Vetting a Hosting Provider for S-U-C-C-E-S-S

Beyond determining the obvious, such as whether the hosting provider actively supports PHP and MySQL, there are several other hosting factors you'll want to keep in mind when searching for an ideal provider. I call this my checklist for S-U-C-C-E-S-S, consisting of seven key items:

•
 Service Tiers: Rather than offer a one-size-fits-all solution, most hosting providers will divide their offerings into service tiers, with each tier offering a select set of server resource, bandwidth, and support options. Don't be afraid to start small as most providers will allow you to easily switch from one tier to the next.

•
 User Support: Hosting providers often offer a wide array of support options, ranging from hands-on troubleshooting, to phone, chat, and e-mail). Be sure to identify the levels supported by your candidate providers, and understand any fees that might be involved for more personalized support levels.

•
 Community Support: Web hosting providers such as Dreamhost (http://www.dreamhost.com) are lauded for their expansive community support options, including wikis, forums, and chat rooms. Investigate these options beforehand to determine the level of activity, as your fellow developers can often offer invaluable advice regarding deploying and maintaining web sites on the particular hosting provider's platform.

•
 Contract Flexibility: Many providers will offer a 10% or greater discount in exchange for paying for a year or even a quarter of services in advance. Therefore consider saving some money by investing for the long term, particularly if the provider also offers a no-questions-asked contract termination policy, complete with a pro-rated refund.

•
 E-mail Options: In today's 24/7 business environment, the ability to access e-mail anytime and from any device is crucial. Most, if not all providers offer IMAP capabilities, meaning you'll be able to synchronize your e-mail among several clients (for instance your laptop and PDA), in addition to providing some sort of webmail solution. Be sure to inquire as to which options are available, in order to ensure they'll fit your organization's expectations.

•
 Service Migration: Be sure to ensure the provider offers an easy upgrade/downgrade path to nearby service tiers. Being able to quickly upgrade will be crucial should your website suddenly experience a surge in popularity. Likewise, if you've overestimated service needs, you should be able to easily downgrade to a lower service tier without penalty, thereby saving on monthly expenses.

•
 Solid Track Record: Although the industry quality has improved significantly in recent years, there remain a number of hosting providers with extraordinarily negative customer satisfaction ratings. Therefore be sure to thoroughly investigate the hosting provider's track record before signing on, notably by asking existing clients for frank assessments. Also, if you have a friend or colleague already running a website, don't be afraid to ask them where they're hosting! Not to mention many hosting providers offer "refer-a-friend" discounts for both the referrer and new client, so in the process you just might save yourself a few dollars by signing on.
