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Who Brings What to the Party?
  Everyone acknowledges that Business Process Management (BPM) 

is a hot topic. It's being written about in all the business 
magazines, and there was an article by Michael Hammer in the 
April, 2007 issue of the Harvard Business Review. Last year, in CIO 
Magazine's annual survey, BPM headed the list of CIO concerns. If 
all of the authors and articles were using the term "Business 
Process Management" in the same way, we would be more 
confident about what companies are up to. As it is, people use the 
term in different ways, and you need to read each article to 
understand what the author of the article is talking about. 

In a BPTrends survey conducted in early 2006, respondents defined 
BPM in four different ways, including: 

●     A cost-saving initiative - 12%
●     A set of new software technologies - 16%
●     A systematic approach for process improvement - 26%
●     A new approach to organizing and managing organizations 

using processes - 40% 

We believe that Business Process can, and should, serve as a 
common ground with a common language that business and IT 
managers can use to discuss company problems. 

Almost everyone in the business community has, at one time or 
another, complained of the IT obsession with new technologies and 
their focus on implementation rather than results. Too many 
business people have been subjected to an IT enthusiasm for a new 
technology that seems to have little to do with achieving key 
business objectives. Similarly, many IT people have been frustrated 
by requests from business managers to make changes that were 
vague, at best, and, in the worst case, simply impossible. 

In our experience, a revolution in how business and IT related to 
each other began with the widespread use of the Internet, which 
started around 1995. The changes, caused by the rapid, 
widespread adoption of the Internet and the use of email, caused 
business managers to become more involved in trying to 
understand technology issues and IT managers to become more 
involved in trying to understand business issues. Suddenly, 
everyone began to see that computers and software techniques 
were going to be much more integrated with every aspect of 
business than they had been in the past, and that everyone was 
going to have to work hard to figure out exactly how the new e-
business company of the future was going work. 

For many, the idea that business people are focused on improving 
business processes and that IT should organize to support business 
processes seems like a major shift toward a common meeting 

 

 

 

http://www.bptrends.com/index.cfm
http://www.global360.com/
http://www.butrain.com/nl.asp?sid=321417
http://www.bptrends.com/reports_landing.cfm
http://www.bptrends.com/surveys_landing.cfm
http://www.omg.org/news/meetings/ThinkTank
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1558607587/businesspro02-20


place. Henceforth, the argument goes, IT won't try to sell 
technology for technology's sake. It will promote technologies that 
will support improvements in business processes. Similarly, 
business people won't try to micromanage IT, but will focus on 
evaluating how IT is used to support and implement specific 
business processes. In other words, both sides will talk about the 
processes that are important to the business and work together to 
improve them. We sometimes illustrate the idea with this figure. 

Figure 1. Both Business Managers and IT Managers agree to focus 
on improving specific business processes.

Our concern, however, is that while many organizations seem to 
have agreed to focus on the process level there has been too little 
thought about exactly what both business and IT will need to bring 
to the party in order to be successful. 

In talking with clients, we often encounter the naive assumption 
that everyone knows what a process is and how it should be 
analyzed and supported. In fact, of course, business and IT often 
have widely dissimilar ideas about the nature of process. 

The Supply Chain Council (SCC) is a consortium of companies. Most 
companies are represented by a VP or SVP who is in charge of his 
or her company's supply chain operations. We have attended these 
meetings and seldom run into IT people. The SCC members are 
business managers concerned with very high-level processes - 
often processes that cross company boundaries. They are focused 
on getting the overall flow right, not on the implementation details. 
Thus, they typically judge supply chain processes entirely on the 
basis of the business results they achieve, and not on how they are 
implemented. Too often, IT process people are focused on small-
scale processes that can be automated. While these processes are 
important and need to be done effectively, they are well below the 
level that the SCC people are concerned with when they speak of 
reorganizing a supply chain process. 

So, we not only need a common language, but we need to agree on 
a common level of analysis. One might think that the right 
approach would be to develop a business process architecture that 
defines a hierarchy of business processes so each side could point 
to the processes they were concerned with, and both sides could 



see how the processes were related. Even this reasonable goal has 
often resulted in frustration, as anyone who has followed the US 
government's efforts to develop an Enterprise Architecture has 
observed. Too often, the big picture is lost in an overwhelming 
mass of details that are completely incomprehensible to senior 
business managers. IT people become obsessed with categorizing 
everything into one of the numerous Zachman cubbyholes and 
filing them away. What should be a high level overview that could 
provide the basis for a common discussion, becomes a database 
organization effort that only an IT team could appreciate or 
understand. 

