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Chapter 7 Study Outline

I.
7.1: Service Level Agreements

A.
A Service level agreement (SLA) is a written agreement between the help desk and its customers (users) that defines the nature and levels of service provided. See Figure 7.1, “Sample page of a service level agreement.”

1.
Service-level management—The set of people and systems that allows an organization to ensure that SLAs are being met, and that the necessary resources are being provided efficiently.

2.
An SLA specifies, in mutually acceptable terms, what users can expect from the help desk about the following:
a)
Scope of services provided (hardware and software supported).

b)
Level of services offered (for example, the response time and hours of operation.)
c)
Method for measuring and reporting compliance with the agreement.
d)
Process for dealing with conflict between a user and an analyst.

3.
Most SLAs include the following topics:
a)
Customers
b)
Mission

c)
Location

d)
Contacts.

e)
Services covered
f)
Service goals
g)
Hours of support

h)
Environments supported
i)
Environments not supported
j)
Method for requesting services and reporting problems.

k)
Support levels
l)
Service metrics

m)
Customer satisfaction - measurable method for ensuring customer satisfaction (such as survey) and the schedule to follow.
4.
Characteristics of effective service level agreements.

a)
Based on an understanding of business objectives and user requirements.

b)
Developed with input from both the help desk and the users.

c)
Simple and easy to understand, with clearly defined terms that are not subject to misinterpretation.

d)
Roles and responsibilities of all parties defined.

e)
Levels of services defined.

f)
Response times for levels of service defined.

g)
Criteria for service evaluation defined.

h)
Management elements (metrics, reporting, and conflict resolution) included.

i)
Service types defined and service-level requirements quantified.

j)
Realistic in terms of ability to deliver, measure, and make improvements.

B.
Benefits of service level agreements.

1.
Establishment of two-way accountability for service.

2.
Creation of negotiated and standardized service levels.

3.
Documentation of service levels in writing.

4.
Definition of criteria for service evaluation.

5.
Provision of a basis for improving service levels.

C.
Summary definition

1.
A formal service level agreement defines the user’s expectations, clarifies responsibilities, facilitates communication, and establishes a risk-reward system for the help desk. Once a SLA is in place, statistical measures should be adopted to assess the degree to which services meet the expected levels of efficiency and effectiveness.

II.
7.2: Performance Metrics

A.
Performance measurement is the monitoring of help desk performance to determine the level of service actually provided. Data is gathered by management using appropriate metrics.

B.
The use of Metrics requires substantial time and effort in creating the metrics system and maintaining it.
1.
To create useful and meaningful metrics, the management must use the terms and conditions of the SLA and take the following steps.

a)
Define appropriate metrics.

b)
Set performance targets.

c)
Develop a system for collecting, analyzing, and reporting results.

2.
To maintain the effectiveness of a metrics program, the management must do the following.

a)
Constantly monitor it
b)
Make adjustments
(1)
Performance targets that are either too easy or too difficult to achieve must be adjusted to keep staff motivated.

(2)
Emergence of new problems may require modifications to existing metrics or the development of new ones.

C.
Table 7.1, “Common Help Desk Performance Metrics,” lists the metric, the definition of the metric, uses of the metric, best practices of use, and the source of the information. The following are the metrics listed in the table.

a)
Total Number of calls.

b)
Average Speed to Answer (ASA).

c)
Average Hold Time.
d)
Average Abandon Rate (ABA).

e)
Average Work Time (AWT).

f)
Average Handling Time (AHT).

g)
Available Time
h)
Auxiliary Time (See Table 7.2, “How a Typical Help Desk Analyst’s Time is Spent.”)

i)
First Call Resolution (FCR).

D.
Sources of Data (See Table 7.3, “Metrics Produced from ACD Applications” and Table 7.4, “Metrics Produced from Problem Management Applications”).

1.
Automatic Call Distributor (ACD).

2.
Problem Management Applications.

E.
Interpreting metrics
1.
Interpretation is complex.

2.
Interpretation must be done in context.

3.
Used correctly, metrics present a snapshot of areas that need improvement and areas where goals have been met. See the examples labeled Situation 1 and Situation 2 on page 195.

