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UNIFIED SERVICE MANAGEMENT
A SYSTEMATIC APPROACH TO REDUCING VARIETY 

AT LEVELS 1-4 OF THE VIABLE SYSTEM MODEL,
IN A SERVICE DELIVERY CONTEXT

Jan van Bon
Questions:   janv@nbon.nl

Jan van Bon
USM Chief Architect @ SURVUZ Foundation
Netherlands

CORE MESSAGE

Variety should be reduced at the lowest level of VSM, 
as it accumulates in the system.  
Each VSM system 1 component can be standardized 
with a management system of only 8 workflows.

THIS REQUIRES A METHODICAL APPROACH 
BASED ON A SERVICE MANAGEMENT ARCHITECTURE

THAT ENABLES A SERVICE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
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“THERE IS NO 'CORRECT' INTERPRETATION OF THE VIABLE SYSTEM MODEL. 
WE HAVE SPOKEN INSTEAD OF MORE OR LESS USEFUL INTERPRETATIONS.” 
(BEER)

“ONLY VARIETY CAN ABSORB VARIETY” 
(ASHBY)

So let’s now apply VSM to Service-Dominant logic 
and see how we can reduce variety with USM.

SERVICE-DOMINANT LOGIC VS GOODS-DOMINANT LOGIC

• 2004: prof.’s Robert Lusch & Stephen Vargo
– “Service is the fundamental basis of exchange”
– “Goods are a distribution mechanism for service provision”
– “All economies are service economies” 

• 1985: Porter’s Value Chain
1960-70’s
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MODERN CHALLENGES IN BUSINESS

Organizations need to be in full control of their servicesOrganizations need to be in full control of their services

Integration
APIs, sensor technology, 

IoT , SSCs: 
“connected society”

Integration
APIs, sensor technology, 

IoT , SSCs: 
“connected society”

Complexity
cloud, SaaS, PaaS, IaaS, 

EaaS:
“sourcing is default”

Complexity
cloud, SaaS, PaaS, IaaS, 

EaaS:
“sourcing is default”

Dependency
especially on IT facilities
Dependency
especially on IT facilities

OUTSOURCING CREATES DRAMA TRIANGLES
DRAMA TRIANGLES STIMULATE VARIETY AND COMPLEXITY

Complexity
cloud, SaaS, PaaS, IaaS, 

EaaS:
“sourcing is default”

Complexity
cloud, SaaS, PaaS, IaaS, 

EaaS:
“sourcing is default”
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DRAMA TRIANGLES CAUSE VARIETY
IN OUTSOURCING

DRAMA TRIANGLES CAUSE VARIETY
SOURCING: DRAMA TRIANGLES REPRODUCE LIKE RABBITS
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THE VIABLE SYSTEM MODEL
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ASHBY’S LAW OF REQUISITE VARIETY
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The Viable System Model

FULL 
CONTROL?

REDUCE 
VARIETY!VARIETY 

REDUCTION
STARTS HERE
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THE CHALLENGE

“How do you make sure that all service teams cooperate in 
a sustainable way?”

ESM: ENTERPRISE SERVICE MANAGEMENT

Servitization: “all organizations are service providers”

SUPPLY CHAINS 
AND NETWORKS?

INTEGRAL AND INTEGRATED

For sustainable supply chains,
you will need LINKS....
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PRACTICE: ISLANDS

Each discipline looks at the world from its own, isolated 
perspective.

Building mgmntSecurityHRMFac. disciplineFac. discipline

CONTROL REQUIRES
INTEGRATION… REQUIRES 

STANDARDIZATION….

CONTROL REQUIRES
INTEGRATION… REQUIRES 

STANDARDIZATION….

Business Business 

We cannot solve our problems 
with the same thinking we used
when we created them.

Albert Einstein
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THINK DIFFERENTLY

FINANCE

HRM

ICT

BUILDING

INTEGRATED
AND INTEGRAL

SERVICE DELIVERY

ISLANDS & LOCAL PRACTICES: 
OLD THINKING

COOPERATION IS CRUCIAL:
NEW THINKING

STANDARDIZATIONSTANDARDIZATIONHRM ICT

IF WE ARE TO FORM A TRAIN TOGETHER...
AND EACH WAGON COMES UP WITH ITS OWN WHEELS...

HOW FAR IS THAT TRAIN GOING TO GET?

