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The reasons for companies to implement a service catalogue are as diverse 

as the defi nitions of what a service catalogue actually is, its scope and the 

relative degrees of success it achieves. The defi nition of a service catalogue 

varies from being a contract with an IT supplier, to a description of service 

levels, to a web portal where end-users can actually request services and 

equipment.

In general, service catalogues are used as broadly applied instruments to 

manage the business-IT relationship. Their use is regarded positively, as 

demonstrated by their receiving an average score of 3 on a scale from 1 to 

5 in the web-survey that was used as one of the sources for this paper.

From this survey a broader set of characteristics is revealed concerning the 

value and application of service catalogues. 

In summary:

• The initial objectives for a service catalogue are generally customer- 

 oriented.

• The value of service catalogues actually experienced in practice is less  

 customer-related and more internally-oriented than intended. Most   

 value is created in the following areas:

 - Service standardisation

 - Reference for services / a basis for service level agreements

 - Cost transparency

• Services included in the service catalogue are (still) mainly commodi- 

 ties.

• The service catalogue typically supports the delivery and support pro- 

 cesses for commodities, but also budget planning and reporting.

• The investment required is generally estimated as relatively low, but  

 can also be substantial.

• Implementation of a catalogue takes half a year on average, depending  

 on the size of the IT function.

• Bottlenecks that obstruct success are diverse, with a too strong focus  

 on details and internal processes as main concerns.

From the various interviews conducted for this study, it appears that im-

portant steps still need to be taken as far as the customer orientation of 

the IT function is concerned. For both IT and business, the challenge is to 

increase partnership. The overall conclusions from this study are clear: ser-

1. Management Summary
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vice catalogues represent an effective instrument to increase IT effi ciency. 

Service catalogues also represent an important building block for building 

the business-IT relationship (which has been the primary objective for most 

organisations so far). All this needs to be balanced consciously with an ef-

fective IT governance structure and the more human touch of relationship 

management.
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2. Introduction

IT organisations have to deal with a constantly changing environment. 

Trends like outsourcing, company mergers, acquisitions and market turmoil 

clearly show the need for companies to be fl exible, and thus for fl exible and 

customer-focused IT organisations. The internal customers of IT organisa-

tions expect a fl exible and professional IT partner that contributes real ad-

ded value to their business objectives. And increasingly they want to have a 

clear understanding of the services and the costs or prices of these services 

as delivered by the IT organisation. Having a service catalogue in place is 

one of the instruments that IT organisations can use to ensure their offe-

rings and performance are transparent and to improve alignment with their 

internal customers. This paper is the result of a joint initiative of ForceFive, 

Nolan, Norton & Co. and CIO Magazine to investigate the value and applica-

tion of the service catalogue within the CIO community in the Netherlands. 

This research focuses on gaining more insight into the value of service cata-

logues as perceived by the CIO community and the key success factors for 

implementing them. 

Various purposes of service catalogues

Utilisation of service catalogues is gaining ground within the CIO community. 

This is also refl ected in the fact that one of the major changes of the third 

version of ITIL with respect to former editions is the emphasis on the Service 

Lifecycle. The Service Catalogue along with the overall Service Portfolio have 

now become key elements within this best practices framework instead of 

mere ‘nice-to-haves’. Regardless of ITIL, many (but not all) mature IT or-

ganisations have undertaken the deployment of a service catalogue in one 

form or another. The defi nition of a service catalogue varies from being a 

contract with an IT supplier, to a description of service levels, to a web portal 

where end-users can actually request services and equipment.

So a service catalogue is a common word that serves a variety of under-

lying purposes. These range from a contract with an external vendor (1), 

to  a true ‘service ordering and fulfi lment portal’ (2), to a Word document 

with service levels (3), to a full overview of (costs and prices of) IT services 

related to business services provided to the external market (4). Add this to 

“The service catalogue is primarily part of the contract with our service provider. The 

service catalogue gives the services and terms and conditions that are available to my 

business colleagues. The service catalogue is not an instrument for the demand side of IT. 

Information Management is part of my IT organisation, and so is the IT budget.”

Nico Westpalm van Hoorn, CIO – Rotterdam Port Authority
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the fact that companies may take different approaches to developing and 

implementing a service catalogue and it will come as no surprise that the 

relative success of the service catalogue as perceived by the customer and 

the IT function itself varies from case to case. 

