
SIMPLICITY &  
EFFICIENCY  
IN THE CLOUD
The Cloud Computing Solution from Dell™ is expected  
to cut Ask.com’s power bills while supporting ever-higher  
computational demands.

CUSTOMEr PrOFILE 

COUNTRY: Oakland, California (USA)
INDUSTRY: Online Search 
FOUNDED: 1996
NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 475

WEB ADDRESS: www.ask.com

CHALLENGE 

Ask.com wanted to optimize the constantly 
increasing IT infrastructure that runs its search 
engine and serves up rich media search results. 
By standardizing on compact, energy-efficient 
servers with lower power and cooling demands, 
it minimizes operating costs, decreases 
deployment times and reduces environmental 
impact. Ask.com also sought to maximize 
uptime.

SOLUTION 

Dell’s Data Center Solutions Division (DCS), 
through the Cloud Computing™ Solution, 
worked with Ask.com to design a server that 
requires less electricity and cooling. Deployed 
in Ask.com’s fast-growing data centers, along 
with a new self-service parts kiosk, these 
servers are simplifying the company’s IT 
administration.  Through Dell’s “Plant a Forest 
for Me” program, Ask.com is helping to offset 
its carbon footprint.

BENEFITS

•	 Cloud	Computing	solution	requires	 
 approximately 18 percent less power than  
 the previous solution

•	 Planned	hard	drive	 improvements	expected		
 to save another 15 percent in power costs,  
 while requiring fewer repairs

•	 On-site	parts	kiosk	provides	quick	access	 
 to replacement parts, saving at least one  
 day a month of the repair team’s time

•				Economical	packaging		minimizes	waste		 	
 and speeds server setup by 60 percent

•				Ask.com,	through	the	Dell	 
     Carbon Offset program, will plant  
     thousands of trees to offset  
     the environmental impact of  
     running the custom servers

SOLUTIONS:

• CLOUd COmpUTINg 

• greeN COmpUTINg

http://www.dell.com
http://www.ask.com


With	its	unique	ExpertRank	ranking	algorithm	
that identifies the most authoritative sites 
on the Web—a process that demands many 
additional calculations which other search 
engines do not perform—Ask.com requires 
an enormous amount of processing power and 
uses thousands of servers to run its search 
engine. Spread across multiple data centers, 
these servers are linked into clusters, or 

“clouds,” that provide hyperscale amounts of 
processing power. Demand for computing 
power (and servers) is growing constantly, 
because not only is Ask.com handling more 
queries every year, it’s offering rich-media con-
tent on search results pages, such as videos, 
images and music previews. These rich results 
please customers, and are an important way to 
stay ahead of other search providers in a highly 
competitive market.

As a result, Ask.com is always searching  
for ways to lower operating costs (for 
hardware, server operation, cooling, and real 
estate). “We’re a fast-growing company with 
a fast-growing technology infrastructure, 
so lower total cost of ownership, particu-
larly through reduced power consumption, is 
always a focus for us,” says Chuck Geiger, 
executive vice president of technology and 
engineering at Ask.com.

Ask.com also needed to ensure that the techni-
cal support staff would have fast access to 
server replacement parts. Though its server 
clusters are designed to function without 
disruptions even if an individual machine goes 
down, the IT team needs to be able to fix small 
failures quickly so they don’t snowball into 
major problems.

How can you do more computing with the same power expense? 

That was the key question for Ask.com, the popular online search 

engine that helps millions of individuals find information on the Web 

every day. With world-class search technology, an innovative three-

panel design and one-of-a-kind search tools, Ask.com helps people 

get what they are looking for faster. 

