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1 INTRODUCTION

The ITIL (Information Technology Infrastructure Library) 
defines business relationship management as the process 
responsible for maintaining a positive relationship with 
customers, identifying customer needs and ensuring that 
the service provider is able to meet these needs with an 
appropriate catalogue of services. Although these objectives 
define a core of the business relationship manager (BRM) 
role, the role of the BRM in practice is often much broader 
than the process definition would suggest. As discussed in 
this book, unlike many other roles, there is no clear definition 
for the BRM role. The actual role for a BRM can vary from 
little more than the core role suggested by the scope of the 
business relationship management process, to a role where 
the BRM is deeply engaged in the business of the customer 
to which he or she relates. 

How far the BRM engages with the customer can be seen as 
the product of a number of factors that are explored in this 
book. Not least of these is the extent to which the customer 
will accept deeper engagement of the BRM, and this is a 
measure of the ability of the BRM on the one hand and the 
customer’s trust in the service provider on the other. The 
effective BRM understands both these aspects and not only 
builds positive and enduring relationships with the customer, 
but also becomes – for the customer – the face of the service 
provider. If customers trust the BRM, they will also trust the 
service provider. Customers will understand that the BRM 
has clear allegiances to the service provider, but must also  
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believe that the BRM has the customer’s interests to heart. 
If the BRM is to have credibility with and the trust of the 
business, the BRM must be able to demonstrate that s/he 
adds real value, rather than being an add-on to other parts 
of the IT service provider’s business.

The BRM role is not just about the interface with the 
customer. Of course, the BRM is part of the service provider 
and as such must look outwards from the service provider to 
the customer, but the BRM must also engage with colleagues 
within the service provider organisation to ensure that the 
customer gets the best from the service provider. In this 
pivotal role, the skills and personal attributes that are 
crucial to developing the relationship with the customer 
are just as important for building relationships within the 
service provider organisation. Being part of the service 
provider organisation does not guarantee that people within 
the service provider organisation will always respond as 
the BRM would wish. One reason for this is that the more 
successful the BRM, the more likely it is that the BRM will be 
regarded by the service provider as having become a part 
of the customer organisation. The phrase ‘going native’ is 
often used where the BRM effectively identifies him/herself 
as part of the customer organisation rather than part of the 
service provider. If this happens, or if there is a perception 
that this has happened, the BRM can face continual tension 
in relationships within the service provider. 

Another reason is that for many service providers, the BRM 
is a relatively new role. To an extent, it is created from parts 
of existing roles within the IT service provider organisation. 
The creation of the role may mean that previously active 
channels of communication between customer and service 
provider are intercepted by the BRM and tasks that have 
previously been the responsibility of other roles become the 
BRM’s responsibility. Changes such as these often create 
difficulties. People are naturally reluctant to break working 
relationships and lose responsibilities that have importance 
to them, and even where the introduction or expansion of the 
BRM role has been carefully managed, tensions can remain.  
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As will be discussed, the BRM’s ability to build successful 
relationships with the service provider can be every bit as 
important as building relationships with the customer. 

Inevitably, given the potentially broad scope of the BRM role, 
there may be important interfaces and overlaps with roles 
in other disciplines and processes, and these are discussed 
in this book with the usual caveat that the issues will vary 
between BRMs. What applies to all BRMs is that unless roles 
and responsibilities are carefully defined, there is a risk 
of confusion and lack of clarity. In some service providers, 
particularly smaller ones where controlling overheads is 
fundamental to maintaining competitiveness, the BRM may 
be combined with other service management roles. Although 
this can reduce costs, simplify interfaces and lessen the 
scope for confusion over roles, there may be drawbacks too. 
The pivotal role of the BRM, where the overall relationship 
with the customer is the primary focus, is quite different 
from other service management roles where the focus is on 
specific services. One option, for example, is to combine the 
BRM and service level manager roles. There is logic to this, 
but if the BRM becomes bogged down in the performance 
of specific services, it is harder to maintain an overview of 
the whole relationship and more difficult to persuade the 
customer to engage at the level the BRM needs. 