The same applies to the defi nition of ‘internal customer’. The IT department 

may refer to ‘colleagues’ or ‘internal customers’. This difference results from 

the size of the organisation, as well as the management structure (e.g. P&L 

responsibility in business units) and the level of trust between the IT or-

ganisation and their colleagues or customers. This difference in background 

impacts the way in which the IT organisation interacts with its internal 

custo-mers or colleagues.

This research does not elaborate on these differences in defi nitions and 

content, but positions the ‘service catalogue’ as a general instrument for 

business-IT alignment, which can be used in various types of situations and 

levels of maturity.

External 
IT Suppliers 

Service catalogue Internal 
customers

External 
market

IT Organisation

• Steer IT performance
• Cost allocation
• Demand planning

• Service standardisation
• Cost reduction
• Sourcing decisions

Contract with vendor

Cost transparency

1

4

2 Online web portal

3 Service quality & -level 

web portalw

Figure 1: Application of the service catalogue for different purposes.

“Creating transparency in services and costs is a joint effort of the IT organisation and 

the business and is a fi rst step to get to a better understanding and standardisation of 

IT offering and approach. This will help to build confi dence and establish a mutual basis 

for a dialogue to identify how the business can steer the IT organisation and its added 

value to the business”.

Maarten Jonker, Manager, Information Management Division – Achmea
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The service catalogue as one aspect of business-IT aligment

Both the survey and the interviews with several respondents clearly show 

that establishing a service catalogue contributes to the professionalisation 

of the IT organisation. The interviews also indicated that additional steps 

are needed to improve business-IT alignment. A service catalogue is of 

great value as the basis for the start of a professional dialogue between IT 

and business, but does not improve customer satisfaction as such.

To achieve a professional level of business-IT alignment with high customer 

satisfaction, a conscious balance is required between three aspects: IT go-

vernance (rules, standards, policies), relationship management (collabora-

tive dialogue, partnership) and the service catalogue (transparent services 

and costs).

Research methodology

This study on the value and application of service catalogues is based on 

an online questionnaire, additional face-to-face interviews with ten respon-

dents, and a discussion at the CIO Day 2008 to gain a thorough under-

standing of the arguments behind their responses. To support these in-

1

23

Service catalogue
Transparent services and costs

IT Governance
Rules, standards, policies

Relationship
management

Collaborative dialogue

Business & IT:
“We can work it out together”

Business:
“Now that we have

a catalogue & prices we
can put pressure on IT”

Business & IT:
“We create

transparency together 
but how do we take

 decisions”
 

Figure 2: Aspects of business-IT alignment.

“The need for a service catalogue became clear when we started to defi ne service level 

agreements for our services. It was clear that we needed to describe our services and 

service levels to be able to offer professional services and SLAs.”

Pim van der Horst, CIO – KAS BANK
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terviews, the answers of the individuals were contrasted with the average 

analysis results. The questionnaire was completed by 50 CIOs and/or IT 

managers.

5000+ FTE
34%

0 - 499 FTE
2%

500 - 999 FTE
18%

1000 - 2499 FTE
24%

2500 - 4999 FTE
22%

Figure 3: Percentage of respondents to size of their organisation.
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3. Survey fi ndings

The majority of the respondents (74%) indicated that a service catalogue 

had been implemented within their organisation in some form or other. 

Only these respondents were included in the data analysis. However, those 

without a service catalogue were included in the interview series to better 

understand the rationale behind this decision. 

The initial objectives for a service catalogue are generally 

customer-oriented

The main driver across all responding companies for the development of a 

service catalogue is service standardisation (86%), followed by improving 

customer orientation (70%), reference for IT services (65%) cost transpa-

rency (62%), and fi nally 57% of the respondents indicate that the service 

catalogue is used as a basis for establishing service level agreements. See 

fi gure 4 for further details.

The service catalogue is not primarily seen as an instrument to defi ne IT 

processes. This is fortunate, as the users will not be bothered with issues 

that are internal to the IT organisation itself. Generally it is found that ‘inter-

nal IT’ considerations are not a driver for introducing a service catalogue.

