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It’s funny that I should be giving a talk on this subject, because I no longer work in ITSM. I’m still in IT but 

I’ve put all the theorising I’ve been doing over the past few years, and all the ideas that I’m about to speak 

to you about into practise, and I’m working in the space between the business and IT, delivering innovations 

and novel solutions. 

It’s very nice to be appreciated – which wasn’t always the case when I worked in ITSM. 

Earlier this year I read an article in Information Week entitled IT Should Get Naked. The author was making 

a plea for IT to shed its “invisibility” and push to be noticed for its achievements. 

I responded that this idea was all wrong. I pointed out that the author of the piece is fighting the last 

century’s battles. The traditional focus of ITSM – making services stable, getting things working when they 

fail – is all good, but it is old news. My response was that in these respects IT is like the utilities – water, 

sanitation, central heating. The business doesn’t get excited by them. They just expect them to work. As 

the work psychologist Fredrick Herzberg would have it, these are hygiene factors maddening when absent, 

but invisible when working correctly. 

That’s why the plea for IT to be more visible to the business is a futile hope. It’s like a facilities manager 

seeking to improve the profile of the central heating operation; to make it more interesting to the board. 

It ain’t going to happen while we do IT-as-a-utility. 

During some of the talks that I gave in 2014, I presented a take on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. I’m sure 

you’ve all heard of this pyramidal theory of motivation from the 1940s. In fact a version is doing the rounds 

on social media currently, with “Wi-fi” scrawled at the bottom. 

http://www.informationweek.com/it-life/it-should-get-naked/a/d-id/1319505


 
 
 
I called my take “the hierarchy of IT needs”, and I offered two versions: the ITSM hierarchy of IT needs and 

the business hierarchy of IT needs. They were different. The ITSM pyramid had “procedural” at the bottom; 

i.e., the physiological needs of the service, followed by “manageability”, “met targets”, “stability” and “self-

service” at the pinnacle. 

From the business perspective the IT hierarchy of needs contained “stability” at the bottom, followed by 

“usability”, “innovation”, “business advantage” and at the top “revenue”. 

Thus “stability” is near the top of ITSM needs, but is near the bottom of the business ones. Needs such as 

“innovation” and “business advantage” do not appear anywhere on the typical ITSM department’s 

pyramid. 

 

Years ago when I was still doing IT support management as it was then known, I was managing a team of 

1st and 2nd line guys, a couple of trainers and a developer. 

The developer was a full-on techie and one day he showed me some of his excellent code and the features 

that he’d built into the application. However, the interface sucked. He was a bit throwaway about the 

whole UI thing; he thought that the deeply technical C code was the thing. 

I gently pointed out that his great code would never be appreciated if the interface to it was ropey. No one 

would get to or appreciate his “great features” if the interface was a nightmare to navigate. Thankfully he 



 
 
 
took my advice on board and came up with a front end as good as his code and it became a utility that the 

business cane to appreciate greatly. 

The morals of both of these opening gambits are these: 

1. The business doesn’t really care about your struggles to maintain a stable and available service. 

It’s expected; it’s the minimum. If you can’t then cloud will. 

2. The interface into the great technical stuff that you do is key. 

On the subject of the second item in that list, the interface that ITSM specifies is the service desk. In most 

organisations it is essentially a point of contact to log faults and get them fixed or request new software. 

This is so last century. Our point of contact could be something innovative – it could be a collaborative 

space where the non-technical staff and the technical experts come together to innovate and to develop 

IT solutions to the myriad problems that the enterprise faces. This is the major issue with ITSM in my view, 

and to address it we need to look beyond ITSM. 

Some of you in here might disagree and will have already have resolved that whatever innovation you’re 

going to provide to the business will be done under the aegis of this now forty year old paradigm. 

In my opinion that would be a mistake – allow me to argue why ITSM is not a suitable philosophy for 

providing the kind of innovation that 21st century enterprises are crying out for from their technical 

departments. 

First some history. 

ITSM is based on control (I should really say the illusion of control but that’s a discussion for another day). 

