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BENEATH THE BUZZ

Beneath the Buzz: ITIL
ITIL is a powerful tool, but holds pitfalls in store for those who get obsessed with it.

Mar 31, 2005 — What’s beneath all the buzz
about ITIL?

Like many hot topics, people have gotten so
excited about ITIL (IT Infrastructure Library)
that they think it’s the answer to everything.
In some circles, enthusiasm is so great that
ITIL has taken on the aura of religion!

For example, Frank, the CIO of a 
thousand-person IT department, saw ITIL as 
the key to improving his organization. ITIL 
charts were everywhere. ITIL became the 
basis for every discussion of procedures, 
methods, structure and even 
resource-governance. All change initiatives 
were rooted in ITIL, and his goal was to 
implement all ITIL processes.

For Frank, process became an end, not a
means. His organization became so bogged
down in the process of implementing new processes that it nearly collapsed. Frank soon “retired” with
an agreement not to even talk to his former staff for a period of a year.

ITIL is a great source of best practices for some (not all) IT functions, but its scope is limited and there 
are pitfalls in implementing it that can actually degrade the performance of an organization.

Let’s get a perspective on what ITIL really offers, and what IT leaders should be doing about it.

Definitions
ITIL is a registered trademark of the British Office of Government Commerce (OGC). It was developed 
in conjunction with the British Standards Institute (BSI), and is overseen by The IT Service 
Management Forum (itSMF), a not-for-profit organization.

ITIL defines a broad range of processes that are considered best practices, documented in a series of 
books. Processes include:

Incident management
Change management
Problem management
Service-level management
Continuity management (disaster recovery)
Configuration management
Release management
Capacity management
Financial management
Availability management
Security management
Help desk management

ITIL includes both high-level overviews of the recommended processes and detailed definitions of the 
steps in each process. Plenty of consultants would love to teach your staff the processes, and vendors 
offer software solutions to help implement these processes.

Pitfalls in Implementing ITIL
While ITIL is a useful tool to improve the performance of IT operational functions, common mistakes in 
its implementation have undermined not only the effectiveness of ITIL but, in some cases, of entire IT 
organizations. There are five pitfalls to be avoided in the implementation of ITIL.
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Pitfall 1: Structuring around ITIL processes.
ITIL processes each involve a broad cross-section of the professions (specialties) within an IT 
organization. Conversely, multiple ITIL processes may draw on any given profession. Thus, if you 
design your organization chart around ITIL processes, a given profession (needed by many processes) 
will be fragmented throughout your structure.

This fragmentation of professions creates two significant performance problems:

Work will be replicated by multiple groups that are all studying the same skills, developing the 
same methods, and reinventing work products. Because work (and skills development) are 
replicated, costs rise. Due to reinvention of products and methods, consistency is lost. Synergies 
are lost when multiple processes no longer share common people, information, methods and 
reusable objects.

1.

With any given competency scattered about, specialization is reduced. Instead of one 
consolidated group of experts comprising professionals who focus on sub-specialties, many 
different groups have to know the entire profession. By necessity, they become relative 
generalists. When specialization is reduced, performance naturally suffers.

2.

Generalists cannot keep up with the literature as well as specialists because there is too much to cover, 
so the pace of innovation slows. Generalists’ knowledge is wide rather than deep; and for lack of depth,
quality suffers. Generalists take longer to complete projects, since they are continually at the beginning 
of their learning curve; therefore, response times are slowed. Furthermore, no one leader will be 
responsible for a given line of business (now fragmented).

For example, a given service (such as storage) will be managed by multiple process managers 
(availability, capacity, etc.). No single entrepreneur has the job of planning, budgeting, managing, 
delivering and growing that line of business. This results in a loss of accountability, entrepreneurship, 
and customer focus. Additionally, there’s no single owner of infrastructure. This leads to internal friction
when multiple groups, each accountable for attributes of the infrastructure (its reliability, security, 
performance, etc.), compete to control those assets.

A healthy structure gathers everyone of a given specialty into a single group, and focuses them on 
running a line of business. Infrastructure is owned by these various entrepreneurships. For example, 
storage devices should be wholly owned by the storage-services entrepreneurship. This encourages 
accountability and entrepreneurship. Once structure sorts out the lines of business within IT, ITIL 
processes can draw on their products and services as work flows across organizational boundaries. <>
In short, ITIL describes processes that need to get done. Structure defines who does what within those 
processes.

