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About Polar Systems, Inc. 
Polar Systems, Inc., founded in 1981, has built a reputation as being one of the premier 
Managed Service Providers in the Pacific Northwest, working with over 200 small to 
medium-sized businesses in Oregon and Southwest Washington. Polar provides a 
holistic suite of managed IT services under the name PolarStar™ Managed Services 
covering: network and system design, installation, configuration and management, 
strategic planning, plus proactive support and Help Desk services. 
 
Interview conducted by: Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor, CEOCFO Magazine 
 
CEOCFO: Mr. Tragesser, what was the vision when you purchased Polar 
Systems? 
Mr. Tragesser: I had been with IBM for 22 years and had accepted an offer of an 
incentive to take an early retirement. I wanted to stay in the technology industry. I was 
considering taking a position with another large IT company. During my job search, I 
decided that it would just be better to buy a small company. This decision would allow 
my family to stay in Portland and not have to relocate once again as we had been doing 
with IBM every two to three years. The founder of Polar Systems had been in business 
for over twelve years and was trying to sell his company. We met, were able to come to 
terms and I acquired the company in 1993. It was a perfect match. I have always 
enjoyed working with small businesses. My vision was to transition the company to a 
“services based” operation.  

 
CEOCFO: Would you tell us about Polar Systems today? 
Mr. Tragesser: When I purchased the company, it was a typical VAR from the 1990’s. It had an extremely heavy content 
of hardware and software sales. Ninety Six percent of our revenue was coming from product sales. There was only a 
negligible services sales component at that point and frankly we were inclined to giveaway our services in order to get the 
product business from our customers. Many companies in this space have tried, unsuccessfully, to migrate to a services 
model. The change was not easy for us either, but over the years we have mastered it and today we have a very 
successful business focusing on remotely monitoring and managing our client’s networks.  
 
CEOCFO: What do you understand fundamentally about that process that perhaps others do not? 
Mr. Tragesser: I don’t think there’s a secret sauce. It is just a great deal of hard work. Often times, it takes changing the 
players. You may have to bring in new people that have a different level of business experience and a different view of 
what our company can do to provide solutions to our customers. Legacy hardware and software people often times just 
cannot seem to get past thinking that the client executive is only interested in talking to them about product solutions. It is 
like the old saying, “If you are a hammer, every problem looks like a nail”. All they could talk about, when meeting with an 
executive, is that we could help them because we have a better price or a better piece of hardware to sell. That is just not 
what business executives are interested in today, they want to hear about solving their business problems. 
 
CEOCFO: Are there particular types of companies of focus for you? 
Mr. Tragesser: We really are a cross-industry focused company, but over-time things do run in cycles. We have had 
success delivering solutions to professional services companies over the years. More recently, we have done a great deal 
of work with local governments. When we have the best solution for an industry niche in our marketplace, the word of 
mouth really seems to carry and we end up with a concentration of clients. We continue to have a cross-industry focus, 
but at any point in time, we always seem to be overachieving in some market niche creating an imbalance of revenue 
from one industry segment. 
 
CEOCFO: Do you find different challenges working with local governments than with commercial companies? 
Mr. Tragesser: It is very different doing business in the government sector. I actually started with IBM in their 
Government Education and Medical Division. Therefore, I have had a substantial experience in the public sector. From 
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the way they do their budgeting, to the way they do their acquisitions, to how they manage their own internal IT resources, 
to how they use outside contractors it’s all a bit different from private industry and corporate America. However, at the end 
of the day, it is something that Polar Systems has learned to do well and we excel at that right now. 
 
CEOCFO: Would you tell us about your new website? 
Mr. Tragesser: We are always trying to deliver relevant content to our existing customer base as well as to new 
companies that may be interested in the solutions we provide. With the rate of change in the technology industry, even the 
latest changes to our website will still continuously need to evolve. It seems to me like our website is forever “under 
construction”.  
 
CEOCFO: Do many of your customers take advantage of the full range of the services that you offer? 
Mr. Tragesser: In the earlier days of our evolution, we still had customers that only wanted us to be their hardware and 
software reseller. Some of those customers actually did not make the transition and found new reseller companies that 
were more interested in just providing products. Other clients stayed committed to Polar and have grown with us over 
time. We are very pleased that every year the percentage of our customers using our full range of services has increased 
very nicely. Today, we are looking for companies that will value our services and will look to us to augment their internal IT 
department or even be their outsourced IT support. The meat of the benefit that we provide to our clients is in monitoring 
and management of their networks, but we actually can be the virtual CIO for companies that just cannot afford to have 
their own IT expert on staff. Often times they have an admin person in house, but certainly cannot afford to have the high 
level IT skills that we make available to them.  
 