86%

70%

65%

62%

57%

35%

30%

22%

19%

16%

14%

5%

5%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Service standardisation

Improving internal customer orientation

Reference, IT Services and service levels

Cost transparency

Basis for service level agreements

Representation and communication purposes

Tool for requesting IT Services

Process definition

Direction of the IT Organisation

Filling of agreements and procedures

Implementation of ITIL practices

Cost reduction

Input for outsourcing decisions

Extension for support desk and FAQs

Initial objectives (% of respondents indicating)

5%

Figure 4: Objectives for initiating a service catalogue. Graph shows the 

percentage of respondents indicating a particular objective.
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The value of service catalogues actually experienced in practice is 

less customer-related and more internally-oriented than intended

In general, the major initial objectives seem to be achieved reasonably well 

(see fi gure 5).

The service catalogue is seen as particularly useful as an aid in the stan-

dardisation of services (3.81 on a scale from 1-5), as a reference for IT 

services and service levels (3.65), and as a basis for service level agree-

ments (3.24).

The objective of improving internal customer orientation results in a medio-

cre score (2.84 on a scale from 1-5), which seems rather disappointing as 

this was an important objective in 70% of the cases. In general the fi gures 

seem to indicate that the customer orientation of the service catalogue is 

less effective than had been hoped.

The scores for cost reduction and cost transparency are interesting in this 

perspective. While cost reduction was an objective in only 5% of the cases, 

it proved to be a valuable means for both cost transparency (3.03 on a scale 

from 1-5) and cost reduction (2.43). So service catalogues seem to deliver 

more effi ciency gains than targeted for. In other words, the actual benefi ts 

of a service catalogue are more internal to the IT function than had been 

expected.

3,05

2,54

3,81

3,65

3,24

3,03

2,84

2,43

2,38

2,38

2,35

2,16

2,00

1,84

1,68

1,43

1 2 3 4 5

In your own opinion?

In your clients’ opinion?

Service standardisation

Reference, IT Services and service levels

Basis for service level agreements

Cost transparency

Improving internal customer orientation

Cost reduction

Representation and communication purposes

Direction of the IT Organisation

Tool for requesting IT Services

Process definition

Extension for support desk and FAQs

Implementation of ITIL practices

Filling of agreements and procedures

Input for outsourcing decisions

Figure 5: Perceived value of the service catalogue. Graph shows average 

score on a scale from 1 to 5, with 5 indicating maximum success.
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When asked to contrast their own perception of success with the perception 

by the business, CIOs generally expect the business perception to be less 

positive. This may be explained by the service catalogue serving a positive 

role in structuring and organising the IT function itself. The overall success 

rate given by the IT organisation is a 3, whereas they think their internal 

customers will give a score of 2.5 on a scale of 1 to 5.

The target audience for a service catalogue is in line with its 

customer orientation

Business managers (68%), information managers (54%) and service ma-

nagers (51%) were indicated as being the primary intended audience for 

the service catalogue. This indicates that it is mainly used as an instrument 

in the service managers/business services area. This fi nding also supports 

the view that service catalogues are mainly intended to strengthen the cus-

tomer orientation of the IT function of an organisation.

Less than the majority (43%) indicated that end-users were part of the 

audience. As expected, this only applies to the cases where the service 

catalogue is also used for commodity ordering. As can be expected, only 

a few organisations indicated that project managers, account managers or 

external suppliers were targeted in the use of the service catalogue.

Services included in the service catalogue are (still) mainly 

commodities

The question of which services are covered in the service catalogue yielded 

the results that had been anticipated. The focus is on commodity and/or 

operational services described in the service catalogue. Application deve-

lopment is often not included in the service catalogue, or merely described 

in higher-level terms.

“We don’t use the term ‘internal customers’ in our organisation, we prefer the term 

‘colleagues’ as neither of us can choose not to work with the other. We don’t have a 

service catalogue, but defi ne IT solutions based on the input of the business regarding 

their needs and priorities. IT takes the responsibility for offering the best IT solutions to 

meet those needs.”

Hans Tesselaar, Innovation Director – Sourcing and Governance BPI ING / 

Nationale Nederlanden
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Figure 7: Services covered by service catalogues. Graph shows the 

percentage of respondents indicating a particular service as being part 

of the service catalogue.

