When trouble
comes, does
your software
vendor have

you covered?

by Patrick White

Standing By

ARE YOU IN GOOD HANDS? That's the question asked by a prominent insurance

agency in its marketing and advertising campaigns. Insurance, after all, is something

most of us have but hope we never need—so it’s difficult to know whether the com-

panies we have chosen will be reliable, dependable and helpful when we are com-

pelled to call upon them.

It's a situation similar to the technical support ser-
vices of software companies that serve the school nutri-
tion market. No matter the brand, the point of sale (POS)
software marketed to school foodservice operations gen-
erally offers many powerful features and promises tremen-
dous simplification and time-savings—at least when
everything is running as it should. But what happens
when, inevitably, the tricky side of technology reveals
itself? Will the manufacturer come to your aid? And how
quickly? Is the software something the school’s IT (infor-
mation technology) department will know how to work
with? Who do you call or e-mail for answers? Will you get
a response? Are you in good hands?

Make the Right Call

hile there are independent companies that
\ ;\ f specialize in providing technical support ser-
vices to individuals and businesses, when it
comes to the highly specialized realm of school nutrition
POS systems, it’'s likely that the software vendor will offer
the best expertise in problem-solving. That said, most
school systems have their own [T departments, which
might frown on an outside tech-support firm tinkering
with a school computer or network. This means that to
solve the technical problems you encounter in your oper-
ation, you probably will rely upon collaborative efforts
between the school nutrition department, the
district/school IT department and the software vendor.
Last fall, one school nutrition director in the
Northeast voiced her frustrations with her software vendor
in a posting to the Mealtalk e-mail discussion group (host-
ed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture). She lamented
the technical difficulties she had experienced, but more
so the lack of support she was receiving: "When [ call for
tech support, they tell me it's my problem. When | talk to
my IT people at school, they tell me it's [a software] prob-
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lem. So where am [? Somewhere in the middle, with a
software program that's not working for me.” After anoth-
er call to the vendor's tech support office and no answer
after 24 hours, that director said she was considering
changing to a new software provider.

I Want to Hold Your Hand

s there a way to avoid such a situation? Start by check-
I ing in with other school nutrition professionals about

the experiences they have had with a particular POS
system—not just how well the software performed, but
how well the company performed when glitches arose.
Bevond that, when researching a new software program,
ask vendors specific questions—not just about their prod-
uct, but how they will stand behind it. What technical sup-
port services do they offer?

It's not enough for a company to provide training in
software operation or a website to review technical FAQs
and user forums. Technical problems can be unbearably
frustrating to people who aren't IT professionals, leaving
them feeling like they're alone with mysterious, confusing
and unsolvable puzzles. So, when shopping for school
nutrition software, look past the bells and whistles to con-
sider the types of “hand-holding™ and follow-up care you
can expect to receive. As a jumping-off point, review this
brief look at the different approaches to tech support
taken by a few software providers working in the school
market.

Put Your “House” in Order
oftware providers may possess an ambitious aim to
S provide products that stand alone—but most have
the humility to admit that, despite such lofty goals,
it's not a perfect world. Take Schoolhouse Software
{(www.schoolhousesoftware.com) as an example. The
company offers aftersales consultation and “project man-






