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Storage-focused implementers 

can learn a lot from non-storage 

IT disciplines.

By Bob Rogers

DEPENDING ON WHOM you talk to, informa-
tion lifecycle management (ILM) is nothing 
more than “tiered storage,” or, a new term for 

hierarchical storage management (HSM), or, a new way of 
classifying content for corporate or regulatory governance, 
or, something entirely different. The Storage Networking 
Industry Association (SNIA) defines ILM as “the policies, 
processes, practices, and tools used to align the business 
value of information with the most appropriate and cost-
effective IT infrastructure from the time information is 
conceived through its final disposition. Information is 
aligned with business processes through management 
policies and service levels associated with applications, 
metadata, information, and data.”

Notice the word storage is not included anywhere in 
SNIA’s definition. The definition fits nicely into several 
other disciplines, including information assurance and 
security, enterprise architecture, etc. But what is primar-
ily driving ILM adoption today is fear of prosecution.

Most current users of, or potential candidates for, ILM so-
lutions are companies that are implementing compliance  
programs for corporate and regulatory governance. The 
records management community has been operating in 
this area for a very long time. Most of their emphasis is 
focused on using these tools for data classification and 
retention to ensure government and judicial demands 
for records can be met. 

The convergence of ILM data-classification tech-
niques and compliance is a serendipitous coincidence. 
However, what most people in the industry were hop-
ing for from ILM was an improvement in information 
management. The ability to keep up with the man-
agement of information assets has become one of the 
major issues for IT today. 

The principles of ILM are alive and well, just not in 
the way that most of the storage vendors had imagined. 
For example, the widespread adoption of practices based 
on the IT Infrastructure Library (ITIL) shows there is 

a major need for accountability in service management 
and delivery. The ITIL methodology focuses on many 
of the same areas as ILM, albeit from more of an opera-
tional aspect. The service management component of 
ITIL addresses issues of availability, capacity, and perfor-
mance at a high level. These are the same attributes that 
ILM principles use to differentiate data. The systems 
management folks are leading the effort to produce the 

“enterprise core values” for business process, workflow, 
and application service management. One might ask if 
the level of detail is sufficient for the storage folks, but it 
would be wrong to assume no one in the enterprise has 
embraced the necessity of understanding and defining 
the service requirements of the enterprise portfolio.

If ITIL efforts are exposing service management issues 
and concerns in so many data centers, then the next ques-
tion is: How does that information influence the man-
agement of data throughout its lifecycle? What tools and 
techniques can be employed to fulfill the ILM role?

Server and storage virtualization, de-duplication, en-
cryption, disk-to-disk backup, and continuous data pro-
tection (CDP) are just a few examples of technologies 
whose goals are to reduce the data-management burden 
for storage administrators. Each of these technologies is 
little more than a stopgap measure in the rising tide of 
data when applied indiscriminately. However, the col-
laborative efforts of enterprise stakeholders to take the 
time to study business processes, workflows, and appli-
cations and structure them in an identifiable way, lever-
ages those technologies to become powerful techniques 
of an “in-house ILM” solution . 

For example, a large insurance company uses virtu-
alized servers to isolate critical business processes, and 
virtual tape to increase availability by mirroring the vir-
tual volumes to a disaster-recovery location before they 
are written to physical tape. Their method of classifying 
data may not be the most elegant process (i.e., classified 
by virtual server alignment), but it has yielded signifi-
cant benefits in terms of conserving hardware resources 
and improving service to users. There were no special 

“ILM-ized” software or hardware components—just plain-
old storage products implemented after some analysis  
and planning.

Most of the potential for ILM comes from having an-
alyzed the enterprise environment to understand who 
deserves what resources. Classifying information, ap-
plying service level objectives, and understanding the 
value of the information are labor-intensive activities 
and generally not simple tasks.

The storage-focused ILM folks aren’t alone. ITIL pro-
ponents have made significant progress in enterprise da-
ta centers, and their objectives are virtually identical. In 
addition, last year the IT Governance Institute and the 
Information Systems Audit and Control Association an-
nounced the “Val IT” initiative. Val IT is a framework 
that focuses on the evaluation and selection of IT in-
vestments and the value of them to the business.

There are three major areas of emphasis to Val IT:  
value governance, portfolio management, and invest-
ment management. The portfolio management process-
es of Val IT are particularly important to ILM because 
they describe several key management practices such as 
identifying resource requirements, performing gap anal-
yses, and monitoring and adjusting portfolio priorities.

A trend is clearly developing here. The early ILM 
adopters were focused on compliance. The ITIL folks 
are establishing best practices for operations, and the  
Val IT proponents are working down the financial man-
agement path. Executive-level commitment for projects of 
this caliber is not optional. 

The project management responsibilities may be out of 
scope for most storage administrators since all the required 

“up-front analysis” is business-focused and well beyond is-
sues of data placement, retention, and availability. The 
back-end part of ILM, which includes moving data from 
disk to disk, or disk to tape, is actually the easiest part of 
an ILM solution. 

The key to ILM is that the technology will eventually 
simplify, automate, and make provisioning new business 
processes or changes to applications such a simplistic op-
eration that some IT administration jobs will be in jeop-
ardy; however, that day is years away. Today, most of the 
value of ILM is in analyzing what goes on in IT by un-
derstanding application requirements, availability con-
siderations, and performance and capacity requirements. 
There is no silver bullet, and as other disciplines beyond 
storage management have discovered, understanding 
the business from a service management, value, and 
governance perspective is not just a desirable goal, but 
is also a requisite to the health of the enterprise. ❏
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