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Where Have All
the Help Desks Gone?

PRATRICK 0. TURNER

One of the classic IT jobs in the United States
may be slowly disappearing.

According to a May 2001 report by Datamonitor,
“There will be considerable investment in
contact center outsourcing across Western
countries over the coming five months.”

The report - titled "The Future of vVertical
Investment in Contact Center Dutsourcing” -
also states that new industries, including health
care and tourism, are starting to outsource
their help-desk functions to other countries.

The changing economy will lead industries to seek
ways to cut costs and improve efficiency. Companies
can save money and provide their workers with top-
notch, level-11T support by offshoring their help-desk
functions. Many companies are going for it.

Accounting and consulting firm BDO Seidman LLP
recently conducted a telephone survey of 100 chief
financial officers at U.S. technology companies with
annual revenues of $100 million to $15 billion. Forty-
nine percent of respondents stated that they do
some type of outsourcing of manufacturing or ser-
vices outside the U.S.

Another 2008 study by Forrester Research -
“Outsourcing Fever Reaches Legal Departments” —
concluded that between 2003 and 2015, 79,000 legal
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Getting Started on Help-Desk Certs

PRTAICK 0. TURNER

Certifications are a great way to get your foot in the door or move
up in the IT world. There are several certifications that are good
to have or pursue when you are trying to get a help-desk job.

The CompTIA A+ is a great vendor-neutral certification to get
started with. The A+ mainly focuses on PC-based hardware and
operating systems. If you want to focus on a Microsoft-based
shop, there is the Microsoft Certified Desktop Support Techni-
cian (MCDST) that focuses on the Windows XP operating sys-
tem, as well as some basic hardware knowledge. One of Micro-
soft's newest certifications, the Microsoft Certified Technology
Specialist IMCTS) Vista Configuration, is a great way to certify
your skills in a help-desk position that supports Vista or is plan-
ning to in the near future.

If your job consists of supporting Linux, the CompTIA Linux+
might be a good choice. The Linux+ certification gives you a ge-
neric knowledge about Linux thatis applicable to any distribution
your company supports.

Novell has a brand new desktop certification — the Certified
Linux Desktop Administrator (CLDA) - that concentrates on the
desktop version of SUSE Enterprise Desktop 10. This would be a
great certification if you work for a Novell shop moving to Linux
on the desktop.

This certification takes experience you have on the Windows
desktop and gives you a Linux equivalent. It is specific to SUSE
Enterprise Desktop 10 and is not considered a generic Linux
certification. There are a lot of similarities between all Linux
distributions, and almost any Linux certification would be con-
sidered a great start.

Apple has its Apple Certified Help Desk Specialist (ACHDS) for
those who support Macintosh computers in the workplace. The
ACHDS training gives you all the basics of the 0S X operating
system, configuring services and troubleshooting problems.
There is a new version of this certification that is intended for 0S
X Leopard that was released a few months ago, versus the older
Tiger version of the operating system.

Besides the major industry-recognized certifications, there are

companies that support and certify help-desk individuals. One

of the larger organizations is HDI. HDI is a large, membership-

based organization that certifies help-desk and technical sup-

port professionals. They have different levels of training
and certification ranging from customer service-based
soft skills to managing and directing a help desk.

—  As with anything you pursue, make sure you have the

prerequisite skills and the right amount of experience
before you attempt any of these certifications. When you begin
the path to certification, make sure your learning comes from
multiple sources. A combination of books, classroom learning
and good testing software can help tremendously.

Nothing beats real-world experience when taking a certifica-
tion test. So if you are looking to get hired on a help desk or just
want to improve what you know, pick one of these certifica-
tions and go for it!
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One of the reasons
foreign employees are
willing to work for

less money is because
there are so many of
them, and at that point,
it's simple supply-and-
demand economics. RS
U.S. companies look to
cut costs, having fewer
employees on hand
directly lowers the cost
of doing business. It's
more cost-effective

to pay a fixed cost and
outsource the positions.
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jobs would be outsourced to other countries.
Companies specializing in outsourcing are crop-
ping up in many different industries, so the trend
is becoming increasingly popular on many fronts.

Reasons for Dutsourcing

There are several reasons why companies out-
source jobs overseas. The first and foremost
is cost savings. Labor in other countries costs
much less than in the U.S. Rising costs of salaries,
health care and insurance make the U.S. worker
more expensive. Also, there is a huge workforce
in India with a lot of talent.

One of the reasons foreign employees are willing
to work for less money is because there are so
many of them, and at that point, it's simple supply-
and-demand economics. As U.S. companies look
to cut costs, having fewer employees on hand
directly lowers the cost of doing business. It's
more cost-effective to pay a fixed cost and out-
source the positions.

As a corporation grows, it sometimes loses its
ability to focus on strategy and future plans. This
is another reason companies outsource. Many
companies become reactive in their day-to-day
operations. The help-desk workers and other
first-line positions spend a lot of time putting out
fires and less time planning and strategizing for
the future. By having another company handle
these everyday tasks, current staff is able to
concentrate on higher-level IT issues.