Pitfall 2: Appointing a process manager with the power to dictate how others work.
Some ITIL consultants have recommended appointing someone the “owner” of each process and
giving them the authority to dictate the way others work. This violates one of the most fundamental
principles of organizational design, the basic principle of empowerment: It separates authority and
accountability.

In this misguided model, the process manager has authority, but others are accountable for results.
Those with authority but without concomitant accountability lose touch with the real needs of the
business, and often become tyrants. There’s no downside to them dictating “pure” processes that may
not work in real life. Meanwhile, those with accountability but lacking the authority to control their
businesses within the business become victims and scapegoats. Ethically, one cannot hold them
accountable for their own results. The result is a lack of checks and balances. No one can really be
held accountable for anything, and processes implemented for their own sake may do as much harm as
good.

A better answer is to appoint an “Organizational Effectiveness Coordinator” who is your ITIL guru. His
or her job is to help everyone improve processes without either taking away others’ authority or
assuming others’ accountabilities.

Pitfall 3: Becoming a slave to definitions which may be dated.
The business-within-a-business paradigm drives product definitions that are clear and make business 
sense. Products (including services) are defined in terms of deliverables, not what providers have to do 
to make them.

For example, a solution “repair” is a distinct product from a solution “enhancement.” Though both may
(or may not) be relatively small projects, the deliverables are quite different. A repair restores the
intended functionality. It does not typically require new user documentation, training curricula, etc.
Repairs that are necessary on production systems may be preauthorized, that is, not subject to normal
project-approval (portfolio management) processes. An enhancement, on the other hand, delivers new
(or upgraded) functionality. It requires all the same deliverables as an entirely new solution. And it
competes for funding with other projects (including large projects) that are new investments.

ITIL combines these two different products under the banner of “maintenance.” While this confusion is
traditional, it doesn’t represent clear thinking or best practices.

An IT organization can harvest ITIL without slipping backward into fuzzy definitions of products and
services. The key is to let customers’ requirements and the business-within-a-business paradigm drive
what you do, and let ITIL teach how to do it.

Pitfall 4: Letting ITIL drive resource-governance processes.
The internal economy describes the resource-governance processes that decide which 
projects/services get done. It includes processes such as budgeting, rate setting, portfolio 
management, project-approval processes and accounting. Recent research applies market economics 
to the design of these processes. Clients can control what they buy from internal service providers like 
IT without decentralization. And providers like IT can manage their businesses, including maintaining
their skills and infrastructure, without begging clients’ permission.

ITIL includes bits and pieces of these resource-governance processes, but it does not benefit from the
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recent development of market-based approaches. The resource-governance processes should be
separated from ITIL implementation, and left within the scope of the broader design of an internal
economy that adjudicates all resources for all ITIL (and other) processes. Once clients decide what
they’ll buy and IT decides what infrastructure investments it will make, ITIL processes describe how to
get the work done.

Pitfall 5: Letting ITIL become religion.
Frank became so enamored with ITIL that he thought of it as all his organization needed—his only
organizational improvement program. As the old adage says, “If you’ve only got a hammer, everything
looks like a nail.”

ITIL is extremely useful in improving the delivery of ongoing services and the development of the
infrastructure used to do so. But it doesn’t describe the complete range of IT processes needed to be
world class. ITIL is limited in scope. It’s focused on “service management”—managing ongoing
services.

Other processes are needed to excel in the design and development of new solutions (such as 
system-development life-cycle methods), and in the ongoing processes of evolving architectural 
standards, technology innovation, client relations, strategic opportunity finding, portfolio management, 
business planning, the development of IT human resources and many other critical IT functions.

ITIL is a good definition of operational functions, but not a comprehensive definition of everything IT 
organizations need to be good at. ITIL should be applied as a tool when and where appropriate, within 
the context of a broader organizational strategy.

Readers Viewpoint 

It’s the implementation that’s the problem
Posted: APR 21, 2005 04:18:46 AM
By and large the document is correct - the majority of the pitfalls are around the Organisation. The 
ITIL processes all work fine - but when you implement them badly, or the implementation team 
have no idea how to lead major Change Programmes.

