he Application Service Provider (ASP) market is
rapidly expanding because many companies are de-
ciding to centralize their information systems de-
partments with an outside vendor. in short, the
, Service Bureau concept has transitioned inte the
ASP model. The functionality of this approach is totally depen-
dent upon the Service Level Agreement (SLA} between vendor
and customer.

The ASP, specifically, is usually a company that maintains all
computer networking, e-mail, Web services and application
servers [e.g., financial, database) for a given customer. The
customer is connected to the ASP via a wide area network
(WAN). The ASP performs all maintenance and support of the
client systems. All necessary backups and disaster recovery
options are handled by the ASP. This is an effective way tor some
companies to conduct corporate business without expending
large capital and operating expenses on information systems.

Creating a good working refationship with an ASP takes
careful planning.

Consider the following scenario:

1t’s Friday afternoon, mounth end is approaching and the
weckend staff will arrive shortly to finish entering the resi-
dent visits anéd MDS forms. However, your clinical and
financial computer application just experienced a major
problem. Your staff will not be able to save any new records
into the clinical application. You now need to call the
company’s Help Desk for Product Support. The dilemma is.
it's now 5:00 p.n1. and the Help Desk s closed. What can you
do? The possibility of waiting untit Monday is unnerving. It
means a whale weekend of downtime and a backlog of work
when staff comes back.

Does this sound familiar? Why de these tyvpes of
problems always seem to occur at month end?
The answer and remedy to this problem lies in
the SLA. The SLA is « contract botween a
vendoer and a customer that guarantees spe-
cific levels of performance and reliabilitv.
The SLA is used to set customer expecta-
tions for availability, reliability and re-
SPOTSIVEness.

The benefits of an SLA should be ap-
parent te both the customer and the
vendor. The vendor needs to have
specific guidelines within which to
operate its business, while the cus-
tomer needs a clear idea of what
to expect. One example of an
effective SLA would require the
vendor’s Help Desk to respond
within four hours of receiv-
ing a call during normal busi-
niess hours. The vendor knows
that in order to meet the min-
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imum requirements of the SLA, it will have to return the
customer’s call within the four-hour period. The customer,
on the other hand, knows that the agreement is only in effect
during business hours.

A customer might consider the addition of an after-hours
component or might want to spell out a remedy. if the
provider does not meet the given four-hour response tme.
For example, the SLA might spell out pager or voice mail
support, or even include a 24/7 Support Contract. This
could add costs to the overail SLA contract but might be
worth it when considering the downtime that would result
without it.

Some specific areas that an SLA should measure include
the following (and see the table for suggested values):

+ Normal business hours, e.g., 6 a.m. to 5 p.m.
+ After-hours support—conducted by pager? E-mail? Web
tickets?
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« Holiday support

+ Weekend support

» Month-/year-end support

* 24/7 support

« Dedicated support staff available

Sereiss Mutaics

- Average respense time (calls picked
up within 30 seconds}

« 1t-call resolution

« Average resolution time

» Percent of time spent on phone

» Abandonment rate

J f’ level support call %

e D

27 Jevel support cali %

Systesrs Mutwork Befialidity
« Percent of system availability

* Percent of scheduled downtime

« Application/services availability

* Response time to access network
resources

Network throughput {speed) of LAN/
WAN {local area network/wide area
network)

Service utilization

.

With the SLA components defined,
the tracking and reperting of this infor-
mation to the customer is one way to
differentiate one vendor from another.
When the Support Center is contacted,
the call should be logged inte an Auto-
mated Customer Call Tracking System.
This system should note when the call
was made, the resolution of the call and
the time it took to resoive. This infor-
mation wili serve as the foundation for
the Support Metrics because it is not
only important to log each and every
phone call, but it is equally important
to know how long it took te answer the
phone, solve the problem and report
back to the customer.

If any of these steps are missing. they
need to be added to your existing SLA.
Support Metrics is one way to define
how the vendor meets your needs.
the metrics are set toe low, then the
customer is the only one who really
suffers. As & general rule, an overall
service fevel of around 75% is a great
starting point for measuring a Help
Desk’s efficiency inregardsto the SLA.
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Support Metric
Software Support:

Se et e

System/Network Support:
Percent of system availability
Percent of scheduled downtime

Application/services availability .............

Table. Sampie Support Metrics of an SLA

Average response time (calls picked up in 30 seconds) ... 75%
1st-call resolution (%6} .ooovvecccniiiiiiinnanns
Average resolution time (minutes) ........
Time spent on phone (minutes)...........
Abandonment rate ...
Tot-level support call %
27d-jevel support call %o ..o

7 min.

Response time to access NetwOork resourCes .o i 30 seconds

Network throughput of LAN/WAN

. Service utilization {(bandwicth degradatnon <15%)

Nonsystem factors should also be
included in the SLA. Some examples
include performance and availability
guarantees. Ifa %peciﬁclevcl fortheseis
not identified in advance, and a rem-
edy clause is ot included in the SLA,
both parties will have a hard time de-
ciding who’s deing a good job.

"The ASP Data Center must adhere o
a set level of system availability and
downtime. For example, the system
must be 99.9% available during nor-
mal operating hours, with downtime
limited to 1 to 2 hours per week in the
middle of the night. The SLA for an
ASP would also address issues of con-
nectivity from the facilities to the Data
Center. The throughput, or speed, of
the connection must not degrade {or
slow down) by more than 15% over a
typical day. This means that the data
lines need to be monitored, and if deg-
radation is more than 15%, another
line might need to be added. Technical
requirements such as these need to be
discussed with your Information Ser-
vices Department.

The SLA must be adaptable to new
services or deliverables and. in general,
should be adequate to meet the needs
of both parties. A termination clause
should beinciudedinan ASP/SLA con-
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s to be ter-
minated by either party, the clause
shouid include le gal ter‘mnolog’ pro-
tecting the parties from litigation.

SLAs should have both incentive
clauses and penalty clauses to ensure
performance and help drive the
vendor’slevel of complianceto ahigher
level, and vendor performance statis-
tics should be published to the cus-
tomer base.

One final consideration: An SLA
should address the vendor’s mission
and vision. That missior and vision
should drive the SLA’s objectives and
goais.

Taking some of these suggestions
into account, those after-hours sup-
p(\rt problems experienced by the fa-

iiityin the scenario, for exan ’mlc could
casm have been avoided. It's all in the
SLA. n

tract, and if the contract ha
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