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Executive Summary

Introduction to SDI Intelligence Reports

The Service Desk Institute™ has an unparalleled position in the ITSM space – no other organisation is as 
close to the businesses and practitioners that operate in the industry. From this vantage point, a new research 
proposition has been created which seeks to provide this industry with the vision and awareness to make 
informed business decisions that drive their services forward. 

The Intelligence range comprises a variety of research, whitepapers and reports, each focusing on a specific 
aspect of the industry, or providing insight for a specific segment or stakeholder group. This particular report 
will provide ITSM tool vendors and marketers with information vital to the formulation of ITSM product 
development and marketing plans.

To provide this insight, SDI has leveraged its closeness with the service desk industry – engaging practitioners 
and experts through a range of mediums including discussions and surveys – to provide a picture of the 
industry and the core motivations of the practitioners working within it in unrivalled detail. 

Key Highlights: UK ITSM Tools And Technology Market Review
• Service desk managers form a nucleus of influence over budget and technology procurement decisions
• There are cascading levels of influence amongst service desk professionals, although the majority sit in 

the highest levels of influence, exerting considerable sway over budgets
• Half of the UK ITSM tool and technology market is dominated by four large players
• Business cases play a larger role in the procurement processes than predetermined budget or return on 

investment calculations
• On average, service and support organisations change tools every seven years
• The development of tools varies considerably across the industry, with a quarter of organisations advising 

no development takes place at all
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Methodology
The findings of this report are based on a variety of qualitative and quantitative sources:

• Interviews and discussions with industry experts and practitioners
• Data collected over several years by trained SDI auditors as part of engagements including SDI’s Service 

Desk Certification programme
• Data gathered through multiple surveys designed for the report and cross-analysed data captured in 

other research reports
• Publicly accessible data such as official statistics and financial reports
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Key Market Information
Summary information about the UK ITSM tools and technology market has been provided in this section 
to offer insight into opportunities for strategic growth, or targeted marketing. Where possible, the 
recommendations at the end of the report will identify general opportunities.

Market Size

To reach an estimated figure of market capacity – the number of organisations that make up the service desk 
industry - with a degree of accuracy, we need to take into account some key assumptions and calculations. 
Publicly accessible government data, such as tax records, economic reports and company registration 
documents form the basis for this analysis. Further supplementary data has been gathered through SDI 
research surveys and in direct consultation with a representative group of industry practitioners. Some of the 
key assumptions will form the discussion below.  Appendix 1 at the back of the report contains a list of all 
assumptions and calculations made.

To recognise the most value from an ITSM tool, organisations need to be of a certain size. The UK economy 
is made up of just over five million organisations. The majority of these, 4.9 million, are small to medium-sized 
enterprises with a staffing level of 50 or below. While there are vendors that offer free licenses for a small 
group, it is unlikely that anything above a small minority of these organisations will have a formalised IT function 
that includes a service management operation. 

Managed service providers also present a challenge when estimating the size of the market as one service 
desk will serve multiple organisations. Indeed, when accommodating managed service desk providers into 
preliminary calculations, previously suggested estimates of market capacity seem to lack information on the size 
and number of managed service providers catering for the UK market. It is also worth noting that managed 
services can often be categorised as a small to medium sized enterprise should their staffing levels be below 
50, but remain an economic group that require ITSM tools and technologies.

Similarly, market capacity estimates need adjustment to reflect the amalgamation of public sector IT services. 
Many public sector organisations have amalgamated business services in service centres that cater for multiple 
public sector organisations at once. Often these are segment specific, for example, an NHS business services 
centre does not support non-NHS public sector businesses. However, there is still a high likelihood that one 
service desk serves multiple organisations.

With all of these assumptions and calculations taken into consideration, the estimated market capacity 
for ITSM tools for organisations of a size conducive to undertaking formalised service management and 
therefore regularly procuring tools is 1.5% of total UK organisations or approximately 78,074 separate 
service and support functions.

As previously mentioned, some ITSM vendors have widened the pool of potential organisations by offering 
low-priced or free installation and licenses for smaller service and support operations. However, for the 
majority of vendors seeking to implement and maintain an ITSM solution, the estimate holds true.
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Business Unit Size

For vendors that are seeking to gauge the relevance of their implementation and licensing structure, 
understanding the average business unit size and the corresponding breakdown in support levels is vital.

Furthermore, understanding how service and support organisations vary in size will ensure vendors can 
correctly target the market segment that is right for them. Whether that is focusing resources on a specific size, 
such as the smaller amount of large enterprises or catering for the larger volume of medium sized businesses. 

Total IT Staff

The majority of IT organisations have staffing levels between 50 and 200, validating the calculations used in the 
market size estimate, which emphasises that organisations tend to be over a certain size before a formal ITSM 
solution is in place. Furthermore, a very small percentage of organisations have less than 20 IT staff. At the 
other end of the spectrum, a small percentage of organisations have large IT provisions in place with over 500 
IT staff.

The following charts break down the size of the IT organisation into the three traditional technical levels. Level 
One makes up what would conventionally be a service desk operation. In some organisations Level Two will 
also fall under the remit of the service desk. However, Level Three staff rarely make up a significant proportion 
of the modern service desk, as the function tends to categorise other IT business areas such as project 
management or infrastructure support.

The majority of organisations have a considerable service desk provision with the greatest number of 
organisations having staffing levels between six and ten first level service desk professionals.

28% 25%
20%

3%

17%

5%2%
0-10 11-20 21-50 21-100 101-200 201-500 >500
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Level One Staff
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Level Three Staff 
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The majority of service and support organisations tend to support between 5000 and 20,000 customers, with 
some supporting customer bases of more than 100,000. Very few organisations support customer groups of 
less than 2000.

