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Chapter 1 Study Outline

I.
Origins of the Help Desk

A.
Beginning in the 1980s.
1.
Personal Computers first appeared in corporations.

2.
Computing was previously confined to the Information Technology (IT) department.

3.
Non-technical workers rarely used computer technology.

B.
Introduction of personal computers led to a need for technical support.
1.
Technical support services enable individuals and businesses to use technology effectively.
2.
At first, this gap was filled within the departments by untrained “experts.”

C.
Demand for support services increased.

1.
The solution was telephone centers, called hotlines or helplines.

2.
These services were provided at no charge and their use increased.
3.
Additional staff was hired to handle the volume of requests.
4.
Formal procedures for tracking incoming calls were developed.
5.
Early tracking systems were the forerunners of today's sophisticated help desk processes.
D.
The influence of the Internet in the late 1990s.
1.
New technologies were used to sell products and services via the Internet.

2.
The use of computers moved from business processes to creating revenue.

3.
The role of technical support grew.

E.
Technology and worker productivity.

1.
Heavy investment in computer technologies led to greater productivity.

2.
Non-farm labor productivity grew at a rate of 2.5 percent per year between 1996 and 2000.

3.
Between 1991 and 1995, the increase was only 1.5 percent per year.

II.
What is a Help Desk?

A.
Single point-of-contact for employees who use technology.

1.
Questions answered and problems solved.

2.
Without it, employees have to try more than one source.

3.
Help desk is a single place to go for help.

B.
An internal help desk may have one of several possible forms.

1.
Physical location
a)
Staffed by help desk support specialists.

b)
Desks and equipment.

2.
Telephone number
3.
Web site
C.
There are two primary types of help desks.
1.
Internal - supports individuals within an organization.

2.
External - the main purpose is to support external clients.

3.
The focus of this book is the internal help desk.

D.
 Support for users.
E
A help desk is a service organization (whether internal or external).

1
Provides services to users - people who perform tasks with the aid of technology.

2
We are users of many types of technologies, not just computer technology.

F
Most corporate departments use technology to accomplish goals.
1
Accounting uses spreadsheets for account analysis.

2
Human resources maintains an employee database.

3
Sales uses a contact program to manage customer information.

4
Marketing uses graphics software and color printers to create product brochures.
G.
Technologies in use.

1.
Three types of computer technology are used in business.
a)
Hardware, including computers, cables, and modems.

b)
Communication devices that enable computers to exchange data, instructions, and information.

c)
Software includes operating systems and applications software.

(1)
Word processing - Users enter and edit text. Used to write letters and memos, and to create reports and other documents. Used in nearly all departments.

(2)
Spreadsheet - Users enter and manipulate numeric data. Used to prepare budgets, produce monthly sales reports, forecast future performance, and compile financial statements. Used in financial and accounting areas.
(3)
Database - Stores information in an organized way. Allows querying and retrieval of data. Used by most departments in an organization from facilities management to accounting and legal.

(4)
Web browser - Retrieves and displays information from networks using Internet technologies. Can be used to retrieve data from the Internet or from within corporations in which Internet technologies are used.

(5)
Used in any department in which workers use the Internet or information on an internal network using Internet technologies.

(6)
Graphics – Used to create and manipulate images, charts, graphs, pictures, etc.

(7)
Images can be printed, placed on the Internet, or used in presentations.

(8)
Used in any department in which graphic images are created or manipulated for company use.

(9)
Scheduling and planning – Used for setting up meetings and managing projects.

(10)
Scheduling programs search each attendee’s electronic calendar for open time slots.

(11)
Planning programs aid in the planning, scheduling, and progress tracking of projects.

(12)
E-mail - Electronic mail programs transmit messages from one computer user to another.
III.
Characteristics of Users

A.
Great variation in knowledge, skills, and use of technology.

B.
Help desk professionals must recognize these differences when interacting with users.

C.
Experience with technology.

1.
Some have little or no experience with computers.

2.
More and more people have computer experience.

3.
Power users have a high level of skill in computer technology.

D.
Exposure to technology.

1.
Users differ in how they are exposed to the types of technology.

2.
An accounting manager may be proficient in using a spreadsheet, but may not know how to export appropriate data for a marketing manager’s presentation.

3.
A marketing person may be an expert at creating graphics for presentations, but may not know how to use a planning program.

4.
New ways of using information may require employees to be proficient in more software programs.

E.
Reliance on technology.

1.
Users vary in the extent to which they use and rely on technology for their jobs.

a)
Some demand regular use, others require less frequent use.

b)
For example, an administrative assistant uses word processing, e-mail, and scheduling software hourly.

c)
A sales representative uses a database before and after each sales call.

d)
A manager in the facilities department uses a Web browser to order supplies on a monthly basis.