It is grounded in two theories of work design. These are scientific management from 1911 and systems 

thinking from the 1950s. The earlier one, scientific management, was born out of the 18th century 

Newtonian concept of the universe as a machine. We now know (through quantum mechanics and 

relativity) that things don’t really work that way but back in the early 20th century when scientific 

management was formulated it was considered to be the reality of things. The architect (Frederick Taylor) 

simply took the principles of the world as clockwork machine and applied them to the workplace. His ideas 

led to the rise of the innovations such as the production line, introduced by Ford shortly after Taylor 

published his book. 



 
 
 
From Scientific Management were born ideas of top down procedures and processes, of the manager 

knows best, and thus the hierarchy. All of these will be very familiar to ITSM departments. The process, the 

top down instruction. Best Practice. 

Scientific management might be fine for creating objects on a production line or even documenting the 

steps needed to build a production server, but it is the enemy of innovation and good human service. 

Why scientific management is bad for innovation and service. 

 It was designed for algorithmic work (manual and repetitive) 

 It works on the premise that 

o The manager knows best 

o That workers are akin to unthinking drones whose job (to a greater or lesser extent is to 

follow the processes that are handed down to them) 

 It does not encourage free thinking, creativity or innovation 

So where you have 500 diverse and educated members of staff, you end up using the intelligence, creativity 

and service passion of only 5 managers 

Cannot respond to situations on the ground because processes have been pre-planned in advance 

If you need to go deeper into the philosophy of science then we can go back to Immanuel Kant, the 18th 

century German philosopher, who concluded that this clockwork view of the world was OK when applied 

to machinery and inanimate objects. It works in those situations. However, when applied to human 

subjects it fails, primarily because humans have free will. 

And the service desk, that most important human relationship function in the ITSM firmament is designed 

in such a mechanistic process-driven way. This is generally why it fails to delight its customers; why it isn’t 

really respected and why it offers only the most grindingly basic functionality. 

The second base theory of ITSM is systems thinking. This idea was born out of advances in biology, then 

was taken up by engineers, and finally was applied to the workplace. I’ll spare you all of the complexity of 

this approach, but essentially it brings two key elements into organisations – measurements and targets. 

To see how it translates from engineering to the workplace consider the classical example of a cybernetic 

system – a central heating system. 



 
 
 
One has the heating sub system (job to heat the water), the sub system of radiators (job to warm the room) 

and most importantly the thermostat – its job is to measure the temperature against the pre-set target. 

The target has been set by someone in a management role – it could be the home owner, or in an 

organisation, a manager. 

Measurement, targets – SLAs. These should also be very familiar to those who work in ITSM. 

Look, in the 1980s and 1990s this stuff felt like cutting-edge innovation, but we are once again attempting 

to force a mechanistic/systemic model onto human relationships. It regularly fails. In the UK we went a bit 

targets and measurement crazy in our schools and our hospitals, and there have been too many examples 

of staff working to the target and not caring about the real, actual service that their clients and customers 

need them to deliver. 

That is also us in ITSM. 

Control is at the heart. The manager sets the processes and procedures and hands them down to the staff, 

or sets the targets and systems of measurement and demands that the staff work to these. 

The intelligence of your 500 employees on the ground, their feelings, intuition, “street” knowledge are 

being ignored in favour of pre-set targets and processes imposed by a handful of people at the top. 

Look, if you want to continue ticking boxes, and offering a basic mechanistic service, then fine – continue 

as you are. But what are you doing here? At this seminar? If you really want innovation and new ways of 

doing things then I’m suggesting that we need another way. In order to deliver the innovation, the creative, 

high CX service that everyone in your organisation is dreaming of, you need to free your staff from these 

19th and 20th century systems of control. 

You need to introduce chaos into your organisations (chaos is just my inflammatory cipher for complex 

adaptive systems). 

Now I’m not just making this stuff up. The natural sciences have moved from a clockwork mechanistic view 

of the world to something a little more fuzzy and chaotic. Disciplines like quantum mechanics have seen to 

that, and I’m basing these ideas on conclusions gleaned from the recent complexity sciences. Our 21st 

century organisations – including ITSM – are still modelled on 19th and mid-20th century concepts. 

