
  

  

  

  

Service Level ManagementService Level Management  

Guaranteeing Customer Satisfaction 
 

 

 

 



 

  

Service Level Management 
Guaranteeing Customer Satisfaction 

Introduction 

Service Level Management (SLM) is nothing new in the support services 
industry.  The concept of setting a customer’s service expectations up front, 
and then measuring performance to make sure the expectations are met is a 
necessary insurance policy in an industry where the stakes are often the 
continuation of business.  However, SLM is not something that can be 
developed on paper.  It has to be carried out to each and every customer, 
through every support interaction, between all parties involved in resolving a 
customer’s problem.  Seneca Corporation’s approach to SLM enjoins the entire 
support ring, by tying SLM to performance, on an individual and organizational 
level, utilizing tools to ensure SLM awareness throughout all organizations. 

Definition of Service Level Agreements 

Service Level Agreements (SLA) are the driving force behind Service Level 
Management.  SLAs are written agreements between the different members of 
the support organization (e.g., desktop support and network operations, or an 
internal IT department and an outsourced vendor), or between the entire 
support organization and the customer base.  They should clearly define 
service goals, and the prerequisites required to meet those goals.  SLAs should 
be flexible and fluid, to adjust for a rapidly changing technology environment, 
and the changing needs of customers.  

Elements of a Service Level Agreement 

Every SLA must have a clear definition of the products and services involved, 
and an understanding of how these products help complete the mission of the 
customers who use them.  No support organization (despite its claims) can be 
all things to all people, so limits must be established, with a defined set of 
procedures when those limits are exceeded.   

SLAs must also define responsibility for each of the products and services.  
This definition includes the different levels of responsibility ranging from a 
general resolution attempt to the ‘buck stops here’ on the particular product or 
service.  The path of escalation must be defined as part of an SLA.  Customer 
responsibilities should also be considered, such as methods of reporting 
requests, and information required when a request is reported. 

The unit of an SLA, from the customer’s perspective, is time.  How soon will 
someone contact me or start working on my problem?  How quickly can I 
expect to have it resolved?  Targets must be established, taking into account 
the business impact of the service request, the customer’s needs, the ability of 
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the support organization to respond, and the resources required to resolve the 
customer’s request. 

SLAs must have a classification for severity.  An outage that impacts the entire 
business is, in most cases, more important than an outage that impacts an 
individual.  Different types of requests, and different customers may also have 
different severity levels.  An air traffic controller will have a very high service 
expectation; and the necessary response for a billing specialist in the 
accounting department, will be somewhat less. 

SLAs must have measurable events, based on time, that vary by the severity of 
the problem.  As SLAs throughout an organization become complex, an 
automated system may be required to track these events.  The system should 
drive notifications throughout all levels of responsibility before, and when, the 
committed time and the customer’s expectation is exceeded.  The system must 
also be used for reporting purposes, to measure compliance with the 
established service levels.  Management, to measure employees’ performance, 
by contract administrators, to measure an outsourcer’s performance, or by 
customers, to measure the support organization’s performance, may use 
reports. 

The final, and most critical element of SLM is tying compliance to performance.  
This may take on many forms in a contractual relationship (such as Seneca’s 
outsourced support); this may be in the form of financial incentives and 
disincentives.  Within an organization, SLA compliance may be tied to 
performance reviews, individual or group incentives. 

It’s important that all parties involved in SLM view this as an opportunity to 
improve overall customer satisfaction and performance of the support 
organization.  An SLA will not be successful if it is viewed as punitive.  Because 
of this, it’s important to establish realistic goals that all parties (including the 
customer) can live with.  See Table (1) for a summary of the elements of an 
SLA. 

 

Elements of Service Level Agreements 

n Definition of Products/Services covered 

n Definition of responsibilities for products/services 

n Time commitments on Service Level Events 

n Severity classifications for requests 

n Defined, measurable events, tracked through automation, with 
notification to responsible parties 

n SLA compliance tied to performance measurement 

• Table (1) 
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Establishing Service Level Agreements 

There are two basic ways to establish service level agreements.  The most 
effective way is to find out what the customers’ support requirements are, and 
involve them in the development of service level agreements.  This is the best 
way to ensure that the support organization is meeting the needs of the 
customer population.  Another method of establishing service level agreements 
is to decide what service levels the existing organization can support, and 
present those to the customer base.  In many cases, this must be done in 
concurrence with the first method to establish a baseline of service.  Both 
methods have their pros and cons, as outlined in Table (2) below. 