It is argued in this book that the nature and size of the service 
provider, and its organisational relationship with the customer, 
also affect what the BRM does. There are differences between 
commercial service providers and non-commercial service 
providers: the relative bargaining power of customer and 
commercial service provider also has an influence. BRMs 
in larger service providers are likely to be able to call on 
specialist resources to carry out tasks that would normally 
fall to the BRM in the smaller service provider, so the BRM in 
the larger service provider is likely to be an orchestrator of 
resources in comparison with the BRM who is expected to 
carry out specialist tasks. Size is relevant in other ways. For 
example, in small service providers, or in service providers 
with few customers, there may be a single BRM covering the  
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whole customer base, whereas in larger service providers 
with a larger number of customers, there may be a separate 
BRM unit with a number of BRMs reporting to a managing 
BRM. Customers in enterprises with a federal approach to 
business-IT governance will relate to the service provider 
differently from how the customers relate to the service 
provider in enterprises with highly centralised governance. 
Finally, whatever the nature of the service provider, there is 
always a decision to be made about the BRM as an overhead 
cost to the service provider. Unless the customer is prepared 
to pay directly for the services of the BRM, the cost of the BRM 
has to be recovered by the service provider as an overhead. 
The service provider has to make an informed decision about 
the value added to its business by the BRM and the extent to 
which the BRM is able to contribute to business growth and 
development.

The differences in roles and responsibilities amongst BRMs 
mean that different BRMs will need different skill sets. As 
discussed on p. 65, the skills required can be divided into four 
broad categories – the softer interpersonal and relationship 
skills, intellectual skills and capabilities, technical and 
professional skills and business skills. The softer skills tend 
to apply to all BRMs, but the required range and level of 
technical/professional skills (which in this book are evaluated 
in relation to the Skills Framework for the Information Age 
(SFIA)), and the required depth of understanding of the 
customer’s business, will vary from one BRM to the next. As 
maintained above, the size and nature of the service provider, 
the number of customers it serves and the governance 
model adopted by the customer enterprise will, amongst 
other things, help determine the content of the BRM role and 
hence the technical and business skills required to do the job. 
The ideal background, if there is one, for someone moving 
into the BRM role is to an extent determined by the type of 
skills required by the BRM. The question of background for 
the BRM, the BRM’s continuing professional development 
and the options for career progression, either within the BRM 
ranks or beyond them, are also covered in this book. 
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ITIL asserts that the primary measure of performance of 
the business relationship management process is customer 
satisfaction, and the value of customer satisfaction as a 
metric carries over to the BRM role. However, the contention 
in this book is that BRM performance management is about 
a lot more than customer satisfaction. Accordingly, a range 
of quantitative and qualitative measures and their limitations 
are proposed and discussed. 

Finally, a week in the life of a BRM is described by way of 
illustration of what a BRM might be required to do. The 
examples on which this illustration is based were all taken 
from real experience as a BRM. Nevertheless, partly because 
the BRM role varies between individuals and partly because 
the role of any given BRM will vary from one week to the 
next, this snapshot in time should not be interpreted as a 
definitive view of the BRM role. Readers of this book may 
have very different experiences of the role, but there should 
nonetheless be value in comparing experiences and in 
understanding the reasons for any differences between 
them.

5



2 INTRODUCTION TO 
BUSINESS RELATIONSHIP 
MANAGEMENT

The case for business relationship management is founded 
on the contention that however well an IT service provider 
delivers goods and services to an enterprise, the overall 
relationship with the business needs to be managed in order 
for both sides to get the best from their association. If the 
overall relationship is not managed effectively, the successful 
delivery of individual services may continue and projects and 
programmes may be delivered on time and to budget, but 
that does not mean the enterprise is getting the best from the 
service provider; nor does it mean that it is getting the best 
from its investments in information technology solutions.

In line with this, ITIL includes business relationship 
management as a service strategy process in its 2011 
revision of the ITIL Service Strategy core book (Cabinet Office 
(2011)). ITIL defines business relationship management 
as the process responsible for maintaining a positive 
relationship with customers, identifying customer needs 
and ensuring that the service provider is able to meet these 
needs with an appropriate catalogue of services. In this 
definition, business relationship management sets out to 
build a relationship between the service provider and the 
enterprise based on a clear understanding of the business 
needs of the enterprise, not just now, but as circumstances 
and technology change over time. Collaboration between 
the enterprise and the service provider – through business 
relationship management – helps the business understand 
the value of the services it receives, including the impact of  
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changes in demand, at the same time helping the service 
provider anticipate new requirements and manage customer 
expectations. In the ITIL definition, the success of business 
relationship management is largely measured in terms of 
customer satisfaction. (A brief introduction to business 
relationship management can be found in IT Service 
Management – A Guide for ITIL® Foundation Exam Candidates 
(Brewster et al. (2012)).

ITIL describes the role of business relationship manager 
(BRM) primarily as the owner and manager responsible 
for the business relationship management process, but 
recognises that the BRM has responsibilities that fall beyond 
the boundaries of the process itself. For example, the BRM 
may work with demand management to establish patterns 
of business activity or with service portfolio management 
on the development and presentation of the customer’s 
business case for new service offerings. Thus, although 
business relationship management is placed under service 
strategy, the BRM is active across the whole lifecycle, dealing 
with operational or tactical issues at one end of the spectrum 
and strategic issues at the other. The diversity and breadth of 
the BRM’s role make it a challenging one to fulfil successfully. 
In this book, we will look at some the most important 
challenges the BRM needs to overcome in realising the full 
potential of the role.

