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Nine Common ITIL Implementation Traps 
Overview 

 
Introduction This White Paper describes nine major traps that many IT organizations fall 

into when embarking on an ITIL implementation effort. 

 
Rationale The history of ITIL implementation projects is littered with efforts that 

ground to a halt after several months, ended up with vastly reduced scope or 
simply failed to live up to the expected business benefits.  
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Trap #1: Running an Implementation Program as an IT 
Project  

 
The Trap Only IT staff are identified and assigned to the project, who then design, 

reengineer and implement ITIL processes from their perspective.  

 
Consequences • Solutions may be rejected by the people they were supposed to benefit 

because they were not involved.  
• Resistance to implementing new service improvements may arise.  
• People revert back to behaviors and ways of working they feel comfortable 

with.  

 
Solutions Organizational Change Management is a discipline that addresses these kinds 

of issues. But it is no small task; the amount of effort to strategize and execute 
a strong organizational change strategy is typically underestimated.  

 
Considerations • Implementing processes result in many changes to how people go about 

their work.  
• New processes require winning the hearts and minds of the people in the 

organization to adopt and ingrain new techniques and ways of working.  
• Consider how affected initiatives outside IT will be involved as the 

implementation effort moves forward. 

 
Questions to 
Ask 

• How will disparate IT functions and ways of working together be tied 
together?  

• If the current IT organization is structured around technology, what 
changes, organizations and behaviors are needed for Service Management 
to take root? 

• How will you deal with organizational factions that may or may not be on 
board for this effort?  

• How will others be convinced about the importance of Service 
Management?  

• Who are your IT and business stakeholders?  
• How will you manage your stakeholders? 

 



Trap #2: Improper Balance between Strategic Efforts and 
Short-Term Wins 

 
The Trap It is surprising how many times you hear the following statement from IT 

organizations planning to implement ITIL:  
 

We started our ITIL initiative in the first quarter of this year. This will be 
a major effort for the IT department. We expect that this will be a 2-3 year 
effort before we will reap the benefits that ITIL has to offer. 

 
Consequences It is most likely that implementation projects scoped in this manner will be 

abandoned for other priorities.  

 
Solutions The solution to this problem is balancing short-term gains with the more 

strategic long-term gains. 

 
Considerations • In today’s business climate, benefits must be shown within a year or less, 

preferably within the first 6 months.  
• The trap of short-term gains is to lose sight of the larger ITIL strategic 

goals. Focus too much on the short-term gains and the larger ITIL strategic 
benefits may be lost or never realized 

• The trap of too much focus on the long-term strategic side is that process 
designs become shelfware. 

• Benefits of short-term gains: 
∗ They are usually specific enough that most company staff can relate. 
∗ Staff can easily see where the effort is going, which boosts acceptance 

and cooperation. 
∗ The business will see tangible results. 
∗ Allows the implementation team to gain immediate wins and earn 

positive recognition from the business. 

Continued on next page 



Trap #2: Improper Balance between Strategic Efforts and 
Short-Term Wins, Continued 

 
Questions to 
Ask 

• Is there a subset of the larger solution that can be put rapidly implemented?  
• Can just the foundations of the processes be implemented first?  
• Can short-term solutions rapidly address acute business needs?  
• Is it possible to target only the top 5-20% of the solutions that will meet 60-

80% of the need?  
• Can short-term solutions be linked together within process foundations so as 

not to lose the overall strategic vision? 

 



Trap #3: Focusing On Selected Processes versus All of 
Service Delivery and Service Support 

 
The Trap Starting off an ITIL implementation effort by focusing on one or a few 

selected processes (i.e. “we’re doing only Incident and Problem this year…”). 

 
Consequences Half-baked process solutions and rework occurs later in the project when 

other processes are addressed.  

 
Solutions By addressing all of the processes simultaneously you will fully implement 

Service Management instead of just part of it. 

 
Considerations • ITIL processes are interdependent, not standalone entities.  

∗ For example: Configuration Management cannot be implemented 
without Change Management to control changes to the Configuration 
Database.  

• The common reasons for parsing processes are concern over the amount of 
change that can be absorbed at one time and resources availability. 

• When conducting implementations this way it is found that many of the 
perceived benefits of the processes are never achieved. Implementation 
because teams leave out critical elements 

• Some process efforts may stall when the team is blocked from proceeding 
until an output from an unplanned process is in place.  

