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A Portal to Success
How to Choose a Web Portal that’s  
Right for Your Business

Keith Zink
Providing your PEO clients with a Web 
portal is a great competitive advantage. 
Now, clients and employees expect PEOs 
to provide an experience that measures up 
to the standards of today’s online commu-
nity. This article addresses Web portal 
functionality that is relevant to you, your 
clients, and their worksite employees and 
families, as well as the areas of scalability 
that need to be considered to meet your 
PEO’s needs.

Functionality
Functionality is a driving factor for scal-
ability. Most likely you have some good 
ideas about what your clients should be 
able to do online; however, your clients, 
their employees and spouses, and third 
party administrators may have different 
ideas about what they should be able  
to access. 

Most clients won’t pay a higher 
service fee for employee online access; 
however, the reduction in service calls 
to your staff can make up for the cost of 
providing online service. When deciding 
about the level of employee function-
ality, consider your interactions with the 
employees as well as your clients. Start by 
evaluating what information employees 
request of you, but take the time to also 
consider what they are requesting of their 
employers. After those interactions are 

identified, you should have a good idea of 
what kind of services you should provide 
to eliminate support calls, as well as attract 
new clients and retain old ones. 

Employee Expectations
Typical employee Web portal information 
includes check stubs, vacation balances, 
company policies, profile information, 
benefits enrollment information, and 
PEO-generated tax documents. Web 
portals can also replace employee inter-
actions such as employee time entry, 
communication to HR and the EAP 
provider, changes to personnel data,  
and payroll information such as tax  
withholdings.

Client Considerations
Ensuring your clients will get the most 
mileage out of your Web portal by 
providing them with high functionality 
is key. The first thing to consider is your 
client’s expectations. Are they happy with 
the reports you currently send, but would 
like to institute a paperless “go green” 
policy? Online PDF reports and invoices 
are your solution; however, if your clients 
commonly request data that spans across 
multiple payroll periods and includes 
non-standard information, a robust report 
writer with an online distribution and 
delivery system would be the way to go. 

Once you move your client interac-
tions to the Web, the next step is to elimi-
nate the hurdles in your current workflows 
that can complicate your service. For 
example, complex payrolls with Davis 
Bacon compliance (certified payroll) 
might be eating up a large portion of your 
profit, and report turnaround time can 
delay client funding for work performed. 
In contrast, a client experiencing a high 
amount of turnover might find an online 
hiring and termination system an invalu-
able asset. An online Web portal can solve 
these workflow problems by automating 
and simplifying the process. 

Considering that your competition 
may also offer Web portals, you will want 
to take into account the experiences your 
prospective clients will be choosing from 
when evaluating your services. A common 
feature of premier Web portals is the 
ability to allow multiple client managers 
at different levels in the client’s organi-
zational hierarchy to access customized 
information specific to their particular 
management needs. These portals offer 
pay-period-specific reports and invoices, 
ad-hoc reporting of accessible data, 
management of employee file informa-
tion, pay period time entry, Web-based 
report distribution, and assistance with 
personnel changes, all based on the 
above-mentioned access levels. 

Connecting with  
    Your Clients
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When deciding on the functionality of a Web 
portal that accommodates TPAs, it is important 
to work closely with your providers to decide 
about standard data formats and access rights.

Third Party Administrator 
Needs
It is common for a PEO to outsource 
many of its offerings such as retirement 
and benefit plans and company-sponsored 
employee perks. Consequently, there 
is a fair amount of data that needs to 
be shared between the PEO and these 
service providers. A Web portal can allow 
these providers access to downloadable 
reports, or simply work as a centralized 
place your staff can use to retrieve and 
transmit data to these outsourced agencies. 
When deciding on the functionality of 
a Web portal that accommodates TPAs, 
it is important to work closely with your 
providers to decide about standard data 
formats and access rights. 

Scalability
Given the different audiences and the 
types of services and functionality you 
want to provide, you must consider the 
infrastructure necessary to scale to your 
company needs. Basically, it comes down 
to information and function. If all you are 
providing is information, there are many 
scalable solutions you can provide that 
are very similar to a corporate Web site; 
however, once your site needs to interact 
with clients, resources start to become 
scarce. Some factors of scalability you’ll 
want to consider include:
•	 Bandwidth or Internet speed. You’ll want 

to have the fastest broadband available 
to your area. The Internet speed going to 
and from your Web portal determines 
how many concurrent questions and 
answers you can provide. When someone 
calls and asks a question, it is acceptable 

for your receptionist to say, “Please hold.” 
However, the same response from a Web 
site is not as easily accepted.

•	 CPU usage. If you have a fairly simple 
Web portal, this isn’t an area where you 
need to go state-of-the-art. However, 
when the server has to simultaneously 
generate results from large data requests, 
this becomes a real concern. The chal-
lenge with hardware is monitoring its 
usage and sorting out which service is 
delaying results and what the thresholds 
are. It is highly recommended that 
you employ server administrators or 
outsource the solution.

•	 System administration staff require-
ments. An often-overlooked area of 
concern regarding scalability is the 
number of staff needed to provide 
support for people having trouble 
accessing or using the site. This seems 
counter-productive to the purpose of 
having a Web portal; however, support 
requests are important to monitor to 
identify areas of the site that should be 
modified or simplified to make it more 
intuitive and reduce support over time. 
Your support staff also plays an impor-
tant role in monitoring the above scal-
ability factors, as they will be able to spot 
issues that indicate a need for additional 
resources. A good support staff will allow 
you to refine the investment you have 
made in your Web portal to continually 
adapt to the way you are doing business.

Paying attention to emerging 
technologies can save you significant 
time and money. One technology that 
directly pertains to the scalability of your 
Web portal is cloud computing. Cloud 

computing is a service for which you pay 
an hourly rate to essentially rent space in 
a large server farm managed by technical 
experts. This frees you from having to 
purchase and manage expensive equipment 
and gives you the ability to ramp up quickly 
should you need more server capacity. 

Security
It is also important that privacy and 
security standards be met before allowing 
employee information to be posted online. 
These security policies and standards 
must encompass both intrusion preven-
tion, as well as notification to the affected 
parties, Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act (HIPAA) policies 
and procedures, other standards that may 
pertain to your company, and federal and 
state regulated privacy laws.

Summary
Providing a Web portal to your clients is 
quickly becoming an expected requirement 
of PEO service. After considering the 
factors mentioned above, you should be 
able to decide what functions are important 
to you and compare them to any existing 
Web offerings you have to determine if 
you can provide this service in-house or 
if you should begin evaluating one of the 
outsourced solutions available to you.l

Keith Zink is senior software engineer for 
PayPlus Benefits, Kennewick, Washington.
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