Do you need a ’Red Badge’ ITIL consultant to lead your ITIL project? Hell no! Unless they have
the skills in Organisational Change Management 

Bob Lamb
Director
Birchwood Solutions Limited

Where to start
Posted: APR 17, 2005 08:58:02 PM
The article was interesting as were the comments posted. For a new person reading/seeing ITIL 
for the first time, I can imagine the feeling of being overwhelmed. The ITIL is a large compendium 
of descriptive information about processes. Reading it is akin to reading the encyclopedia - you 
know a lot more in the end but applying it is another thing entirely.

To offer up one perspective, at the ITPI we have found that change management is an important 
area to begin with because most organizations have a high degree of unplanned work that can 
typically be correlated with the fact that 80% of problems are created by human error. The change 
management process with its formalized testing and peer review creates an environment far more 
likely to catch mistakes before they go into production thus improving availability, security and 
reducing unplanned work. The extra benefit of this is that by being able to focus on planned work, 
projects get accomplished, frustration levels decrease, etc.

In general, I agree that ITIL must be adopted on the basis of organizational need. One avenue to 
pursue this is to formalize the risk analysis process, identify what controls are needed to mitigate 
the risks via COBIT and then use ITIL as a best practice reference source to get ideas on how to 
put the needed controls in place given the resource constraints each organization faces.

I am unaware of any technology, process or person that provides a "silver bullet" solution that 
solves all problems. By looking at needs (either via risks or means to attain objectives) and 
crafting solutions that balance the needs of those three dimensions - technology, processes and 
people - organizations will be far better positioned to succeed.

* As a footnote, people interested in how the ITPI constructed a methodology using change 
management as a starting point for ITIL can read about our Visible Ops methodology at 
http://www.itpi.org/visibleops. 

George Spafford
VP of Publishing
The IT Process Institute

above
Posted: APR 15, 2005 09:24:17 AM
ITIL was never intended to be implemented out of the book. The basic thesis that ITIL, like so 
many new approaches, caries a lot of hype with it. When the hype dissappears some of the 
substance can be glimpsed.

In truth, the entire appraoch is a "work in process" and there are other views to be assimilated 
within a more encompassing enterprise governance framework (CobIT, CMM). The next rework 
of ITIL will soon commence and it is bound to encompass many of the criticism levelled at the 
existing approach (ie. not process oriented enough, does not may sufficient head to maturity 
commedlling considerations). 
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In short, critical debate is valuable in moving this (or some other) framework to a more higher 
plateau which better includes the sequencing and inter-relationship amongst both ITIL and 
enabling processes. 

Len Hendershott
ITIL Process Engineer
HCI

ITIL - beneath the buzz
Posted: APR 13, 2005 02:24:36 PM
Ask anyone involved in IT, user, provider or victim, and you will certainly get an informed opinion
about what’s wrong with their particular IT service, and how things can be improved, but it’s
unlikely that anyone with the authority to initiate planned improvement will be able to combine all
stake holder opinions into a coherent and credible action plan. 
The kingpin of ITIL is disciplined Change Management, which is not an IT invention, anyway, but 
will get nowhere without someone senior applying their authority. The importance of ITIL is that it 
provides those in authority with a well justified model for containing the wild frontier traditions of 
the IT industry, enabling all players to share a common vocabulary in order to confront their 
difficulties.
Anyone who has investigated the ITIL books in any detail will be aware that there is a whole raft 
of parochial problems which the books do not address, but accepting the broad definitions of the 
various Management Processes provides those involved with a structure within which to 
investigate their particular difficulties and find a forward path which complements Quality 
Management methods without becoming bogged down in them. 

Nigel Rider
Technical Service Manager
European Space Agency (outsourced to Serco)

Beneath the Buzz: ITIL
Posted: APR 13, 2005 01:53:45 PM
Although a little long, this article brings up the single biggest problem with zealous ITIL 
implementations: It becomes a religion, and anyone who interprets it differently than the 
"preacher" (and usually there is only one) is a heritic who is against all things good. 

My experience over five years with three different organizations "implementing" ITIL is that the 
jargon is implemented, the procedure charts cover the walls but in the end, the day-to-day 
operations are not changed because buy-in at the front line was never established. 

More comments on this article. >>

Jeff David

jfd@davidjf.com
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