Wireless networks offer many advantages over a wired network but are not always an easily justifiable expense to a company. There are both hard and soft benefits that should be taken into consideration. Imagine that you are proposing a wireless network solution to a company and are identifying ways in which they can justify the expense. Use the information on pp. 199-202 of the text to identify one hard benefit and one soft benefit that would assist you in justifying the expense. Explain why the benefits you selected should be considered when the company is making their decision on your proposed wireless network.

Determining Benefits

Once it has been decided that a network expansion may be needed in the organization, the next step is to determine the type of network to best satisfy these needs. It is at this point that a study of the benefits of a wireless LAN can be helpful. Benefits for a wireless LAN can be broken into two categories: hard benefits and soft benefits.
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Figure 6-1 Network diagram
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Hard Benefits
Hard benefits are benefits that can be easily measured or quantified. For wireless LANs the hard benefits can be easily measured in the decreased cost of installation. Eliminating a cable drop to each network device provides significant cost savings from reduced materials (no cables, patch cables, faceplates, etc.) and labor cost (cable installation).

Although the cost savings can be substantial for a LAN, using wireless technology for a

MAN orWAN can result in even higher savings. Building-to-building WLANs can be used to connect two or more wired LANs in separate buildings. This enables organizations to quickly and cost-effectively set up networked campuses or connect operations that are spread across multiple buildings such as temporary office spaces, warehouses, manufacturing plants, and college campuses. A traditional wired infrastructure, which would involve digging a trench between the buildings and installing fiber-optic cable or leasing a connection from a telecom provider, is many times more expensive than using wireless technology. 

NOTE The incremental cost required to add additional users to an existing WLAN is also very low. Average cost per user drops dramatically as more people are added to WLAN.

Soft Benefits

Soft benefits are those that are much more difficult, if not impossible, to quantify accurately. An example of a soft benefit would be employee satisfaction. Although this benefit is very important because it can reduce employee turnover and spare the organization the expense of hiring and training new employees, nevertheless it can be hard to measure. Many studies show that soft benefits actually have the greatest impact on organization.

NOTE  Soft benefits may vary significantly depending on the size of the organization and the functions it performs. 

Some of the soft benefits of WLANs include:

■ Improved productivity—With a wireless LAN, employees can have access to their network-based applications and data from any location within the range of an access point. Because workers can stay connected from almost anywhere, they can be more productive.

■ Enhanced collaboration and faster responsiveness—Most information technology workers require constant access to the Internet and to resources on the company network. Wireless technology lets employees take advantage of these capabilities throughout their day, allowing them to conduct research and communicate with other workers, customers, and business partners through e-mail or instant messaging.

■ Flexible mobility—Currently most wireless computing is conducted using laptop computers. However, wireless vendors are now offering solutions that reduce the form factor, power consumption, and cost of wireless devices. As a result, wireless capabilities will be increasingly featured in smaller devices, such as very small laptops (palm tops), personal digital assistants (PDAs), and phones. These devices can still take advantage of the wireless LAN infrastructure. 

■ Adherence to standards—Because all wireless LAN vendors today follow the IEEE 802.11 standard, organizations can be assured that wireless technology will be viable years in the future. In addition, competition among vendors helps to keep costs down.

■ Improved employee satisfaction—When business managers are able to communicate whenever and wherever they want, mistakes can be prevented or at least minimized. Employee satisfaction rises when they have the tools they need to work productively anytime and anywhere. In turn, this becomes a competitive advantage for companies because it minimizes employee turnover.

NOTE According to NOP-World Technology, 87 percent of end users said that a WLAN improves their quality of life by increasing flexibility and productivity, and saving time, and 43 percent indicated that this improvement was significant.