IT Budgets

It is critical to understand the size of the budget that organisations dedicate to IT, and the corresponding 
amounts that filter down to service management. This section of the report captures key financial information 
from a representative sample of businesses that have an IT function and service desk, and breaks these down 
into public and private sectors for further analysis (further analysis of key statistics broken down by sector 
takes place in section seven).

IT Operational Budget

On average, the IT operational budget from a mixed sample of organisations is £11,479,767 which includes 
all IT-related expenditure such as salaries, infrastructure and technologies. When broken down into sectors, 
the private sector handles an IT budget that is on average £3 million pounds less than their public sector 
counterparts. Commitments to legacy infrastructure and larger customer groups in the public sector are likely 
explanations for the disparity. It is also worth noting that private sector organisations occupy a much broader 
spectrum with several organisations managing an IT budget in excess of £95million at one end while other 
organisations manage a budget of £770,000.

  Average    £11,479,767

  Private     £10,317,230

  Public     £13,593,471

Service Desk Budget

The average operating budget for the service desk is £650,671. Broken down by sector, the public sector tends 
to operate at the higher end with an average of £703,661.03 compared to the private sector operating at an 
average of £621,232.43.

  Average    £650,671

  Public     £703,661

  Private     £621,232
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Percentage of Total Cost

The percentage of total cost is an important metric and indicator to gauge the potential back end cost of 
an IT function. Unrelated to the operational budgets and IT, the percentage of total cost is the amount of 
cost associated directly with the service desk, with the remaining cost distributed across the rest of the IT 
organisation. In organisations where the percentage of total cost is higher than the average, there is a strong 
indication that there is reduced spend in other areas of IT, such as on core infrastructure. Alternatively, it can 
indicate increased investment in the service desk. When compared with the percentage of the IT operational 
budget the service desk receives, the percentage of total cost can provide insight into where core investment 
in an IT organisation sits.

Broken down into percentage of the total cost of IT, the service desk costs on average just under 7% of the 
total. Split into sectors the private sector operates at the higher end with just under 8% of total cost sitting at 
the service desk. Conversely, the public sector sits at just 4% of total cost. Taking into account the increased 
total IT cost that the public sector tends to have, it is reasonable to expect the service desk to take up a 
slimmer percentage. Conversely, it is equally possible that private sector organisations, that have had less 
comparative cuts imposed on them over the past eight years have been able to invest in IT and drive down 
cost. Similarly, the higher percentage of total cost may reflect greater investment in the service desk itself.

For more balanced analysis we have separated managed services from this sample as the percentage of cost 
absorbed by the service desk tends to be significantly higher – particular in organisations that only offer 
managed service desk services. When separated out the average percentage of total cost is just under 60% of 
the total. 

  Average     6.98%

  Private      7.94% 
  (Excluding managed services)

  Public     3.96%

  Managed Services   59.12%

“Broken down into percentages of the total 
cost that the service desk is responsible for, 

the average is just under 7%”
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Vendor Market Share Breakdown

The data used to estimate market share is representative of over 900 organisations in the UK and represents 
the main ITSM tool used within the organisation.

Four large ITSM tool and technology vendors currently occupy half of the market – Hornbill, ServiceNow, 
BMC and LANDESK. The rest of the UK market is taken up by a range of other ITSM vendors including Heat 
Software, Cherwell and Sunrise.  The other category is made up of small independent vendors and internally 
developed or informal toolsets.
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the-hill

2%
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4%
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4%
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Engine
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5%
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11%
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12%
BMC

12%
ServiceNow

15%
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Stakeholders and Influencers
To ensure vendor marketing and engagement programmes are targeting the correct individuals, the ability to 
identify core stakeholders is vital. Understanding who has influence over budget, how individuals exert that 
influence and who has the final decision over which tool or technology to procure are central to an effective 
marketing campaign. This section of the report seeks to provide insight into the procurement practices of 
service and support organisations and dispel some of the myths about who holds the most influence in an 
organisation’s ITSM tool procurement.

Who has Responsibility for ITSM Tool Selection?

Foremost, vendors must understand which parties are responsible for ITSM tool selection, to ensure they 
develop engagement programmes geared to address the challenges of the particular stakeholder groups. A 
survey conducted by SDI, supported by conversations with service desk professionals at procurement specific 
events indicates there is a broad range of individuals with influence over tool procurement. However, this 
broad range centres around a nucleus of core stakeholders, specifically the service desk manager. All responses 
to the survey indicate the service desk manager would be either solely responsible for the final decision, or 
would be a leading member of a procurement board or project group.

63%

24%

13%
C-Level

Senior Management 
Team (SMT)

Service Desk Team 
(SDT)

“Responsibility centres around a nucleus 
of core stakeholders, specifically the 

service desk manager.”
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Who has Budget Control?

With the understanding that service desk managers have considerable influence over the procurement of a 
new ITSM tool, the next step is to examine how this influence translates to the next stage of the procurement 
process. The following data has been collected by trained SDI service desk auditors, with all of the data 
directed towards service desk managers or individuals in a similar role (such as end-user services manager or 
head of service management).

Do You Assist Your Accountant/Divisional Head With The Preparation Of  Your Budget?

30%

70%

Yes No

 Are You Able To Influence Your Budget?

11%

89%

Yes No
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If Reductions In IT Spend Were Requested, Would You Be Able To Challenge The Request? 
For example if you were requested to reduce headcount are you able to challenge the request and look for 
savings elsewhere?

8%

92%

Yes No

It is clear from this research that service desk managers have considerable influence over the drawing up and 
distribution of budgets. The vast majority of service desk managers, 89%, can actively influence their budget. 
Of these, 70% take part in the creation of the budget and its subsequent allocation. A significant majority of 
service desk managers, 92%, are consulted for larger budgetary issues such as a need to reduce the amount of 
budget.