 

Externally Developed SLAs Internally Developed SLAs 

Pros Cons Pros Cons 

Most likely to meet customers 
requirements  

Difficult to reach consensus 
amongst differing business 
units  

Easier to develop goals that 
support organization can 
attain 

Possibility of missing, or 
under-representing customers 
needs 

Can uncover ‘hidden’ support 
needs 

Customers often unaware of 
IT capabilities, costs of 
providing support, or level of 
effort required to meet service 
levels  

More likely to get ‘buy-in’ from 
the people who must deliver 
on the SLA 

Risk of communicating 
insufficient plan with 
customers 

Best alignment with 
organizational mission 

Requires baselining of current 
capabilities  

Understanding of level of 
effort required to meet service 
levels  

Based on ‘IT’ view of the 
organization – which often 
differs from customer view  

Develops ‘IT champions’ 
within customer base 

Requires more legwork to 
complete 

  

§ Table (2) 

 

One key to an effective SLA is communication with the customer.  This 
communication should occur before the SLA is implemented, and at each 
service opportunity.  Customers should have a mechanism to provide feedback 
on how well the SLA meets their needs, and the feedback should be used to 
refine the SLA. 

 

Service Level Agreement Structure 

As outlined above, Service Level Agreements must have several components.  
The most basic units of an SLA are the events that track compliance.  These 
units should track the entire service event, from the initial point of contact for 
reporting the event, to the escalation and resolution. The units and measures 
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for requests received by phone are different than those for requests received 
via email or another means.  The SLA should clearly state the method of 
receiving requests.  Samples of measures, and the structure of service level 
agreements that Seneca has developed are below in Tables (3), and (4):  

 

SLA for Requests Received by Phone 

Item Criteria 

Call Answer Rate ___% of all calls answered w/in ___ seconds  

Abandoned Rate Fewer than ___ % abandoned calls 

Average Call Length An average of ___ minutes or less 

Average Escalation or Resolution 
Time 

Calls are resolved or escalated to the resolving 
party within ___ on average 

First Contact Resolution ___% of  (type of calls) are resolved on the first 
contact 

• Table (3) 

 

SLA for Requests Received by Email 

Item Criteria 

Rate of Acknowledgement ___% of all inbound requests acknowledged 
within ___ hour (s) 

Required Acknowledgement Response to customer via (phone/email), to include 
(req. fields) 

Average Escalation or Resolution 
Time 

Requests are resolved or escalated to the 
resolving party within ___ on average 

First Contact Resolution ___% of (type of requests) are resolved on the 
first contact 

• Table (4) 

 

Each request should be classified by the severity, or the business impact of the 
request.  Commonly, and in Seneca’s application of SLAs, priority coding is 
used as an indicator of severity.  This will drive the timing of Service Level 
events.  A sample priority table is included below in Table (5): 
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Sample Priority Table 

Priority Code Impact 

Priority 1 Impact across several business units or entire 
organization.  Critical business processes 
halted until resolution. 

Priority 2 Impacts an individual business unit or 
workgroup.  Critical business processes halted 
or hindered until resolution.  

Priority 3 Impacts an individual, or single business 
process.  Workaround available. 

Priority 4 Provides capability that doesn’t yet exist.  
Business processes currently in place remain 
until resolution.  

• Table (5) 

When a request is escalated for desktop or level-two support, other SLA events 
may be employed.  The most common description of events are response and 
resolution, defined below:  

n Response  – Contact with the customer on the part of the resolving party, 
acknowledging receipt of the request, and the initiation of resolution efforts. 

n Resolution – Completion of the service request, to the satisfaction of the 
customer, or the acknowledgement by the customer that all appropriate 
resolution actions have been taken.  

Response and resolution are assigned time commitments, based on the 
severity classification of the request.  These time commitments should be 
aligned, as stated above, with the business requirements of the customers 
(e.g., the air traffic controller vs. the billing clerk) and the impact on business 
processes. 

