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Chapter 3 Study Outline

I.
Chapter Overview

A.
This lesson deals with two separate but interrelated topics.

1.
The incident management process, which is the process of receiving, processing, and resolving user problems at a help desk.

2.
The specific interpersonal skills needed to make sure that communication between the help desk analyst and the user experiencing a problem is as effective and clear as possible. This lesson emphasizes communication skills, and pays particular attention to the skill associated with good listening.

B.
Incident management is the process of receiving, processing, and resolving user problems (see Figure 3.1). This lesson discusses receiving the incident. Processing and resolving user problems are discussed in Lesson 4.

II.
Receiving the Incident (see Figure 3.2)

A.
Step 1: Becoming aware of the problem.

1.
A user becomes aware of a problem or need.

2.
Users usually try to solve the problem themselves, or they ask a coworker for help.

3.
Most computer users contact the help desk when they cannot easily solve a problem.
B.
Step 2: Contacting the help desk.

1.
When a user contacts the help desk, two critical events take place.

a)
Information about the user and the nature of the problem is gathered.

b)
A positive relationship with the user is established.

2.
Most help desks have developed scripts for answering calls to ensure that users receive the same treatment regardless of which analyst receives the call.

a)
Example: “Thank you for calling the XYZ Help Desk. This is Brenda. How may I help you?”

b)
Example: “Help Desk. This is Brenda. May I please have your user ID?”

C.
Step 3: Authenticating the problem and verifying the user.

1.
The goal of authenticating the problem is to gather enough information to be able to determine if it is indeed a problem that the help desk is authorized to handle.

2.
Some help desks prescreen calls to determine which of three broad categories the call falls into – questions, requests, or problems.

a)
Questions are attempts by a user to find out something he or she does not know.

b)
Requests are often for new hardware or for new or upgraded software.

c)
Problems occur when a user is unable to perform a task because of a technology issue. Problems make up a majority of help desk calls.

3.
During the authentication step, the analyst obtains basic information from the caller.

a)
A brief description of the problem.

b)
The hardware in use (model, serial number).

c)
The software in use (program, version number, license number).

4.
If the company uses an asset management program, then the analyst can enter the user’s ID and the program will tell the analyst what equipment is registered to the user and whether it is still under warranty or a service contract.

5.
In addition to determining if the issues are within the help desk’s domain, this step also involves verification – determining whether the user is eligible for support.

D.
Step 4: Logging a call.

1.
Logging is the process of recording basic information about a call. Usually entered into a computer, but occasionally still done with paper and pencil. See the sample logging screen in Figure 3.3. Basic information includes the following.

a)
The user’s name and ID.

b)
The time and date of first contact.

c)
A brief description of the problem.

2.
After the call has been logged, it is assigned a serial number that is uniquely associated with the particular call. It is sometimes called a tracking number or incident number, and will be used until the problem has been resolved.

E.
Step 5: Screening a call.

1.
After logging a call, the analyst screens it to determine the correct next step in the process of solving the problem. Screening is the process of gathering information about the problem so that problem solving can begin.

a)
Some help desks are so structured that first-level analysts are generalists and they may begin to gather information to start solving a user’s problem themselves.

b)
Other help desks have a dispatch structure, so an analyst must gather enough information about the problem to determine which group of specialists the call should be routed to.

2.
Remember that an analyst must determine whether a call is a Question, a Request, or a Problem. If it was not done in the pre-screening phase, it must be done now.

3.
Problem descriptions provide essential starting-point information to the analyst who will attempt to solve the problem.

a)
Example: Microsoft Word 2000 does not load when the desktop shortcut icon is clicked.

b)
Example: Windows 2000 Professional boots into Safe Mode.

c)
Example: When attempting to print, the user receives the following error message: “Error writing to LPT1 May 2004.xls: The system cannot find the file specified.”

d)
Example: User is unable to download an attachment to an e-mail message in Microsoft Outlook 2002.

F.
Step 6: Prioritizing a call.

1
Prioritizing is the process of determining both, the timing as well as the level of support that will be provided.

2.
Help desk analysts determine a call’s priority based on predefined criteria. The job of an analyst is to evaluate the call and decide which priority level is appropriate.

3.
Companies establish a number of priority levels, typically from three to five in number. A typical four-level list might include the following.

a)
Level 1 - Emergency - A significant number of users are affected. The incident has a critical effect on the business.

b)
Level 2 - Serious - Many users are affected. The incident has a serious effect on the business, but some workarounds exist.

c)
Level 3 - Standard - A single user is affected and is unable to perform certain tasks.

d)
Level 4 - Low - A single user is affected, but the business is not affected. The incident is not an urgent question or request.

4.
Factors influencing the determination of the appropriate level include:

· The caller’s position in the company.