“It is clear from this research that service desk 
managers have considerable influence over the 

drawing up and distribution of budgets.”
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Cascading Levels of Influence

The levels of influence can be broken down into clear categories that describe the level of involvement of 
the service desk manager. When breaking these down, we can see that 70% are directly accountable for 
their budget and are involved in its design. This 70% is then joined by another 19% at the next level down, 
comprising influencers, who can exert control over the budget size and allocation. Finally, 4% join these groups 
at the third level which is consulted, totalling 93%. At this level, service desk managers are consulted about 
key decisions such as a reduction in the budget but have limited overall influence. In this model, service desk 
managers who have influence at the highest level, also have influence at the two preceding it as, undoubtedly, if 
they are accountable they are an influencer and are consulted about changes.

The remaining 7% make up a category that holds little to no influence over budget decisions. This group, 
comprises the informed, a group who are advised of their budget by senior managers but have limited control 
over its size, allocation or direction.

70%

89%

93%
7%

Accountable

Influencer

Consulted
Informed

“Service desk managers have considerable 
input and control over their budgets.”
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Analysis of Industry Financial Management Practices

15%

48%52%

85%

52%48%

Do you compare actual 
cost against budget and 

any year on year changes?

Do you calculate ROI 
in order to justify 

your future spending 
requirements?

Does the total cost 
include absorbed costs 

from the rest of the 
business?

Yes

No

Another vital, albeit often overlooked, factor in a successful engagement is a clear understanding of how an 
organisation calculates value and return on investment. Analysis of financial practices gives a good indication of 
the measurements for success a vendor can expect when engaging with a potential customer. Primarily, service 
desk managers are cost sensitive and have a clear understanding of the measurement of cost against a budget, 
with adjustments made based on annual changes. For vendors, this means that the majority of service desk 
managers, 85%, will run a budget with very little variation to accommodate dramatic changes – such as the 
purchase and maintenance of a new tool. Indeed, this research has revealed that this is far more likely to be 
accommodated as part of a business case that requests additional funds and resources.

For vendors planning their marketing and engagement strategy, this means one crucial thing – service desk 
managers have considerable input and control over their budgets. Engaging with service desk managers and 
articulating how tools and technologies will help them overcome a challenge or deliver more value will assist 
vendors in capturing the attention of a key decision maker, indeed, for some organisations, the only decision 
maker as far as procuring ITSM technologies is concerned.

“A small majority of service desks calculate 
return on investment (ROI) to justify future 

spending requirements.”
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Furthermore, only a slim majority of service desks calculate return on investment (ROI) to justify future 
spending requirements. Often the emphasis is placed on vendors to discuss up front the expected ROI. 
However, this research indicates that ROI will be something that just under half of all service desks would 
struggle to quantify in their organisation.

Procurement Practices: Business Cases, Return on Investment Calculations or 
Pre-determined Budget? 

In the previous section of this report, it became clear that almost half of all service desk professionals 
struggle to define return on investment when procuring new technologies. When engaging with the industry, 
it becomes clear that defining and measuring ROI is particularly challenging for some organisations as they 
struggle to pin down intangibles and attach a value to them. As a result, many service and support organisations 
do not rely expressly on ROI and instead define a broader business case for the procurement that seeks to 
define value in a broader fashion. 

To explore this theme further, understanding how professionals secure budget for the procurement of a new 
ITSM tool is worthwhile.  The majority, comprising just over 70%, would develop a business case to access 
additional budget – in keeping with the financial management trends revealed in the previous section. The 
remaining 29%, have a budget for the procurement of technologies as part of their operational budget. 

71%

29%
We put a business case 

forward for extra budget

It is calculated as part of 
the operational budget

“Only 29% have a budget 
for the procurement of 

technologies as part of their 
operational budget.”

Engaging with these two customer groups will vary, as those seeking additional budget will be operating on 
a longer timeline than their counterparts with predetermined budget capacity. However, if vendors assist 
the majority in constructing their business case and where possible define ROI with meaningful goals, the 
organisation can tailor the budget based upon the nature of the procurement. In contrast, the professionals 
who have a predetermined budget are likely to operate on a shorter procurement timeline, but will have a 
stricter budget capacity for the new technologies and tools.
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Tool Development
To ensure the long-term success and viability of their software and products, vendors need to keep up-to-
date with which features and capabilities the industry is demanding. This section of the report focuses on 
tool development, the must-haves for tool development over the coming years, and analysis of the resources 
service desks currently have to develop their tool – either in-house or with external support.

Features and Capabilities: What’s in Demand?

The service and support industry has a raft of priorities and challenges that it relies on technology to solve. 
The features and capabilities that vendors develop can make them instantly relevant to a potential customer. 
Supported by data from published SDI research, conversations and engagements with industry practitioners 
and supplementary data gathering exercises, this section will offer unrivalled insight into the capabilities and 
features the ITSM industry is demanding.

The first section tracks the development of seventeen of the most popular influences for tool and technology 
procurement. Ordered by the most influential in 2015/2016, the following influences have also been analysed 
to reveal if they have grown or shrunk since the first data was gathered in 2012.

Many of the influences highlighted in this report may already be ubiquitous amongst tools and technologies. 
They are, nevertheless, influential amongst ITSM practitioners. Vendors should seek to capitalise on this 
influence by making the presence or development of these features clear to the market through marketing 
materials.

1. Automation capabilities

20%

62%

2012

2016

Automation capabilities are currently the greatest 
influencer for tool and technology procurement in the 
ITSM space and are also the influence that has grown 
the most drastically. In 2012, just 20% of the industry 
cited automation capabilities as a key influence for the 
procurement of a new tool, growing by 42% to 62% by the 
end of 2015.

Automation has become synonymous with cost-cutting 
initiatives through the reduction of low-value and manual 
tasks, offering professionals to offer more business value 
by dedicating resources to other areas of the support 
structure. Tools that demonstrate the capability to 
automate processes in organisations support structure will 
undoubtedly align themselves with a significant proportion 
of ITSM practitioners.