HOw IT wOrkS

HArDwArE

Dell Cloud Computing Solution  
custom-tailored, rack-mount 1U 
Servers with Intel® Xeon® Quad  
Core processors

SOFTwArE

•	Debian	GNU/Linux	version	4.0	 
   operating system 
•	Ask.com	proprietary	 
   search algorithm 
•	Ask.com	proprietary	 
   clustering software

SErvICES

•	Dell	Data	Center	Solutions	tailored	 
  service suite
•	Dell	On-site	Parts	Kiosk

Chuck Geiger, Executive Vice President of Technology and Engineering at Ask.com

“ BY PArTNErING wITH 
DELL ON MULTIPLE GrEEN 
INITIATIvES, wE CAN HELP 
ENSUrE THAT OUr DATA 
CENTErS MINIMIzE ENErGY 
USE.  wE ArE PLEASED TO 
BE USING LESS AND GIvING 
BACk MOrE.”



At the same time, the company was commit-
ted to reducing its environmental impact. For 
example, the Ask.com IT group decided to locate 
one of its new data centers in eastern Washing-
ton, where it could use renewable hydro-electric 
power, and developed a novel evaporative cool-
ing system that requires less electricity. But it 
was still searching for additional ways to offset 
its carbon output.

ASk.COM TAPS DELL DATA CENTEr 
SOLUTIONS FOr ASSISTANCE
At this point, Dell’s Data Center Solutions (Dell 
DCS) approached Geiger’s technology group at 
Ask.com	with	a	proposal	for	a	new	strategy:	Let	
DCS custom-design a purpose-built rack server, 
optimized for the Ask.com data centers, which 
would have reduced electricity needs, yet deliv-
er high computing power. Dell DCS is a division 
within Dell that was created to help customers 

with hyperscale cloud computing environments 
operate and grow more efficiently, offering the 
Cloud Computing Solution. It offers designed-to-
order hardware and customized service options 
backed by a wealth of organizational advantages 
that are unavailable with commercial off-the-
shelf products. 

“We’ve been purchasing Dell servers for sev-
eral years. We selected DCS because Dell has 
proved itself to be a reliable provider, offering 
good service and good value for money,” Geiger 
says. “A further step in the evolution was when 
DCS designed a low-power server for us, opti-
mized with only the components we needed.”

STrEAMLINED DELL DCS SErvErS 
CUT POwEr CONSUMPTION BY  
18 PErCENT
The Dell DCS division offers designed-to-order, 
cloud-optimized systems. The starting point 
for Ask.com’s co-development project was 
a rack-mount, 1U form factor server. Initially, 
Geiger said, his company just wanted straight-
forward optimizations to minimize power draw. 
However, Dell DCS engineers went a step 
further, designing a server around Ask.com’s 
specific workload requirements and selecting 
only the components required. To streamline it, 
Dell DCS removed all unnecessary components, 
including PCI slots and the secondary power 
supply, which is a helpful backup when a server 
is working alone but unnecessary in a cloud 
configuration.

“Traditional servers are kind of overbuilt for our 
purposes,” he explains. “A standard Dell plat-
form is powerful enough to plug in all these extra 
parts you might want, such as memory or bigger 
disks. Dell includes a power supply big enough 
to support all the things their customers might 

add in. In the system we co-developed with Dell 
DCS, we were able to right-size the power sup-
ply precisely for the parts in our design. We also 
decided we didn’t need a second power supply. 
Because we were generating less heat, we 
could then scale down the cooling fans, which 
made our new servers even more energy-effi-
cient. Compared to the servers we were using 
before, the energy bills for these are 18 percent 
lower. With the thousands of machines we use, 
that 18 percent savings adds up.”

As development progressed, Ask.com decided 
on options that would simplify integration of 
the servers into their environment, such as a 
networking card that would work efficiently 
with Ask.com’s open-source IPMI 2.0 software 
for remote management. “At Ask.com, we 
favor open-source solutions to save money and 
gain flexibility,” says Cole Harrison, director of 
search operations at Ask.com. “This particu-
lar network tool provides a control panel that 
shows all our servers, wherever they are, and 
how they’re doing. If one is down, I can push 
a button and it reboots. We didn’t want to get 
our whole data center locked into using one 
vendor’s proprietary network card – or rework 
all our new servers to be compatible with the 
open-source tool. Dell was happy to accommo-
date us.”

