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E
nsuring quality service from
front-line support staff at the
helpdesk is an ongoing challenge,
but measuring and assessing

quality can be half the battle. This col-
umn discusses some of the various ways
to measure, assess, and ensure good
performance. 

Take Advantage of 
Your Tracking Database
Even the smallest helpdesks should
maintain a tracking database of some

sort, and even the most basic databases
offer a plethora of reports from which
managers can derive some performance
metrics, such as average length of time
to close tickets, number of calls typi-
cally logged during a particular period
of time, and even which staff are han-
dling the most calls. But just as the 
McDonald’s cash register shows the 
average time spent serving each cus-
tomer—in seconds—a quick turnaround
time does not ensure a quality response.
And the fact that one staff member

closes more calls per day than
another may not mean much
either; that staff member may
simply gravitate toward sim-
pler issues, passing more
complex problems to other
staffers. That is not to sug-
gest, however, that the data
provided by the reports is
useless; it just needs to be
used properly and as part of
an overall quality-assessment
system. Two factors are key in
this regard.

First, involve everyone, help-
desk staff and managers alike, in
reviewing performance data on an
ongoing basis and in taking re-
sponsibility for it. Use the more
general metrics as an ongoing
discussion topic at staff meet-
i n g s .  Fo r  i n s t a n c e ,  o n  a
monthly basis, review the call
volume and the length of
time to close tickets (average,
minimum, and maximum);
then compare these numbers
to those of previous months.
Use the data as a feedback,

planning, and motivational tool. Is call
volume growing? Perhaps you need
more helpdesk staff. Does call volume
peak at certain times of the day or times
of the year? You can shuffle your sched-
ules accordingly. Are you satisfied with
your response time? If not, how can you
improve it? Has response time changed
over the last few months? If so, why? Use
these questions as discussion points for
ongoing group self-assessment, thus al-
lowing staff to take some ownership of
the long-term outcome.

Next, use the more specific metrics
in one-on-one meetings with staff.
Don’t wait for the annual performance
review; do this on a regular basis. Again,
use the data as a tool for providing feed-
back and motivation, providing an op-
portunity for the staff member to set
personal goals and to take ownership of
the outcome. For example, if an individ-
ual expresses a desire to become more
proficient in a particular topical area,
then over time he or she should be tak-
ing more calls of that type.

Throughout, an important element
is to enable and encourage staff mem-
bers to review the data themselves on an
ongoing basis, before they meet with a
manager or as a group. By getting in the
habit of watching the metrics them-
selves, staff can feel involved in both
their personal progress and the group’s
overall status and will not be surprised
or feel the need to be defensive when
the data is discussed in the manager’s
presence. 

Second, evaluate metrics in context, recog-
nizing the complexity of their meaning. Just as
important as monitoring the metrics is
evaluating them appropriately. The key
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is to discuss everything in context. Dur-
ing a system-implementation process,
for example, not only is call volume
bound to increase but response times
will lengthen as well. This might occur
because the support staff is still learning
the product themselves or perhaps be-
cause they frequently need to speak
with the programming or implementa-
tion staff to resolve user issues.

Also, recognize that goals may not 
be as obvious as they seem. We might
assume that fewer calls and faster 
response times are better. But perhaps
previously dissatisfied users have
stopped calling, or maybe you are giving
quick-and-dirty answers to problems
that deserve a little more thought. This
suggests that desired outcomes are not
as clear-cut as they might initially 
appear, a fact that needs to be acknowl-
edged throughout all metric-related 
discussions. 

The same is true for the metrics used
to measure individuals. If a staff mem-
ber’s average number of calls per day
has decreased over time, maybe he or
she has been taking more challenging
calls; recognize that achievement. If an
individual’s average number of calls is
substantially higher or lower than the
average for the entire group, discuss
that as well—realizing that there may be
an explanation that has nothing to do
with productivity.