To be brief, a characteristic of a particular type of complex system is novelty, or in the jargon, what is 

termed ‘unknowable futures’. This could be described – in other words – as innovation; the thing we’re 



 
 
 
after in our IT departments. There are two key attributes of a complex system which produces these 

unknowable futures – and they are diversity and freedom. Now, in most ITSM organisations we have 

diversity, but because of the systems of control that I’ve just been talking about there is not enough 

freedom. Indeed, numerous organisational theorists before me have argued that to meet the challenges 

of 21st century organisations we need to model workplaces on complex systems – chaos – and I’m in 

agreement. 

Free your staff and you may get the high CX and innovation that you’re looking for. 

Chaos responds, chaos innovates, chaos is free to dream up ideas that managers have not even begun to 

think of, far less procedurised and measured. Chaos involves using the intelligence of all in your 

organisation rather than just the designated few (that is, managers). 

You’d be surprised by what this can deliver 

And it’s not like it hasn’t been tried. Google in its early years had a 20% time policy where staff were 

allocated 20% of their working week which was free of management control, in which they could do as 

they liked. Many innovations came out of this: Google Mail, AdSense, Google News and others. Zappos 

have done away with management, and Semco in Brazil have done the same. All these organisations have 

thrived under this approach. 

In my other discipline, psychology, there is a theory of motivation which is highly respected and applied 

across the domains of sport, education, health and work, which has removing control from staff as a key 

factor in the production of high and autonomous motivation in staff. 

There are many good reasons to argue that we should remove control from our organisations. The 

contemporary science also supports it. But why don’t we in organisations – in ITSM – release the power of 

chaos? 

I think I know the answer to that too. 

It’s because in these unknowable futures that I’ve talked about, the novelty might be destructive rather 

than constructive. Free your customer facing staff from the overbearing processes and targets and rather 

than new innovations and amazing customer service, you may get destructive behaviour, sloth and 

malevolence. 



 
 
 
Most – including me – would rather low innovation with a low risk of destruction, rather than high 

innovation and a high risk of things going awry. 

However, while writing my work psychology dissertation and in the years which followed, I devised what I 

consider to be a solution to this stalemate. It’s a people-based solution and came out of my asking the 

questions – “why did this work for Google, and continues to work for Semco and Zappos?” “Why does it 

work for open source projects?” The answer is something to do with motivation, yes, but in fact it’s that 

which is beyond motivation. It’s the thing behind it. It is human values. (Note: not the same as company 

values) 

Psychologists describe values as: 

Being linked to feelings 

 Transcending specific actions and situations (unlike personality) 

o In other words they drive work and they drive play. 

 Serve as standards by which to judge behaviour and situations 

o Something is good if it fits in with one’s values 

 Are attached to goals that motivate action 

o There’s that link to motivation again 

Keep those in mind for a few moments. 

The recruitment policy of the nascent Google has been well documented. In a nutshell, they created a 

series of large billboard ads which contained no branding, just a single complicated maths problem on each. 

The answer to the maths problem was a website address. And that website was a recruitment page for 

Google. 

Via this process they recruited those who could not only solve the maths problem, but more importantly 

those who were motivated to do it with no promise of anything at the end of it – they just liked doing 

maths. Maths, for those people was bound up with their values in life. 

Values are the deep drivers of what people do. It’s what gets them out of bed in the morning, be it for 

family, for money, for love, for duty, morality, philosophy. They can’t be imposed (in a way that’s why 

company values are a bit silly). If you want innovation or if you want to deliver great CX you need the right 

people with the right values in place to deliver it. 



 
 
 
Finally, and in some ways most importantly for the elegance of this approach, values is the tool in your 

armoury that allows you to reduce control and introduce more chaos. People with customer service values, 

or innovation values, will use their new freedom to do the things they love the most – offer service to 

people, or innovate. 

The problems facing ITSM are human ones, not challenges of process or measurement. Chaos creates the 

conditions for innovation and great service, and values gives direction within the chaos. That’s a really 

important point, so I’ll say it again: Chaos creates the conditions for innovation and great service, and 

values gives direction within the chaos. 