An escalation path must be defined for when the service level is not attained, or 
the SLA fails.  This could be a technical escalation or a management 
escalation, depending on the environment.  It should also include the method of 
escalation and the required action when escalation reaches that level (see 
Table 6). 
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Escalation Paths 

 Name Method Interval 

1 Resolving party (phone/email/page) Upon event expiration (i.e., missed 
service level) 

2 Resolving Party’s direct 
supervisor, or next technical 
level 

(phone/email/page) Event expiration plus ___ 
(minutes/hours) 

3 Next management or technical 
level 

(phone/email/page) Event expiration plus ___ 
(minutes/hours) 

• Table (6) 

As stated above, reporting is a key element to the success of a Service Level 
Agreement.  The SLA should clearly define what reporting methods will be 
used to track compliance.  Some examples of reports are:  

n Call Answer/Abandoned Rates 

n Avg. Escalation/Resolution Time (First Level) 

n Avg. Response/Resolution Time by Group/Priority 

n Response/Resolution Exceptions by Group/Priority. 

Seneca utilizes an Automated Call Distributor (ACD) to track inbound telephone 
requests for reporting requirements such as call answer rates, abandoned 
rates, and average call length.  Seneca CMS has a full-featured, flexible 
Service Level Tracking module that tracks response and resolution time, and 
provides proactive warnings before the response or resolution is exceeded.  
This can enhance the overall effectiveness of an SLA by ensuring the customer 
receives the response they expect, leading to greater overall customer 
satisfaction.  

An optional and final component in an SLA may be performance incentives 
based on SLA compliance.  Seneca often utilizes incentives and disincentives 
written into a service contract.  These may involve a discount for not meeting 
service levels, or a bonus for exceeding them.  To ensure that the entire 
support organization has incentives to meet service levels, Seneca also tracks 
customer-driven follow-ups when a third party or the internal support 
organization fails to meet service levels.  This has proven an effective incentive, 
as shown in the case study in the next section.  
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Case Study 

Service Level Management works!  One of Seneca’s clients is an international 
management and technology -consulting firm, with over 7500 users, spread 
across 60+ offices.  Seneca provides complete help desk services to this client, 
including providing support for COTS, proprietary applications, and desktop and 
networking environments.  For requests that fall outside this scope, Seneca 
provides complete call management and escalation to third party break/fix 
providers and internal client support resources.  Seneca is currently handling 
approximately 7000 requests per month for this client. 

Seneca’s contract with this client includes a follow-up clause, where the client is 
billed an incremental charge for each follow-up on a call escalated outside of 
Seneca, greater than 10% of the total volume of calls as in the following 
formula: 

Billable follow-ups = (Total follow-ups)-(10% number of Escalated 
Calls) 

In this contract, Seneca assumes the follow-up risk for 10% of all requests 
escalated to resources outside of Seneca (i.e., client-managed resources).  In 
the first full year of the contract, over 15% of all escalated requests generated 
an additional follow-up call to the help desk.  This cost the client approximately 
$36,000 in incremental charges.  Seneca’s customer satisfaction rating during 
this year hovered right around 90%, as measured by an independent survey of 
five service elements. 

During the first full year, Seneca worked with the client to establish service level 
agreements between all parties involved in supporting the client’s end user 
population.  Once the service levels were established, the priorities, escalation 
paths, and response/resolution time commitments were entered into the 
Seneca CMS Service Level Tracking module.  These commitments were then 
communicated to the customers up front, and during each interaction with the 
Help Desk.  The escalation process allowed proactive notifications (prior to the 
response/resolution being exceeded) to be sent to both the party who was 
assigned the request, and their immediate supervisor.  Fault notifications would 
go to the same parties, but would also be sent to the next level of management.  
This resulted in increased visibility of Service Level performance, which was 
then tied back to performance reviews.  Where a third party vendor was 
involved, these performance measures tied directly to financial incentives and 
disincentives.  Although the entire process of setting up the SLAs took some 
time, the effort paid off. 

In the second full year of the contract, customer-driven follow-ups dropped to 
an average of 7% of all escalated requests, only exceeding 10% (10.5%, to be 
exact), in one quarter.  Seneca’s customer satisfaction rating over this period 
was greater than 95%!  In addition to the increase in customer satisfaction, the 
second year savings to the customer were just under $35,000.  Seneca is now 
in its third year of performance for this client.  The customer satisfaction ratings 
have remained high, and the client has yet to be billed for an incremental 
follow-up. 
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Service Level Management works when all parties involved in delivering 
support to the customers are committed to it.  Seneca has replicated the 
successes above in supporting a large military client organization of 
approximately 4500 users, amongst others.  A sample Service Level 
Agreement follows on the next few pages. 

