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INTRODUCTION:

WHY YOUR SMALL
BUSINESS NEEDS A
SERVER

Running a small
business today means
juggling customer
data, file sharing, email
communications, and
inventory

management. While
relying on a handful of
standalone computers
and cloud services may
work for a while, a
dedicated server brings
structure, security, and

growth potential.
Setting up a server for
your small business is
not just about having a
powerful computer in a
closet; it is about
centralizing resources,
automating backups,
and enabling
employees to
collaborate efficiently.
Whether you are
migrating from a peer-
to-peer network or
starting fresh, this
guide will walk you
through the entire
process of how to set
up a server for small
business operations,
from planning to
implementation.


https://everybodystreet.com/

A server acts as the
central hub that stores
files, runs applications
like accounting
software, manages
user permissions, and
hosts email or
websites. For small
businesses, this
translates to improved
productivity, data
protection, and
professional scalability.
In the following
sections, we will cover
every critical step,
including assessing
your needs, choosing
between on-premise
and cloud servers,
selecting hardware and
software, configuring
security, and
maintaining the
system. By the end,
you will have a clear
roadmap for deploying
a reliable server
infrastructure that
supports your business
goals without
overwhelming vyour

budget or technical
expertise.

STEP 1: ASSESS
YOUR BUSINESS
NEEDS

Before touching any
hardware or software,
take a step back and
evaluate what your
business actually
requires. A server
setup must align with
the number of users,
types of applications,
storage volume, and
growth expectations.
Common needs for
small businesses
include:

e File sharing
and
collaboration -
centralizing
documents so
employees can
access and edit
files from any
workstation.

e Email hosting -
running your own
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mail server or
using a server to
manage
Microsoft
Exchange or
similar.

* Database
management -
hosting customer
relationship
management
(CRM) or
inventory
databases.

e Backup and
disaster
recovery -
automatically
backing up
critical data from
multiple
machines.

» Application
hosting -
running line-of-
business
software that
requires a server
environment.

When learning how to
set up a server for
small business, the

first question is: on-
premise, cloud, or
hybrid? On-premise

servers give you full
control and faster local
access, but require
physical space,
maintenance, and
upfront investment.
Cloud servers
(Infrastructure as a
Service, or laaS) like
Amazon Web Services,
Microsoft Azure, or

Google Cloud offer
flexibility and
scalability with

monthly pricing. Many
small businesses opt
for a hybrid approach,
keeping sensitive data
on a local server while
using cloud for backup
or remote access.

Make a list of must-
have features. For
example, if you have
five employees who
primarily share files
and use a simple
database, a basic
tower server with



Windows Server
Essentials might
suffice. If you have

20+ employees, need
remote access, and run
multiple virtual
machines, you will
need more robust
hardware and possibly
a virtualization
platform like VMware
or Hyper-V.

STEP 2: CHOOSE
THE RIGHT SERVER
TYPE

On-
Premise
Server

An on-premise server
is physically located in
your office. Popular
options from Dell, HP,
Lenovo, or custom
builds range from
entry-level towers to
rack-mounted units.

Benefits include low
latency, complete data
control, and a single
upfront cost (plus
ongoing electricity and
maintenance).
However, you are
responsible for
backups, security
patches, hardware
repairs, and upgrades.
For many small
businesses with limited
IT staff, this can be a
challenge.

Cloud
Server

Cloud servers are
virtual machines
hosted by a provider.
You can spin up a
server in minutes, pay
only for what you use,
and scale resources as

needed. Cloud
eliminates physical
maintenance and
offers built-in

redundancy. However,
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ongoing costs can
increase with usage,
and you depend on
internet connectivity.
Cloud is ideal if you
lack physical space or
want to avoid capital
expenditure.

Hybrid
Approach

A  hybrid setup
combines a local server
for core operations
(like file storage and
domain controller) with
cloud services for
backup, email, or
remote access. This
approach balances
control and
convenience. For
example, you could run
Active Directory locally
and use Microsoft 365
for email, or keep your
accounting database
on-premise but back it
up to a cloud service
daily.

STEP 3: SELECT
APPROPRIATE
HARDWARE

Once you decide on
the server type, choose
hardware

specifications based on
your needs. For an on-
premise server,
consider the following
components:

¢ Processor
(CPU) - A multi-
core Xeon or
AMD EPYC
processor is
standard. For
fewer than 10
users, a mid-
range Xeon is
adequate; for
more, consider
dual processors.

e Memory (RAM)
- Start with at
least 16 GB for
basic file serving,
32 GB for
running multiple
roles, and 64 GB
or more if you



use
virtualization.
Storage - Use
SSDs for
operating system
and active data;
HDDs are
cheaper for large
archives. RAID 1
(mirroring) or
RAID 5 (striping
with parity)
provides
redundancy.
Network
Interface Card
(NIC) - Gigabit
Ethernet is
standard;
consider dual
NICs for load
balancing or
separation of
traffic.

Power Supply -
Redundant, hot-
swappable power
supplies prevent
downtime.
Chassis - Tower
servers are
easier for small

spaces; rack-
mounted if you
have a network
rack.

If you choose a cloud
server, the provider
will handle hardware.
You only need to select
virtual machine size
(vCPU, RAM, disk).
Most providers offer
small business tiers.
For example, a
t3.medium on AWS (2
vCPU, 4 GB RAM) can
run a lightweight
server for 5-10 users.
Always leave room for
growth—choose
scalable
configurations.

