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Location-Sharing Solution Provider Gains Productivity, Agility with Hosted Services 

	
	
	
	


	Overview

Country or Region: United States

Industry: Retail—Specialty retail

Customer Profile

Redmond, Washington–based Glympse creates software that makes it possible for GPS-enabled mobile phone users to share their locations through a Web-based map with anyone they choose.

Business Situation

The company uses a cloud computing service from Amazon, but is seeking a solution that offers better integration and reduced administration at a competitive price.

Solution

Glympse conducted successful tests of the Windows Azure™ platform for its location-sharing service.

Benefits

· Reduced management burden

· Greater developer effectiveness

· Better performance

· Increased agility

· Trusted partner


	
	
	“The more time we devote to Glympse products—and not to overhead, bureaucracy, and interruptions—the happier we are, and Windows Azure definitely makes that possible.”

Stephen Beeman, Developer, Glympse



	
	
	
	Glympse provides a Web-based location-sharing solution for use with GPS-enabled phones. The company constantly evaluates available hosting services to ensure that it is taking advantage of all that technology has to offer. Glympse turned to the Windows Azure™ platform because it offered integrated development tools and less of a management burden than the hosting service from Amazon that Glympse was using. Glympse has found that the performance and developer effectiveness possible with the Windows Azure platform surpasses those offered by the Amazon service. Glympse also gains credibility by offering a Microsoft-hosted solution, particularly with regard to stability and scalability. Perhaps most importantly, working with Windows Azure means that Glympse can be more responsive to customer needs because it can focus on improving its solution features rather than on infrastructure maintenance.
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Situation

Glympse provides an innovative mobile service, also called Glympse, that makes it possible for GPS-enabled mobile phone users to share their locations through a Web-based map. 

With Glympse, users no longer need to make a phone call or send a text message when running late, and it makes it easier to meet up with friends. They can use Glympse to send their location data to an Internet-enabled phone or computer of anyone they choose, and they can designate how long this information is available. Designed to keep pace with an increasingly connected, mobile lifestyle, Glympse visually answers the question, “Where are you?” with a dynamic map that updates users’ whereabouts in real time. A built-in time limit associated with a ‘glympse’ addresses consumers’ privacy concerns.

Because the company tends to target consumers who are early adopters of technology, it is critical that Glympse deliver a great user experience. “We want people to be able to comfortably view information on multiple devices, so it’s critical that we deliver a high-performance, highly available solution, with low latency,” says Stephen Beeman, Developer for Glympse.

When the company first launched the mobile service in 2008, its developers decided to build on the Microsoft® .NET Framework 3.5 programming model and deliver the location-sharing solution through a small hosting provider. However, Glympse changed its technology base to the Amazon EC2 hosting platform when that service became available. “We switched because we didn’t feel comfortable with the size, stability, and engineering experience of our initial provider and felt that a brand-name provider could offer us more,” explains Beeman.

Although Glympse was running its service on Amazon EC2, the company kept exploring the possibilities for other hosting solutions as they arose. “We felt as though we needed to stay aware of other options that may be out there,” says Bryan Trussel, Chief Executive Officer for Glympse. “In particular, we were keeping an eye out for a hosting scenario that could improve our integration and ease our management burden.”

Solution

In June 2009, Glympse began to explore the Windows Azure™ platform, an Internet-scale “cloud” services platform that is hosted in Microsoft data centers. The Windows Azure platform provides an operating system and a set of developer services that can be used individually or together.  It affordably fits customers’ needs by offering a scalable infrastructure with a pay-as-you-go pricing model. “To be honest, we were just doing our due diligence when we originally talked to Microsoft about the Windows Azure platform,” admits Trussel.

The company joined the Microsoft Technology Adoption Program for Windows Azure and appreciated the guidance that it received. “It was great to get real-time input from Microsoft about how we could extend our solution’s capabilities using Windows Azure,” says Beeman. “We’d never know who to talk to for support at Amazon.”

Glympse also wanted to create a solution that was not completely dependent on any one architecture and that continued to take advantage of the open-source software that the company wanted to incorporate in its solution, such as MySQL as a database and Memcached for caching capabilities. “We were glad to see that Microsoft didn’t push a mandatory commitment and instead worked to help us achieve a platform-neutral solution,” comments Beeman. “It’s also been nice that Microsoft, maybe surprisingly, wasn’t averse to our bringing over whatever building blocks we needed, such as open source software, to facilitate our product.”

