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HR Support Desk Systems
Delivering Employee Services in a Disciplined and Efficient Way
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Dreaming of the Perfect HR Function..
The HR function has many strengths; consultation with employees, the adoption of a long-term perspective and the application of sophisticated approaches to change management. However, delivering responsive, disciplined services to employees is not one of them.
In our dreams of the perfect HR function, we should be jealous of the way the IT function uses Help Desk and Support Desk software and systems to provide disciplined, responsive services to employees. Imagine the HR team with a reputation for committing to service level agreements, delivering advice and information on time and being able to demonstrate this discipline using rigorous measures. I want it and I want it now!

Let’s explore what this crossover from IT to HR would look like in practice.

Client’s Perspective

Applying for Leave
· An employee in a remote location wants to know if he has to apply for leave when it snows heavily and all the trains have stopped. In the world of the HR Support Desk, he can call a single telephone number and be connected to the Support Desk. The telephone is answered quickly and his request for advice is answered immediately by a skilled professional with access to a knowledge database of previous requests that were similar in nature.

· If the request is so unusual that it hasn’t been asked before, the person he is talking to will allocate the resolution of the issue to another person in the team who has the expertise required. 

· Further, the employee is informed that a response will be provided within 2 hours or 4 hours or 24 hours depending on the standards set for service levels previously.

Seeking Training
· Another employee wants to undertake training in project management. She sends an email into the HR-Support@mycompany.com address requesting the HR team to identify an appropriate course in her local region. She immediately receives and email response to indicate that her request has been received by the HR team. 

· Within the next hour she receives another email informing her of the HR team member who is searching for a project management course and given a commitment to identify an appropriate course within 24 hours or provide an update on progress.

Updating Leave
· A line manager is worried that all the leave records for her team are not accurate. Some forms seemed to have been missed and she is not sure how to treat the leave credit for last Saturday’s strategic planning session. She logs onto the corporate intranet and goes to the HR web pages. In the knowledge database, she searches for ‘leave credits’ and ‘off-site planning’ and finds that this question is quite common and that she needs to complete a form for each of the non-managers who attended, but managers receive no credit. This solves one problem without talking to the HR team, but she is still worried about the accuracy of the records. 

· In the same web pages, she logs a request for a member of the HR team to have a look at the issue and send her a copy of the leave records for the team in the last six months. She assigns this a high priority and requests a response within 24 hours. She receives an email logging her request and giving it a unique number. She can now track the resolution of this issue on-line by following the actions.
· Within a few hours, a senior member of the team sends her an email with the up to date leave records and arranges a telephone call for the next morning.

Reporting Harassment

· A nervous employee rings the Support Desk and asks to obtain some clarification about harassment at work. He has had enough and is thinking of leaving. The Support Desk contact immediately transfers him to a senior member of the HR team who arranges to meet the employee face to face that afternoon.

Consistent Standards

The standard of service delivered by the HR team described above is not qualitatively different from any competent team. Requests for forms and advice, both simple and complex, are made to the HR team and handled professionally. The difference is that employees receive the same level of response and attention regardless of who they contact in the HR team and how they make contact. We all know people in our HR teams who are better at responding to employee requests and they gain a reputation in this area across the organisation. The workload becomes uneven and employees and managers begin to believe that ‘having good contacts in HR’ is important in getting the resolution they want to an issue.

In addition, the employees and managers who are comfortable with on-line systems and searches have access to a large body of HR knowledge without having to contact HR directly and explain the issue. They can search and find the answer.

HR Team’s Perspective

HR Administrators

· The junior members of the team are rostered to provide HR Support Desk services a few days a week and they love this part of the job. They have headphones on and a sophisticated computer system in front of them. They jump to answer each call or email. As the employee provides their name, the Support Desk operator pulls up information on the screen that indicates who the employee is, what team they are in and a complete history of contact with the HR team on a wide-range of issues. This provides an excellent basis for a few rapport-building opening remarks. As the employee outlines the issue or request for information or advice, the operator quickly enters the details and provides the required resolution to a request for a form or simple advice from the HR system. 

