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User Support

(See also chapter 18 of your course book)
The need for support

· User interfaces are now more sophisticated and accessible (GUI) - As a result more people are using computers – Therefore the need for support has risen.

· As software becomes more complex, the expertise required for solving problems increases.

· All major software companies who provide bespoke packages or manufacture software provide user support, though users may need to pay an annual fee for this service, even if they do not use it.

The help desk

· This may be a simple help desk or a complete ‘user support centre’.

· The person on the help desk provides assistance and if necessary passes the query onto an expert – However, increasingly help desk personnel are experts themselves.

· Questions asked by users are stored, along with the answers, on a database which assists the help desk staff.  This data may be used to improve upgrades of the software or provide the basis for training courses.

· Help desk staff can sometimes become demoralised if they cannot help and often have to deal with frustrated and abusive callers.  It is difficult to deal with a problem if the user is not at a computer.  Often the user has difficulty communicating exactly what the problem is and this can lead to confusion.

· The help desk will usually log the user’s name, telephone number and postcode, software version number, serial number (to check for validity of the software), nature of the enquiry and the time and date of the call.

· E-mail is often used as well – This avoids the need for the user to wait on a queue.

Technical support

· Technical support exists to solve technical rather than user problems.  It tends to be staffed by specialists who may have assisted in writing the software.  However they may have difficulty appreciating how the software would be used in a business environment.

· The technical support staff may confuse the users with jargon.

Help desk software

· Specialist help desk software such as McAfee’s HelpDesk Suite is available for any size organisation running its own internal help desk.

· This type of software comes with an Expert System database of answers to thousands of hardware and software problems.  These enable help desk staff to ask the right questions and let the software diagnose the problem.

· It is also possible to allow the helper to take over the user’s computer screen, calling it up to his or her screen and typing the necessary fix.

· A ‘whiteboard’ facility allows all users within an organisation to be notified of a particular problem.  It also allows reports to be produced to track if help desk staff are keeping to service level agreements.

Bulletin boards

· A bulletin board system (BBS) is an electronic noticeboard to which items of interest, notes, hints etc may be posted.

· Some BBS systems pre-date the Internet and may be accessed via a modem direct to the providers phone number using a program such as HyperTerminal.  Advice on how to solve problems may be accessed through a system of menus.

· BBS systems may be found on software manufacturers websites on the Internet which display lists of frequently asked questions (FAQs) and their answers.  They also provide a forum for users to solve each other’s problems.

User booklets

Some software support departments supply new users with an introductory guide to things they might need to know about the product they have purchased.  This might include…

· Instructions to change the password after the first logon.

· Name and address of local contact.

· User support opening hours.

· How to get printer paper, toner, consumables etc.

· Where to go for training.

Newsletter and support articles

A number of software companies produce their own regular newspapers.  These typically include ideas on how to get the most out of the software, details of forthcoming support meetings, conferences, FAQs, articles and letters sent by users, forthcoming upgrade details.  Computer magazines regularly have articles on similar topics.

On-line help

On line help can be invaluable for anyone learning to use a package.  This usually contains an index of topics, a beginners’ tutorial, examples etc.  Microsoft help has a link to web sites offering various options – Try it out.

Documentation

The level and complexity of documentation required depends on who is using the software and how it is used.  A wide range of documents are available for major applications from beginner’s guides and ‘in a weekend’ type crash courses to highly detailed reference manuals of varying complexity.  As new versions of software appear every 2-3 years, relatively expensive reference manuals (often with supporting CDs) are soon out-of-date and available at low cost in ‘bargain basements’.

Discussion topics…

· What are the advantages to an organisation in using a call centre compared with an internal help desk using special help desk software?

· What are the relative advantages of on-line help and user manuals?
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