Need a Home Network? Why Wireless Wins!
Deb Mielke
Home Office Reports
http://www.homeofficereports.com
dmielke@homeofficereports.com

A combination of circumstances is finally forcing you to consider a home network. | expect that those
circumstances might include:

e You (or your children) are tired of fighting for access to your (their) system and purchasing a new
system(s) is the only solution.

e You’ve decided to start a home-based business or establish a home office and it frightens you to
think about what your children are downloading onto a business system (or are manipulating on
that system in your absence!).

e You already have multiple systems and need to share:

0 A broadband Internet connection

Printers

Files

Drives

Scanners

0 A network-enabled fax machine or multi-function device.

e You’re tired of constantly using disks, external drives or CD’s for back-up and you are
considering just using your other systems to back up your data (“synching” files, folders or drives
using an application like PC Anywhere or LapLink).

e You’ve just purchased a new laptop (to go with one or more existing desktops), love its portability
and want to KEEP it portable — using it anywhere and everywhere!
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So after deciding that a home network is required, a little research resulted in the realization that home
networks don’t come in any one size, shape, flavor (technology) or price, but that the biggest decision
you’ll face is the decision to choose a “wired” (Ethernet, phoneline, powerline) or a “wireless” (802.11b,
802.119, Bluetooth) network. Now, for you lucky few home owners who have a new home that is already
“wired” with coax for your entertainment and networking systems — the rest of this article isn’t for you.
However, for the majority of folks confronting a home network purchase, 1’m going to spend the rest of
this article explaining why wireless is the way to go.

The Human Factors

It’s odd to begin any purchasing decision based on soft, human factors, but | strongly believe that one of
the key reasons to purchase and implement a wireless home network is freedom. Just as all of us are now
addicted to our cellular phones and their ability to allow us to communicate from almost anywhere at any
time, wireless home networks allow you the same mobility in your home computing “environment”. Want
to watch the football game while doing your email from the couch? Need to do some research while
sipping coffee by the pool? Need to send that last report you’ve just finished while working in your
bedroom? A wireless network can make it happen. And, with speeds from 11 (802.11b), to 54 (802.11g)
Mbps, you don’t have to worry about home network performance, you’ll be constrained more by the power
of your system and the size of your Internet connection than the wireless network itself. Additionally, if
you travel for your job or even spend time meeting with local customers, you can use the wireless card in
your laptop to access high-speed Wi-Fi Internet access services available at wireless “hotspots” in hotels,
airports, coffee houses (like Starbucks) and other public venues (for around $25 per month or $8 per day).
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The Cost

At first glance, wired networks appear to be less expensive than wireless networks. However, consider the
following (for 3 interconnected systems, 1 desktop, 2 laptops — we used Linksys equipment and pricing

from online retailer Buy.Com):

Component Wired Network Wireless Network, Wireless Network
802.11b (11 Mbps) 802.11g (54 Mbps)

Router/Access Point $49.98 $69.99 $109.99
NIC card for desktop $17.47 $59.99 $69.99
PCMCIA cards for laptop $75.96 $99.98 $139.98
Cables (1 @ 50’ 2 @ 25’) $32.46 $0.00 $0.00
Pulling cables through $500 to $2,000 $81.00 $81.00
home (if you’re not a “do
it yourselfer”), or adding a
signal “booster” if you
need to extend the range of
your wireless network or
have a lot of walls and
obstructions for the signal
to pass through
Total $675.87 to $2,175.87 $310.96 $400.96

Looks like a “no brainer” doesn’t it? Freedom and cost savings!

What to Watch Out For

However, since no technology is perfect in its implementation, there are a few steps you should take to
ensure that your wireless network setup and installation goes smoothly.

Make sure that your systems are “up to snuff”. Every manufacturer publishes minimum system
configurations that are required for their gear (or software) to function. If your systems do not
meet these criteria or are near or at the minimum, UPGRADE YOUR SYSTEMS before you
attempt to implement the network. Often poor network performance is not the fault of the
network, but the system that is unable to “keep up” with the network through inadequate CPU,

Watch out for that cordless phone! Those of you with 2.4 GHz cordless phones who have decided
to implement an 802.11b wireless network need to be aware that both systems operate at the same
frequency. If the network and the phone system attempt to operate on the same channel, a big
problem will result. If you have one of the more recent cordless phone systems, you can change
the channel very easily, if you don’t you’ll have to change the channel the wireless network works
on (a bit more complex). In any case, if you run into trouble during installation, one of the first
steps you can take is to make sure your phone systems and wireless router/access point are very

1.

memory or other system resources.
2.

far away from each other!
3.

Take a quick look at the configuration of your house. Your access point/router will obviously
have to be physically near your Internet connection (DSL or cable modem). Are there a number of
walls, windows and other obstructions between your access point/router and where you wish to
work from? If there are, you may need a signal booster to meet your network performance
requirements (the software included with your PCMCIA or NIC card will tell you the performance
you’re getting — if it’s too low, spend the $$’s and get the booster!).

That’s about it. For those of you, like this writer, who hate always sitting in the office staring at a screen, a
wireless network is a welcome relief and quality of life improvement. Now, as | pen this article from my
comfortable chair in the family room, | can send it anywhere in the world — even to you, with a touch of a
button. Wireless wins, er, has won, in the Mielke household!




