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I.
6.1: Self-Service Support

A.
Self-Service Support includes tools and technologies that enable users to solve problems on their own through the use of a support Web site. See Figure 6.1, “A support Web site.”

1.
Works 24 hours a day, 365 days a year.

2.
Much less costly than conventional telephone support. See Table 6.1, “Transaction Cost by Support Method.”

3.
Basic example: Online problem ticket submission. See Figure 6.2, “A form for submitting help requests via a Web site.”

4.
Another example: Searchable knowledgebase. If, after searching the knowledgebase, a user still cannot solve a problem, then a mouse click will enter data into a problem ticket and submit it to the help desk.
B.
Evolution of self-service support.
1.
Several key developments have made self-service support possible.

a)
Growth and popularity of the Internet.

(1)
The Internet is as familiar now to people as a TV set is. Therefore, a Web site is an excellent method of providing support, since it requires no user training.

b)
Standards for secure online activities.

(1)
Information placed on a support Web site can be secured from unauthorized access.

(2)
A support Web site is often on an organization’s Intranet, which is a network similar to the Internet (using Internet technologies), except that the information is accessible only to employees within an organization, or others who have been granted access rights.

c)
Technologies that enable a user to interact with a Web site.

(1)
Basic Internet Web technology only allowed content to be searched and read, but technologies such as Java Script and ActiveX make it possible for users to interact with the site, select different options, and fill out forms to request the information they require.

d)
Simplicity of deploying a Web site.

(1)
Creating and maintaining a Web site is less cumbersome than installing support software on each user’s PC.

C.
Advantages of self-service support.

1.
A well-designed support site provides answers very quickly, and help is always available.

a)
Tools are easy to learn and use.

b)
Results in better-educated, more confident users.

2.
Call volume to the help desk drops off and users who do call are more likely to have their problems resolved more quickly than in the past.

3.
If help desks are able to practice call avoidance and deflection by driving problem resolution to self-service channels, then the support staff can focus on the more difficult technology problems that can have a major effect on productivity.

D.
Characteristics of an effective support Web site.

1.
Easy to use.

a)
Site design and layout is clean and simple.

2.
Provides fast and effective service.

a)
Pages should load quickly.

3.
Offers a variety of support options.

a)
Users are offered a variety of support options from which they can choose the one that is most likely to provide the help they need.

4.
Consistent across all pages.

5.
Offers assisted help.

6.
Is updated often.

a)
The material on a Web site must be accurate and timely.

7.
Site is easy to administer.

a)
Necessary so that new information can be entered and old information removed frequently.

E.
Problems suited to self-service solutions.

1.
Four types of problems that typically make up more than half of all of help desk requests are easily handled by Web-based self-service solutions.

a)
Password resets can be done by a user who has forgotten their password.

b)
Problem status automation allows a user to enter a problem ticket and check on its status.

c)
Break/fix problem resolution allows a user to access solutions such as file recovery, system rollback, and virus recovery.

d)
How-to instructions give a user step-by-step instructions to resolve common problems.
e)
Table 6.2, “Common User Actions and Web-Based Solutions,” shows the actions a user can take without human help-desk assistance.
II.
6.2: Progressive Support Options

A.
Help is offered in four progressive stages ranging from totally automated (not initiated by the user) to a fully assisted service.

1.
Stage 1: Automated help.
a)
No action is required on the part of the user.

b)
Help programs run unassisted, performing checks of the user’s computer. Example: antivirus program.

2.
Stage 2: Self-service
a)
Users actively seek help via a Web site and do not contact help desk.

b)
Users use a variety of tools on the Web site, which include the following:
(1)
Knowledgebase
(2)
Online documentation
(3)
Discussion forum
3.
Stage 3: Real-time assisted support.

a)
Live contact between user and a help desk agent.

b)
Example: Live chat in which the user and agent write messages back and forth, as they try to determine the cause of a problem.

4.
Stage 4: Delayed assisted support.

a)
Contact between a user and help desk agent, but with a delay.

b)
Example: User sends e-mail and has to wait for a response from the help desk.