This apparent and potentially confusing disconnect between 
the business relationship manager and business relationship 
management is perhaps a consequence of defining 
business relationship management as a process. Although 
doing so maintains a consistent look and feel across the 
ITIL framework, it can be argued that describing business 
relationship management as a process tends to emphasise 
the structured and tactical aspects of business relationship 
management rather than the strategic end of the spectrum, 
where treating tasks as structured process elements may 
be less useful. Effective relationships depend on dynamic 
human interaction, and it is arguable whether a relationship 
can ever be defined simply in terms of a process. There are  
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many who will argue that business relationship management 
is more art than science; that it is about creativity, human 
interaction and the application of judgement, knowledge and 
experience. 

As will be discussed later in this book, if business relationship 
management is to deliver to its full potential, the business 
relationship manager must seek to be engaged at the highest 
levels with the business and the service provider alike. In 
this sense, business relationship management is more an 
organisational capability than a process, and for the service 
provider it can be a capability that gives a lasting competitive 
edge that is hard for competitors to replicate.

Developing a strong business relationship management 
capability is likely to be critically important to the service 
provider’s long-term success. It should therefore be 
regarded as a key element of the service provider’s business 
strategy. The successful BRM builds a productive and lasting 
relationship with customers, and in doing so creates for 
the service provider a strategic asset that is increasingly 
hard to replicate as the role develops and expands and the 
BRM becomes increasingly embedded in the business of 
the customer. In terms of Mintzberg’s five ‘Ps’ of strategy 
(Mintzberg (1987)), the commitment of a service provider 
to business relationship management is a reflection of the 
service provider’s strategic perspective, giving expression to 
the way the service provider sees its customers and their 
business operations and the values that underpin the way 
the service provider conducts its business. The strategic 
positioning of the service provider, which defines the market 
spaces, customers and service products that are central to 
the service provider’s future, will naturally drive the focus and 
priorities of business relationship management. High-level 
plans that show how business relationship management 
intends to address key market spaces and customers 
will often be of sufficient importance to be regarded as 
part of the service provider’s strategic plans. Successful 
ways of structuring and conducting business relationship 
management may be adopted as a pattern or blueprint for  
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working with customers, becoming part of the emergent 
strategy of the service provider. Mintzberg defined his final 
‘P’ of strategy as a ‘ploy’, though, as will be discussed later, 
the word ‘political’ is perhaps more appropriate, given the 
nature of the BRM role. As will be discussed later, the BRM 
must operate across the internal political landscape not only 
of the business, but also of the service provider. Business 
relationship management sits somewhere between the 
business and the service provider, ideally regarded by both 
sides as having equal allegiance to both parties. However, 
this can be difficult to achieve in real-world organisations, 
where people do not always act in line with the greater 
good, where concerns about internal balances of power 
can be more compelling than the power of the enterprise 
as a whole, or where a divide and conquer mentality runs 
counter to corporate rhetoric of common mission and vision. 
The ultimate success of the business relationship manager 
depends, at least in part, on how well he or she navigates the 
political landscape in order to build trusting and productive 
relationships with both the enterprise and the service 
provider. 

So far, this section has tended to focus on business 
relationship management from the perspective of the service 
provider, but business relationship management is not just 
about the service provider. From the business perspective, 
business relationship management helps the enterprise get 
the most from the service provider by offering a channel 
for communication on service provider performance, new 
service requests, complaints and so on. Through joint 
planning processes, it can help ensure that the service 
provider and the enterprise are on the same page when it 
comes to implementing large-scale change, amongst other 
things avoiding unpleasant surprises from differences in 
expectation or readiness. In modern times, the language of 
relationships between service providers and their customers 
is increasingly about collaboration and decreasingly about the 
confrontation approaches of the past. Business relationship 
management is an important part of the structure of 
collaboration and the BRM, by increasing engagement with  
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the customer, can be a catalyst in promoting the culture of 
collaborative working. 