+42%

“Automation capabilities are currently the greatest influencer 
for tool and technology procurement in the ITSM space.”
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2. Product features and functionality

55%

60%

2012

2016

Product features and functionality represents a much 
broader category of influences. Matching the findings in 
tool procurement section of this research a clear theme 
emerges of practitioners waiting for particular features 
and functionality to incentivize them to procure a new 
tool. A tool with an innovative or exciting new feature is 
not only likely to influence 60% of ITSM professionals but 
also heralds the prospect of converting a large number of 
individuals who are looking for a reason to change tools or 
upgrade. 

The reluctance of practitioners to change or upgrade tools 
without a feature that offers something new and innovative 
is described from a different perspective in the next 
section of this report when tool procurement churn rate is 
analysed.

3. Ease of use and user interface

Employee experience has become increasingly important 
for organisations seeking to retain top talent. Service 
and support organisations can boost retention rates by 
providing professionals with the tools and technology they 
need to be effective. Similarly, ITSM tools that are simple, 
effective and easy to use will have the edge over tools that 
are overly complex or require extensive training to master. 
User interface and ease of use has become increasingly 
influential over the last four years and shows no sign of 
being demoted from the top three influences for ITSM tool 
selection.

55%

60%

2012

2016

+5%

+5%
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4. Self-service capabilities

Self-service capabilities - particularly when designed 
as a clear and customizable format - have remained 
consistently high on lists of key influences and separate 
surveys documenting ‘must haves’ in future tools. For 
this specific piece of research, the limited historic data 
made benchmarking a challenge. Nevertheless, self-
service capabilities have moved straight into the top half 
of the table of key influences with 56% of practitioners 
advising self-service capabilities would influence their tool 
procurement decision making.

Separate benchmarking research conducted by SDI reveals 
the extent of self-service adoption across the industry with 
2015/2016 figures reporting that over 80% of organisations 
have now implemented a self-service portal.1

56%
2016

5. Ability to customise and configure

Many organisations seek an ITSM tool that can be easily 
customised and configured to meet changing business 
objectives. However, this figure is one of the few influences 
to see a clear reduction since 2012. As more vendor 
organisations offer development as part of a Software 
as a service (SaaS) model, it is not entirely surprising 
to see fewer organisations seeking to plan long term 
customisation and configuration plans. Nevertheless, 
just under half of the practitioners view the ease of 
customisation and configuration as a key influence.

47%

50%
2012

2016

1. Service Desk Industry Benchmarking Report, The Service Desk Institute, 2015

-3%
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Access to quality support has risen dramatically since 2012 
as a key influence. As more vendor organisations offer 
SaaS models in which practitioners are reliant on them for 
support should their tool experience issues, quality support 
has become a premium requirement. Furthermore, recent 
research has highlighted poor support from vendor 
organisations as a cause of significant frustration. 

Clearly, as software as a service becomes the dominant 
delivery model for ITSM tools and technologies, 
practitioners are looking beyond the product towards 
the relationship. Vendors who are seeking to build long-
term relationships with service desks should expect their 
support services to come under closer scrutiny in the 
future. 

6. Access to quality support

15%

41%
2016

2012

7. Integration capabilities

Unlike the drastic rise of automation capabilities as a key 
influence, integration capabilities have held their position in 
the middle of the table with a relatively small 4% increase. 
Nevertheless, a third of practitioners are influenced by 
a tool’s integration capabilities - undoubtedly for similar 
reasons to those behind automation’s newfound popu-
larity. Integrating processes and toolsets can substantially 
reduce the time and resources spent on manual, repetitive 
and low-value tasks such as copying information from one 
system to another. Tools that demonstrate a clear capability 
to integrate with other tools and offer business value by of-
fering practitioners the opportunity to dedicate resources 
to other areas of the support structure are likely to attract 
significant interest in the ITSM space.

29%

33%
2016

2012

+26%

+4%
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8. Mobility and other modern capabilities

The percentage of practitioners who are influenced by 
modern capabilities such as mobility management has 
increased by 12% since 2012. Increasingly there is demand 
for capabilities that offer practitioners the opportunity 
to accommodate more flexible IT policies such as 
Bring Your Own Device (BYOD) and Bring Your Own 
Everything (BYOx) while still enabling a degree of control. 
As demand for this capability increases, vendors may find 
that an innovative solution influences not only the 32% 
of practitioners in this category but also a segment of 
practitioners that are influenced in the broader features 
category.

9. Marketed as ITIL® aligned

ITIL alignment is still a clear priority for practitioners, 
increasing its position in the lower half of the table of 
influences by 8% since 2012. Core ITIL processes remain 
the bedrock of modern IT service management and still 
feature heavily in the marketing materials of vendors. 
However, with less than a third of the industry advising 
they are influenced by ITIL alignment, vendors may wish to 
emphasise the adaptability of out-of-the-box processes in 
their tool to ensure practitioners who are less influenced 
by ITIL understand the tool can be modified to suit 
different frameworks and in-house process designs.

20%

32%
2016

2012

22%

30%
2016

2012

+12%

+8%
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A significant proportion of practitioners are influenced 
by the ease of implementation and ongoing management 
of a tool. This segment is keen for a tool to slot into 
their organisations swiftly and easily, with limited ongoing 
management and administration. Perhaps due to limited 
internal resources, or a business model that offers little 
downtime, this segment is focused on procuring a tool that 
simply delivers.

10. Ease of implementation and ongoing management

11. Choice of deployment model

As organisations wrestle with the decision to host 
technologies on premise or take up the increasingly 
dominant SaaS offering, the choice of deployment has 
become a much tougher decision to make. For some 
organisations, SaaS is simply not possible, which can rule out 
many vendors who offer limited on-premise options.