CATERING SECURITY BUILDING HRM FINANCE ICT
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REDUCTION OF VARIETY MUST FOCUS AT SYSTEM 1

1

3

4

5

CUSTOMER/MARKET
ENVIRONMENT

PROVIDER

IN A SERVICE DELIVERY CONTEXT

WHAT IS AN 
ACCEPTABLE LEVEL 

OF STANDARDIZATION?
2

BUILDING BLOCK: THE SERVICE

goods <--> actions

make
availableuse

“A service is a supported facility”

The USM Customer-Provider Interaction ModelThe USM Customer-Provider Interaction Model

value
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EXAMPLES
Passenger transport services

Hairdresser services

EXAMPLES FROM IT
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EXAMPLES FROM IT

SLASLA

BUILDING BLOCK: ROUTINES

PREDICTABLE?

CONTROL!

valuevalue
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ROUTINES
ROUTINES CAN BE DERIVED FROM THE PROCESS MODEL VIA TEMPLATES

PROCESS
PROCESS

PEOPLE
PROCEDURE

TECHNOLOGY
WORK 

INSTRUCTION

3 TYPES OF
ROUTINES

PROCESS

PEOPLE

TECHNOLOGY

WHAT

WHO

HOW

3 TYPES OF
RESOURCES

PRACTICES!
PROCESS

PROCEDURE

WORK INSTRUCTION

ROUTINES AND PROCESSES
ROUTINES CAN BE DERIVED FROM THE PROCESS MODEL VIA TEMPLATES

PROCESS
PROCESS

PEOPLE
PROCEDURE

TECHNOLOGY
WORK 

INSTRUCTION

3 TYPES OF
ROUTINES

PROCESS

PEOPLE

TECHNOLOGY

WHAT

WHO

HOW

3 TYPES OF
RESOURCES

It all starts 
with processes…

But we focus 
on practices…

PRACTICES!

SCRUMITIL

9001

14001

ISO 41000
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PROCESSES

information security management 

project management 

strategy management 

business analysis 

capacity and performance management 

IT asset management 

problem management 

portfolio management 

release management 

service catalogue management 

ITIL 4: architecture management 

relationship management 
supplier management 

service financial management 

change enablement

organizational change management 

service configuration management 

workforce and talent management 

continual improvement 

monitoring and event management 

measurement and reporting 

risk management 

knowledge management 

service continuity management 

incident management 

availability management 

service request management 

service level management 

service desk 

service design 

software development and management 

infrastructure and platform management 

deployment management 

Service delivery definition

Use support

Technology definition
Customer organizations analysis

Supplier management 
Financial management 

Planning & control 

Contract management 

IT development analysis
Application life cycle

management

Software control and distributionSoftware construction & integration

Application change management

Supplier and sourcing definition

Capabilities definition

Application portfolio management

Impact analysis

Software testing IT operation management

Preparation of transfer to production

ISO16350/ASL: Account and market definition

Customer environment analysis

Software design

Configuration management

Continuity management

BiSL: Strategic supplier management

Specify information requirements

Strategic information partner management

Establish technological developments

Design non-automated information systems

Establish business process developments

Information portfolio management

Financial management

Operational supplier management

Establish information chain developments

Information lifecycle management
Demand management

Business data management

Contract management

Planning and resource management
End user support

Review and testing
Transition management

Prepare transition

Strategic user relationship management

Information coordination

Change management

Define I-organization strategy
Manage the IT management framework

Manage strategy

Manage enterprise architecture

Manage relationships
Manage service agreements

Manage suppliers

Manage quality

Manage security

Manage programmes and projects

Manage requirements definition

Manage solutions identification and building
Manage availability and capacity

COBIT5: Manage organizational change enablement

Manage changes

Manage change acceptance and transitioning

Manage configuration

Manage security services

Manage innovation

Manage portfolio

Manage budget and costs

Manage human resources

Manage risk

Manage knowledge

Manage assets

Manage operations

Manage service requests and incidents

Manage problems Manage continuity

Manage business process controls

“MISUNDERSTANDING”

10 PROCESS DESIGN CRITERIA
BASED ON PRINCIPLES, AND AT CUSTOMER-DRIVEN LEVEL 4

1. A process describes WHAT must happen consecutively, not WHO or HOW.
2. A process can thus be interpreted with a verb.
3. A process can be counted.
4. Processes are not dependent on practical conditions (◊)
5. Processes have a customer-relevant and unique goal.
6. A process can be divided into sub processes, but that does not change the process.
7. A process model organizes the processes.
8. An integral process model includes all activities for managing services.
9. In an integrated process model each activity occurs only once.
10. The activities are supervised by process control.
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PROCESSES
ITIL: 