 

About SenecaAbout Seneca  

 
Seneca Corporation provides complete technology support solutions for 
organizations that place a high priority on the satisfaction of their customers.  
We have successfully provided technology support solutions to Fortune 1000 
companies and the U.S. Government for over nine years.  Seneca’s corporate 
mission is to help our clients meet their business objectives by significantly 
increasing the satisfaction of their internal/external clients.  

Seneca's robust knowledge base is integrated our Client Support System to 
prioritize, filter, and process various information requests. With Seneca, 
organizations get the best possible return on investment - in people, in 
technology, and in a technology support services. Seneca has one of the 
fastest, most accurate response times in the industry as well as one of the 
highest quality resolution rates. Seneca's history exemplifies excellence in 
service. 

 

Contact Seneca : 

8320 Old Courthouse Rd. 

Vienna, VA 22182 

Phone: (703) 903-0200 

Fax: (703) 903-0201 

E-mail: info@seneca.com  

Web site: www.seneca.com  
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Master Service Level Agreement 

 

Client:  _______________________________________ 

 

Contact: ______________________________________ 

 

Applicable Services: Phone-based and desktop support services for all IT products and services included in the IT 
Standards List for client. 

Standard Business Hours: 6:00 AM to Midnight, Monday through Friday, excluding major holidays listed on holiday 
schedule for client . 

Request Reporting Method: Telephone (800.XXX.XXXX) or email (XXXXX@seneca.com).  All requests will be logged 
into Seneca CMS. 

 

Initial Contact Service Levels (Standard Hours): 

Service Element  Service Commitment 

Call Answer Rate n 80% of all calls answered w/in 20 seconds  

Abandoned Rate n Fewer than 5 % abandoned calls 

Average Call Length n An average of 15 minutes or less 

Avg Escalation or Resolution Time n Calls are resolved or escalated to the resolving party within 15 on average 

First Contact Resolution n 80% of COTS calls are resolved on the first contact 

n 70% of OS related calls are resolved on the first contact 

n 20% of all other calls are resolved on the first contact 
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Initial Contact Service Levels (After Hours): 

Service Element  Service Commitment 

Call Answer Rate n 80% of all calls answered w/in 20 seconds  

Abandoned Rate n Fewer than 5 % abandoned calls 

Technical Support Response n An average of 30 minutes or less 

Avg Escalation or Resolution Time n Within 15 minutes on average for Priority 1 and 2, next business day for all 
others 

 

 

Escalated Request Service Levels: 

Severity Service Commitment (90% of requests responded to as below) Applicable Hours 

 Response Resolution  

Priority 1 15 minutes 1 hour 7X24 

Priority 2 30 minutes 2 hours 7X24 

Priority 3 2 hours 8 hours Std business hours  

Priority 4 8 hours Dependent on leadtime Std business hours  

 

 

Escalation Matrix: 

 Name Method Interval 

1 Assigned Analyst Pager (XXX-XXXX) Expired Response/Resolution Time 

2 Assigned Analyst’s Supervisor Email Expired Response/Resolution plus 15 minutes 

3 Assigned Analyst’s Director Email Expired Response/Resolution plus 30 minutes 

 



 

SAMPLE SERVICE LEVEL AGREEMENT                                        SENECA CORPORATION 3 

 

 

Effective Dates of SLA:  _________________ to _________________ 

Points of Contact for Changes: 

Client: _______________________________   Seneca: ________________________________ 

Compliance Reporting:  All inbound telephone requests tracked through Automated Call Distributor (ACD), and all 
appropriate requests logged and tracked by Seneca CMS. 

ACD Reports 

Call Answer/Abandoned Rate: 

Tech Support Response Time: 

Avg. Call Length: 

 

CMS Reports 

First Contact Resolution: 

Avg. Resolution/Escalation Time (first level): 

 Avg. Response/Resolution Time (second level): 

 Response/Resolution Exceptions by Analyst/Group/Priority: 

 

Signatures: 

 Client Contact Name: ___________________________  Seneca Contact Name:  ___________________________ 

Signature:  ___________________________________  Signature:   ____________________________________  

Title:  _______________________________________  Title:  _________________________________________ 

Date:  ______________________________________  Date:  _________________________________________ 

   