Dell and Ask.com continue to optimize the cloud 
computing solution. For example, they are test-
ing other server components, which potentially 
could be another 15 percent more energy-effi-
cient and need fewer repairs.

AN ON-SITE PArTS kIOSk  
OFFErS IMMEDIATE ACCESS TO  
rEPLACEMENT PArTS
In addition to developing customized servers, 

“  wE SELECTED DELL’S CLOUD COMPUTING 
SOLUTION BECAUSE DELL HAS PrOvED 
TO BE A rELIABLE PrOvIDEr, OFFErING 
GOOD SErvICE AND GOOD vALUE FOr 
THE MONEY. A FUrTHEr STEP IN THE 
EvOLUTION wAS wHEN DCS DESIGNED  
A LOw-POwEr SErvEr FOr US, 
OPTIMIzED wITH ONLY THE COMPONENTS 
wE NEEDED.” 
Chuck Geiger, Executive Vice President of Technology and Engineering at Ask.com
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Dell DCS offers a range of tailored support of-
ferings that help simplify day-to-day operations 
and help ensure continuous uptime. Dell DCS 
created an on-site parts kiosk so that parts are 
always readily available. 

The way it works: Dell sends a complete supply 
of repair parts to each data center. They are 
kept in a secured cabinet with a notebook 
computer and barcode scanner. If a server 
component such as a disk drive fails, Ask.com 
technicians can simply replace it with a part 
from the room. When they scan the bar code 
on the part being installed, Dell automatically 
ships a replacement, so the company will 
always have a fresh supply on hand. “This 
way, Dell, not Ask.com, assumes the carrying 
cost of the parts inventory,” Harrison says. 

“Previously we had to buy a complete stock of 
replacements to keep on hand, because we 
couldn’t wait for individual orders to be shipped 
on an as-needed basis.” And the scan-out 
system saves one repair team member one day 
a month previously spent on supply paperwork.

LESS wASTE AND MOrE  
EFFICIENCY
The Dell DCS and Ask.com IT teams devised 
several ways to reduce the environmental 
impact of running the Ask.com data centers. 
To reduce packaging waste, the new servers 
arrive in Dell Multi-Pack bundles. This packs 
15 servers on a single pallet (rather than four 
to a pallet), without redundant padding, disks, 
manuals, and so forth. “This not only reduces 
the amount of unnecessary packaging we 
generate, it’s a lot quicker,” Harrison says. “It 
used to take one worker an entire work week 
to	unpack	and	set	up	500	servers.	Now	it	takes	
only two days.”

Ask.com also became the first corporate 

customer to participate in the Dell “Plant a 
Forest for Me” program. The program makes 
it easy for individuals and organizations to 
offset carbon emissions associated with 
the electricity generated to power computer 
equipment. Through partnerships with Dell, 
The Conservation Fund and Carbonfund.org, 
two non-profit organizations, plant trees in 
managed reforestation projects to sequester 
carbon. Through Ask.com’s participation in the 
program, thousands of trees will be planted.

“Ask.com continues to minimize, reduce, and 
offset carbon emissions in efforts to protect 
the environment,” says Geiger. “By partnering 
with Dell on multiple green initiatives, we can 
help ensure that our data centers, including our 
new hydro-powered server facility in eastern 
Washington, minimize energy use. We are 
pleased to be using less and giving back more.”

A FrUITFUL COLLABOrATION
Thousands of the co-developed servers have 
already been installed at various Ask.com 
data centers, and many more are on their way. 

“While we’re always evaluating our server 
options, this has been a good process for us so 
far, what with the savings in power, main-
tenance, and packaging; high performance 
and reliability; and opportunity to deepen 
our company’s working relationship with 
Dell,” Geiger says. “The Dell DCS team really 
listened to us. They’ve worked with us closely 
to provide the best solution, in a collaborative 
co-development process. And we’re extremely 
happy with the results.”

For more information on this case study
or to read additional case studies, go to
DELL.COM/CaseStudies.
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