· Effect on the business.

· The number of people affected.

· The possibility of a workaround.

· The effect on key business initiatives.

· The time of day, month, year.

· Increase in the number of reports.

a) 
What is the status of the caller? - The status of the caller is usually taken into account when assigning a priority level to a call.

b) 
What is the problem’s effect on the business? - Analysts need more than just technical skills; they also need to understand the company that employs them.

c) 
How many people are affected by the problem? - In general, the greater the number of people affected, the higher is the priority assigned.

d) 
Does a workaround exist? - A workaround (an alternative method of performing a function) may allow the work to be performed. The workaround may not be acceptable to users, so negotiation may be required to develop a mutually acceptable solution.

e) 
Does the problem affect a key business initiative? - The relationship of the problem to the overall business plan must be taken into account.

f)
What is the timing of the problem? - For example, the payroll process must be run at specific times in the month. When evaluating a problem’s severity, one must determine whether the timing of the problem is an issue for that individual or group.

g) 
Are reports of the problem increasing? - If the number of calls coming in to the help desk reporting the same problem is increasing, this may be a reason to assign a priority level higher than usual.

h) 
Is the problem important or time-critical? - There is a difference between an important problem and an urgent problem. Time-critical problems are considered urgent, that is, the problem will worsen the longer it goes unresolved.

(1)
Example: A quarterly update to the online employee benefits guide must be posted before a new quarter begins, but there are only three days left. This is urgent, but it may not be important.

i)
Important requests are critical to the success of a business. Importance can be determined by where the request is coming from and the significance of that group’s contribution to the business.

(1)
Example: A problem in sales is probably more important than a problem in purchasing because the sales department contributes directly to the company’s quarterly profits, while the purchasing department does not.

j)
When a request is both important and urgent, it usually receives the highest priority.

5.
The process of assigning priority levels to problems coming in to the help desk is an art, not a science. Some calls to not fit neatly into any one category, and in these cases experience on the help desk is of great value.

III.
The Listening Process

A.
Communication skills are critical to all business transactions. All areas of a company are dependent on the ability of its employees to communicate, whether face-to-face, on the telephone, or in writing. Much training is available on public speaking, presentation skills, and business writing, but very seldom on listening skills.

B.
Listening and speaking are equally important to effective communication. Listening and hearing are not the same thing. We hear many things—people talking at the next table, dogs barking, car alarms—but we seldom actually listen to them. Hearing is a mechanical event; it is passive. Listening requires action.

C.
Listening is a four-step process.

1.
Step 1: Receiving the message. The listener receives the communication from the other person and attends not only to the words but also to the speaker’s tone of voice as well.

2.
Step 2: Interpreting the message. After receiving the message, the listener interprets the information and analyzes it to try to understand what the speaker means.

3.
Step 3: Evaluating the message. Evaluating a message often includes determining whether the listener agrees or disagrees with what was said. The listener’s attitudes, beliefs, and biases may interfere with an accurate evaluation of the message.

4.
Step 4: Responding to the message. The process is not complete until the listener responds to the message and acknowledges what has been said. Often, people mistakenly assume that acknowledging what was said is the same as agreeing with the message. Acknowledgment doesn’t indicate approval or agreement, but it does indicate that the listener was paying attention, and it provides an opportunity to check whether the listener has actually understood the message in the way the speaker meant it.

D.
This cycle repeats back and forth between a speaker and a listener during a dialog between them.

IV.
Help Desk Challenges

A.
Listening is an essential skill for anyone working on a help desk. It is the key to the success of any other work being performed on the help desk. Listening effectively presents a number of challenges.

1 
Handling emotions. Users calling the help desk are experiencing problems that interfere with their ability to do their jobs. This can cause frustration, anxiety, and anger on their part. The analyst needs to maintain a calm demeanor.

2.
Ignoring distractions. A help desk can be filled with distractions, both auditory (ringing phones and talking) and visual (people walking around, computer monitors, electronic message boards, etc.).

3.
Dealing with different levels of knowledge. A help desk analyst should listen for clues to the user’s experience and comfort level with the technology, and then tailor communications with the user to the appropriate level.

4.
Communicating by telephone. Most help desks still rely on telephones. Help desk personnel cannot see the non-verbal behavior of the person on the other end of the phone, instead relying on carefully listening to the words spoken and tone of voice used to determine the level of comprehension. Table 3.1 illustrates how much information is conveyed proportionately by visual clues, tone of voice, and word content. Figure 3.6 shows the skills required for effective telephone communication skills.

5.
Varied communication styles. Support personnel come in contact with people with different personalities (remember the personality types discussed in Lesson 1) and communication styles. A communication style is the particular way a person communicates.

a)
What the scores mean.