0
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81%

73%

68%

38%

20 40 60 80 100

Desktops/laptops
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and service levels
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Application development,
IT Projects

(% of respondents indicating)

0

68%

54%

51%
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24%

22%

16%

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Business managers

Information managers

Service managers

End-users

Project managers

Account managers

(External) suppliers

(% of respondents indicating)

Figure 6: Target audience of the service catalogue. Graph shows the 

percentage of respondents indicating a particular audience.
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The service catalogue typically supports the delivery and support 

processes for commodities, but also budget planning and reporting

The service catalogue is used in the service level management process in 

86% of the cases. The other main application areas are ‘user support desk’ 

(68%) and ‘ordering of IT resources’ (65%). Yearly budgeting is the last 

major area indicated by 59% of the respondents, primarily represented by 

the larger companies and larger IT organisations. In contrast, the service 

catalogue is utilised for cost reporting purposes in only 46% of the cases. 

An explanation might be that making budget estimates can be easily sup-

ported by a readily available service catalogue, whereas the translation of 

rigid cost allocation systems data into costs per services as defi ned in the 

service catalogue is not. This fi nding makes a good match with the fi nding 

that cost transparency and cost reduction appear to be valued results of the 

service catalogue.

Furthermore, the interviews revealed that while some companies directly 

pass on services defi ned in the service catalogue to their suppliers, most do 

not. This may explain the somewhat low level of service catalogue usage 

in the supplier management process (see ‘Directing external suppliers’ in 

fi gure 8).

The investment required is generally estimated as being relatively 

small

The vast majority of the companies (73%) indicate that the investment 

needed remained below €100,000. A further 21% indicated that it had re-

quired an outlay of less than €500,000. Internal hours were typically not in-

cluded by the respondents. Nevertheless, an investment of below €100,000 

seems relatively small, assuming it represents an effort of just over one 

man-year. Particularly when services are not just named in a catalogue, but 

also specifi ed in terms of their functionality, availability, security and so on, 

one man-year is modest. When a cost price or tariff is also given for ser-

vices, a more elaborate effort is defi nitely required.

“Whether or not you need a service catalogue depends on a few criteria: performance 

of the IT organisation, size of the organisation, culture (also at executive level), IT 

governance framework, transparency of IT costs and communication skills of IT staff. 

When the business asks for a service catalogue you may already be too late. Trust in 

the IT organisation (people and results) is more important than the existence of a 

service catalogue.”

Henk Grevelman, CIO – ZwitserLeven
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For now there is too little information to make a judgement, but the rela-

tionship between investment and the thoroughness/effectiveness of a ser-

vice catalogue seems worthy of further exploration.

Implementation of a catalogue takes half a year on average, 

depending on the size of the IT function

Of all respondents, 45% indicated that it took more than 6 months to im-

plement a service catalogue. Only those with a small IT organisation of less 

than 49 FTEs managed to complete a service catalogue within 6 months. 

The 11% for which it took more than 9 months were exclusively the larger 

organisations totalling 5,000 regular FTEs or more. On the whole, a range of 

3 to 9 months seems to be typical within the population investigated.

In general it was said that the challenge is to keep a catalogue up-to-date. 

New service requests arise continuously, services need to be modifi ed or 

extended, cost prices change, and so on.

0

86%

68%

65%

59%

46%

46%

30%

20 40 60 80 100

Service level
management

User support desk

Ordering
IT Resources

Yearly budgeting

Cost reporting

Directing
external suppliers

Account
management

(% of respondents indicating)

Figure 8: Processes supported by service catalogues. Graph shows the 

percentage of respondents indicating a particular process.

“Creating a service catalogue is not a project but a an ongoing process of additional 

steps and improvements. It’s never quite fi nished”. 

Henk Overbeeke, Project Lead Enterprise Service Management – Shell International
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Figure 9: Investments needed for a service catalogue. Graph shows the 

percentage of respondents indicating a particular investment range.

€ 0 - 99.000
73%

€ 100.000 - 499.000
21%

€ 500.000+
6%

9 months or more
11% 1 - 3 months

17%

3 - 6 months
38%

6 - 9 months
34%

Figure 10: Duration of service catalogue implementation. Graph shows the 

percentage of respondents indicating a particular duration.
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Publication is primarily based on paper or electronic documentation

In terms of the way the service catalogue is distributed, nothing out of the 

ordinary has been encountered. Both print and intranet are reported as the 

channels of choice. Interactive forms of use through the intranet do not seem 

widespread, with only 27% providing some sort of online ordering system.