• Using workarounds leads to re-work down the road to cure 
incompatibilities. 

• It is a mistaken notion that taking on all 10 processes at once means that all 
ten must be completely implemented as described in the ITIL literature.  

• Many options are available to implement some processes fully, others only 
to a small extent.  

• Benefits: 
∗ Increased buy-in and recognition from a wider audience within the 

business organization.  
∗ Uncover needs and priorities from other parts of the organization that 

will provide significant wins that were not foreseen earlier. 

 



Trap #4: Over-Architecting Process Solutions 

 
The Trap Developing every process solution to include deep levels of detail and 

procedure before solutions are deployed (i.e. the Configuration management 
Database must contain every hardware/software component, Model number, 
serial ID, etc.). 

 
Consequences Typical impacts of this trap include: 

• Costly service improvement projects. 
• Complex management of the implemented solution. 
• High risk of failure. 
• High risk that complexities will result in loss of interest to complete. 

 
Solutions • Target the 20% of the effort to be taken that will satisfy 80% of the need.  

• Whenever possible, utilize as much of what may already exists within the 
organization.  

• Design something new only when absolutely necessary.  

 
Considerations • Resist the temptation to architect solutions to extreme detail too early. 

• Be aware that IT people love to reinvent and tinker new solutions and make 
them as perfect as possible.  

 
Questions to 
Ask 

• Did every component of hardware, software, network and applications have 
to be accounted for before anything else could start?  

• Did you remember the business when architecting solutions?  
• Are the products the company sells taken into consideration? 
• Why design your initial solution at the lowest technical level of IT instead 

of at the top, starting with the company’s customers and services? 

 



Trap #5: Inappropriately Staffing the Implementation Effort 

 
The Trap Some organizations have erroneously attempted ITIL implementation efforts 

by:  
• Making it a part-time activity for the IT staff.  
• Populating the effort with IT clerks, analysts or quality assurance staff that 

have little experience, an ax to grind, or a narrow focus.  
• Using the ITIL project to further non-project goals.  
• Staffing the entire effort solely through the IT operations department. 

 
Consequences Typical impacts of this trap include: 

• Service Management projects that never end. 
• Issues controlling scope and focus. 
• Significant risk that the overall ITIL effort will stall at deployment time due 

to unforeseen business issues or requirements. 

 
Solutions • As the project is staffed, look for both managers and leaders and place them 

in appropriate roles.  
• Ensure that all of the business is represented on the project effort to avoid 

any unforeseen business issues or requirements that were never considered. 

 
Considerations • It is important to understand the difference between a manager and a leader, 

as both types will be needed.  
∗ A manager is someone who has the skills and attention to detail to 

execute on ideas and tasks to accomplish implementation objectives.  
∗ A leader is someone who is willing to challenge the status quo, research 

new ideas, motivate the project team, break old habits and company 
boundaries.  

∗ The combination of the two properly placed ensures a highly successful 
project.  

 
Questions to 
Ask 

• Do you have both managers and leaders in the project? 
• Are they in appropriate roles? 
• Is the whole business represented in the program? 
• Are staff skills adequate? 
• Are enough resources assigned to the project to be successful? 

 



Trap #6: Too Much Emphasis on Process Maturity as a Goal 
or End State 

 
The Trap Overselling management on the kinds of benefits they can expect by raising 

the maturity level of their IT processes. 

 
Consequences • Takes the focus off solving real business problems and places it entirely on 

faith that all those problems will go away once the maturity is raised.  
• May cause the implementation team to lose track of real business benefits. 
• May result in extreme upper-management disappointment with the end-

results of the implementation program. 

 
Solutions While certainly helpful and important, IT organizations need to be careful that 

maturity assessments are used as a measure and not an end-deliverable. 

 
Considerations • The main concern is that an implementation effort based on a raised process 

maturity rating will take the focus away from real business benefit and 
misplace it on satisfying assessment criteria.  

• All IT organizations have unique situations, problems and issues.  
• It might be okay to have below-standard maturity levels in some processes 

because those processes may not be critical towards meeting business need.  

 
Questions to 
Ask 

• What are the real business benefits that are to be achieved by increasing 
maturity? 