As practitioners seek to find a technology that is the best 
fit for them, it would be mutually beneficial for vendors to 
make the deployment options available clear to ensure time 
and resources on both sides are not misspent.

26%

29%
2016

2012

+3%

2%

13%
2016

2012

+11%

“The choice of deployment 
model has significantly risen 

in importance, as the range of 
deployment options increases.”
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12. Previous experience with product or vendor

Loyalty, although near the bottom of the table, is an 
influence that has seen considerable growth. Previous 
experience with a product or vendor is noted as an 
influence by 12% of practitioners, growth of 10% since 
2012. Familiarity with a tool is undoubtedly beneficial from 
a training and acclimatisation perspective. While a positive 
indicator for vendors working on retaining their customers, 
this signals a potential challenge for vendors seeking to 
increase their market share.

13. Consultant and analyst advice

Consultant and analyst advice has seen a small percentage 
increase of 2% since 2012. It is clear that consultants and 
analysts still have their place in the ITSM space and are still 
worth the time and resources vendors invest in briefings 
and engagements.

2%

12%

+10%

7%

9%

2016

2012

2016

2012

+2%

“The influence of analysts and 
consultants has increased in 

the ITSM space.”



27

Intelligence Report: UK ITSM Tools And Technology Market Review

© Service Desk Institute.  All rights reserved

14. Peer or social media references

One of the most significant shrinkages is in the amount 
of practitioners advising peer, or social media references 
influence their tool procurement decision making. As the 
technological differences between organisations widen, it 
is understandable that practitioners see less value in peer 
references. 

15. Extensive business platform capabilities

Extensive business platform capabilities have also shrunk 
as an influence, a surprise given the industrywide drive 
for tools to offer broader business value. Recent trends, 
most notably Enterprise Service Management (ESM) are 
likely to be responsible for reduced demand for wider 
business capabilities. ESM emphasises the value that current 
ITSM toolsets can offer without extensive tailoring or 
development. As a result, practitioners are less likely to seek 
a tool that offers business platform capabilities but instead 
a tool that offers the flexibility to cater to other business 
areas.

7%

16%

2016

2012

-9%

3%

4%

2016

2012

-1%

“Peer and social media now 
holds less influence over tool 

procurement than ever before.”
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Access to Resources

Development work and consultancy are the mainstays of value-added services in the ITSM vendor 
marketplace comprising a potentially lucrative pipeline for vendors and a much-needed support framework for 
service and support organisations. Nevertheless, there are several catalysts that are shaking up this model, most 
notably driven by software as a service operating models. The two effects are relatively clear, in SaaS models, 
development work tends to take place centrally, by the vendor and often features as part of the core cost in 
the initial package.

For organisations that use an on-premise solution, however, there are clear distinctions. Many rely on internal 
skills and resources to develop their solution, whereas others bring in temporary resources or rely on their 
vendor for tool development.

Research indicates access to development resources varies considerably across the industry, with roughly 
one quarter revealing that no development takes place at all. There is a split between half of the industry 
with full-time in-house resources and organisations relying on their software vendor for development taking 
up a quarter each. The remaining quarter either have part-time development resources in-house or bring in 
temporary resources when needed.

Do you have internal resources that help to develop ITSM tools and technologies?

25%

12%

25% 25%

13%

No 
development 
takes place at 

all

We rely on 
our software 
vendor for 
deployment

We have 
full time 

resources

We bring in 
temporary 
resources 

when 
needed

We have 
part time 
resources

What remains clear, is that as ITSM tools develop their capabilities, it is becoming increasingly important for 
service and support organisations to have access to a form of development resource. ITSM vendors may be 
able to break away from the crowd by offering development and consultancy packages for both short-term 
and long-term commitments, ensuring customers get the most from their tools as well as offering a potential 
revenue stream for the sale of the product.

With this in mind, some vendors are currently adapting their business models to either offer development 
as part of a contracted SaaS package, removing the risk organisations have formally encountered when 
developing their tools in-house and subsequently moving them outside of vendor support structures.
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Tool Procurement Churn Rate

A much disputed and often misunderstood figure in the industry is the estimated churn rate or, more 
specifically, the timeframe in which organisations change ITSM tools. This report can confirm that the average 
churn rate for ITSM tools in the UK market is just under seven years with over 80% of organisations changing 
their tools at least once in the last 10-year period. For ITSM vendors this translates to the prospect of 
approximately 30% of the industry looking for a new tool at any given time.

How many times have you changed ITSM tools in the past 10 years?

83%

17%
Two times

One time

However, this estimate is somewhat skewed as many of the organisations advised the reasoning behind 
decisions to change tools was not based on strategy but merely from a lack of interest in what the industry is 
currently offering when compared to the capabilities their current tool offers. Many of the responses indicated 
that if a tool contained a specific feature that appealed to them - such as a particularly innovative self-service 
portal – they would consider starting off the procurement process. Other respondents merely advised they 
were waiting to see what the market would offer over the next few years.

It is also worth noting that, perhaps unsurprisingly, organisations with development resources in-house had 
the longest timeframe when asked about churn rate, whereas organisations with no development taking place 
were the most likely to change.

“Approximately 30% of the 
industry is looking for a new 

tool at any given time.”



30

Intelligence Report: UK ITSM Tools And Technology Market Review

© Service Desk Institute.  All rights reserved

Sector Breakdown and Further Analysis
There are undeniable differences between the private and public sector, both regarding the challenges they 
face and their access to resources to tackle them. Breaking the two sectors apart and analysing them offers 
vendors the opportunity to plan the best approach to engage and market their products by designing solutions 
to sector-specific problems and design implementation packages that best meet their specific needs and 
resources.