III.
6.3: Web-Based Support Tools

A.
Automated support: self-healing programs.

1.
Self-healing programs are programs that monitor user PCs and detect the installation of unapproved software. When an unapproved application is found, the program automatically uninstalls it and restores the computer to a previous setting.

a)
Rollback is a problem resolution practice that involves the restoration of a program or computer to an earlier configuration that is known to work effectively. Rollback is an action that a self-healing program might take.
b)
Self-healing programs can be used to enforce standards by detecting and removing unauthorized software.

c)
Benefits of self-healing programs.
(1)
Program may detect and repair a problem before user even knows it exists.

(2)
Reports of incidents are automatically sent to the help desk, but the user is up and running before problem diagnosis begins.

(3)
Software failures are repaired without a time-consuming reinstallation of an entire application.

B.
Self-service: knowledgebase
1.
A knowledgebase is a collection of information stored on a network and used to answer questions and solve problems. Users can access a support knowledgebase 24 hours a day. Figure 6.4 shows “An example of an online knowledgebase.”

2.
When a user initiates a search, a knowledgebase does the following.

a)
Analyzes the query.

b)
Searches for related information.

c)
Retrieves entries and sorts by relevance.

d)
Returns the sorted results to the user.

3.
A knowledgebase is continually updated with new information.

a)
As analysts resolve problems, the solutions are added.

b)
Procedures must be in place to get information from support agents into the knowledgebase. (Knowledge management is discussed in detail in Chapter 8.)

4.
Advantages
a)
Easy access to information at any time from any location that has Internet access.

b)
Quality of information it contains – it is both accurate and consistent.
5.
Challenges
a)
Maintenance is continual.

b)
A balance must be achieved between the level of information provided and the ease of using the site, because a site with too much information and/or information written in highly technical language is not very useful to the average user.

6.
Intelligent Escalation is the capability of identifying problems that are beyond the scope of the knowledgebase and bringing them to the attention of the help desk.
a)
Saves time because the agent knows what solutions the system attempted.

b)
Customer receives automatic e-mail updates.

c)
A solution is communicated to the user and the knowledgebase is updated.

d)
The help desk can update the knowledgebase.

C.
Self-service: Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs).

1.
A FAQ is a list of Frequently Asked Questions (with answers) about a topic. See Figure 6.5, “An example of a FAQ feature on a Web site.” (The illustration is actually a Microsoft support Web site.)

2.
FAQs are often organized into categories, with relevant questions listed under each category.
3.
When a user clicks on a question, a support page with an answer pops up.

4.
Effective FAQs list the most common questions at the top of the FAQ page.

5.
Benefits
a)
(Primary) Availability: 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year.

b)
(Primary) Convenience: access FAQs from any location with an Internet connection.

c)
Consistency: all users have access to the same information.

d)
Easy to maintain and upgrade.

6.
Downside: must ensure that the information is well written and current.

D.
Self-service: online documentation.

1.
Online documentation includes manuals, installation instructions, and training materials, made available to users online.

a)
Many formats: the dominant format is Adobe’s Portable Document Format (PDF). Users download the free Acrobat Reader and use it to open, view, and print PDF documents.

b)
Other formats: plain text, rich text format (RTF), Word, Power Point, and Excel.

2.
Benefits
a)
Cost savings because users can solve problems without contacting the help desk.

b)
Cost savings because fewer documents need to be printed and distributed (although users may choose to print).
E.
Real-time assisted support: live chat.

1.
Live chat involves two-way communication between a user and a help desk agent.

2.
Support agents can chat with more than one user at a time, often handling as many as four at a time. Figure 6.6, “An example of a live chat feature on a Web site,” shows a window from a live chat session.

3.
Time-saving feature of chat software.

a)
Agents can create preformatted responses to common questions that can be inserted with a single mouse click.

4.
An agent can monitor user activity on the Web site and can send an instant message to a user offering help.

5.
Transcript forwarding: chat application creates a transcript of a chat and forwards it to the user for reference.

6.
Chat programs also save performance data from sessions that can be used in reports.

7.
Second only to telephones when it comes to problem resolution times. (See Table 6.1 for a comparison of costs among support methods.)

8.
User satisfaction is usually high.

E.
Real-time assisted support: Remote Control Programs.

1.
Remote Control Programs allow support personnel to take over and manage user PCs without leaving the help desk. Remote control software allows them to do the following.

a)
Log in to a user’s PC.

b)
Display the configuration information options of a user’s PC.

c)
Reboot a user’s PC.

d)
Transfer files to or from a user’s PC.

e)
Initiate a live chat with the user.