2.
The importance of technology for a business is another factor.

a)
For example, the failure of a catalog company’s Web site costs the company money every second that site is unavailable.

b)
However, the inability of a user to print a weekly report does not immediately affect the business.

c)
Specialists must determine the importance when faced with multiple requests. Predefined rules are used.

IV.
Common User Problems
A.
Hardware problems

1.
Change to hardware
2. 
Adding incompatible hardware.

B.
Software problems
1.
Related to installation: newly installed program makes changes that cause problems.

2.
Related to incompatibility: new installation of a program causes the computer to crash whenever the new program is opened.
3.
Related to performance: the number of programs open and the lack of hardware or memory space.

C.
Network problems
1.
A network is two or more computers linked via a communication device such as modem, cable, satellite or other devices.

a)
Modem

b)
Cable

c)
Satellite

d)
Other devices
2.
The Internet is a computer network with millions of computers linked together to share data.

3.
Users access software programs and data through a network.

4.
Various sources of problems make network problems difficult to diagnose.

5.
For example, a user accessing Microsoft Excel data on a server receives the message, “Unable to connect to destination.”

6.
A support specialist must determine why the connection did not work.
D.
Security problems
1.
Security is used to limit access to a company’s network.

a)
A user account identifies the user.

b)
User ID and Password are needed for signing on to a network.

c)
No account, no access to network.

d) 
A user account can give access to only certain network resources.

(1)
For example, a user in the marketing department may access sales and marketing data, but not accounting data.

2.
Problems may occur when a user attempts to access the network from a different location.

a)
For example, a user from the legal department tries to log in at the computer of an employee in the sales department and fails. This may be because the user’s account allows access only from a specific computer.

E.
Operating system problems.

1.
Manifested in many ways, including (but not limited to) the following:
a)
A frozen cursor or screen.

b)
A blank or flickering dialog box.

c)
An error message on the screen.

d)
A terminated application.

2.
Many causes
a)
Conflicts among software and hardware.
b)
Computer viruses
c)
Corrupt files
3.
Vary in severity
a)
Major problems prevent user access to any application.

b)
Less severe problems occur only when a certain application is used.

F.
User-related problems

1.
A user takes incorrect action, such as hitting the wrong key.

2.
Inadequate training.

G.
Help desk trends: The help desk personality.

1.
Some personalities are more suited than others for working on help desks.

2.
The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) is a personality test commonly used by corporations, employment agencies, and career counselors.

3.
The MBTI uses four scales to rate preferences and determine personality types.

a)
Introversion versus extraversion.

(1)
An introvert prefers to focus on the inner world of ideas.

(2)
An extravert prefers to focus on people and things in the outside world.

b)
How you acquire information.

(1)
Some tend to acquire information through their five senses.

(2)
Others tend to acquire information through intuition.

c)
How you make decisions.

(1)
Some people base most decisions on thought and logic.

(2)
Others base most decisions on feelings.

 d)
Your attitude towards the outer world.

(1)
Some judge the outer world based on thoughts and feelings.

(2)
Others judge the outer world based on senses and intuition.

4.
Each scale has four possible rankings.

a)
Each combination of rankings represents one of sixteen distinct personality types (as defined by the MBTI).

(1)
For example, a person whose rankings are introverted (I), sensate (S), feeling (F), and judging (J) is described as an ISFJ personality.

5.
The rights to MBTI are owned by Consulting Psychologists Press, Inc., who state the following.
a)
More than 2 million people take the test each year.

b)
Corporations sometimes use the MBTI to assess whether applicants are temperamentally suited to the jobs that they are seeking.

c)
Many companies use the MBTI in leadership training and other programs for people who are already working together.

d)
Companies hope to build stronger and more productive teams and organizations by using the test to help people understand themselves and their coworkers.

V.
Components of a Successful Help Desk
A.
People skills
1.
Communications skills
a)
Listening - Gathering information and letting users know that they are being heard because good listening is an interactive process of hearing and responding.

b)
Questioning - Extracting accurate information to help resolve the problem as quickly as possible.

c)
Communicating - Continuing the interaction with the user by communicating progress or results via phone or e-mail.
2.
Problem-solving skills
a)
Basic steps
(1)
Define the problem.

(2)
Analyze the facts to determine the underlying cause.

(3)
Generate possible solutions.

(4)
Evaluate solutions and decide which is most viable.

(5)
Develop a plan to implement the solution.

b)
Skills required
(1)
Critical-thinking skills - Analyze a situation using a variety of cognitive skills to determine the possible causes of the problem.

(2)
Decision-making skills - Evaluate several options according to criteria and decide which is the best.

3.
Customer service skills.

a)
Customer service is the process of satisfying customers.