Glympse also was impressed by the high degree of tools integration and ease of management available with the Windows Azure platform. “We liked what we saw, so we started conducting fairly intense performance tests,” says Trussel. One such test—which will run in October and November 2009—involves substantial amounts of constantly changing location data, a large user group, and a spiky load.

To conduct its tests, Glympse took the solution’s existing code, which it had written using the Microsoft Visual Studio® 2008 development system, and worked with Microsoft Services consultants to make it compatible with Windows Azure. The company wanted to see how well Windows Azure could handle the high-availability, high-stress requirements associated with the back end of the Glympse application, which provides the communication between the sender’s mobile phone and the Web-enabled phones or computers of the people tracking that sender.

The company faced a challenge in adjusting its solution’s structure to make it compatible with the Windows Azure platform. Its Amazon cloud–based architecture involved direct server computer connections. With help from Microsoft Services consultants, Glympse reconfigured the architecture to scale across multiple server computers. “With Amazon, we used direct connections and built reliability tolerance into our code to account for any server computers that might go down,” explains Beeman. “We were excited to try the Windows Azure environment, in which, if a server were to fail, we wouldn’t even know about it because a new one would automatically handle its load and our solution would keep humming along.”
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Overall, Glympse is pleased with its test transition to Windows Azure. “The switch was less difficult than I thought it would be,” says Beeman. “We initially went into the testing with a pretty skeptical attitude, but now we’re considering a complete switch of Glympse to the Windows Azure platform.”

Benefits

Glympse anticipates that moving to Windows Azure will have a positive impact on not only solution performance but also on the level of management that is required to keep the solution operational. “The appeal of Windows Azure is that it’s a platform in which the hardware and software stacks are taken care of and optimized for us,” says Beeman. “With Windows Azure, we have development and management tools to help us be efficient, and we have a trusted brand and partner in Microsoft.”

Reduced Management Burden

Glympse has noticed the striking contrast between the management requirements of the Windows Azure platform and those of the Amazon service. “As a start-up company, we have limited resources—every hour of development time is precious,” notes Beeman. “With Amazon, we have to figure out how to set up each server, get the operating system up and running, and install updates. Just starting up one new image to increase capacity or react to a failure takes between 15 and 30 minutes. Updating our entire cloud can waste a whole day.” Glympse sees in Windows [image: image6.jpg]


Azure a more robust managerial platform in which it doesn’t have to worry about any of the image or operating system configuration. Beeman says, “It’s also really easy to scale using the Windows Azure portal—we like the ability to quickly see the system’s status and adjust the number of servers.”

Adds Trussel, “It’s easy to mess up any of the series of necessary individual steps that go along with configuring an operating system. But with the Windows Azure environment, we basically push a button to submit our business logic package to the portal site for deployment, and the deployment happens. We could develop deployment tools and processes for the Amazon service, but with Windows Azure, we don’t have to, which is a tremendous win.”

Greater Developer Effectiveness

Glympse developers save time and enjoy better focus due to the tools interoperability between Windows Azure and Visual Studio 2008. “Working with the Amazon service requires us to manipulate a variety of command-line and third-party tools that have many different interfaces. But when we work with Windows Azure, the environment and tools are all consistent, with the same user interface guidelines,” says Trussel. 

Glympse believes that using Windows Azure will free up its developers’ “mindshare” and give them time to enhance its solution offerings. “Rather than adding servers on the Amazon cloud, we can be working to satisfy customer requests for new or better functionality, such as giving a retail manager the ability to replay employees’ delivery routes,” says Trussel. “For us, performance, stability, and developer productivity are the true drivers for moving to Windows Azure.” 

For example, when compiling a build cycle using the Amazon service, Beeman often leaves his desk to get a cup of coffee because of the mandatory waiting times involved, whereas he is able to stay at his desk and keep working when using the Windows Azure platform. “I’ve noticed that Windows Azure offers a tremendously streamlined development day,” says Beeman. “More important than the time savings this represents is the fact that my mental processes can flow unhindered, no longer disrupted by delays.” This means that Glympse developers can dedicate a larger proportion of their time to the solution and not to maintaining the infrastructure to support it. Beeman adds, “The more time we devote to Glympse products—and not to overhead, bureaucracy, and interruptions—the happier we are, and Windows Azure definitely makes that possible.”

