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How do you effectively manage your cases or service requests? What details should you know

to solve cases faster, keep everyone updated on your progress, escalate cases properly when

needed, be sure your cases have excellent notes, and manage your time effectively while

doing all of that?

This was written from a technical support perspective, but much of it will apply to any

kind of case or service request taking group.

When initially taking a case or service request, you must first accept it out of the queue.

Be sure to examine any internal notes, Rules, RMA notes, etc. which may have been placed

into the case. Read the customer description in detail, including looking at any

attachments they may have already added such as configurations, debugs, diagrams, screen

shots, etc.

Contact the customer via the method requested, typically email or phone.

Make detailed notes of any phone conversation including:

Product and Software version

Detailed description of the problem

IP addresses, ports, applications being used, clients affected

Errors seen, symptoms, behaviors reported by clients and the devices involved

Configurations that have been tried

Troubleshooting steps that have already been done

REPEAT this information back to the customer! This is critical.

This helps you to be sure that you understood the problem, that you have all the details

correct, and it also lets the customer know that you were paying attention and you do care

about his or her problem. Many people assume they understood some aspect of the issue, or

something the customer said, but assumptions can create alot of problems in getting to the

resolution of a case.

Always take detailed notes! Always attach what they send to you such as configurations,

traces, diagrams, debugs, etc. The more data, the better. Remember- if your case requeues

to another support person while you are out, the next engineer will have to know what the

problem is, what has been examined, what troubleshooting steps have been done, and what

your expected action plan was before the case requeued. If you don’t take good notes, the

customer will be upset when the next engineer has no idea what is going on with their case.

Be sure you make a good problem description and action plan, and keep the action plan

updated throughout the case history, as it will change over time. Different people,

including the customer, the sales team, other engineers, developers, managers, etc. may

look at your case and will need to know what the current action plan is.

Set the case to the appropriate state as it changes. For example, in technical support it

might go from Customer Pending to Engineer pending, Development Pending, RMA pending, etc.

Many companies use status as a metric, and certainly as a way to see where the case is on

its way to resolution.

Use whatever tools you have to help you keep track of your cases and prioritize them.

Whether you have tools available or not, one easy way is to use a text file to keep track

of the cases and their status. Put in the case number, the issue, when you updated it

last, and what you did last. This makes an easy at-a-glance way to see when you last

updated a case, so you know which ones to tackle first. For example:

Case # Problem/Issue Date What you did last

123466 router not passing traffic 10/4 bug #12345, upgrading code next week

456789 servers not replying 10/8 check server default gateway

When filing RMA's, (Return Material Authorizations) be sure to check entitlement for the

contract, and set correct expectations based on whatever contract the customer has with

you. If you set the wrong expectation and ship a part when the customer was not entitled

to it at that level, serious problems can be created. Also be very sure to check the

contact person, company name, address, email, phone, etc. to be sure you send the part to

the correct place. Never assume the default address in the system is correct. The part

they bought could have been shipped to another site after it was originally ordered from

sales and put on the contract.

When emailing escalation or development for help, be sure you have done your homework

first! If you are not sure what to gather, search through old cases, technical tips on your

web site, old emails from escalation or development aliases, and ask your colleagues or

technical lead for suggestions. Be sure you have gathered all of the basic information

required before contacting development. For example, if a typical troubleshooting case

would require you to verify the configuration first, and then if the configuration proves

to be okay, then run some debugs, and then gather sniffer traces... gather all of that, and

be sure you have actually looked at it all, and *documented* which parts of the

configuration are involved, which lines in the debug or error log show hints of the

problem, which packets in the traces show the odd behavior, etc. before you send it off to

escalation or development. If you do not look through the data first yourself, and

development points out an easy configuration mistake, you have just wasted alot of the

customer's time gathering more information than was needed back at the "examine

configuration" step, not to mention having embarrassed yourself in front of everyone on the

escalation alias. :-)

In my company, transfers mean handing off a case directly to a colleague in the same team.

These are done when you go on PTO or are otherwise aware that you will be unavailable.

Transfers should be done by giving the new engineer details of the case, where the status

is at, what you have done so far to troubleshoot, who else is involved such as development,

what you are waiting for from the customer or development, etc. Also, when you accept a

transfer, never trust that the previous engineer caught every possibility, even in

something as simple as the configuration. He or she may have missed something or be

unaware of something which you can find there to solve the issue quickly.

If you are going on vacation or leave, you should consider contacting all of your customers a few days in advance. Tell them your vacation is coming up, and give them a chance to work with you during those intervening days, or ask to have their case handed off to another engineer while you are out. Next, you should set your voicemail to say you will be gone, and your email to bounce back a vacation message at them with information on how to requeue the case if needed.

These are just some tips on managing support cases or requests, which I hope you will find helpful.
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