• What does the company gain from more process maturity? 
• Does every process need to have increased maturity? If not, which 

processes? 
• Will higher maturity actually fix our availability problems or reduce 

incidents and outages? 
• Maturity assessments serve as important yardsticks towards the more 

strategic goals and ways of working, not as end-results. 

 



Trap #7: Scoping Implementation to One Processing 
Location or Department without Considering How Services 
Are Supported 

 
The Trap Scoping ITIL effort to implement at just one processing location. Following 

this, another location will implement ITIL, then another location and so on.  

 
Consequences • The business may demonstrate grave disappointment if overall, services are 

still be delivered poorly because of an incomplete ITIL implementation.  
• May cause confusion if other locations/departments implement their own 

initiatives at the same time. 

 
Solutions • Ensure that the ITIL best practices are put into place at every location where 

services are being delivered, at the same time. In a large organization, this 
means instilling these best practices at all locations at once.  

• Organize and scope efforts to deploy at many locations at once by treating 
the effort as an organizational change project and not an IT installation 
effort.  

• Using structured stakeholder management and coalition team techniques 
will deliver results much faster than you might expect. 

 
Considerations • A global organization may have customers, products and services that cross 

many processing sites and locations. So addressing only one processing 
location will provide little benefit.  

• Most IT organizations avoid universal implementation citing concerns over 
resources and time.  

• There may be a high level of discomfort with working with other IT 
organizations from other locations.   

• Successfully implementing in only one location will not yield the expected 
business benefits. 

 



Trap #8: Treating ITIL Implementation As A One-Time Project 

 
The Trap Implementing ITIL solutions as a single project without any consideration for 

ongoing operation and enhancement. 

 
Consequences • Service Management improvements will disappear quickly.  

• Staff behaviors will revert back to pre-implementation behaviors. 

 
Solutions • Treat the ITIL Implementation as an ongoing program 

 
Considerations • The key concern is ensuring that over time the business gains obtained by 

the ITIL implementation will continue and increase. 
• New process solutions, just like hardware and software, require ongoing 

maintenance. 
• Active and continuous efforts are needed to maintain the viability of the 

solutions with business and IT over time.  
• Processes need to be managed on a continual basis to ensure that they are 

appropriate and in place at all times.  
• There may also be a need for continual improvement of what was originally 

put into place.  
• Additional process enhancements may be needed over time. 
• Much of this is documented within the main ITIL literature. Yet many 

companies still approach implementation efforts as if they are a one-time 
project.  

• Some companies recognize that processes are always ongoing and evolving, 
but fail to include how this will take place as part of the original 
implementation effort.  

 
Questions to 
Ask 

• Do processes change to meet business need? 

 



Trap #9: Implementing ITIL without an Implementation 
Governance Process 

 
The Trap Failing to plan for and include a governance process throughout the ITIL 

implementation program. 

 
Consequences Typical impacts of this trap include: 

• ITIL effort quickly spirals out of control. 
• Constant scope increase. 
• Misses newly discovered, helpful techniques and technologies.  
• Finger-pointing over responsibilities for scope change.  

 
Solutions • ITIL Governance process needs to be part of the implementation effort.  

• A governance process needs to catch and process appropriately all of the 
following: 
∗ New requirements 
∗ Differing ideas 
∗ New technologies 

• Key activities of a successful governance process include: 
∗ Handling requests to do process activities differently. 
∗ Managing scope of the implementation effort. 
∗ Staying abreast of ITIL techniques and technologies. 
∗ Effectively managing the decision process for scope changes. 

Continued on next page 



Trap #9: Implementing ITIL without an Implementation 
Governance Process, Continued 

 
Considerations • A large scale ITIL implementation affects IT and business organizations 

and requires a well-planned and a careful organizational change approach.  
• Participants will have differing solution views, agendas, goals and 

objectives.  
• It is likely that the organization will already have a number of service 

improvement initiatives in progress. 
• The ever-changing fast pace of technology, competition and business 

changes.  
• Company and IT organization structure may also be a moving target.  
• Unique needs of parts of the organization not previously considered.  
• ITIL process governance is not a part-time duty for a project manager trying 

to control scope.  
• Process governance requires care and attention throughout the entire effort 

and should be ongoing afterward.  
• Successful process governance involves many people in various decision 

and research roles.  

 


