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Abstract
This paper describes the benefits that small companies can obtain from the United Kingdom Department of Trade and Industry Knowledge Transfer Partnerships business support product.  The support measure provides funding for collaborations between universities and companies in order that knowledge and technology transfer between the partners can occur.  Knowledge Transfer Partnerships can support a wide range of commercial activities, proving there is a solid business case to show that the government support will lead to improvements in the profitability of the company.  This paper describes the Knowledge Transfer Partnerships product.  It then goes on to present a case study of a business collaboration under the scheme between Powertree Ltd, a manufacturer of laser systems, and the University of Brighton, to implement intelligent condition monitoring in the Company’s products.

1. Introduction

Developments in how information is searched for and expectations on how information should be presented are changing rapidly. Customer support is a major department within any successful company, but with the emergence of the Internet can customers only be expected to receive week day, working hours support in a world no longer constrained by time and location? This paper looks at the implementation of a web-based customer support knowledge base system to diagnose customer problems 24 hours a day via the WWW. 

The strength of a knowledge base system in its concentrated knowledge within a specific subject domain allows any potential user access to its valuable ‘expert’ information at all times. For such a system, the incorporation of concentrated information gathered from a single, or, multiple experts allows the system to outperform many human experts, with the added attribute of continual accessibility.

The design and implementation of the web support system was gradually implemented into the host company over a 12 month period. The company requesting the system provide accounting software to their clients throughout the UK and were in need of a diagnostic web facility to enable them to provide an interactive out-of-hours service.

2. Web-based Customer Support Systems

Online diagnostic support is an area that continues to grow as the need for access to support information at all times of the day becomes a necessity [1]. The advent of the ever accessible 24 hour knowledge factory [2] will become a necessity for any business with a customer-base, not just an advantage over competitors.

Giant companies with huge online presence, such as Microsoft or Apple for example, have built online customer support facilities in order to provide relief to their call centre staff and offer a form of support to their customers at all times. Indeed even local authorities, funded by UK government, continue to encourage customers to use the WWW to access information, pay taxes and even diagnose problems. 

The National Health Service has a simplified version of their decision support telephone system available via their website. The diagnostic tool enables a user to help diagnose common health problems through a variety of multiple choice questions. In it’s first year, 1998, NHS Direct took more than 100,000 calls from patients seeking advice on medical problems with that number increasing to in excess of six million during 2003 and 2004 [3]. This growth in awareness coincides with NHS Directs figures for their interactive web service activated during 2001.

6. Conclusions

The web support system provides a real-time solution to customer software support. From a first time user through to an informed user, the system provides each of its members with a fast, scalable and accessible platform for knowledge. The primary goal is to provide results to user queries over the WWW. Web support maintains this process with the added functionality of real time issue tracking, issue logging and financial information view.

Through the systems seamless integration with financial and CRM applications it is able to capture knowledge without the requirement of cultural change for the company experts. This can be expected to continue allowing the system to increase in size. Problems caused by an expected increase in the size of the system have been anticipated with the incorporation of a duplication check as an entry is uploaded with the opportunity of amending or rejecting the entry. 

The system could be easily adapted for a range of support uses on the WWW. Each of the components of the system could be deployed individually, for instance if a company required the capacity to provide its customers with the ability to see outstanding financial information or to facilitate customer access to current issues. The real strength of the system is within the range of services offered to help the user and encourage re-use and interaction.

Future work encompasses increased interaction between the host company’s in-house systems and the user through Web support, and the upgrade of the system’s user interface to accommodate system growth. Further interaction between user and system will be continually assessed through feedback requests and user suggestion. System awareness will be developed to ensure all new contract holders are granted access immediately, with consultants demonstrating the system during the sales presentations and implementation process.
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