STEP 4: CHOOSE
THE OPERATING

SYSTEM AND
SERVER
SOFTWARE

The most common
server operating
systems for small
businesses are
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Windows Server and
Linux distributions
(Ubuntu Server,
CentQOS, Debian). Your
choice depends on
your applications and
team expertise.

Windows
Server

Windows Server offers
an intuitive graphical
interface, Active
Directory for wuser
management, Group
Policy, and integration
with Microsoft products
like Exchange,
SharePoint, and SQL
Server. It is the go-to
for businesses that rely
on Windows
applications. Editions:
Essentials (up to 25
users), Standard, and
Datacenter. For how
to set up a server
for small business,
Windows Server
Essentials is often

sufficient, providing
easy setup wizards and
built-in backup.

LinuX
Server

Linux is free, open-
source, and highly
stable. It excels in web
hosting, database
servers, file servers
(Samba), and as a
cost-effective platform.
However, it requires
more command-line
proficiency. Popular
distributions: Ubuntu
Server (user-friendly),
CentOS (enterprise
stability), and Debian.
Many small businesses
use Linux for file
sharing, print services,
or as a web server.

Additiona



| Roles
and
Features

Depending on your
needs, you may install:

¢ Domain
Controller -
Centralized
authentication
and permissions
(Active Directory
or Samba).

* File Server -
Shared folders
with permission
management.

¢ Print Server -
Manage network
printers.

* Database
Server - MySQL,
PostgreSQL, or
Microsoft SQL
Server.

» Web Server -
IIS (Windows) or
Apache/Nginx

(Linux).

e Backup Server
- Automated
backups to
external drives
or cloud.

STEP 5: PLAN
YOUR NETWORK
AND SECURITY

A server is only as
reliable as its network
and security. Before
installation, ensure
your physical network
(switches, routers,
cabling) can handle the
additional traffic.
Assign a static IP
address to the server,
or configure DHCP
reservation. Use a
dedicated subnet for
server traffic if
possible.

Security is paramount.
Follow these best
practices:

e Use a firewall -
Both hardware
(e.g., Cisco,
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Fortinet) and
software firewalls
(Windows
Defender
Firewall,
iptables). Block
all incoming
ports except
necessary ones
(e.g., RDP,
HTTPS).
Enable
encryption -
Use HTTPS for
web services,
SMB encryption
for file shares,
and SSL/TLS for
email.

Set strong
passwords and
MFA - Enforce
password policies
and, if possible,
multi-factor
authentication
for
administrative
access.
Regularly
update
software -

Enable automatic
updates for the
0OS and all
applications.

e Implement
antivirus and
anti-malware -
Many small
businesses
overlook this on
servers.

e Segment user
permissions -
Grant least
privilege; users
should only
access what they
need.

STEP 6: INSTALL
AND CONFIGURE
THE SERVER

Physical
or Virtual
Installatio
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N Steps

If you have a physical 1. Set the
server, install the OS hostname and
via USB or network network

boot. For a cloud
server, provision it
through the provider’s
dashboard. Most small
businesses also
consider virtualization:
run multiple virtual
servers on one physical
host using Hyper-V
(Windows) or
Proxmox/KVM (Linux).
This saves hardware
costs and allows
isolated environments
for different roles.

Basic
Configura
tion

settings - Give
the server a
recognizable
name and assign
a static IP.

. Install updates

- Apply all
security patches
after fresh
installation.

. Create

administrative
accounts -
Disable the
default
administrator/roo
t account for
everyday use
and create a
separate admin
user.

. Configure

storage - Set up
RAID, format
drives, and
create volumes.
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For Windows, use
Server Manager.
For Linux, use
LVM or mdadm.

. Install server
roles and
features - Use
Server Manager
(Windows) or
apt/dnf (Linux) to
add file services,
Active Directory,
DHCP, DNS, etc.
. Join client
computers to
the domain -
After configuring
Active Directory,
join each
workstation to
the domain for
centralized
management.

. Set up shared
folders and
permissions -
Create
department
folders and
assign read/write
access.

8. Configure

11

remote access
- If needed, set
up VPN or
Remote Desktop
Gateway for off-
site employees.

STEP 7:
IMPLEMENT
BACKUP AND
DISASTER
RECOVERY

How to set up a
server for small
business must include

a robust backup
strategy. Data loss can
cripple a small

company. Plan for
regular backups of the
server itself and all
critical data. Options
include:

e Local backups -
External USB
drives or
network-
attached storage
(NAS) with
backup software
like Windows
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Server Backup, performance and
Veeam, orrsync. security. Create a
e Cloud backups schedule:

- Services like
Backblaze B2,
AWS S3, or
Acronis.
Automate nightly
backups.

e Hybrid backups
- Local for quick
restores, cloud
for offsite
protection.

e System image
backups -
Capture entire
server state to
restore in case of
hardware failure.

¢ Test restores
regularly -
Verify that
backups are valid
and can be
restored.

STEP 8: MAINTAIN
AND MONITOR THE

e Apply patches
weekly - Use
WSUS (Windows)
or unattended
upgrades (Linux).

e Check disk
health and
performance -
Monitor SMART
status, disk
usage, and
CPU/memory
utilization. Tools
like Nagios,
PRTG, or simple
performance
counters.

e Review logs -

Look for failed
login attempts,
errors, or
unusual activity.

e Update

firmware - For
physical servers,

SERVER update BIOS,
RAID controller,

After setup, ongoing and NIC

maintenance ensures firmware.
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e Renew security SSL/TLS
certificates - certificates for
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