CEOCFO: Is that a growing segment for you? 
Mr. Tragesser: Oh, yes! We have a cadre of qualified IT professionals that excel in providing the IT manager services. I 
think that the outsourcing of the CIO function by small businesses is the way of the future. 

 
CEOCFO: Everyday there is a new technology that comes to the market; what is the key to reviewing to know 
what to keep on the radar screen or what is going to fall by the wayside? 
Mr. Tragesser: This is something that has never changed over the years. From the time that I started with IBM in 1970 
and still today, the rapid pace of change within the industry really has remained constant. For a small company it is 
exceedingly difficult to have the time and the resources to be able to review/assess of all the new technologies that come 
along. However, you cannot afford to miss anything. If you don’t spend the time to look at new solutions coming down the 
line and one of those turns out to be a home run that you are not offering to your clients, it could be very damaging to your 
credibility. We have aligned our company with an industry group called OPDA Technology Alliance. OPDA is a national 
group of privately held technology businesses that shares resources, meets twice a year and really assists each other. 
They share operational best practices that they have found to be successful in their own companies. We all learn 
vicariously from each other so we don’t risk making the same mistakes that another member has already made to learn 
some new way of doing business. OPDA brings in selected vendors to sponsor our meetings twice a year. These vendors 
take the opportunity to present their products/solutions to our group of CEOs and IT experts. This has enabled us to 
uncover the best solutions in the marketplace without each having to expend the extensive resources required to review 
this multitude of options. None of our members compete in the same geography as another member. Being an OPDA 
member has been an incredible benefit to our company. 
 
CEOCFO: What is your geographic reach? 
Mr. Tragesser: For the most part, we work within a 75-mile radius of Portland, Oregon. We do have some clients that we 
support in Seattle. Some of our clients have remote locations and we will go to those remote cities to support their 
operations as needed. We accomplish most of our work over the internet, over the wire, because we can both monitor and 
manage clients remotely. However, for the most part, we are not traveling to a multi-state area. Oregon and Southwest 
Washington remains our primary geography to service. 
 
CEOCFO: How is business these days? 
Mr. Tragesser: Business has been very good. While the economy has had its bumps, we have stayed relatively steady. 
We continue to evolve our business. We still have a fair percentage of our revenues that come through the hardware and 
software channels, but we are working to continue to refine our operating model. 
 
CEOCFO: What do you look for in your people? What are the intangibles? 
Mr. Tragesser: When hiring people there is always the skills assessment. However, we primarily try to hire for attitude. 
We hire people that we believe to have the basic aptitude, but we are happy to train them to get the certifications that we 

“It’s all about our people! We have an amazing team at Polar Systems who understand the 
importance of customer service and the impact that we can have on our client’s 
businesses.” - Charlie Tragesser 
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require. We look for people who are team players, that can communicate effectively with our clients, and who have the 
aptitude to learn what we need them to learn. 
 
CEOCFO: Put it all together for our readers. There are many companies in your industry; why does Polar 
Systems standout? 
Mr. Tragesser: It’s all about our people! We have an amazing team at Polar Systems who understand the importance of 
customer service and the impact that we can have on our client’s businesses. Having been in business since 1981, we 
have strong brand recognition in our market and we continue to enjoy great respect in our geography. Numerous 
businesses have come and gone throughout the years in this industry in our marketplace, and yet, Polar Systems has 
remained a constant, delivering our services at a high level. Our client executives know that they can count on us to 
provide them with proper guidance and they know that we are going to be there with them for years to come. They know 
that our business model, the way we run our operation, demonstrates that we are not just trying to make the quick buck. 
We are looking for a long-term partnership with our clients and we work hard to develop that. We cherish and value it and 
I believe that our clients see that value in us. 
 

 
BIO: Charlie purchased Polar Systems in 1993 following a successful twenty-two year career in sales, marketing, and 
executive general management with the IBM Corporation. He held the positions of Regional Manager for the US 
Northwest and General Manager for the Oregon Trading Area. Charlie strives to grow the company in order to continue to 
provide an ever-increasing number of technical services solutions to its clients. The key to success is identifying solutions 
and technologies that can bring the greatest value to current and future clientele. 
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Polar Systems, Inc. 

21890 Willamette Drive 
West Linn, OR 97068 

503-775-4410 
www.polarsystems.com 