F.
Reviewing performance and reporting results.
1.
Reviewed on a regular basis by staff and management.
a)
General metrics are discussed at a group meeting level that includes the following.

(1)
Volume

(2)
Hold time

(3)
Abandonment rate

(4)
Customer satisfaction

b)
More specific results are discussed on an individual basis.

(1)
Call handling time.

(2)
First call resolution.

(3)
Available time
c)
Staff needs to know what is being measured and what effect their actions have on these measures.

d)
Goal of individual reviews is to provide feedback to the analyst.

(1)
Positive feedback for motivation and job satisfaction.

(2)
Discussion of areas for improvement (formerly called “negative feedback”) provides opportunities for an analyst to develop skills.

e)
User, staff, and management viewpoints place different importance on individual statistics.

(1)
Users are most concerned with promptness, courtesy, and the ability of the help desk to solve their problems.

(2)
Help desk staff are focused on the amount of work they are asked to perform and whether they have the resources to be successful.

(3)
Help desk managers want to know whether the staff is able to resolve calls in a timely manner and whether call trends indicate a need for changes.
(4)
Senior management is concerned with the overall performance of the help desk in terms of customer satisfaction and return on investment. Return on investment (ROI) compares the cost of providing support to the value of a support group’s services and benefits.
f)
Table 7.5 (“Value of Help Desk Measurements to Business”) on page 198 lists common types of help desk metrics and their potential value to the business.

(5)
Now we go back to basics. Earlier in the book it was stated that a good help desk analyst must know the business side of things also, not just the technology. In addition, the point is made here that the information presented to senior management must focus on how the help desk’s efforts influence business.
G.
Reviewing and revising performance metrics (See Table 7.5, “Value of Help Desk Measurements to Business”).

1.
Periodically, managers and the help desk team must review performance metrics and revise them, if necessary.

a) 
Modify the metrics to reflect changes to the help desk. For example:

(1)
The addition of e-mail submissions, which must be measured with different metrics than those used for requests that are made via telephone.

(2)
When moving from a separate queue for each method of contact to a unified queue, the metric must change and the resulting data may need to be viewed a little differently.

III.
7.3: Customer Satisfaction
A.
Customer satisfaction is the customer’s perception of the service that is being provided by the help desk.
1.
Some factors that influence customer satisfaction can be quantified, but many cannot. In this section, we will look at how to capture this second type of data.

2.
Best practices indicate that 90 percent or higher of the customer base should rate their overall satisfaction as “satisfied” or better.

3.
Common customer expectations that influence customer satisfaction.

a)
Help is available when needed.

b)
Users are treated with courtesy and respect.

c)
Analyst is responsive to user needs.

d)
Analyst keeps promises and commitments.

e)
Analyst is knowledgeable to solve the problem.

4.
Level of service expected comes from service standards listed in the SLA, but expectations may vary from one user to the next.

B.
Measuring customer satisfaction.
1.
Techniques for measuring customer satisfaction include the following.

a)
Surveys (most commonly done immediately after a customer has made a request to the help desk).

b)
Questionnaires.

c)
Evaluation forms.

d)
Telephone calls.

e)
E-mail messages.

2.
Customer satisfaction surveys. They are best if done on a regular basis, not just after problems surface.

a)
Event-based satisfaction is obtained from one-time surveys completed by a customer soon after service encounters.

(1)
Must be short enough to encourage completion—no more than two or three brief questions.

(2)
Purpose: to find out what the user thought of the service provided.

b)
Overall satisfaction is determined through ongoing surveys, conducted at regular intervals, and annual surveys.

C.
Communicating results
1.
Collected data are reviewed to identify areas in which service is not meeting expectations, as well as areas in which service exceeds user expectations.

a)
Results of ongoing and annual customer satisfaction surveys are shared with help desk staff and with users.

b)
The results of event-based surveys are used to appraise the effectiveness of individual agents. Managers review survey results with individual agents and agents are encouraged to comment on specific findings.