· For more complex issues, the operator searches the knowledge base for similar issues that have been resolved by more experienced members of the HR team. If a match is found, the operator provides the advice immediately.
· If not, the Support Desk operator identifies the HR team member with the required expertise and allocates the resolution to him or her, informs the employee of the change in responsibility and lets the employee know how long the resolution is likely to take. To the clients, they appear more knowledgeable and professional than they would expect on the basis of their limited experience.

HR Specialists

· The more senior and specialised members of the team rarely have to deal with simple requests for information because this is handled by the Support Desk. They are generally free to focus on developing HR strategies, completing HR projects, managing complex cases or meeting the more complex needs of line managers. They are informed immediately when a complex request is allocated to them through the email system and can make a quick assessment as to whether they are likely to meet the time constraints for a response or whether some other action is required. 

· Further, every time they resolve a complex issue, they record the advice and resolution in the knowledge base and this is available for the junior members of the team to read and use as a basis for their advice or for employees to search directly in the knowledge base on-line. The burden of day to day responses is reduced substantially. 

· When many requests are received on a certain issue, the senior HR team member can work with the Support Desk team to pro-actively send out a broadcast email to all employees clarifying the issue and reducing the calls to the Team.

HR Managers

· The HR manager receives even greater benefits. He or she can continuously monitor the requests being logged, the type of requests, the workload of the HR Support Desk, the workload of the HR specialists and any requests that are not being resolved in the expected timeframe. The HR manager can move resources accordingly and maintain high levels of efficiency within the Team.
· More importantly, the HR manager can demonstrate to the senior executives and managers that the HR team is responsive and meeting the needs of the employees in this area. One bad incident of a forgotten request for help or an error in an employee’s pay can be seen in perspective. 

· Other benefits include a reduction in the number of employees who think that ‘dropping into the HR area’ is the way to get high priority service. Surprisingly, this approach also reduces the ‘advice shopping’ in some HR teams that encourages employees and managers to seek advice on an issue from a number of different sources in the HR team until the advice they want is received. 

· All of this happens in a highly visible way where the whole team can see the requests logged, the issues raised, the problems unresolved and the workload of team members They can work cooperatively to provide disciplined, efficient services.

Move to Strategy

This disciplined approach to providing employee services does not make up for a lack of skills, expertise and motivation in the HR team.  However, if you do have a good team that is occasionally ‘dropping the ball’ because the workloads are uneven, the requests for assistance from clients come from a hundred different directions, employees target particular members of the team or documents get lost in files and in-trays, then a HR Support Desk system could lift your level of service to employees to a new level.

It is also highly likely that your strategic thinkers in the HR team will have better opportunities to plan for the future and deal with the important, larger issues, rather than the urgent little ones. At the same time, the less experienced members of the team gain HR knowledge more quickly through owning the resolution of the majority of issues and the use of the growing knowledge base.

Is this Achievable?

Case Studies

In both the UK Cabinet Office and the Australian Department of Communications, IT and the Arts, the HR Teams are currently in the process of implementing a HR Support Desk using software designed initially for the IT Help Desk. This software has been modified and configured to meet the unique needs of HR.. The ‘Technology Update’ Box that follows provides a summary of the technology being implemented or considered in these sites.

Large-scale HR Outsourcers such as Exult, Accenture, CSC and EDS are using their advanced knowledge of IT systems and higher levels of available investment to build complex HR support systems using CRM software. The HR Outsourcers have had to develop these systems to demonstrate compliance with their Service Level Agreements. 
This demonstrates that the technology is available now.

The In-house Approach

As the HR Support Desk systems become commonplace in HR Outsourcers, in-house HR Teams will find it necessary to start demonstrating how good they are at delivering employee services using similar systems.

Of course, this is not an easy task for HR teams. Because of our great people skills, we are often less skilled with IT and software. We are also suffering from the great promises of the HRMIS, most of which is yet to be delivered. Another HR system is not likely to be well-received when we haven’t learnt to really use the HRMIS installed some years ago. However, I can assure you that HR Support Desk systems are much simpler than Payroll and HR systems and the purpose of the system is more narrowly defined and understood. 

