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Glossary definitions here and within the chapters are from 
the official ITIL Glossary of Terms which can be found at  
www.ITIL-officialsite.com. Copyright © AXELOS Limited 2012. 
All rights reserved. Material is reproduced with the permission 
of AXELOS.

Critical success factor (CSF) Something that must happen 
if an IT service, process, plan, project or other activity is to 
succeed.

IT service management The implementation and manage-
ment of quality IT services that meet the needs of the business.

ITIL framework A long-established, mature and globally 
adopted library of practical guidance focusing primarily on the 
26 key processes associated with IT service management. It 
was first published in 1989 and was preceded by Government 
Information Technology Infrastructure Management (GITIM). It 
was commissioned by the Office for Government Commerce 
(OGC) to identify and document good practice in the 
management and delivery of IT services.

Key performance indicator (KPI) A metric that is used to 
help manage an IT service, process, plan, project or other 
activity. Key performance indicators are used to measure the 
achievement of critical success factors. Many metrics may be 
measured, but only the most important of these are defined 
as key performance indicators and used to actively manage 
and report on the process, IT service or activity. They should 
be selected to ensure that efficiency, effectiveness and cost 
effectiveness are all managed.
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Operational level agreement An agreement between 
two teams or functions within the service provider that are 
intended to support the service level agreement.

Process owner The person who is held accountable for 
ensuring that a process is fit for purpose.

Service improvement plan (or programme) A document 
that identifies and helps the service provider to manage 
improvements relating to service provision and underpinning 
technology.

Service level Measured and reported achievement against 
one or more service level targets; alternative term for ‘service 
level target’.

Service level agreement A negotiated agreement that 
documents the commitments made by both the service 
provider and their customer in association with the provision 
and consumption of services.

Service level requirement A requirement that a customer or 
sponsoring entity for a new or changed service may have for 
the service. Identifying service level requirements is typically 
the first step in establishing service level agreements as it 
identifies the requirements that the service provider will 
either agree in the service level agreement or negotiate in 
association with cost or price prior to reaching agreement.

Service management system The core of the ISO/IEC 
20000 requirement that an organisation creates to define its 
approach to service management.

Service owner A role responsible for managing one or more 
services throughout their entire lifecycle.

Service provider An organisation supplying services to one 
or more internal or external customers.

Underpinning contract A document defining the formal agree-
ment between the service provider and their supplier(s) for the 
provision of services that underpins the service provider’s ability 
to meet its service level agreements with its customers.
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INTRODUCTION

It is not at all uncommon for people to be appointed to a job 
or role with little more than a job description to guide them on 
the purpose and objectives of the role (and sometimes even 
that is absent). Regardless of whether the role of service level 
manager (SLM) is a new or existing one, as the role holder, you 
will need more than a job description to make a success of it.

Having held this position for a number of years, I am 
delighted to be given the chance by BCS to help you in this 
role. If you are such a person, or aspire to be one, my hope 
is that this book will provide you with useful information in 
support of both establishing a professional and valued service 
level management process and an enjoyable role that will 
contribute to a mutually beneficial relationship with your 
business colleagues and further your career.

I hope this book is equally relevant to your colleagues who 
depend on the success of your role, including your peers and 
managers. By taking a considered and professional approach 
to your role, you can absolutely make a positive and lasting 
contribution to the management and delivery of efficient and 
effective IT services.

An effective SLM is a vital asset for a customer-focused IT 
provider. The management and delivery of quality IT services 
is most often undertaken through application of the ITIL 
framework. This is a long-established, mature and globally 
adopted library of practical guidance focusing primarily on 
the 26 key processes associated with service management. 
The service level management process is one of these ITIL  
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processes and it is instrumental in developing an effective 
relationship between service provider and customer. Get it 
right and just about everything that IT does thereafter can and 
should be focused on meeting the agreed and documented 
requirements of the business community, encapsulated in the 
service level agreements (SLAs).

Yet it can be challenging to find guidance for your role or 
for the organisation expecting positive and lasting results 
from it.