Design a Survey Instrument
Surveys, if designed and executed prop-
erly, can also be a useful tool and can
provide another feedback mechanism
to assess the quality of service. When
designing the survey itself, consider the
following:

■ Allow for a mixture of both qualitative and
quantitative responses. The quantitative
responses (e.g., “On a scale of one to
six, how would you rate…?”) are use-
ful when aggregating the results. The
qualitative responses will, however,
provide the most insight. I recom-
mend allowing a few lines for com-
ments after each quantitative ques-
tion to allow people to explain their
answer if they wish.

■ Don’t allow a “medium” response. When
creating quantitative responses, pro-

vide a range that has no “middle”
number (e.g., use 1 to 6 instead of 1 to
5). This will force respondents to
quantify their decisions as either
positive or negative. If you like, you
can add a “don’t know” option.

■ Collect some demographic information.
Ask for the name of the respondent’s
department and perhaps for the
length of time the respondent has
been with the school. This will allow
you to categorize responses later;
perhaps you’ll find that some depart-
ments perceive better quality than
others. That will be good informa-
tion to follow up on.

■ Involve your staff. Perhaps the most im-
portant part of the survey design
process is to ensure that your staff
members don’t feel threatened by the
survey. Involving them from the
start, and telling them how it will be
used, can minimize any perceived
threat.

As the results come in, share them with
the helpdesk staff as quickly as possible.
Whenever possible, provide the “raw
d ata” — go o d  a n d  b a d — rat h e r  t ha n
processed results. Allow surveys that
make positive references to individuals
to circulate within the group but hold
back from general circulation those sur-
veys that have negative comments
specifically directed toward a particular
individual. (You may want to address
some or all of those comments, but they
need be shared only with the individual
named.)

If the survey is not as positive as you
would like, use it—in conjunction with
your staff—as a diagnostic tool. For ex-
ample, you may ask: “Why are people
saying we take too long to get back to
them, and how can we change that?” Set
a goal to improve those areas that re-
ceived negative feedback in time for
next year’s survey (and make sure to do
a survey again next year).

Finally, publish the survey results,
along with your plans for improvement,
for the rest of the community—not 
j u s t  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  t e c h n o l o g y  
department—to see. Show your staff 
a n d  y o u r  p e e r s  e l s e w h e r e  i n  t h e  
university that you stand behind the 
results and are willing to publicly 

acknowledge that there may be areas
needing improvement.

Be Creative
Combining the tracking database data
with a survey instrument provides a
good, but still vague, assessment of
quality. You’ll need to find other means
to fill in the gaps. For instance, you may
want to make occasional “quality con-
trol” visits or phone calls to staff mem-
bers in other departments. A five-
minute phone call or fifteen-minute
visit will often provide a great deal of in-
formation that no survey or tracking
database can offer.

Consider attending a student govern-
ment, faculty senate, department, or
support staff meeting. Place yourself on
the agenda; make a brief presentation
about the helpdesk, and open up the
discussion to questions. As long as you
limit the scope of the discussion to
strictly helpdesk-related issues, simply
providing the forum for people to speak
will allow for the feedback you need.
Bring a few staff members with you to
the meeting so that they can hear first-
hand what is being said.

Think Long-Term
A thorough quality-control strategy 
involves collecting a lot of data. This
data needs to be assessed over the long
term: what are the trends, and where are
the problems? Short-term blips, though
initially far more troublesome, are in
fact much less critical. A long-term
strategy, using a variety of assessment
tools, will best enable the helpdesk to
provide high-quality service to your
community.

The helpdesk is perhaps the most pub-
licly visible element of your IT organ-

ization. Using these tools to measure
and monitor quality, you can ensure that
your helpdesk is providing good service
to your community, in an environment
that allows your staff to take pride in
their work.

Eric Bird is Director of Information
Technology at the Boston Architec-
tural Center. His e-mail address is
<eric.bird@the-bac.edu>.
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