2.
Used for problems that a user cannot solve without hands-on assistance.

3.
Many remote control programs have three modes.

a)
Watch: the analyst is able to observe exactly what the user is doing when a problem occurs (assuming it can be replicated).

b)
Share: the user is still able to access the computer, but the technician also has access and can make changes.

c)
Control: the support analyst has total control of the user’s computer.

4.
Diagnostics programs are special remote control programs that collect PC configuration information, analyze the diagnostic data, and troubleshoot problems, all from a remote location.

5.
Security is a major concern, and remote control programs have security features that may include the following.

a)
Providing different levels of remote control (watch, sharing, and total control).

b)
Requiring passwords at each level of access.

c)
Recording all activity during a remote session for an accurate audit trail.

6.
Benefits

a)
Ability to solve complex problems without visiting a user’s desk improves efficiency.

b)
User satisfaction is usually very good because the analyst’s hands-on intervention usually results in a prompt resolution.

F.
Delayed assisted support: e-mail.

1.
Questions are sent to the help desk via e-mail. Real-time interaction is not required.

2.
Appeals to user and analysts because the request is at user’s convenience and analysts have time to think before responding.

3.
Analysts must be good writers.

4.
An analyst can choose the method of response, depending on the circumstances.

5.
Instructions for solving a problem can be sent via e-mail or fax, and may include graphics to aid the user.
6.
Incoming messages are routed to the agent most likely to provide a solution.

7.
Organizations with a unified queuing system will route into a common queue, but others will have a separate queue for e-mail requests.

8.
Some systems have automated responses, in which the message is analyzed for keywords and a knowledgebase is searched. The user is then sent a list of knowledgebase articles.

9.
Advantages
a)
Usability: most users are familiar with using e-mail.

b)
Convenience: analysts can work on e-mail problems at their convenience (during slow times).

10.
Disadvantages
a)
Slower response times.

b)
Should not be used for urgent problems.

c)
Problems may require multiple exchanges.

d)
Second most expensive method (after phone support).

G.
Delayed assisted support: discussion forums.

1.
Discussion forums are online message boards on which people post and respond to text messages. (Figure 6.7, “An example of discussion forums on a Web site,” shows an online discussion forum at adobe.com.)

2.
Users post problems that are viewed by other users of the forum who may respond with solutions.

3.
Forums often have “power users” who frequently post responses.

4.
Users can search on keywords to find past postings that may relate to their problem.

5.
Old messages are archived, and users may choose to search the archives.

IV.
6.4: Web-Based Support: Benefits and Challenges

A.
Benefits

1.
Benefits to the user.

a)
Support is available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, and 365 days a year.

b)
Support available from any location with Internet access.

c)
Access to information is instant; no busy signals and no wait for support.

d)
A user receives expert, tested advice.

e)
The user can track the status online.

f)
Time savings, because the user does not have to describe the problem to an analyst, but goes directly to the process of resolving it.

g)
Users are more productive because they are not relying on people and resources that may not be immediately available.

h)
Wider choice of options (for example, Web, telephone, desk-side).

i)
Service quality for other support requests increases because help desk analysts are not occupied with repetitive calls.

j)
Support can be offered in multiple languages without adding staff.

2.
Benefits to the help desk.

a)
Key information about the user, existing applications, and hardware configuration is electronically collected, eliminating the need to gather information each time a user submits a problem.

b)
The job is more interesting, because self-service tools handle simple, repetitive issues.

c)
There are cost savings.

d)
The volume of calls is reduced.

e)
Support staff is better able to respond to critical, time-sensitive problems, such as system outages.

f)
Callbacks, status requests, and repeat calls are greatly reduced.

g)
The single point of distribution for all contact types ensures consistent information.

B.
Challenges
1.
Integration with other help desk programs.

a)
Example: a user searches a knowledgebase, cannot find an answer, and submits a request via e-mail. When no response arrives within 90 minutes, the user calls the help desk. If the system is non-integrated, there are now two separate problem tickets for a single problem and the user will have to tell the analyst answering the phone all the information contained in the e-mail.

2.
Motivating people to use the site rather than the telephone.

a)
Web sites must be marketed to users.

b)
There must be an incentive for changing from the previous method of calling the help desk. This incentive could be the 24/7 nature of a Web site.
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