The role of an SLM spans both IT and its stakeholders and 
is instrumental in managing business requirements and 
expectations. If you carry it out effectively, it can enhance 
the perception of IT as a competent and professional service 
provider. It is one of a relatively small number of IT roles that 
shouldn’t be founded on a purely technological capability 
but requires the classic business skills of communication, 
negotiation, patience and understanding, as well as the 
support you receive from your colleagues, peers and the 
senior IT leadership team.

Despite the fact that most organisations recognise the value 
of service level management as a process, they still find it 
challenging to adopt, particularly if the SLM lacks the skills, 
experience or authority within the organisation.

While the focus of this book is primarily on the role of the 
SLM within an internal service provider, the responsibilities 
and concepts are entirely relevant within a managed service 
environment, where the role tends to be referred to as 
service delivery manager (SDM). However, the two should be 
considered synonymous, and if you are in this role, please 
consider the principles to be equally relevant.

From an organisational perspective, setting up and managing 
both the service level management process and the SLM role 
are activities littered with trip wires. Common mistakes I’ve 
seen include the SLM opening discussions with stakeholders 
about their service level requirements and even starting  
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INTRODUCTION

to draft the SLA before being aware of IT’s performance 
capabilities and limitations – an approach almost certainly 
doomed to failure.

I’ve also seen, on many occasions, documents masquerading 
as SLAs that are, in practice, what is often referred to as a 
‘declaration of intent’ or ‘definition of service’. The difference 
is that an SLA should be negotiated and should satisfy both 
the customer’s and the service provider’s objectives, whereas 
the declaration of intent or definition of service is a unilateral, 
one-sided commitment offered by one party to the other on an 
implied ‘take it or leave it’ basis.

Other tenets of good practice that I have seen broken are:

 y making commitments that can’t be measured;

 y failing to report performance against agreed service 
levels;

 y using inappropriate penalties to compensate for 
missed service levels;

 y failing to review service levels on a regular basis such 
that they become shelfware and therefore increasingly 
less relevant;

 y writing SLAs in IT-speak rather than using language 
meaningful to business users (for example, the 
classic statement around a service level committing 
to ‘99.9 per cent availability’ when what a customer 
really wants to know is how many actual minutes of 
downtime a month this represents);

 y failing to ensure that contracts with suppliers 
underpin and are aligned to the IT service provider’s 
commitments in the SLAs.

As an effective SLM, you will recognise and manage these 
potential hazards, guide your organisation through them 
and build an increasingly closer and mutually beneficial 
relationship between yourselves as the service provider and 
your customers.

3
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I write this book to share with you advice and guidance on 
the effective definition and performance of this role, based on 
a combination of my own personal experience, including my 
successes and mistakes and subsequent learning, as well as 
the wealth of documented good practice included within the 
ITIL framework. For a practising or aspiring SLM, the aim of 
this book is to help you to develop your role into an effective 
contributor to the delivery of a professional and valued service.
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1 OVERVIEW OF THE FIELD

The purpose of this chapter is to position service level 
management within the wider context of service management. 
It is here that we introduce the concept of putting processes 
under control in order to ensure their repeatability, efficiency 
and effectiveness.

INTRODUCTION TO THE FIELD

The ability of an IT service provider to deliver consistent, 
reliable, efficient and effective services is dependent on 
a number of prerequisites. Few of these are more relevant 
and important than the maturity of its service management 
processes in general and the service level management 
process in particular. This is because this process ensures 
that the operational activities necessary to deliver efficient and 
effective services are recognised, understood, clearly defined 
and under control.

Process maturity is in effect a measure of the extent to which 
processes are under control. And if processes are not under 
control, then the services that they underpin are unlikely to be 
under control. This in turn impacts the ability of the service 
provider to meet the objectives of their stakeholders who 
depend on receiving effective services tailored to their needs. 
(Process maturity is covered in more depth in Chapter 10.)

If you doubt the value or question the investment necessary 
to have IT processes under control, ask an IT user about the 
extent to which they’re happy with the services. If they say  
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‘It depends’, for instance on which service they use or when 
they use it or who they talk to in IT to get something done, 
then the processes are not under control. That means that the 
service to the user community is inconsistent, sub-optimised 
and therefore less than fully effective.

A lack of process or processes with inadequate control 
means activities are more reliant on individuals. Instead of the 
activities being undertaken according to defined procedures, 
there is variance, and variance is the enemy of effective service 
provision. If knowledge is retained in people’s heads rather than 
in the service knowledge management system, then activities 
are conducted according to personal preferences or beliefs.