Specifically, you need to find a strong, contemporary IT Help Desk system with an established track record of performance and support that has been applied successfully in the HR function. This should produce a relatively inexpensive system that is implemented within a month or two and provides a user-friendly interface on the HR team’s desks. It is even better if the Support Desk systems provider has already configured a HR solution or template that requires only minor modification by you to get up and running.

Warning - CRMs

One word of warning  - even if you use a high end HRMIS with an accompanying CRM (Client Relationship Management) system, don’t attempt to use the highly sophisticated and completely configurable CRM system to develop a HR Support Desk. The power of these systems is way beyond that required to meet the needs of employees and its success or failure will depend on how well the HR team is able to design a HR Support Desk system. Designing a software system is not a HR strength and it is better to borrow from IT and modify years of development than it is to create a completely new system from first principles.

Conclusion

On balance, any HR team of 15 or more people should include a project to conduct a feasibility study and examine the business case for a HR Support Desk system in this year’s budget. Many HR teams should contact the HR Support Desk suppliers and arrange to conduct a pilot program immediately. If you don’t, there is a high probability that the HR Outsourcer’s will talk to your CEO and CFO and convince them that you are less efficient and less disciplined than they are!
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HR Asia Pacific
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HR Asia Pacific is part of the Brindabella Group of companies focused on meeting the needs of HR professionals. Others include:
Brindabella Consulting provides world class HR consulting services on a local basis to the Canberra region and to the Australian Public Service. 
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Benefits of HR Support Desk Systems





Employee requests are logged and cannot be lost – they feel less need to keep ringing to gain attention





Requests are resolved within defined timeframes or escalated until they are resolved – employees are confident the issue will be resolved as a result of the initial contact





HR team workload is reduced when employees find the answers to questions on-line





Junior members of the HR team are able to resolve more requests by using the knowledge base





Senior members of the team resolve issues once and share them with the team – leaving more time for strategic HR activities.





HR managers can monitor requests and workload continuously and make adjustments to ensure the highest level of efficiency within the team.





The measures produced by the HR Support Desk system can be used to strategically address HR services and make changes to produce continuous improvement year on year.








Technology Update





As a HR professional or manager, what technology can you reasonably expect in a simple but contemporary Support Desk system used in a HR Team.





Complete integration with email systems such as Microsoft Exchange and Lotus Notes so that emails can be sent, received and recorded in the system





Automatic emails and messages sent in response to defined events such as the first time a request is logged. This now includes SMS messages for non-desk bound employees.





A Microsoft Windows style of interface that is easily understood and easy to navigate for the HR Team.





Graphical displays of requests in the system so that workloads can be identified at a glance, with further expansion or ‘drill-down’ to get more details or clarification.





Complete security on the system with layers of controlled access and password log-ins.





Email reminders and alarms to be sent when requests exceed the resolution time.





Integration of the current employee database into the HR Support Desk system from telephone lists, payroll or HRMIS.





Access to both logging requests and operating as the HR Support Desk from a web interface – meaning all that is needed to use the system is a Web Browser and a good bandwidth connection.





Detailed reports and reporting databases that can be integrated with other systems such as HRMIS using third party reporting products to produce useful, comprehensive, HR function reports and measures, including Scorecards.





Ability to set pre-defined Service Level standards within the system and monitor compliance with the standards set.





Complete integration with your own organisation’s intranet, HR portal or HR web pages to produce a seamless approach to finding answers and logging requests for information.





Full searching of the knowledge base which includes not only the answers to frequently asked questions but also a range of previous letters, word documents or policy guidelines.





24 Hour access to the web site and defined Support Desk hours for telephone response.





Complete audit trail of each change of each request and the person who made the changes.





HR Support Desk





The system used in the Case Studies mentioned in the text provides all of the features above and is designed and supported by Richmond Systems Pty Ltd in the UK. It was originally developed as an IT Help Desk and then modified to embrace a more general approach to providing disciplined, responsive service. In conjunction with the two clients mentioned, Richmond Systems’ software is being modified and configured to specifically meet the needs of the HR function. The system ‘HR Support Desk’ enables technologically averse HR teams to have a reliable, easy to use system providing disciplined, efficient employee services within a number of weeks.
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