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How Should a Business 
Analyst Begin the BPM 

Journey?
  I am not a Business Analyst, at least not 

as the term is used by Business Analysts 
themselves, however, I have been very 
active in business process work for 
decades. Recently, BAs have been asking 
me about Business Process Management 
(BPM) and how to incorporate BPM into 
their BA practice. 

I realize, of course, that some BAs have 
been engaged in business process work 
for decades. And, many of today’s BPM 
practitioners began their careers as BAs. 
Other BAs became engaged in process 
work during the ReEngineering drive in 
the mid-Nineties, or worked with Six 
Sigma teams, or worked with their own 
teams to improve how BAs perform their 
work. These individuals surely know as 
much about incorporating business 
process management into their practices 
as I do, and they are not the BAs I am 
addressing. I am addressing BAs who 
started their careers in IT or who are still 
primarily focused on gathering 
requirements for software development. 

Business Process versus IT Processes 

Before becoming more specific, however, 
I need to establish a context. There are 
many different approaches to process 
work. Some take a broad view and others 
take a much narrower view. Those 
engaged in Six Sigma, for example, 
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usually focus on relatively small processes 
and tend to focus on incremental 
improvement. Similarly, many process 
practitioners located in IT think of process 
analysis as documenting requirements for 
software development projects. My own 
background leads me to think of 
processes much more broadly. I usually 
begin by thinking of an organization as 
having one or a few value chains. Each 
value chain produces a line of products or 
services for a targeted group of 
customers. In the case of a mid-sized 
organization that only has one value 
chain, and using my definition, nearly 
everything the organization does is part 
of the value chain! 

From my perspective, process is how 
organizations produce value. A process 
practitioner focuses on how the enterprise 
organizes its work to create value for 
customers while also satisfying other key 
stakeholders. There are other important 
perspectives. There is the financial 
perspective that thinks of everything as 
capital and defines the success or failure 
of the organization based on the P&L. 
Another perspective looks at how the 
business is organized – what divisions and 
departments does it have and what 
proven competencies do those functional 
units have. 

When I look at a business process, I want 
to know how it contributes to the 
organization’s success. I look at how the 
organization produces value for 
customers and stakeholders, and then go 
on to explore how the organization 
structures the activities and the flow of 
work to create that value. The kinds of 
processes I examine are as likely to be 
performed by employees as by software 
applications. In fact, they are usually 
performed by a mix of both. Given a 
defective business process, I am just as 
interested in understanding how people 
are performing tasks and how they make 
decisions as I am in understanding how 
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processes might benefit from automation. 
In my experience, too many BAs focus 
too narrowly on just those subprocesses 
that can be improved by some kind of 
automation. 

So, the first piece of advice I would give 
to a BA who wants to understand BPM is 
to begin by taking a much broader view of 
what’s involved in a business process and 
to think about becoming a business 
process architect. 

The Goal of Process Work 

The second thing I would suggest is to 
focus on how the organization produces 
value and how specific processes are 
contributing to creating value for 
customers. Working hard to make a 
specific process more efficient or effective 
is wasted effort if the process isn’t 
creating measurable value. The real goal 
of process work is to increase the overall 
success of the organization. I want to 
clearly understand how a given process 
contributes to that goal. I know that most 
organizations perform many processes 
that do not deliver any real value and I 
don’t believe in “improving” a process 
that doesn’t need to be performed in the 
first place. 

When we focus on small scale processes, 
it is often difficult to determine what the 
process contributes, but that’s just one 
more reason I try to focus on large-scale 
processes. It is easy to get bogged down 
trying to fix small scale processes that 
don’t add up to much. Recall Motorola 
where Six Sigma was born, or GE where 
Six Sigma was given a huge boost by its 
then CEO, Jack Welch. For several years 
both companies reported huge savings as 
they improved hundreds of small scale 
processes. Then, a few years ago, both 
found themselves in serious trouble and 
they had to restructure their 
organizations and dump programs that 
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were costing them too much money to 
operate. How could that happen, you ask, 
if they had been steadily improving their 
processes for many years? It happened 
because lots of little improvements do not 
necessarily add up to improved 
organizational performance or support for 
an effective strategy. The most efficient 
and effective implementation of a bad 
strategy or business model is still just a 
bad business model. 

So, my advice is to think big – think 
strategically – and focus on high-level 
performance. First, get the high level 
value chains and the level one processes 
right and defer the smaller scale process 
work until later. 

What is BPM 

Business Process Management means 
different things to different people. The 
BPMS vendors are likely to think it 
involves lots of technology. To me, 
processes describe how an organization 
accomplishes work and creates value. The 
current emphasis on “management” 
refers to the fact that organizations are 
undertaking lots of different projects to 
improve how they accomplish work – but, 
in most cases, no one has an overview of 
what is being done or a clear idea of what 
specific changes will generate the most 
value. To develop such a perspective, we 
need to focus, not on specific capabilities, 
or specific software applications, but on 
large-scale processes and the value they 
create. And, even more broadly, we need 
to assure that we are generating value 
that is desired by real customers. These 
are management concerns. BPM is about 
using process concepts and a knowledge 
of how processes work to define and 
improve the way the organization 
produces value. It’s about weighing our 
options in a more or less objective 
manner, comparing what different specific 
processes do, and then investing in 



improving those processes that will 
generate the most value for the 
customers we are focused on serving. 

In one sense, BPM is just the latest in a 
long string of process technologies. From 
work simplification and industrial 
engineering, to software application 
development, ERP, Six Sigma and Lean, 
we have evolved a variety of ways to 
improve how we do work. If you feel you 
are best able to contribute by focusing on 
one aspect of the whole – by focusing on 
how software-based automation can help 
improve processes - then that’s fine. But 
if you want to play in a slightly larger ball 
park, then you need to begin to think 
about whether a specific problem calls for 
automation, or business rules, or human 
performance changes, or the elimination 
of wasteful activities. Someone has to 
take the broad view, decide what the 
organization is trying to accomplish, and 
then decide which specific process 
technology will be most useful in each 
particular situation. I believe that 
providing just such an overview, 
evaluating options and prioritizing 
interventions is exactly what BPM is all 
about. 

Most organizations are looking for 
qualified people to work in BPM. There is 
no reason why those individuals cannot 
come from the ranks of today’s Business 
Analysts. For BAs aspiring to a role as 
BPM analysts, BPx, or as business 
architects, if you prefer, it is mostly a 
matter of developing a broader 
perspective on the relationship between 
processes and management, and of 
acquiring the knowledge and skills 
necessary to play a larger role in the 
organization. Knowledge of IT and flow 
diagramming will always be a benefit. 
Skill in the use of a BPMS software tool 
will be useful. But knowledge of strategy 
development and scorecard-based 
performance evaluation systems will be 
just as valuable, and knowledge of how to 



shape human performance or describe the 
business rules underlying key decisions 
will be equally important. But the real 
capability you will need is a broad 
perspective and an understanding of how 
large scale processes work together to 
create value, and, ultimately, success, for 
the organizations that know how to 
deploy and manage them. 

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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