarify what their portal strategy is. One of the most serious problems is that a lot of them want the bells and whistles, but don't know what they want to do with it.

Applications and functions that you don't really need and only serve to make your portal look sexy -- you don't need to put them in. Besides, SMEs will probably not need all the functions that bigger companies want from their portals."

However, one of the most difficult challenges organisations will face is the "tremendous and arduous" task of attracting new users and generating traffic, said SCCCI's Mr Lim.

Do you need one?

It is especially tough to promote usage and retain existing users. "It is easy and relatively affordable to create a portal, but without killer apps, it is not sustainable or commercially viable," he said.

Said Mr Chong: "SMEs have to be clear and realistic about what a portal can do for them and their business. Before attempting a portal project, they have to work out the budget carefully and see if any business objectives can be achieved through the portal. Then they need to assess the IT and design skills available to see if the project is at all feasible. This will eliminate any nasty surprises later."

What is a portal?

A richer form of a website that provides a range of information and services including a personalised Web interface, news, free e-mail, discussion groups, online shopping and search engines. Other forms of portals include corporate-focused sites that deliver various capabilities such as access to corporate applications including human resources and enterprise resource planning.

Portal building tips

Computer Times spoke to industry experts who offered some advice on what makes a good portal:

-Review your work processes and information requirements before deciding on deploying one.

-Any portal software that requires a lot of programming is a huge business risk.

-Choose software that requires users to simply point-and-click their way through the portal.

-Unless you have your own IT department with the required skills, consider outsourcing and getting professional services to implement the portal.
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