(1)
Customer satisfaction based on the actual service delivered and the customer’s expectations from the service.

(2)
Customers expect problems to be resolved quickly.

(3)
Customers expect to be treated in a courteous, professional manner.

(4)
Customers may be frustrated or angry.

(5)
Customers with problems that are less critical from a business priority point of view may demand immediate attention.

b)
A support specialist must respond to all types of callers in a calm manner and with a positive attitude.

c)
Customer satisfaction depends on how well the support specialist meets the customer’s expectations.

(1)
Any result less than what the customer expects equals dissatisfaction.

(2)
A Service Level Agreement (SLA) is a formal, quantitative statement of the scope and level of services provided by a help desk.

(3)
Some help desks develop SLAs to manage customer expectations.

(4)
For example, when a SLA states that incoming calls will be answered within one minute, users will expect their calls answered in that time frame.

4.
Technical skills
a)
Help desk personnel must have technical skills to support the technologies used in an organization.

b)
Entry level new-hires are expected to have certain skills.

(1)
How to use a PC.

(2)
Familiarity with major operating systems.

(3)
Familiarity with software packages.

(4)
Basic networking
c)
Professional certifications are offered for the help desk field. See Chapter 2.

d)
Unique skills learned after hire.

(1) 
Specific software used by company.

(2)
Configuration of technology
e)
Technical mastery cannot overcome poor communication or lack of interpersonal skills.

(1)
Knowledge that cannot be delivered to users in an understandable manner is of little value to the company.

5.
Business skills
a)
Help desk personnel must learn about the industry they support.

(1)
Enables support specialists to understand what callers are trying to accomplish with the technology.

(2)
Enables support specialists to communicate more effectively about a problem.

(3)
Without this understanding, support specialists may fail to identify the nature of a user’s problems and fail to meet the customer’s expectations.

b)
Most companies encourage interaction between support personnel and their customers to understand how the technology fits into the larger business context.

B.
Process management

1.
A process is a set of activities performed in a specific order that results in a desired end.

2.
Help desk processes are the major tasks for which the help desk is responsible.

3.
Processes common to most help desks are as follows.

a)
Problem management - The process of receiving, monitoring, and resolving problems reported to the help desk.
(1)
Aspects that people most often relate to help desks.

(2)
Help desk resolves problem and enables users to return to work as quickly as possible.

(3)
Problems reported via phone, e-mail, or in person.

(4)
See Figure 1.2 for average number of service requests per month.

b)
Request/change management - The process of responding to user requests for hardware, software, or services.

(1)
Originate from an individual, department, or an entire organization.

(2)
For example, a user calls the help desk to inquire about upgrading a PC, obtaining a new program, or receiving training.

(3)
For example, a department contacts the help desk when new printers are being installed.
(4)
For example, a company decides to upgrade to a newer version of an operating system.

(5)
A support specialist gathers information about the user, determines what is needed to complete the request, schedules the change, and tracks the request until it is filled.

(6)
Software upgrade - The help desk notifies users about the change in advance and informs them of the need for and benefits of the change.

(7)
Support specialists may conduct training sessions for end-users.

(8)
Anticipating change, informing users in advance, and providing education ensures fewer problems from the transition.

(9)
Productivity loss from a change is inevitable; the help desk must keep that loss as little as possible.

c)
Knowledge management - The process of collecting, organizing, analyzing, and distributing information.

(1)
Help desks may collect and manage knowledge gathered in responding to users’ problems and requests, thus creating a knowledge base.

(2)
Knowledge bases are often made available online and continually added.
(3)
More and more users are able to find answers on their own in knowledge bases, reducing the need to call the help desk.

d)
Asset management – The process of collecting and maintaining data about a company’s technology assets.

(1)
Typical asset management program tracks all hardware currently used in the organization, including serial numbers, installation dates, and maintenance histories.

(2)
Information tracked about software includes licensing and version update histories.

(3)
If employees are moved to a different department, the asset management database must be updated to record any transfer of hardware to the new location.

(4)
When new employees are hired, the information about the hardware and software assigned to them must be recorded.

(5)
The asset management database is usually accessible to support specialists.

(6)
For example, when user contacts the help desk with a problem or change request, the support specialist accesses the asset management database to identify the user’s exact hardware and software configuration.

(7)
To give another example, when a user requests additional memory for a computer, the support specialist accesses the asset management database to determine the amount of memory currently installed and the maximum amount of memory that the machine can use.

e)
Network management - The process of managing and controlling the network configurations within an organization.

(1)
Monitors the amount of traffic on a network and the level at which the network is performing.

(2)
Network performance must be monitored because a problem can potentially affect hundreds or thousands of workers.

(3)
Some help desk software programs are integrated with network management software and will notify support specialists if there is a network problem.