IV.
7.4: Call Monitoring

A.
Call monitoring is the process of observing and evaluating agent performance for quality assurance and training purposes.

B.
Monitoring formats.

1.
Real-time remote monitoring occurs when a manager listens to calls without being present at the agent’s workstation.

2.
Side-by-Side monitoring occurs at the agent’s workstation. It is used most frequently with new agents, giving them instant feedback 

3.
Call recording (See Figure 7.2, “Sample call monitoring form”) uses sophisticated call recording systems to record actual help desk calls for later analysis. Later, both the manager and agents can review the recorded calls. Some systems record the computer screens the agent was using.

4.
A Drive-by occurs when a manager overhears an agent’s conversation with a customer and stops to provide feedback. This method should not be used for regular agent evaluation, because it is an unplanned event.
C.
Characteristics of an effective call monitoring system

1.
Used effectively, this is the best metric for evaluating the quality of service provided, but it is time- and labor-intensive. An effective call monitoring system should possess the following characteristics.

a)
Analysts are informed that they may be monitored. (This may also be required by state law.)

b)
Analysts understand the purpose of monitoring and how the results will be used.

c)
Analysts are told which lines are not monitored (can be used for personal calls).

d)
Only qualified, designated personnel are permitted to monitor.

e)
Feedback is given promptly.

f)
Results are given in such a way that an individual cannot be identified.

V.
7.5: Quality Versus Cost

A.
Quality assurance is the process of monitoring whether services being provided meet the needs of users.

1.
Questions considered in measuring the quality of service include the following.

a)
Are users satisfied with the level of service provided?

b)
Is the help desk meeting the requirements of the SLA?

c)
Are help desk staff and members satisfied with the level of service they are providing?

2.
Cost per call is the average cost of each call coming into the help desk.

a)
The Help Desk Institute’s Best Practices Survey for 2002 found that the average cost per call was $29.58.
3.
The formula is simple, but it is complicated to identify all the costs involved in operating a help desk, and interpret the results of the calculation.

a)
Costs fluctuate widely as a result of the structure of the help desk, the services provided, and the definition of a call.
b)
For example, a help desk that uses a dispatch structure will generally have a lower cost per call than a help desk that emphasizes first call resolution.
B.
Determining operating costs.

1.
First, must determine the costs.

a)
Main expense is usually staff.

b)
Next is usually a telephone cost, such as providing a toll-free number.

c)
Elements usually considered in calculating costs.

(1)
Salaries and benefits for staff.

(2)
External services provided to users.

(3)
Training for help desk staff.

(4)
Help desk software maintenance.

(5)
Hardware purchase or leasing.

(6)
Yearly ACD and telecommunications equipment maintenance costs.

(7)
Facilities overhead
2.
Next, must define the term call.

a)
Some help desks use the total number of incidents rather than calls because an incident could have originated by e-mail, Web, Fax, or phone.

b)
Other help desks track each type of incident separately, tracking an average cost per call, average cost per e-mail message, and average cost per Web incident, etc.

c)
Comparison of the results from the two methods can be misleading.
d)
Cost per call can also vary depending on the service provided (simple to complex).

e)
A help desk with self-service tools will have a higher cost per call, because only the more complex problems make it to the help desk agents.

f)
A help desk without self-service tools will tend to have lower cost per call results.
C.
Interpret costs per call (See Table 7.6. “Impact of Cost per Call, First Call Resolution, and Customer Satisfaction on Overall Help Desk Effectiveness”.)
1.
Do not assume that a lower cost per call is desirable. Higher cost-per-call figures may exist in an extremely effective help desk. There can be several reasons.

a)
Calls are longer in duration.

b)
More staff members are required.

c)
Training costs are higher.

2.
Need to also consider first call resolution rates and customer service satisfaction ratings.
a)
A high cost-per-call figure coupled with high first call resolution and high customer satisfaction does not indicate a problem.

b)
A low cost-per-call figure coupled with low first call resolution and low customer satisfaction does indicate a problem.
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