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Overview 

 
In modern enterprise environments, maintaining a clear line of sight into 
complex IT infrastructure is a significant challenge. 
 
At the core of resolving this challenge is the Configuration Management 
Database (CMDB), which relies on Configuration Items (CIs) and their 
associated attributes to provide visibility.  
 
This white paper explores what CI attributes are, why they are essential for 
effective IT operations, and the strategic best practices organizations must 
adopt to ensure their CMDB remains an accurate and valuable tool. 
 

 
Understanding 
CIs and Their 
Attributes 

 
To understand CI attributes, it is necessary to define a Configuration Item (CI). 
According to ITIL 4 guidelines, a CI is "any component that needs to be 
managed in order to deliver an IT service".  
 
Common examples of CIs include servers, routers, virtual machines, and 
software applications. 
 
CI attributes are the specific configuration data and details stored about each 
of these items.  
 
These attributes typically include the item's class, type, assigned owner, level 
of importance, and its history of changes.  
 
Most critically, CI attributes map out the interdependencies and relationships 
between different components across the IT landscape.  
 
By tracking these attributes, a CMDB centralizes configuration information to 
give IT operations a unified, bird's-eye view of the entire infrastructure and its 
services. 
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Why Do CI 
Attributes Matter 

 
The primary value of tracking CI attributes lies in the visibility it grants for core 
IT Service Management (ITSM) processes, such as change, incident, and 
problem management. 
 

• Impact Analysis and Risk Mitigation: Modern IT systems are highly 
interconnected. Consider a scenario where CI "A" is managed by one 
department and CI "B" by another.   
 
Unbeknownst to the teams, CI "B" relies heavily on CI "A" to function. If 
CI "A" is taken offline for routine maintenance without the team having 
visibility into its dependent attributes, they will inadvertently cause an 
outage for CI "B" as well.  
 
Accurate CI attributes and relationship mapping allow teams to perform 
proper impact analysis, preventing routine changes from evolving into 
major incidents 

. 

• Incident and Problem Management: In the event of an issue, mapped 
CI attributes help IT teams identify the root cause faster by tracing an 
incident back to recent changes or related dependencies. 
 
This allows for proactive problem management and significantly 
reduces the time required to remediate outages. 

 

 
Common Pitfalls: 
The "Dumping 
Ground" Trap 
 

 
A frequent mistake organizations make is treating their CMDB as a dumping 
ground for all possible asset data. 
 
Because the CMDB is often designated as a "single source of truth," teams 
fall into the trap of shoehorning every piece of data into it without considering 
the actual use cases.  
 
This leads to cluttered and inaccurate data. 
 
It is crucial to distinguish configuration management from IT asset 
management (ITAM). 
 
For instance, it is generally a mistake to force all financial records or software 
license information directly into the CMDB; this data is better suited for 
specialized IT Financial Management (ITFM) or Software Asset Management 
(SAM) tools. 
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Strategic Best 
Practices for 
Managing CI 
Attributes 
 

 
To maximize the value of CI attributes, organizations should adopt the 
following strategies: 
 

• Embrace a Federated Data Approach: Do not force all data to live 
exclusively within the CMDB. 
 
Instead, federate data by mirroring essential information from 
specialized tools (like ITFM and SAM) so that the CMDB remains 
focused and useful for core operational processes. 

. 

• Leverage Automated Discovery: Relying on manual input or 
infrequent scans often leads to inaccurate data. 
 
Organizations should harness both automated, bottom-up discovery 
(which maps assets starting from the infrastructure) and event-driven 
discovery (which maps related CIs based on system events) to keep 
attribute data up to date. 

. 

• Start High-Level: Organizations should focus first on mapping core 
business services accurately. 
 
Teams should only dive deeper into granular CI attributes when doing 
so directly supports specific organizational goals. 
 

 
Baseline Value 
 

 
Configuration Item (CI) attributes define the essential details that describe and 
identify the components within a CMDB—such as ownership, environment, 
location, version, and operational status.  
 
These attributes transform configuration items from simple records into 
meaningful operational data, enabling teams to understand relationships, 
assess service impact, and make informed decisions during incidents and 
changes. 
 
Without accurate and consistently maintained CI attributes, a CMDB 
cannot deliver reliable visibility or operational value. In practice, the 
quality of a CMDB is ultimately determined by the quality of the 
attributes that define its data. 
 

 