An analogy would be going to a restaurant and ordering 
your favourite dish but finding that what you were served 
was largely dependent on which chef was at work that day, 
or visiting a travel agent to book a holiday and having your 
destination, travel arrangements and the price of your holiday 
depend on the representative making the arrangements.

In my 45 years’ experience of working with IT departments, it 
is sad but true that many departments still struggle to offer 
consistent, predictable and reliable services aligned to the 
needs of their business and stakeholders.

The key to be able to do so is shown in Figure 1.1. The generic 
activities associated with all processes are defined in the 
‘Process’ box in the middle. The ability to ensure that these 
processes are undertaken on a consistent basis, aligned to 
stakeholder requirements, is achieved through essentially 
three control aspects:

 y having a process owner accountable for the process 
(see ‘The service level manager and the service level 
management process owner’ in Chapter 2);

 y having a written and agreed policy for the management 
of the process (see Appendix B);
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 y having clearly defined objectives for the process and 
a measurement framework to demonstrate the level 
of achievement and provide the basis of continual 
process improvement (see ‘Measuring and reporting 
service performance’ in Chapter 5).

Figure 1.1 Generic process control

Activities

Tasks

Procedures

Inputs Outputs

Resources

Capabilities

Performance

Reports and 
statistics

Policy and 
strategy

Plans and 
objectives

Ownership and 
accountability

Improvements, 
change and 
control

Process

Control

Enable 
and 

support

Documentation

KPIs

Audit

Feedback

Roles and
responsibilities

Enablers

Triggers

External 
feedback

Service level management is often considered the most 
important process in the ITIL framework. This is because the 
main deliverable, the SLA, provides business users with a 
degree of confidence that their service provider understands 
and will provide the services and service performance 
necessary to support their business activities and processes.
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For the service provider, arguably everything that the IT 
department does and those within it do should be aligned with 
or linked to the requirements defined in the SLA. In effect, it 
provides the menu for the delivery of services.

Having a clear definition of the services, service levels and 
responsibilities that the service provider and their customer 
commits to is one of the cornerstones of adopting a professional 
approach to service level management. In a managed service 
environment, this is driven by a contract, but the internal 
equivalent is the SLA that represents the start point and the 
lynchpin of good service management from which positive and 
mutually beneficial relationships can develop.

For each service management process, ITIL defines three 
roles:

 y The process owner. This is the role accountable for 
the process in terms of establishing the process 
strategy and policy, its objectives and how it will 
be measured. These are the preliminary activities 
necessary to define how the process will operate. 
The process owner is also responsible for promoting 
the use of the process, providing the relevant training 
and awareness and, on an ongoing basis, auditing the 
process for efficiency and effectiveness and looking 
for ways to improve the process.

 y The process manager(s). For service level 
management, this is the SLM role (or the SDM in a 
managed service environment) and the focus of 
this book. This role is responsible for managing and 
overseeing the day-to-day activities associated with 
the management of the process within the terms of 
reference established by the process owner.

 y The process practitioner(s). The practitioners are 
the individuals or team carrying out the day-to-
day activities under the direction of the process 
manager(s).

8



OVERVIEW OF THE FIELD

If the organisation has a single IT department (i.e. operating 
as a shared services environment), the roles of process owner 
and process manager are often assigned to a single individual. 
So, while this book is aimed at the SLM/SDM or process 
manager role, many process managers will also be assigned 
the process owner role. While there are clear demarcation 
lines, it is nonetheless important to recognise that for those of 
you who intend to use the guidance in this book to understand 
and improve the effectiveness of the SLM/SDM role, this is 
clearly influenced by the strategy, policy and objectives defined 
by the process owner.

If no process owner has been assigned (not at all an uncommon 
situation), the likelihood is that, by default, as the SLM/SDM 
you will be fulfilling at least part of the responsibilities of the 
process owner. For example, it would normally be the process 
owner who defines the structure of the SLAs, that is, customer-
based or service-based. It would be the process owner who 
defines the key performance indicators (KPIs) for the process 
and how performance is reported. With no process owner in 
place, you will need to make these decisions. 
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