That’s why I believe that it worked for Google and these other organisations 

So much for theory. 

As I said, I’ve put this into practice in my career. I’m working in that manner and in that space right now. 

Yes it’s hard and there’s none of that protection afforded by targets and process. It’s just the delivery that 

matters, as well as the relationship and the flexibility. But in my work today I’m free to delight clients which 

wasn’t always the case under ITSM. 

Also note that I’m not suggesting that this will be good for all parts of ITSM, some will definitely continue 

in the mechanistic mode. But the CX, customer facing functions (i.e. the service desk) could and should be 

overhauled in this manner: Scale back control, introduce chaos, and implement values based people 

policies 

To conclude I’m going to summarise a piece that I wrote for the SDI website in 2013 entitled Tomorrow’s 

People – A Sketch of A Post-Mechanistic IT Service Desk where I describe what that function could be like. 

Firstly we should rid ourselves of the term Service Desk and replace it with something like – say – The Hub 

of Excellence. The future Excellence Hub will be a collaborative space, where staff could bring their business 

challenges to us and we – with our technological expertise – could explore possible solutions. 

Because we’d design the department on complex systems theory the staff would be operating in a chaotic 

manner, they’d be diverse, and they’d have considerable autonomy. One staff member might be into the 

science of social network analysis and would bring her knowledge of that to bear on issues that are brought 

to her. Another might be totally into the integration of humans and technology à la Chris Dancy. 

http://blog.servicedeskinstitute.com/tomorrows-people-a-sketch-of-a-post-mechanistic-it-service-department/
http://blog.servicedeskinstitute.com/tomorrows-people-a-sketch-of-a-post-mechanistic-it-service-department/


 
 
 
Yet another might be a free internet junkie who is passionate about open source solutions and the sharing 

economy, and another still might be a statistician who can see the results that might gained by applying 

multi-level or structural equation modelling to the businesses analytical issues. 

I might not of course agree with all of these guys and girls, but the sum of them will bring far more to the 

organisation than I could on my own, as a manager, imposing my own limited ideas from on high via 

processes and targets. 

To get to this point we’d need to be careful who we hire. The old skills-matching mode of recruitment 

would be verboten and we’d employ creative techniques to ensure that we hire people with the correct 

values of customer service and innovation. Having hired them for this reason, we’d give them enough 

freedom to make their own decisions. 

No single point of contact. We’d say to the workers, come in and talk to whoever you want to talk too (and 

who is free). It might be the same person every time, or you might just like a bit of variety. 

Control wouldn’t be outlawed of course, staff would still be assessed and lightly managed. But lightly would 

be the watch word. And yes, there’d still be the ITSM folk in the background (or maybe it would be all 

outsourced to the cloud) doing the basic boring stuff like keeping the lights on and fixing problems, but the 

hub would interface with them, not the users. 

Now, I know that this stuff is important, and so do you. However, the business doesn’t care so much as I 

said earlier. Hygiene factor – they just expect it to work (silly I know). But they will care deeply about the 

hub. 

Look, I’m a maverick, an outsider. But ITSM needs more people like me. It needs to move on. We can’t 

remain stuck in this Dantean circle of hell for all eternity. It has to change at some point. And perhaps now 

is the time. You’d be amazed by the pleasure that you can bring to the ordinary workers in your 

organisations by responding to them and their needs rather than to arbitrary processes and targets created 

years previously. In doing this you’ll create the unexpected. You’ll create progress. 

If you want to find out more I have a few copies of my book which has much more detail about the ideas 

behind all this (some people have said too much – be warned, it’s heavy on the theory). I also have the full 

text of the Sketch of a Post-ITSM Service Desk article which is a much easier read. Also, I’m happy to send 

a copy of the text of the presentation, if you get in touch. 

I thank you for your attention today, you can find me on Twitter as @techpsychsoc. 

http://www.fairday.co.uk/books/making-light-work-triptych-synopsis
http://blog.servicedeskinstitute.com/tomorrows-people-a-sketch-of-a-post-mechanistic-it-service-department/
http://www.twitter.com/techpsychsoc

