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1. Introduction

ITIL outlines seven guiding principles that can be used to guide an organization in all circumstances, 
regardless of changes in its goals, strategies, type of work, or management structure.

The seven ITIL guiding principles are:

zz Focus on value

zz Start where you are

zz Progress iteratively with feedback

zz Collaborate and promote visibility

zz Think and work holistically

zz Keep it simple and practical

zz Optimize and automate 

The guiding principles and the continual improvement model are both important parts of the ITIL service 
value system (SVS) that are applicable to all of the other SVS components, ensuring that the SVS as a 
whole operates with integrity and agility. 

The continual improvement model provides simple and logical steps for an improvement initiative of any 
scale, and the guiding principles help in this by supporting good decision making at every step of the 
process.

From the ITIL Foundation core guidance:  
 
Section 4.3: The ITIL guiding priciples 
 
The guiding principles … embody the core messages of ITIL and of service management in general, 
supporting successful actions and good decisions of all types and at all levels. They can be used 
to guide organizations in their work as they adopt a service management approach and adapt ITIL 
guidance to their own specific needs and circumstances. The guiding principles encourage and 
support organizations in continual improvement at all levels. 
 
Section 4.6: Continual improvement 
 
The ITIL continual improvement model can be used as a high-level guide to support improvement 
initiatives. Use of the model increases the likelihood that ITSM initiatives will be successful, puts 
a strong focus on customer value, and ensures that improvement efforts can be linked back to the 
organization’s vision. The model supports an iterative approach to improvement, dividing work into 
manageable pieces with separate goals that can be achieved incrementally.
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Figure 1: The continual improvement model

ITIL Foundation highlights which guiding principles are most relevant for each step of the continual 
improvement model. However, all principles can be helpful to some extent at every step of an improvement 
initiative. The following table explains how the ITIL guiding principles can be applied to each improvement 
step.
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2. Conclusion

The continual improvement model is applicable to all types of improvement initiatives, from minor 
service or operation improvements, to major organizational changes. The subjects and techniques of the 
improvement may change, however the approach remains universal, and so do the guiding principles. The 
above table provides a basic overview of how the guiding principles can apply to each step of the continual 
improvement model, but remember that the details, and the level of applicability of the principles at 
every step of improvement may vary. The above information is not meant to be used as a prescriptive list, 
instead, organizations should apply it as needed with an understanding of their own situation and context.

When an organization is establishing its own continual improvement practice, it should always keep 
each of the guiding principles in mind, as they are a great help in planning and managing an effective 
improvement. Continual improvement is the beating heart of service management, and by understanding 
and following the guiding principles, an organization can maximise its chances for continual improvement 
success.



3. About AXELOS
AXELOS is a joint venture company co-owned by the UK Government’s Cabinet Office and 
Capita plc.

It is responsible for developing, enhancing, and promoting a number of best practice 
methodologies used globally by professionals working primarily in project, programme and 
portfolio management, IT service management and cyber resilience.

The methodologies, including ITIL®, PRINCE2®, PRINCE2 Agile®, MSP®, RESILIA®, and its 
newest addition AgileSHIFT® are adopted in more than 150 countries to improve employees’ 
skills, knowledge, and competence in order to make both individuals and organisations work 
more effectively.

In addition to globally recognized qualifications, AXELOS equips professionals with a wide 
range of content, templates and toolkits through the CPD aligned My AXELOS and our online 
community of practitioners and experts.

Visit www.AXELOS.com for the latest news about how AXELOS is ‘Making organizations  
more effective’ and registration details to join AXELOS’ online community. If you have specific 
queries, requests or would like to be added to the AXELOS mailing list please contact  
Ask@AXELOS.com.

4. Trade marks and statements
AXELOS®, the AXELOS swirl logo®, ITIL®, PRINCE2®, PRINCE2 Agile®, MSP®, M_o_R®, 
P3M3®, P3O®, MoP®, MoV®, RESILIA® and AgileSHIFT® are registered trade marks of 
AXELOS Limited. All rights reserved.

Copyright © AXELOS Limited 2019.

Cover image is copyright Getty/Gvozden Despotovski/EyeEm

If you would like to reuse any of the content in this guidance, please send an email outlining 
the content you would like to reuse, and what you would like to use it for, to Licensing@
AXELOS.com 

Our Practical Guidance should not be taken as constituting advice of any sort and no liability 
is accepted for any loss resulting from or use of or reliance on its content. While every effort is 
made to ensure the accuracy and reliability of information, AXELOS cannot accept responsibility 
for errors, omissions, or inaccuracies. Content, diagrams, logos, and jackets are correct at time 
of going to press but may be subject to change without notice.

Sourced and published on www.AXELOS.com

ITIL guiding principles for continual improvement   09AXELOS.COM



@AXELOS_GBPWWW.AXELOS.COM AXELOS Global Best Practice AXELOS

About this Practical Guidance 
This guidance details how the ITIL guiding principles 
can be applied to improvement initiatives in 
conjunction with the continual improvement model.