Public Sector

The procurement of new tools and technologies in the public sector differs significantly from processes 
followed in the private sector. A raft of legislation, procedures and central procurement teams can make 
vendor engagement somewhat complex and time-consuming, albeit with the benefit of a relatively consistent 
approach across the entire sector. For example, procurement practices in the NHS follow a similar process 
across the range of trusts. Likewise, local government organisations comply with similar suites of requirements, 
such as information security guidelines. 

Nevertheless, decision making varies in public sector organisations with some individuals and teams 
empowered to make decisions where others are not.
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Procurement Decision Makers 

Where does tool procurement decision making sit?

C-Level

Senior Management 
Team (SMT)

Service Desk Team 
(SDT)56%

22%

22%

The majority of tool procurement decision making sits with the service desk management team, with just over 
half of public sector organisations advising the core decision-making behind tool procurement would rest with 
the service desk manager or team made up of service desk professionals.

Just under a quarter of organisations contain the decision making within a senior management team, or hand 
over responsibility to designated procurement teams. Qualitative responses to SDI research indicate that even 
when procedure dictates a procurement team should take over responsibility, the service desk manager, and 
team continue to exert influence over the process.

Finally, a similar proportion advises that core decision-making sits at the Director or C-Level. As discussed 
previously in this report, the vast majority of service desk managers exert a significant degree of influence 
over budget spending, including drafting business cases to request additional resources for tool procurement. 
Supporting this, the majority of organisations who place the final decision-making at the Director and C-Level 
advise that this is usually for the final sign off of the additional resources and budget.

“The majority of tool procurement 
decision making sits with the service 

desk management team.”

Public Sector
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Measuring Return On Investment

Significantly, the public sector as a whole has a limited capability to calculate return on investment (ROI) 
when procuring new tools and technology. The vast majority advise they have no capability whatsoever, 
citing reasons such as lack of tools and experience alongside concerns about the complexity. The theme of 
complexity frequently appears, particularly when associated with ITSM tools that touch on multiple areas of an 
organisation.

The minority of organisations that have some ROI measurement capability conduct this in line with the 
production of a business case with key performance indicators cited at the start of the procurement process 
and referenced later in the journey to estimate progress and return.

Are you able to calculate the ROI of new tools?

89%

11%
No Yes Sometimes

Key Market Statistics

Public Sector Industry Average

Total IT budget £13,593,471 £11,479,767
Total service desk budget £703,661 £650,671
Percentage of total budget 5.17% 5.60%
Percentage of total cost 3.96% 6.98%

On average, public sector organisations have a larger total IT budget and a correspondingly larger service desk 
budget. However, the percentage of the total budget allocated to the service desk is slightly smaller. Significantly, 
the percentage of the total cost associated with the service desk is significantly smaller signifying a considerable 
IT cost overhead in the public sector, most likely to be locked into legacy infrastructure and the added 
resources necessary to meet mandatory compliance to central government regulations.

Public Sector

Public Sector
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Summary

Decision making in the public sector is largely made up of either service desk professionals or senior 
management teams that bring in expertise from other areas of the organisation, such as procurement teams. 
There is also a notable theme of public sector service desks struggling to define the return on investment of 
new tools and technologies, in part due to the complexity of the process and the organisation itself. 

Regarding budget, public sector organisations on average have access to a much larger pot. However, indicators 
such as the percentage of total IT cost associated with the service desk present the prospect of significant 
budget spend elsewhere in the organisation. Furthermore, engaging with the public sector with new tools and 
technologies that offer a return on investment may be challenging as organisations struggle to validate value in 
such a complex environment. 

Public Sector
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C-Level

Senior Management 
Team (SMT)

Service Desk Team 
(SDT)

25%
64%

11%

Private Sector

The private sector presents a different challenge to ITSM tools when compared to the public sector due to its 
size and diversity. The vast range of organisations that make up the UK economy each have a different appetite 
and requirement for tools and technologies – where one organisation needs a simple, low-cost ticketing 
system; another requires an integrated suite of technologies.

Procurement Decision Makers

From a decision-making perspective, a slightly larger proportion of tool procurement decision-making sits at 
the service desk professional level. While a similar proportion of private sector organisations will place key 
responsibility at a senior management team, or mixed skill team level, it is far less likely for decisions to reach 
the Director or C-Level. For ITSM vendors this emphasises that a higher engagement success rate should take 
place at a service desk professional level. In keeping with the cascading levels of influence discussed earlier in 
this report, marketing and engaging with service desk professionals not only offers the most likely opportunity 
to engage with core decision makers but if not, individuals with the influence to carry the decision up the chain 
for the final decision.

Where does tool procurement decision making sit?

“A larger proportion of tool procurement decision-making sits 
at the service desk professional level...it is far less likely for 

decisions to reach the Director or C-Level.”
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Key Market Statistics

Private Sector Industry Average

Total IT budget £10,317,230 £11,479,767
Total service desk budget £621,232 £650,671
Percentage of total budget 6.02% 5.60%
Percentage of total cost 7.94% 6.98%

On average, private sector organisations have a smaller total IT budget, particularly when contrasted with 
counterparts in the public sector. Nevertheless, when calculated as a percentage of total IT budget, service 
desks in the private sector have a proportionally higher share. Significantly, the service desk is associated with 
a higher than average percentage of total cost, indicating private sector organisations have less restrictive 
expenditure on their IT balance sheets, with the potential result of increased investment in the service desk.

68%

22%
10%

No Yes Sometimes

Calculating Return On Investment

Calculating return on investment is a practice far more likely to take place in the private sector, although 
the majority of organisations still struggle to define and calculate the ROI of new tools and technologies. 
Nevertheless, compared to the public sector, vendors may find a larger audience in the private sector when 
articulating the value of their tool and the return on investment they are likely to receive.

Are you able to calculate ROI on new tools and technologies?