Recently, those who want to maintain the idea of a common 
language have resorted to distinguishing between a Business 
Process Architecture, which provides a high-level overview of the 
hierarchy of business processes in an organization, and an 
Enterprise Architecture, which might include a Business Process 
Architecture, but is more often just a way of classifying and 
organizing IT resources. 

Notation is another area of concern. Too many IT people assume 
that business managers can read a flow diagram. Leaving aside 
that there are dozens of different workflow notations, some 
relatively simple and some impossibly obscure, and the fact that 
business people routinely use outlines rather than graphical 
notations to represent process flows, this approach has promise if it 
is developed with the needs of both business and IT in mind. 

Air Products, for example, has made a major effort to standardize 
its business processes worldwide. Early on, they realized that the 
software used by the IT group - ARIS - wasn't suitable for its 
business managers. So, they settled on a simple notation and the 
use of Visio for business managers, and accepted the fact that they 
would need "translators" to move from Visio to ARIS when it was 
time to undertake an implementation effort. They also realized that 
most business managers weren't familiar with standard workflow 
notation, so they instituted a half-day course for all managers that, 
in essence, taught the managers to read simple workflow diagrams. 
Today, Air Products has described all its operations with workflow 
diagrams and put all the descriptions online. Thus, if a manager is 
assigned a new job, he or she can quickly download the diagram 
describing the new job and understand what's required. Other 
companies that are committed to the use of diagrams are making a 
similar effort. 

The larger point is that if we are to going to use business process 
as a means of communicating about our business problems, then 
both business people and IT people will need to make a concerted 
effort to establish the conventions and the vocabulary of a new 
common language. It isn't safe to assume that business and IT 
mean the same thing when they say "process" and it isn't safe to 
assume that the representation that makes sense to one side will 
work for the other side. Developing a common language takes time 
and effort. Each side needs to be motivated to talk with the other, 
and each needs to make an effort to learn the conventions 
required. Similarly, the language needs to be rich enough to 
accommodate the interests and needs of both sides. 

Ask yourself, for example, how you represent department and sub-
department responsibilities on your workflow diagram. Or, how you 



represent the points at which measures of process success are 
derived. Or, how you represent the fact that information on one 
outcome is fed back to an upstream department to assure that they 
know their output is being successfully utilized. These are all 
business concerns that IT software developers are less concerned 
with. Most software development notations lack conventions for 
identifying these attributes. The Rummler-Brache notation, which 
was developed for business people in the Eighties, provides ways of 
notating these concerns. Most modern workflow notations have 
incorporated the Rummler-Brache swimlane notation to show 
management responsibilities, but few have adopted the Rummler-
Brache notation to show measures or record employee feedback 
flows. 

Many business people resist embracing a process-based approach 
to management. Most are wedded to functional or departmental 
approaches and have resisted establishing process managers to 
oversee large scale business processes. Too often, senior managers 
focus on departmental measures and incentives that counteract 
their efforts to make major improvements in business processes. 
Lots of business managers pay lip service to processes while 
preferring to rely on traditional ways of organizing and judging 
business success. 

Of course, there are companies where business and IT have moved 
beyond the traditional ways of doing things. Some business 
managers are very sensitive to IT concerns and can read a 
workflow diagram as well as any IT developer, and many IT 
managers are as focused on, and skilled at, achieving business 
outcomes as any business manager. The fact is that we are in a 
transition period. We are moving toward creating more process-
focused organizations, but for most large organizations it is a 
gradual process. In many companies, there is widespread 
agreement that the organization needs to be more process-focused. 
Now, however, these organizations need to define just what a 
process-focused organization requires to be successful and 
determine what kinds of behavior changes are required of business 
managers and of IT. 

Business process really can serve as a common meeting ground for 
business and IT managers. If it is to be a productive meeting, 
however, each needs to prepare for the meeting. Each needs to 
make changes and learn a few new things to assure everyone in 
the meeting speaks a common language. 

Till next time, 

Paul Harmon 
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