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1 Sometimes, IT strives to go beyond that relationship to become a “partner,” but that’s simply adoption of a popular 
selling strategy: Every vendor wants to be your partner. 
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How might one optimize an IT Help Desk? It’s a call center: Reduce 
queue time (how long someone waits until they talk to a live human 
being), talk time, total time elapsed until a problem has been resolved, 
and the total effort needed to resolve the problem. So instruct each Help 
Desk analyst to escalate any call that exceeds some specified duration to 
the more highly trained professionals who work in other parts of IT. Every 
measure improves: Queue time drops because Help Desk analysts 
become available again more quickly; call time drops for even more 
obvious reasons; total time and effort needed for resolution drop as well, 
because the more highly qualified staff to whom problems are escalated 
can resolve them more quickly. 

IT’s overall effectiveness, however, plummets when Help Desks are run 
this way. Not only are the staff to whom problems are escalated paid 
more than those who answer telephones on the Help Desk, often they’re 
also responsible for executing high-value projects, on all-too-frequently 
understaffed project teams working under tight deadlines. When they’re 
distracted from these responsibilities, important projects are delayed. 
Optimizing the Help Desk sub-optimizes both the overall cost of problem 
resolution and the overall operation of IT. 

It’s worse. From the end-user’s perspective, escalation means getting a 
ticket number and waiting until the ticket has been assigned to an analyst 
with time available to deal with the problem. Elapsed time until resolution 
has lengthened. The end-user’s effectiveness is, depending on the nature 
of the problem, somewhere between reduced and non-existent. 

And it’s worse yet: Every time a Help Desk analyst escalates a problem 
instead of working it to successful resolution, that analyst neither learns 
how to solve that problem nor increases his or her general 
troubleshooting skills. Staff development suffers. 

Optimizing the Help Desk sub-optimizes the whole IT organization. 

Those readers who are outsourcing their customer service centers to 
offshore operations take note: Often, these are prime examples as well, 
optimizing the customer service center at the expense of sub-optimizing 
the enterprise. 
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2 This isn’t quite true, of course: IT practitioners know the importance of maintaining the IT infrastructure, which includes 
projects whose goal is simply to upgrade operating software and business applications so as to stay on supported 
releases. But even here, the goal is to support business change: At some point, running on unsupported and 
unsupportable technology or otherwise operating on a poorly designed or implemented technical architecture will preclude 
the business from achieving the kinds of changes it will need for its continued success. Why this is so is an eye-glazing 
discussion most business executives prefer to exchange for a willingness to trust their IT professionals, or at least they 
prefer the exchange once they find themselves immersed in the conversation. 
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3 The ultimate goal is, of course, completion of a profitable transaction. 
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For those not steeped in IT lore: 

A service level is a two-part measure. The first part 
defines a service target of some sort: A defined 
transaction will require no more than a half-second to 
complete; the Help Desk will answer calls after no more 
than twenty seconds; defective PCs will be serviced or 
replaced within 48 hours. The second part of the 
measure defines how often the service provider meets or 
improves on the target: 98% of all performance tests with 
the standard transaction will complete within a half-
second; the Help Desk might answer 90% of all calls 
within its service target of 20 seconds; and 95% of all 
defective PCs are dealt with within two days. 

A service level agreement is as the words imply, a 
negotiated agreement as to both the service target and 
how often the service provider must meet or improve on 
that target. 
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4 This is, of course, an idealized representation: In most businesses “what’s best for the company” is somewhat less than 
clear, and often is synonymous with “what I want.” 
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In all of American education, no subject is taught worse than 
the theory of evolution. Most readers of this article, hearing the 
word “evolution,” will immediately think of the phrase, “survival 
of the fittest.” 

As with the four core assumptions about IT, what you know is 
wrong. 

Charles Darwin never used “survival of the fittest” to describe 
his theory, because the phrase doesn’t describe his theory. 
Quite the opposite: The theory of evolution by natural selection 
rejects the whole idea of “fittest” as an absolute. Natural 
selection is built on the competing idea of “best fit” – that nature 
selects those organisms that fit best into their particular 
situation. 

“Survival of the fittest” is the expression of Herbert Spencer’s 
thoroughly discredited theory of what he called, to Darwin’s 
distaste, Social Darwinism. It was this notion of absolute fitness 
that Social Darwinism used to justify Britain’s class society, 
based as it was on “breeding” and inheritance. 

The differences between Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural 
selection and the mass of accumulated economic theory 
describing market-driven capitalism are limited. Mostly, it’s the 
currency – money in the case of economics; offspring in the 
case of evolution. 

Otherwise the similarities are so striking that each theory can 
and does adopt concepts from the other to its profit. 
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