Private Sector

Private Sector
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Summary

The sheer diversity of the private sector can make it a challenging area to summarise in key statistics – indeed 
it is the goal of these reports to break down larger chunks of the sector in the future to offer greater depth of 
insight. Clearly, however, there are themes to draw insight from at a high level. Although the private sector takes 
up the lion’s share of the UK economies IT expenditure, the diverse range of size and investment have brought 
the average total cost of IT below the total average, and significantly, below the average budgets seen in the 
public sector.

Nevertheless, key indicators such as the percentage of total cost present the prospect of a sector keen to 
invest in service management, with less restrictive cost located elsewhere in the organisation.

Engaging with private sector organisations by articulating the value of tools and technology, and assisting with 
ROI calculations may help ITSM vendors. Similarly to the public sector, the majority of decisions are made at 
the service desk professional level, who nevertheless hold the influence over budget to carry the procurement 
of new tools and technologies to the final stage of decision-making should it rest higher. 

Private Sector

“Articulating the value of tools and 
technology, and assisting with ROI 

calculations, may help ITSM vendors.”
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Industry Sector In focus: Managed Services

The growth of service desk - focused managed service providers makes them a prime candidate for the 
first Intelligence Report’s ‘Industry Sector in focus’. When analysing the ITSM industry as a whole, managed 
service providers can often be found at the extremes, whether investigating allocated budgets, access to tools 
and technologies or key decision making. As a result, separating managed services from the private sector 
and analysing them as a distinct entity will enable vendors to get a better understanding of a sector that is as 
unique as it is vast.

Procurement Decision Makers

Similarly to the public sector and the wider private sector, the majority of organisations place key procurement 
decision making with the service desk manager and team. The remaining organisations split decision making 
equally between a senior management team and the director and C-level. It is clear that even when considering 
a broad range of organisations, the vast majority place procurement decision-making at the service desk 
manager level. For ITSM vendors this reaffirms the prospect of a statistically greater likelihood of successful 
engagement with a potential customer sitting at the service desk professional level.

 Where does tool procurement decision making sit?

16%

17%

67%

C-Level

Senior Management 
Team (SMT)

Service Desk Team 
(SDT)

“There is a statistically greater likelihood of 
successful engagement with a potential customer 

sitting at the service desk professional level.”
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51% 49%

No Yes Sometimes

Calculating Return On Investment

Unlike counterparts in the private and public sector, managed service providers are considerably more likely 
to calculate the return on investment from a tool or technology. 50% of managed service providers define 
and calculate return on investment of new tool and technology procurement. Upon further investigation, it 
becomes clear that return on investment in the private sector is calculated based upon cost savings which can 
drive up the profitability of currently held managed contracts, while at the same time allowing the organisation 
to offer more competitively priced plans for potential clients.

Nevertheless, even an industry highly focused on cost and profitability, defining ROI as a direct result of IT and 
ITSM tool investment is not carried out by half of the industry. 

Are you able to calculate ROI on new tools and technologies?

Key Market Statistics

Currently, the definition of the total IT operational budget and the amount allocated to the service desk 
budget is only within the confines of the wider private sector. Nevertheless, a statistic specific to the managed 
services sector, which provides an indication of the operations investment in IT infrastructure is the total cost 
associated with the service desk. Unlike counterparts in the wider economy, the managed services sector 
identifies a service desk associated cost of just under 60% on average.  In the context of the wider economic 
landscape, it would be reasonable to infer that the managed services sector presents considerable opportunity 
for ITSM vendors offering innovative tools as MSPs focus a considerable proportion of business cost on the 
service desk.



39

Intelligence Report: UK ITSM Tools And Technology Market Review

© Service Desk Institute.  All rights reserved

Summary

The managed services sector stands out from the wider private sector for a variety of reasons. Although the 
core decision-making responsibility for tool procurement is largely similar to the wider economy, as a distinct 
unit, managed services are the most likely to define and expect a reasonable return on investment from a new 
tool or technology. Coupled with the prospect that up to 60% of a managed service providers total business 
cost is associated with the service desk, the sector is a potential growth area for the vendor community.

Vendors looking to grow in the managed services sector can expect to be asked to prove the potential return 
on investment their new tool will be expected to deliver. Indeed, given the importance this sector places 
on the service desk – for many it is their core business function and source of income – managed service 
providers may be a tricky organisation to engage with initially. Nevertheless, for vendors with innovative tools 
that can deliver a tangible return, the managed services sector represents a lucrative growth opportunity.
 

“Vendors looking to grow in the managed 
services sector can expect to be asked to prove 

the potential return on investment their new 
tool will be expected to deliver.”
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Analyst Opinion and Key Recommendations
The Service Desk Institute (SDI) has a privileged position in the ITSM space. From this position, we have been 
able to gather data over several years and analyse it to build a uniquely detailed picture of the industry. Some 
of the results of the analysis are surprising - such as the huge amount of influence service desk managers have 
over procurement – and some, such as average operational budgets, have been estimated for some time. Using 
the vast array of SDI data, coupled with publicly accessible data, this report has been able to add depth of 
insight into areas of the ITSM market that have previously been the source of considerable speculation. 

The size of the ITSM market, based upon organisations of a size conducive to general ITSM tools and 
technology, presents the prospect of a vast and lucrative marketplace for vendors. Indeed, even more so 
for vendors who can develop their products, packages and business models to reach areas outside of the 
parameters defined in this report. Already many vendors are offering free or low-priced licenses to small 
organisations that would have otherwise been deemed too small for any meaningful engagement. With these 
tools, the objective is for these small organisations to grow their ITSM organisation to develop into a package 
that offers a greater return. Tapping into organisations outside of the spectrum of the ITSM market space is a 
shrewd investment for vendors seeking to grow their market share in the long-term. 