(4)
The help desk may contact users when a network is experiencing problems that could affect them.

(5)
Informing users of problems prevents users from flooding the held desk with calls to report the same problem.

f)
Security management – The process of providing and maintaining security for the organization’s assets. For a help desk, these assets consist of information.

(1)
Prevent unauthorized users from gaining access to data.

(2)
Many calls to help desks are from users wanting their passwords reset.

(3)
Programs requiring passwords often have built-in security features that limit the number of times that a user can try to log in with an incorrect password, after which the program will no longer allow a login attempt.

(4)
The user then calls the help desk to have the password reset.

(5)
ATM machines have the same security, not allowing more attempts, or withholding the card from the customer.

C.
Help desk tools.

1.
Problem management tools log, track, route, and record information about problems reported to the help desk. These tools often include the following abilities.

a)
Authenticate calls
b)
Prioritize calls
c)
Route calls
d)
Display information about the caller.

e)
Display information about the user’s technology.

f)
Display caller problem history.

g)
Track calls.

h)
Provide notification of outstanding calls and, if necessary, refer these calls to a more experienced support specialist.

i)
Produce reports
2.
Computer telephony a major component of problem management systems.

a)
Enables tools to access information from a database about the user who has called.

(1)
For example, when a user calls the help desk, the support specialist’s computer screen displays information about the user’s hardware and software configuration, recent upgrades, and previous problems.

(2)
Telephone technologies are used to route calls, prioritize calls, and play recorded messages.

3.
Problem Resolution Tools – Are used to determine the causes of users’ problems and develop effective solutions. They perform the following tasks.

a)
Diagnose problems using diagnostics tools to identify the source of a user’s problem.

(1)
Remote access tools allow support specialists to gain access to a computer at a remote location, view the desktop and control the activity of the user’s PC, and implement commands on the remote PC.

(2)
Knowledge bases are used to generate solutions to user problems because support specialists can search a knowledge base for problems similar to the one reported.
(3)
A form of self-help is when users search knowledgebases themselves to solve their own problems.

(4)
Self-help tools are available on the World Wide Web.

(5)
Users can use internal Web sites to submit problems, track help requests, send e-mail to the help desk, join live chats with support specialists, view a list of current system problems and outages, and discover information about upcoming system changes.

VI.
Measuring Help Desk Performance

A.
Objective measures
1.
Raw data from problem management programs is used for help desk performance measurement.

2.
Metrics are quantitative measures of the efficiency of the help desk.

3.
Commonly used metrics include the following.

a)
Average duration of an incoming call.

b)
Average time a call is in the queue before it is picked up.

c)
Number of calls abandoned before being picked up.

d)
Average time until problem is resolved.

4.
Managers use data to plan and allocate help desk resources.

a)
For example, if reports show that the highest volume of calls is received between 7 and 9 A.M., then additional staff can be assigned to that time slot.

b)
For example, if a substantial number of users are reporting problems with a particular program, the management can assign help desk personnel to investigate and correct the source of the problems.

5.
Key measures used to evaluate the current operation of the help desk and compare performance to other help desks include the following.

a)
Average time until a problem is resolved.

b)
The percentage of problems resolved on the first contact.

B.
Customer satisfaction ratings (subjective measures).

1.
Indicate the perception of the end-users of the help desk’s value.

2.
Cannot be fully measured by analyzing statistics from a call management database.

3.
Customer satisfaction surveys or focus groups gauge a customer’s perception of service quality.

C.
Help desk trends - Software support at a price.

1.
Vendors of PC hardware and software once provided free technical support to the purchasers of their products via e-mail or calls to help desks.

2.
Many are moving away from free support and are charging fees.

a)
For example, backup software vendor Dantz once offered unlimited technical support, but since 2002, the company has limited the free support to 30 days from initial purchase. After that, customers pay $40 to $70 per incident.
b)
Dantz cites metrics that indicate that the average number of calls to the help desk to resolve a single user’s problem is 2.8, and each call lasts an average of 18 minutes. The charge to the customers is about the same as the cost of servicing the requests.

c)
Other companies charging for help desk support include the following.

(1)
Microsoft
(2)
Intuit (Quicken accounting software).

(3)
Symantec (Norton antivirus software and other utility programs).

d)
The Gartner Group has found that the support fees barely cover the cost of the service and do not produce profits for most companies.

e)
Research by Consumer Reports found customer satisfaction declining among subscribers of support from the largest PC manufacturers.
f)
Research by the Gartner Group found customer satisfaction declining among subscribers of support for software products.

3.
Some vendors still offer free product support.

a)
For example, Sophos (anti-virus software) offers a 24-hour telephone support and views it as a public relations tool, building customer loyalty and enhancing the company’s reputation.


1-19