Bottlenecks obstructing success are diverse, with a too strong 

focus on technical details and internal processes as main concerns

It is commonly felt that the services have been defi ned from an overly tech-

nical or process-oriented perspective. Interestingly enough, insuffi cient ex-

pertise or experience has not been mentioned as a major issue. (See fi gure 

12 for details).

Another key fi nding indicated in fi gure 12 is the lack of standardisation of 

products and services. Apparently many organisations initiate a service ca-

talogue project and fi nd out that they lack the required standards and ser-

“We need to help the business to defi ne their requirements. This requires us to 

translate our services into business benefi ts and also sometimes to discourage the 

business when it tries to do the job of the IT organisation.” 

Pim van der Horst, CIO – KAS BANK

Online, publication
of contents

Printed version

Online, ordering
IT Resources

Online, checking status

Online, ask questions
to support desk

78%

59%

27%

16%

14%

0 20 40 60 80 100

(% of respondents indicating)

Figure 11: Publication and distribution of the service catalogue. Graph 

shows the percentage of respondents indicating a particular format/

channel.
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vice specifi cations along the way. This fi nding makes a good match with 

the previously described fi nding that the initiation of a service catalogue is 

an effective means for driving objectives such as standardisation and cost 

effi ciency.

Too technical and process
 oriented approach

Insufficient standardisation
of products and services

Insufficient willingness
to agree explicit

agreements and terms

Too much diversity
in processes

Insufficient insights
in costs levels and

savings opportunities

Insufficient
customer orientation

Insufficient expertise
 and experience

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

(% of respondents indicating)

16%

30%

32%

41%

41%

49%

73%

Figure 12: Bottlenecks obstructing the success of the service catalogue. 

Graph shows the percentage of respondents indicating a particular 

bottleneck.
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4. Overall conclusions

The service catalogue is an instrument that has been implemented in the 

majority of organisations involved in this study. The survey shows an overall 

success rate of 3 (on a scale from 1 to 5) indicated by the organisations’ 

CIOs.

The primary value created by service catalogues is found in the following 

areas:

• Service standardisation

• Reference for services / a basis for service level agreements

• Cost transparency

These benefi ts are worthwhile, but do not exactly match the objectives fore-

seen at the start of the various service catalogue implementation projects. 

Typically, an objective like ‘improving internal customer orientation’ only re-

ceives an average score in terms of actual value created in practice. Ser-

vice standardisation on the other hand is clearly experienced as a valued 

outcome. In line with this, less explicit objectives such as cost transparency 

and cost reduction are also revealed as being valued results. So service 

catalogues clearly play a role in achieving IT effi ciency (besides managing 

the ‘relationship’ between business and IT).

The interviews conducted for this study also showed that the service cata-

logue is an important instrument for optimising IT effi ciency. From these 

interviews it also appears that important steps still need to be taken as far 

as the relationship between business and IT is concerned. For both IT and 

the business, the challenge is to increase partnership. The service catalogue 

proves its value in this respect as a common basis for further discussions 

about increasing business value and reducing costs.

“Our service catalogue and service model enable us to translate IT components to 

business functions, together with the associated IT costs. With these instruments we 

can have a dialogue between business and IT, so we can make joint decisions about the 

quality and costs of IT services. As well as having these instruments as a basis, it’s very 

important that IT staff have the right relationship skills – it’s more powerful to listen 

than to speak!”

Rob de Haas, CIO – ABN AMRO Bank



- 22 -

The conceptual model addressed in the introduction to this document (in 

which effective business-IT relationships depend on three factors) is very 

well recognised by the CIOs involved in this study:

• Service catalogue – for transparent services and costs

• IT governance – for rules, standards and policies

• Relationship management – for collaborative dialogue

Opinions regarding the importance of the individual factors differ signifi -

cantly however. Some of the survey participants believe that a service ca-

talogue is only needed when IT governance and relationship management 

are not suffi ciently effective. Others consider the service catalogue to be a 

bare necessity for keeping a grip on service performance, complexity and 

costs. So far, no statistical correlation is found between these opinions and 

the type and size of the survey participant’s organisation.

Nevertheless, the overall conclusions from this study are clear: service cata-

logues represent an effective instrument for increasing IT effi ciency. Service 

catalogues are also an important building block for building business-IT re-

lationships (which has been the primary objective for most organisations so 

far). All this needs to be balanced consciously with an effective IT gover-

nance structure and the more human touch of relationship management.

1
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Figure 13: Aspects of business-IT alignment.
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