Expanding into Parallel Markets

Similarly, vendors are seeking to develop their products and expand into parallel markets by extolling the 
benefits of service management to other business services – primarily, facilities, HR, payroll but more recently 
other customer management operations such as sales and marketing. The catch-all term, Enterprise Service 
Management has entered the vocabulary of most ITSM vendors, with many organisations now realising some 
of the many benefits traditional ITSM technology brings in a wider service management environment.

Broad changes in the ITSM marketplace that many of these strategic manoeuvres signal are likely to have an 
effect on the market share of many ITSM vendors. Currently, there are four visible big players operating in the 
space, with half of the market using their tools. In the follow-up report, additional data will be available to plot 
changes in market share with the opportunity to pinpoint turning points for vendors, and identify successes 
and failures in moves to consolidate positions in the ITSM space, and grow into parallel business areas.

Concentration of Key Decision Making

Focusing on the ITSM space, this report has settled an area of considerable debate in the vendor community. 
Key decision making, across the industry, is largely concentrated in the hands of the service desk manager. 
In organisations where senior management teams, teams with a particular focus such as procurement, or 
Directors and C-Level executives have the final say, the service desk manager still holds considerable influence.

The cascading levels of influence identified paint the picture of an empowered service management 
professional who, for the most part, actively contributes to budget planning, allocation and spend. For 
vendors, this places service desk professionals as the most effective point of entry into an organisations tool 
procurement process. In instances where decision making sits outside of the service desk professionals remit, it 
is clear they will have the influence to carry it forward to final decision making.
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Value of Relevant Capabilities

Of course, this relies on service desk professionals recognising the value an ITSM tool provides. There are two 
clear areas where vendors can boost their chances in this capacity. Foremost, this report and indeed many 
other SDI reports have defined capabilities that the industry believes future ITSM tool must have. Some, such 
as the intelligent automation of processes, top the list of influences and are likely to make up the shortlist of 
an organisation prospecting for new technologies. Others, such as the capacity to evolve the tool into other 
business services, may not be immediately sought, but will have the potential to highlight future value as part of 
a vendor’s development timeline.

Emphasising the value that these critical capabilities have on a prospective organisation is clearly a challenge. 
Except managed service providers, the majority of the ITSM industry is either unable to calculate the return 
on investment of new tools and technologies or sees little value in doing so. Primarily, the inability to calculate 
ROI seems to rest more with the increased complexity of service management tools. The time and resources 
necessary to estimate value and cost on a system that has numerous touch points are seemingly too much 
for it to be an economically viable activity. Instead, organisations are more likely to identify core improvement 
metrics and objectives in a business case, and measure these throughout the implementation.

With this knowledge, vendors should alter their engagement process to remove the emphasis from return 
on investment (without removing it altogether) and streamline value recognition into the achievement of an 
organisation’s defined objectives. The data suggests that this approach is more likely to hold an organisation’s 
interest in the first instance than offering to define return on complex and often insatiable calculations.

Concluding Recommendations

There are several recommendations that can be pulled from this report based on the analysis of the data and 
the opinion of the authors:

 I.  It is clear that marketing and engagement programmes will have a much greater chance of success  
    if pitched towards service desk professionals who, if in the statistically unlikely event are not the core  
    decision makers, have the influence necessary to carry the engagement forward to those that are.

 II.  Return on Investment calculations, although frequently a constituent of a vendors marketing and  
     engagement process, seem to translate poorly to the majority of organisations. Many are unable to  
       or see little value in, defining and calculating ROI. To present a message that translates to industry  
     practitioners, vendors must seek to identify core measurable objectives and identify how their tool  
     and technology will meet them.

 III.  Conversely, managed service providers are the most likely to calculate the ROI of a new tool or  
      technology. In contrast to the wider industry, the focus is on cost saving, increased profitability,  
       or increased efficiency. For vendors with innovative tools that can demonstrate measurable cost  
     savings or increased profitability, the managed services sector offers huge potential.

 IV.  There are clear capabilities that practitioners expect future tools to have. Vendors must seek to  
      offer these capabilities, or demonstrate their place on a clear development timeline. The churn rate  
      identified in this report, and the justification from practitioners, indicates that a significant portion  
       of the market or simply observing and waiting for a tool with innovative features to emerge.  
       Vendors who can demonstrate these may offer this segment of the market the incentive it needs  
      to change or upgrade their ITSM tool.
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Appendix 1: 
Total Market Size Assumptions and Approximations
In theory, and by assuming all private and public sector organisations have service desk style IT provision, the 
total market size is nearly 5 million potential customers. However the majority of these organisations are 
not of a size where a formal ITSM business unit is necessary. Therefore, to reach a figure of ITSM market 
capacity – the amount of organisations that are of a size, and have the funding for a formal ITSM business unit 
– several assumptions and approximations need to be worked into the calculations. The key assumptions and 
approximations are as follows:

1.  Central Government has merged or adapted a great deal of its IT services limiting the potential market 
capacity to approximately 50%.

2.  Many local government authorities are too small, or have merged IT provision with other local 
governments, or have outsourced service provision, limiting the market capacity by approximately 75%.

3.  Blue Light services, including the NHS, have similarly merged services (as is the case with Kent and 
Essex Police, as an example) or have outsourced provision, limiting the potential market capacity by 
approximately 50%.

4.  The Higher Education Sector is far more likely to have internal IT provision than many others; current 
data exists as part of the Higher Education Benchmarking Survey, which would recommend an 
approximate reduction of 10 %.

5.  The remainder of the education sector has a raft of limiting factors including a size not conducive to 
a formal ITSM function, merged services and outsourcing. A conservative market limitation would be 
90%.

6.  For the private sector, a conservative approach is to assume 1% of small companies have an internal 
service desk and 50% of the larger companies do.

With all of these assumptions combined and taken into consideration, of the 5 million organisations 
(private and public) the estimated market capacity for the majority of ITSM products is 78,074 or 
approximately 1.5% of total organisations.
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