Better Scalability
Glympse has been pleased with the boost in scalability that it experienced with its Windows Azure tests. “The early results are very promising,” says Beeman. “Our initial tests show that Windows Azure can accommodate more user requests per second thanks to an efficient software stack.”
The company credits some of that improvement to the upgrade from Internet Information Services (IIS) 6.0 to IIS 7.0. “When we went from IIS 6.0 to IIS 7.0 as part of the move to W[image: image7.jpg]


indows Azure, we experienced huge scalability and performance improvements with the newer version,” says Beeman.

Increased Agility

By moving to Windows Azure, the company gains support for its need for scalability. “The responsiveness we can achieve with Windows Azure is important, especially considering how spiky our traffic can be,” says Beeman. “For instance, our load could quadruple in seconds if someone famous widely broadcasts his or her location using Glympse, so we need to ensure we can accommodate high-use scenarios.”

The agility that Glympse has gained with Windows Azure also extends to functional changes to the solution. “We’re constantly tweaking the solution in response to a review or other feedback. We want to be able to make a change and push it out to users the next day,” says Beeman. “Avoiding all the overhead is key and frees us up to experiment with product improvements that better support our users’ needs.”

Trusted Partner

Glympse cites its confidence in Microsoft as a technology provider as an additional benefit of Windows Azure. “We’ve seen a lot of positive changes in the way that Microsoft integrates its technologies with others and reaches out more to start-up companies,” says Trussel. “Plus, Microsoft has a tremendous amount of institutional knowledge as to how to efficiently run large farms of server computers—we’d be crazy to ignore that expertise.”

The company also believes that the Microsoft brand will contribute credibility to Glympse solutions. “The Microsoft brand matters to us, especially the credibility it lends as we approach larger companies such as handset manufacturers, carriers, and so on,” says Beeman. “We get asked about our solution’s hosting location, load tolerance, security, and storage capabilities. When we tell potential customers and partners that we plan to use Windows Azure, it takes care of a whole lot of questions. Apparently we’re not alone in feeling confident in the Microsoft brand and the company’s technical know-how.”


Windows Azure Platform
The Windows Azure platform provides an excellent foundation for expanding online product and service offerings. The main components include:
· Windows Azure. Windows Azure is the development, service hosting, and service management environment for the Windows Azure platform. Windows Azure provides developers with on-demand compute and storage to host, scale, and manage Web applications on the Internet through Microsoft data centers. In addition, Windows Azure serves developers’ connectivity needs through the following services.

· The Service Bus connects services and applications across network boundaries to help developers build distributed applications.

· The Access Control Service provides federated, claims-based access control for REST Web services.

· Microsoft SQL Azure. Microsoft SQL Azure™ offers the first cloud-based relational and self-managed database service built on Microsoft SQL Server 2008 technologies.  

To learn more about the Windows Azure platform, visit: 
www.windowsazure.com
 �





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1�. Users can use Glympse to track the movements of friends, family, and colleagues





“With Windows Azure, we have development and management tools to help us be efficient, and we have a trusted brand and partner in Microsoft.”


Stephen Beeman, Developer, Glympse
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“We could develop deployment tools and processes for the Amazon service, but with Windows Azure, we don’t have to, which is a tremendous win.”


Bryan Trussel, Chief Executive Officer, Glympse
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For More Information


For more information about Microsoft products and services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (877) 568-2495. Customers in the United States and Canada who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information using the World Wide Web, go to:


�HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com"�www.microsoft.com�





For more information about Glympse products and services, visit the Web site at: �� HYPERLINK "http://www.glympse.com" ��www.glympse.com�





Additional Resources:


Download: �HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com/downloads/details.aspx?FamilyID=8d75d4f7-77a4-4adf-bce8-1b10608574bb&displaylang=en"�Windows Azure Tools and SDK�


View: �HYPERLINK "http://channel9.msdn.com/shows/The+Knowledge+Chamber/Chris-Auld-PDC09-Architecting-and-Developing-for-Windows-Azure/"�Architecting and Developing for Windows Azure�








