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Capabilities, Again
  In July we wrote an Advisor on capabilities and suggested that the term had no precise 

meaning. I discussed some of the definitions I had encountered and then said that there was 
nothing new on offer. Instead, as far as I could tell, the term capability was being used as 
either a synonym for process or for function and went on to say: 

If the person is inclined to define a capability as a function – as a group of skills 
that a department might maintain – like maintaining the company books – then 
they are moving in the direction of reasserting the value of functional 
departments, and if this is taken to extremes, they are moving toward 
maintaining departmental silos. 

If the person is inclined to define a capability as something like a business 
component or a recurring activity, then they are using capability as a synonym 
for a process or an activity. 

In either case, the idea of capabilities is introducing confusion into the 
marketplace. It is hard enough to work with an organization to create a business 
process architecture that can be used to effectively organize the management 
and evaluation of how well the organization is achieving its goals. To introduce 
the idea that an organization should first, or simultaneously, create a map or 
hierarchy of capabilities and then create another hierarchy of processes, is to add 
confusion to an already very difficult and complex task. 

Since July, there has been a comprehensive discussion on the topic on the BPTrends LinkedIn 
site. In addition, several readers have sent me, or referred me to, articles written by others. 
Since I wrote the first Advisor on capabilities I have read hundreds of reader comments online 
as well as reading articles and presentations on the subject. I thought it might be useful to try 
to summarize what I’ve learned and to report to everyone regarding my current thoughts on 
capabilities. 

Sorting through the myriad discussions and articles on capabilities has taken more time than I 
expected. I continue to ask myself if others have figured out something that I just haven’t 
grasped. Of course, one can never answer the question for certain, but I am reasonably 
confident that I have looked at all sides of this issue. I’ve considered each definition that has 
been suggested and tried to analyze the implications of each one. 

 

 

http://www.bptrends.com/index.cfm
http://www.progress.com/
http://www.bptrendsassociates.com/
http://www.butrain.com/nl.asp?sid=3223991
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It’s not as if a word has a meaning independent of other words. Look up any word in a 
dictionary: words exist in a context where each is defined by other words. If you change the 
meaning of one word, you must also change the meaning of the other words in the context. 
This is why it is so important that any professional discipline be very clear about its basic 
vocabulary. Words are critically linked to how we define the elements of a discipline and how 
we understand what occurs in the discipline. 

For me, functions and processes are very important terms. I may go on to refer to processes 
as value chains, value streams, Level 1 Processes, core processes, or activities, but process is 
a basic concept. It involves the idea that something is transformed into something else by a 
bounded sequence of activities. It is something we manage in order to produce value for 
stakeholders. 

Figure 1. Functional silos and processes.

The idea that there might be something new – a capability – which is neither a function nor a 
process, is very important. It would mean that I need a new model to replace the one in Figure 
1, and that I need to redefine both functions and processes to explain just how they relate to 
the new concept, capabilities. Ultimately, a new, fundamental term redefines an entire 
professional vocabulary. This makes me reluctant to embrace any new fundamental term 
without being very sure I understand it. 

At some point in the discussion that followed my original Advisor, I realized that I was engaged 
in a discussion of definitions that were floating free of specific examples and I tried to shift the 
various discussions to one of specific examples. Some ignored this request, but others tried to 
provide good examples. Since some claimed that the real power of a capability approach was 
the ability to generate a hierarchy of capabilities, I went in search of examples of capability 
hierarchies. It was my analysis of these examples that really convinced me that capability is 
really just a synonym for either function or process. No one provided an example that Geary 
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Rummler, Michael Hammer, or any other knowledgeable professional, would not have 
identified as either a process or a function. 

What else did I learn from my search? First, I’m impressed with the number of people who like 
the term and argue that it has value in conversations with managers. There may be no 
consistency in how they use the term, but there is enthusiasm for its use. 

A number of people provided articles to show that the use of the term had roots. The best case 
for a source of today’s debate seems to be work done in the US Department of Defense to 
describe military capabilities. Here, the argument seems to be that specific missions can’t be 
easily anticipated and that the DOD has to maintain capabilities that can be assembled into 
missions whenever needed. I take capabilities, in this discussion, to be skill sets maintained by 
functional units – the ability (capability) to infiltrate a territory from the ocean. And, I 
understand the argument, which is closely associated with IBM’s use of business components, 
that this approach is consistent with consulting processes that are assembled in response to 
unique requests from clients. It is also closely associated with the approach that Case 
Management advocates speak of when they suggest that a dynamic process should start with 
an activity (subprocess) that defines what other subprocess should be included in the specific 
process to be used in this case. 

The problem arises because this approach seems to suggest that functions include or are made 
up of activities that are assembled to make processes. This can lead to a lot of confusion. 

My own preference would be to avoid the use of the term. It seems to me that one of the 
strongest arguments for simply avoiding use of the term is the fact that different people use 
capabilities in very different ways. If the term introduced a new and important concept, that 
would be one thing, but if it is simply a synonym for either process or function, terms already 
well established, why confuse matters with a new, ambiguously defined synonym? 

Given the enthusiasm, however, I suspect the term will continue to be used – in which case, 
we need a definition that everyone can agree on. If I had to come down on one side or the 
other, I would say that the majority of the people are using the term to describe an attribute 
of functions. This is the way the DOD used the term in their writings. 

In spite of considerable confusion, the majority of those involved in the discussion groups 
seem to be saying that an organization has financial capabilities, or marketing capabilities. 
There is a logic to this because it provides a way to break a functional unit down into more 
discrete skill sets. Thus financial capabilities can be subdivided into more specific financial 
capabilities. 

So, how does it work of we use capability as a way of talking about skill sets an organization 
maintains in its various functional areas. Perhaps it’s a little easier for business managers to 
understand that we have auditing capabilities than to speak of our auditing functions, which 
are maintained in our finance or auditing department. I can certainly live with this use of 
capability. Indeed, given that the term probably won’t go away, I would suggest this usage. 



I would caution, however, as I did in the last Advisor, that such a use tends to shift the focus 
of the manager from processes that generate outcomes which can be valued, to skill sets, 
which may or may not be useful to the organization. One of the main reasons process people 
began to emphasize process in the first place was to shift the focus of business managers from 
an excessive focus on functional capabilities to processes that can be associated with specific, 
valued outputs. In the worst case, it’s easy to imagine an organization that goes bankrupt 
because it insists on maintaining a whole range of capabilities that aren’t used in any of the 
processes it uses to create value for customers. Imagine an auto company, for example, that 
maintains its buggy whip capability, just in case horseless carriages should return to 
popularity. On the other hand, I agree that it makes a kind of sense to say that an auto 
company might seek to develop an electric motor capability, even thought it is not currently 
creating cars with electric motors. 

I fully understand that many will ignore my advice and proceed to use capability in whatever 
sense is most useful to them. I can only observe that it will be a source of growing confusion if 
we don’t settle on a standard definition. And, I also observe, that at least as far as I can tell, 
most are using the term as a synonym for function. I’ll either avoid the term, altogether, or 
use it in that way. Thus, a capability describes a skill set that one normally associates with a 
functional unit. Thus production has the capability of machining iron parts while finance has 
the capability of doing 24 hour audits. And one might, if one wanted, define a hierarchy of the 
various capabilities maintained by the finance department. 

Whatever you may think of my conclusion, I want to thank the many people who wrote to me 
offering opinions and referencing articles, and to the many who participated in the LinkedIn 
discussion on the topic. We are all jointly engaged in establishing a process body of practice 
and these discussions are critical to the creation of that practice. 

Till next time, 

Paul Harmon 

BPTrends Linkedin Discussion Group 
We created a BPTrends Discussion Group on Linkedin to allow our members, readers and 
friends to freely exchange ideas on a wide variety of BPM related topics. We encourage you to 
initiate a new discussion on this publication or on other BPM related topics of interest to you, 
or to contribute to existing discussions. Go to Linkedin and join the BPTrends Discussion 
Group. 
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