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Are we at a stage when maritime software, and support services, are robust enough to let companies get on with the task of running their businesses? John Rolfs thinks so 
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BODY

The sense of absolute familiarity with a situation, despite never having actually lived through it before can be quite fascinating and serene. 

Wise men in the East say that such flashes of insight come from deep inside, when the soul remembers things the mind has forgotten.

But Eastern mysticism never figured on IT. Whatever your views are, déjà vu associated with computer problems is never going to be a soothing experience. 

Have you ever let out a sigh when, at the other end of the phone line, yet another voice asks you for a fifth explanation of your technology problem?

When it comes to software support, passing the client from one person to another is not a very effective way of providing them with a solution. 

The shipping industry is one business that can’t wait – its global nature means that things can become exasperating especially if there are several support companies who deal with different aspects of IT.

SUBHEAD

Understanding the client

Customer support is as much about understanding your client as it is about understanding the technology. To be able to serve the customer properly, it is vital for the support team to develop a good working relationship with the client. 

The team needs to know exactly what the client requires, and how the business operates, so that they can work in the way that is best suited to the customer’s demands.

The best way of developing a good relationship is to have a single point of contact (SPOC) for the customer to turn to, so that the support function is being carried out by someone familiar to the client and who understands their needs.

Companies which have this system, such as Blue Diamond IT, say that it means the problem can be transferred straightaway, to an expert who knows exactly the best method of fixing it, and can deal with all 3rd parties on your behalf.

SUBHEAD

Keeping ships afloat

Within the shipping industry, it is vital for all of the IT systems, on board and ashore, to run flawlessly, and this does not happen on its own. If a problem arises, the solution needs to be immediate. 

Shipping is a global industry operating across all time zones, and for certain problems, waiting around for support is not an option. The support team needs to have an instant reaction time and be available around the clock.

When a call does come in, the support team needs to evaluate the nature of the problem, and decide upon the best method of handling it. 

Having a connection with the client and knowing about their business will help to formulate the best way forward.

There are usually several options available. Many problems can be solved by dialling in remotely via the internet. 

Unless a very simple solution is required, this method is usually better than giving instructions over the phone, because usually the client does not know enough about the way that a system is run, beyond the normal user tasks. 

With something more serious, the support function may need to happen on site, and the team must be willing and able to travel to the client immediately.

SUBHEAD

Disruption to business

IT is a tool that companies use to help them in their business, and it is their business activities, not IT, that brings in the money. Support companies need to be sensitive about causing unnecessary disruption to the business, especially if they are on site. 

If the problem is not urgent, they can work in the evenings or at night, so that a minimum amount of disturbance is caused and that the client is not aware of what is happening. 

Companies do not want to spend valuable time and effort trying to fix their IT problems.

Because software problems can be so frustrating, it is important for the support team to be wholly sympathetic at all times. Even with a small problem, the client needs to feel comfortable that his problems will be dealt with. 

This is what the support team are there for and it is their job to do everything they can to help. 

Even insignificant seeming problems are a cause of stress, and judging by the newspapers, computer rage is an increasing problem.

Chipcraft’s UK partner, Blue Diamond IT, recently had a call from a client who was upset because he had sent an email that could not be opened at the other end. The problem was sorted out with a single phone call to the recipient. 

Support needs to be sensitive to the client’s needs and is about doing everything possible to help. 

It is about building long term relationships, and not trying to shift the blame in order to make a fast buck.

The relationship between the client and the support needs to be such that the client feels able to call whenever they think that they have a problem that needs fixing and not to wait for a complete system failure before they feel able to ask for help.

SUBHEAD

Regular contact

Software support also needs to have regular contact with the client, even if it is on an informal basis. They need to regularly check that everything is running smoothly. 

Clients are not IT specialists, and if a client is quiet for some time, it does not mean that there aren’t any problems. Support still needs to get in touch to check and to carry out housekeeping tasks. It is also a matter of reassurance for the client, that everything is running without difficulty.

When customers need to be made aware of an issue, they should be advised through personal contact, not with a blanket mail shots, because each client is an individual and should be treated this way.

The client needs complete trust that they are getting the best advice, from a reputable and experienced industry source. Support needs to knowledgeable, and be able to give advice on a wide variety of issues, from equipment purchasing and office moves, to security and system crashes.

SUBHEAD

Other IT support

When it comes to moving equipment, it is not a simple process of transferring equipment from one office to another. 

For example, the ASDL line cannot just be moved. A new one is needed and information transferred across. Phone numbers also need to be ported. 

It is not a question of always working in front of a computer screen, support companies need to get their hands dirty and get involved in the physical aspects of setting up the equipment.

IT support can offer is a seamless transition of technology; the client can close the office on Friday, and to find that when the new one is opened up on Monday, that everything has been done behind the scenes.

Another service that should be provided by support, is basic guidance on how clients should handle their systems better. 

Some of the basic principles, such as making hard disk back-ups of all information stored, effective anti-virus protection, and even shutting down and restarting their systems properly, can be taught, so that many problems can be prevented.

SUBHEAD

Choosing support

As far as choosing a company that carries out the software support function, there should not be any compulsion on the part of the software providers. 

The software provider can legitimately advise on who they think has familiarity and the capabilities to work with the software, because these are the main requirements. But the client should not be forced to use a particular company for software support, and should have the option of choosing.

The vital requirement is that the support company has familiarity and the capability of working with the product, and the ability to relate on a personal level to the client, to be able to provide a first-rate service.

Not having the proper software support for a business is like having a ship and looking at the shiny hull, but leaving the engine without lube.

In the case of IT, to look after the engine you need an effective support company to make sure that everything is running smoothly. To solve problems quickly and effectively, the support needs to know in detail not only their own business, but also the client’s business and ways of working. 

This means it is vital to have regular contact with SPOC, so that a good working relationship is formed. That way stressful déjà vu is kept to a minimum.