(1)
Items 1-9: People with the most Xs under the Usually column in this cluster have a competitive communication style, meaning that they like to be right and win arguments and are more interested in promoting their own points of view than in understanding another person’s ideas, interrupting others as soon as they hear an opening to rebut what has been said, and to be acknowledged as right.

(2)
Items 10-18: People with the most Xs under the Usually column in this cluster have an attentive communication style and are genuinely interested in hearing and understanding the other person’s point of view, preferring to let others make decisions, and feeling that others generally know more than they do.

(3)
Items 19-27: People with the most Xs in this cluster have an active communication style, respecting themselves and others and not judging people. They are confident in their own skills and abilities and respectful of the talents of others. During conflict, they listen to other points of view and negotiate a compromise. They are genuinely interested in understanding other people and frequently check the accuracy of their understanding.

b)
We use different communications styles in various situations, depending on the role played. The competitive style is generally not effective; the attentive style may be too passive, while the active style works best in most situations.

V.
Guidelines for Effective Communication

A.
Listening to the caller - Show the caller that you are interested in what they are saying and are listening carefully as they describe the problems. Use the following guidelines.

1.
Respond to the message - Let the caller know that you have heard and understood the message by providing feedback during the call. Restate the message to confirm that you are listening closely and understand.

2.
Empathize with the caller - Put yourself in the caller’s position, imagining what it must feel like to be that person at that time. Convey empathy with the statements you make.

3.
Acknowledge what the caller is saying - Paraphrase their message using different words to convey the same meaning. If the caller is angry, keep calm while acknowledging the caller’s message. Don’t react with anger of defensiveness. Your calm tone may help calm the caller.

4.
Consider the caller’s feelings - Try to understand the anger or anxiety a user feels when the technology that is supposed to help do a job seems to be hindering efforts to get work done.

5.
Act as if you are in the same room with the caller - Pretend that the caller can actually see what you are doing during your conversation. This will make it less likely that you will be inattentive and have a positive effect on your tone of voice.

6.
Mirror the caller - Mirror his or her vocabulary, rate of speech and point of view. Do not verbalize disagreement. Focus on solving the problem.

7.
Be present - Concentrate on what the caller is saying, do not get ahead and anticipate what will be said next.

8.
Listen between the lines - Ask questions to bring out new information, because the caller may be so focused on describing the problem that important details are being left out.
B.
Communicating with the caller - Your response has a direct effect on the success or failure of the interaction.

1.
Keep it simple - Be clear and direct; the less said, the less chance for miscommunication. Avoid overly technical vocabulary, being careful not to talk down to the caller.

2.
Allow the caller to speak - Wait for the caller to finish a sentence or thought before speaking; do not interrupt and finish the caller’s sentences for them. It is rude to do this, and you may be wrong in what you believe the caller is about to say.

3.
Suspend judgment - Set aside any personal feelings you have about the caller. Maintain a positive attitude regardless of your personal feelings.

4.
Clarify the caller’s statements - If you are not sure of what the caller is saying, ask questions to clarify, such as the following.

a)
“If I understood correctly, you said …”

b)
“This is what I am hearing…”

c)
“I’m not sure I follow—can you tell me more about it?”

5.
Use a positive tone of voice - A positive tone of voice is sincere, friendly, confident, and enthusiastic. Speak clearly and not too fast. Do not mumble or speak quietly. Pause at appropriate places.

6.
Maintain a positive attitude – Attitudes come across in a phone conversation, so be sure to be positive, even if past experiences with this user were problematic.

VI.
Barriers to Effective Communication

A.
The origin of problems.

1.
Some problems come from what is being said by the speaker, while others develop because of the listener’s behavior.

B.
Caller responses to avoid.

1.
Do not deny feelings - Do not tell the caller that they are not entitled to their feelings of anger or anxiety. See example and rephrase on page 81.

2.
Do not be defensive - Do not react personally to what the caller is saying by becoming defensive. See example and rephrase on page 81.

3.
Do not minimize the problem - Do not respond to the user’s report of a problem by indicating that you have a lot of more important problems to resolve. See example and rephrase on page 81.

4.
Do not use jargon - Do not use technical language that the caller may not understand. See example and rephrase on page 82.

5.
Do not finish the person’s sentences - It is rude, simply not good practice, and it will annoy the caller who would probably prefer to express their own ideas. See examples on page 82.

6.
Do not assume – Do not jump to conclusions before you have all the facts. See example on page 82.

7.
Do not use abbreviations or acronyms - No matter how common they may be. See example and rephrase on page 82.

8.
Do not use negative language - Find a positive way to communicate. See example and rephrase on page 83.

9.
Do not argue - Stay calm even when dealing with an angry caller. See example and rephrase on page 83.
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