However important they may be, these tactical and operational 
benefits are only part of the potential value that business 
relationship management can deliver to the enterprise. 
Effective business-IT governance not only requires the 
enterprise to ensure that IT investments are prudent and 
able to contribute to current business operations, but also 
requires a strong correlation between what the enterprise 
needs from IT in order to implement its strategic plans and 
what the IT service provider or service providers are able 
to deliver. In other words, sound business-IT governance 
is about alignment of IT with the business so that IT is 
positioned, directed, organised and controlled to meet future 
business challenge and change. Preferably, this means 
more than having a mechanism for the enterprise to alert 
the service provider to forthcoming business change and its 
implications. So business relationship management can be 
strategic not only for the service provider, but also for the 
business served by the service provider. Where the business 
has clearly defined strategic goals, business relationship 
management can help ensure that the service provider is 
positioned and has the capacity and capabilities to underpin 
the achievement of the goals. Where the business has yet 
to formulate clear strategic goals, business relationship 
management can play a strategic role in working with the 
business to specify them. Collaboration encourages greater 
sharing of information and knowledge, and helps promote 
convergence between service provider products and services 
and the business needs of the customer.

However, as will be discussed in the context of challenges for 
the BRM, the goals of individual divisions and business units 
are not always congruent with those of the enterprise. Under 
these circumstances business relationship management 
can provide a kind of strategic bridge between business 
units and the enterprise of which they are part. Finally, 
business relationship management will often engage with 
the enterprise itself as a customer to the service provider,  
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and, where the organisation is content for this to happen, 
business relationship management can become part of the 
machinery for developing enterprise strategy.

From a governance perspective, it can be argued that 
business-IT governance, in an ideal world, is about ensuring 
that enterprise strategy is developed collaboratively by 
experts and key stakeholders from all parts of the enterprise, 
including IT. IT is sufficiently important to the long-term 
success of many modern organisations for it to be included 
and involved in strategy development, rather than having an 
enterprise strategy developed independently and handed 
down to IT with an instruction to deliver the systems and 
services to make it work. If governance can be described in 
terms of structures, process and relationship mechanisms 
(Peterson (2003, p.1)), then the extent to which business 
relationship management can contribute to enterprise-IT 
governance is determined in these three components: for 
example, the presence of senior IT on the management board; 
the existence of active joint strategic planning processes; 
active collaboration of IT and principal stakeholders. 
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ITIL Service Strategy 
core book (Cabinet 
Office) 6
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requirements

customer and its 
business 103–4

enterprise 105

service provider 
104–5

levels of responsibility 
and accountability, 
SFIA 77–83

local knowledge and 
skills 103–5, 106

loyalties and 
allegiances 60–2

marketing 52–3, 84, 
102
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case study 156–7

with customer 142–3
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strategy 8–9

‘mobilise’ level of 
accountability/
responsibility 82–3

negotiation skills 72–3
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service providers 
56–9
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59–60
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BRM 27–8, 40
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and implementation 
99

performance
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practice 127–8
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of service provider 
54

perspective 
of customer, 
understanding 69

persuasive ability 74

political awareness 
69–70

procurement 77, 101

professionalism 70–2

project management 
93, 122

project portfolio 135

relationship objectives 
15–16
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65–75, 106
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70–2
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negotiation 72–3
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security 67

shared perspective 
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69
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deployment 
management 110
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20–47
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side 47–9
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77–83

risk management 
standard 120

role-specific 
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102
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20, 21
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20–47
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management 100
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planning 98
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technology 
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marketing 102

organisational 
design and 
implementation 99

procurement 101

sales support 95

security issues 67, 
113, 120
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67

service catalogue 134
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management 109–10

service level 
management 108–9

service management 
77

continuity planning 
111

knowledge of 
framework 85, 103, 
104–5
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functions, interfaces 
with 108–10

standard (ISO/IEC 
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service portfolio 134

service portfolio 
management 109

service provider
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to 48–9

business strategy 
8–9
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good practice 123–4
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knowledge of 104–5

organisation, BRM 
within 62–4
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commercial 52–5
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56–9

SFIA (Skills 
Framework for the 
Information Age) 65, 
75–7

BRM skills, 
capabilities and 
knowledge 83–106
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accountability and 
responsibility 77–83

shaping demand 14, 
21, 42–6

solution development 
and implementation, 
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stakeholder 
relationship 
management 86–7

standards 115–20

strategic partner role 
of BRM 35–40

strategy and 
architecture, SFIA 76, 
89–91, 94

‘strategy setting’ level 
of accountability/
responsibility 82–3

surveys, customer 
satisfaction 139–40

technical and 
professional skills 
86–94
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TOGAF (The Open 
Group Architecture 
Framework) 122

tools and information 
128–9

application portfolio 
135

case management 
131–2

customer 
agreement portfolio 
132–4

customer portfolio 
129–31

project portfolio 135

service portfolio 
and service 
catalogue 134

transition planning 
and support 110

trust, building 66

trusted collaborator 
role of BRM 32–5

value added 4, 25–6, 
136–7

value systems of BRM, 
similar to customer 
69

variability in BRM role 
and the SFIA 83–5

week in the life of a 
BRM 156–71
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