Quality and Language Barriers Are Risks
As beneficial as it can be, there are downsides
of outsourcing. Quality control may become an
issue if there are no policies or regulations to
keep standards of service in check. The out-
source company must be able to solve the prob-
lemsitis faced with so it does not frustrate users
into giving up or seeking help elsewhere.

Outsourcing companies usually are focused and
knowledgeable about what they are doing and do
it quite well. A company should ensure the function
being outsourced is done better than what could
be provided in-house. A cost savings is not going to
help if clients are dissatisfied with the service they
are receiving from an outsourcing company.

The outsource company also must provide tan-
gible numbers and statistics on what they are
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link to 167 Web sites on “help desk.”

accomplishing. Surveys on customer-service satis-
factionmustbein place to ensure the proper results.
Language barriers have been a classic problem with
outsourcing to companies outside the U.S. Time dif-
ferences also have come into play when dealing
with support technicians in other time zones across
the world. Several companies have outsourced to
Mexico to try and balance out these time issues.

“Companies aren’t considering only the cheapest
places, but are looking at location for other rea-
sons, like being closer to customer bases,” said
Lee Duran of BDO Seidman in a recent Information
Week interview.

There are some cases in which outsourcing has gone
bad. Revelex Corp., which offers an Internet plat-
form of technology tools to the
real estate industry, had problems
finding enough workers in south

level help-desk job, get certification or two and move
up in the organization to bigger and better roles.

However, movement toward offshoring of IT support
presents new opportunities for IT pros to work for
U.S. companies that specialize in providing help-desk
services to corporations. In several different target
markets, such as health care, it is possible to build
a business that performs IT support and help-desk
functions. But the company would have to provide
top-notch support and unprecedented customer ser-
vice ata competitive price.

Getting It Right

One example of a company built around this new-
found demand for outsourced IT support is Perot
Systems. Perot Systems provides IT services to
health care facilities that want to save money by
outsourcing to a U.S.-based company. It signed
a contract with Jewish Hospital and St. Mary's
Health Care System Inc. to take over the IT ser-
vices that were formerly provided in-house. This
affected 110 workers, who became employees of

Florida to support its 50 percent
a year growth as it approached
12,000 clients. It decided to try
outsourcing and found it difficult
to work with the time constraints
and culture of the time difference.
It eventually brought the operation
back to Boca Raton.

So what does all this mean for
the average IT guy? A lot of IT
folks got their start on a help
desk; it was either a good or
bad experience that you may
have enjoyed or may just want
to forget about. Where does this
leave the entry-level guy trying
to get a job out of a trade school
or college? Where are we going
to start and work up from?

We can't startin the middle, miss-
ing the help-desk experience that
every seasoned IT pro has under
his or her belt. It was a rite of pas-
sage for most of us: Get an entry-

Scientists have determined that
we only use 10% of our brains.

Make the most of it.

There's only one way to prepare for your next certification exam and that's
with Self Test. It's the only tool you'll need to improve your IT 1Q. Self Test
Software helps you figure out what you know and gives you the answers

to what you don't. Hey, you're already smart. We help you be smarter.
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Perot Systems. These workers
are guaranteed a job for a year,
and Jewish Hospital decided to
keep seven workers on staff to
perform its higher-end IT plan-
ning and analysis.

This is considered an IT out-
sourcing success story because
the work went to a U.S.-based
company and no U.S. jobs were
lost. The overall concern is how
much work will eventually wind
up overseas. "Estimates of the
number of service jobs poten-
tially at risk, by economists and
research organizations, range
widely from a few million to more
than 40 million, which is about a
third of the total employment in
services,” said a July 2007 New
York Times report.

A company that can provide both
technical support and a busi-
ness process will be ahead of the
game. According to an April 2005
article in the Houston Business
Journal, “By combining the two
cost-saving strategies of IT out-
sourcing and business process
outsourcing, companies of all
sizes can realize improvements in
both the bottom line and in a syn-
ergistic relationship between the
technology users and technol-
ogy providers — whether inside
or outside the company.” The
benefits of providing both give a
company a competitive advan-
tage over others,

To try and combat the offshoring

problem, IBM is focusing on shift-

ing technology services to become

more couched in business knowledge than software
technology. By positioning itself as a higher-end out-
source corporation, it is able to retain many of its cli-
ents and prevent them from going overseas to get a
better price.

So what will become of the great outsourcing dilemma
that many companiesinthe U.S. face every day? There
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We can't start in the

middle, missing the

help-desk experience
that every seasoned

IT pro has under his op
her belt. It was a rite of
passage for most of us:
Get an entry-level help-
desk job, get certification
or two and move up in the
organization to bigger

and better roles.

are definite advantages and disadvantages to out-
sourcing. Many take a negative view that it takes jobs
away from U.S. workers. Others see outsourcing as an
opportunity for growth and a positive impact on their
businesses.