Strategiemanagement 
voor IT-services

Serviceportfoliomanagement

Financieel management 
voor IT-services

Demandmanagement Klantrelatiemanagement

Ontwerpcoördinatie Servicecatalogusmanagement

Servicelevelmanagement

Capaciteitsmanagement Beschikbaarheidsmanagement

IT service continuity 
management

Informatiesecuritymanagement
Toeleveranciersmanagement

Transitieplanning en -support 

Changemanagement 

Serviceasset- en 
configuratiemanagement

Release- en 
deploymentmanagement 

Servicevalidatie 
en -testen 

Change-evaluatie 

Kennismanagement

Event-management 

Incidentmanagement

Request fulfilment 

Problemmanagement

Toegangsbeheer

zevenstappenverbeterproces

ASL: Service delivery 
definition

Account & 
market definition

Testen 

Gebruiksondersteuning 

Leveranciersmanagement 

Financieel 
management 

Kwaliteitsmanagement 

Planning & 
control 

Contractmanagement 

Application portfolio 
management

Application lifecycle 
management

Customer environment 
strategy 

Customer organizations 
strategy 

ICT developments 
strategy 

Supplier 
definition 

Technology 
definition

Capabilities 
definition 

Realisatie 

Ontwerp 

Impactanalyse 

Programmabeheer en 
distributie

Wijzigingenbeheer 

Continuïteitsbeheer

Operationele ICT-
sturing 

Configuratiebeheer 
Implementatie 

BiSL:
Strategie inrichting IV-functie 

Relatiemanagement 
gebruikersorganisatie

Informatieportfoliomanagement

Gebruiksondersteuning 

Operationele ICT-
aansturing 

Informatielifecyclemanagement 

Specificeren 

Contractmanagement 

Behoeftemanagement 

Financieel management 

Planning & control 

Wijzigingenbeheer 

Bepalen 
technologieontwikkelingen 

Bepalen 
bedrijfsprocesontwikkelingen

Ketenpartnersmanagement 

Toetsen en 
testen 

Bepalen ketenontwikkelingen

Transitie 

Vormgeven niet-
geautomatiseerde 

informatievoorziening 

Informatiecoördinatie 

Leveranciersmanagement 

Voorbereiden 
transitie 

Beheer bedrijfsinformatie COBIT: Manage the IT 
management framework

Manage strategy

Manage enterprise 
architecture

Manage innovation

Manage portfolio

Manage budget and costs

Manage human resources

Manage relationships Manage service 
agreements

Manage suppliers

Manage quality

Manage risk

Manage security

Manage programmes and 
projects

Manage requirements 
definition

Manage solutions 
identification and 

building

Manage availability and 
capacity

Manage organizational 
change enablement

Manage changes

Manage change 
acceptance and 

transitioning

Manage knowledge

Manage assets

Manage configuration

Manage operations

Manage service requests 
and incidents

Manage problems

Manage continuity

Manage security 
services

Manage business process 
controls

who
how

who
howwho

how
who

how
who

how
who

how
who

how who

how

who
how

who
how

who
how

who
how

who
how

who how

who
how

who
how who

how

who
how

how
who

howhow
who

how

how

who
howhow

how

how

These are not
PROCESSES... 

but PRACTICES

AND THIS?
SWIMLANE: DOES NOT MEET THE DEFINITION

who
who

who

how howhow

how

howhow

again

PRACTICES!
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O  P  E  R  A  T  E

Incident

Wish

RFC

A    G    R    E     E

I
M
P
R
O
V
E

C   H   A   N   G   E

R   E   C   O   V   E   R

USM PROCESS MODEL FOR SERVICE DELIVERY

Service 
request

Risk

Wish

RFC

RFC

RFC

Service request

Service 
request

Service 
request

SYSTEM 4SYSTEM 4

USM PROCESS MODEL: INDIVIDUAL ACTIVITIES
Risk
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WORKFLOWS

Risk

IN A NON-REDUNDANT PROCESS MODEL

WORKFLOWS

Risk

IN A NON-REDUNDANT PROCESS MODEL
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WORKFLOWS
INTERNAL

STAKEHOLDER

Risk

IN A NON-REDUNDANT PROCESS MODEL

WORKFLOWS
INTERNAL

STAKEHOLDER

Risk

IN A NON-REDUNDANT PROCESS MODEL
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USM GAMEBOARD – ON SITE

Case 1:

Case 2:

Case 3:

Case 4:

Case 5:

USM workflows, based on the integrated USM process model

8 USM WORKFLOWS
5 WORKFLOWS CAN BE TRIGGERED BY EXTERNAL DEMAND (REACTIVE)

3 WORKFLOWS ARE TRIGGERED BY INTERNAL DEMAND (PROACTIVE)
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8 USM WORKFLOWS
NOW WE CAN COMPLETE AND AUTOMATE THE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

PROCESS

PEOPLEPEOPLE

TECHNOLOGYTECHNOLOGY

SMA:

Service 

Management 

Architecture

R
O
U
T
I
N
E
S

R
O
U
T
I
N
E
S

S
E
R
V
I
C
E
S

S
E
R
V
I
C
E
S
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Servicedesk agent
Sr servicedesk agent
Service manager
Service manager
Service manager
Service manager
Servicedesk agent
Servicedesk agent
Change coördinator
Team manager infra
Test expert
Change coordinator
Servicedesk agent
Servicedesk agent

OPS coordinator

Team manager Infra

OPS coordinator

OPS coordinator
Change coordinator

CMDB admin
Change coordinator

Service manager
Service mgr, SD agent

8 TEMPLATES FOR WORKFLOWS

11

22

33

44

55

66

77

88

8 TEMPLATES FOR WORKFLOWS

How do I recover a 
crashed hard drive?

How do I replace a 
flickering TL tube?

How do I replace a flat 
tire?

How do I deliver a new 
workplace?

How do I update the 
antivirus software?

How do I draw up a new 
annual Team plan?

How do I give a user 
access to an application?

How do I give a user a 
new laptop?

How do I create a 
database export?

How do I expand a 
user's disk space?

How do I deliver a 
passport?

How do I handle a noise 
complaint?

How do I raise a 
sewerage tax?

How do I repair a 
broken street light?

What to do when the 

collected in time?

What to do when the 
garbage wasn’t 

collected in time?
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ITIL 4

ASL BISL

ITIL V3

SO WHAT CAN WE SAY 
ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
COMPONENT?

PEOPLE
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CONTROL BY SEPARATION OF DUTIES & DOMAINS

Process manager
improves the process

SPECIFY

Line manager
coordinates the execution

REALIZE

Operators
execute the activities

SPECIFY                                  REALIZE

CONTROL BY SEPARATION OF DUTIES & DOMAINS

PROCESS COORDINATOR TEAM COORDINATOR

Operators

SPECIFY

MATRIX

REALIZE
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WHAT CAN WE SAY ABOUT
TECHNOLOGY?

TECHNOLOGY

TOOLING
YOU ONLY NEED TWO MODULES

coordination of 
service delivery

execution of
operational
activities
(automation)

ONE MODULE for 8 templates 
of the USM workflows

ONE MODULE for the MIR 
(CMDB)
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WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED?
same
goals
same
goals

same
processes

same
processes

same 8 workflows,
for all routines

same 8 workflows,
for all routines

same requirements 
for tooling:

2 modules, 8 templates

same requirements 
for tooling:

2 modules, 8 templates

same interface with 
all customers and all 
supply chain partners

same interface with 
all customers and all 
supply chain partners

separation of 
duties, for control

separation of 
duties, for control

valuevalue

USM: the uniform link to build endless supply chains and
networks: the LEGO of the manager

“Every service organization is capable of managing its 
routines and its services (ESM), with a methodical 
approach based on no more than 8 standard workflows”
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ASHBY’S LAW OF REQUISITE VARIETY

1

3

4

5

CUSTOMER/MARKET
ENVIRONMENT 2

OPERATIONS

CONTROL

ADAPT & ADOPT

IDENTITY, BALANCE
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VARIETY REDUCTION...

BUT HOW?

The Viable System Model

Variety should be reduced at 
the lowest level, as it 

accumulates in the system.  

Each VSM system 1 
component can be 
standardized with a 

management system of only 
8 workflows.

PROVIDER

USM USERS CAN GET:
• the USM process model
• the templates for the USM workflows, the five call 

types, a RACI, prioritization schemes, etc.
• the graphics from the USM book
•and several guides to extend your knowledge
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USM COACHES CAN GET:
• A detailed USM Deployment Plan & Roadmap
• An extensive USM Project Toolkit

USM TRAINERS CAN GET:
•All training slide decks
•Hard-copy exercises and game boards
•Online exercises and games 
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EDUCATION INSTITUTES CAN GET:
•Custom online learning environment for service management
•Flash video lectures and slide decks for custom lectures
•Slide decks for Readers
•All USM templates & images
•Hard-copy and online exercises and game boards
•Separated teacher/student environment

HOW WILL YOU USE USM FOR VARIETY REDUCTION?

Better 
services 

Setting 
up an SSC

Standardizing 
the processes

(Re)structuring 
the organization

Setting up 
the tooling

Better agreements
with customers

Improving
customer satisfaction

Better 
reporting Better

support

Better
facilities

Testing
against

ISO9001
ISO27001
ISO14001
ISO41001
ISAE3402

Improving and standardizing
all your routines

COMPLEXITY
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