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Abstract 
The synergy between BPM and SOA is well known and is explained in a number of publications. 
However, the distinction between business processes that orchestrate services in the context of 
cross-application, long-lived, human-centric workflows, in contrast to processes orchestrating 
services in the context of a single short-lived transaction, is not always understood. Some 
resources do not explicitly explain the difference, referring to both processes and their roles as 
business processes. This contributes to the confusion and may lead to creating suboptimal 
organizational architecture strategies and the selection of wrong standards and products. This 
paper explains the difference in SOA between the roles of the two flavors of processes, and 
proposes a refined layered diagram for SOA Reference Architecture, providing general 
recommendations for selecting standards and tools.    

Background  
The role of processes in SOA is thoroughly addressed in research papers and books on SOA and 
BPM. However, many of those sources lack explicit discussions about the two distinct roles that 
processes are play in SOA. One of these two roles is known as a business process, which 
orchestrates services in the context cross-application, long-lived, human-centric workflow. The 
second role is known as a service orchestration, in the context of a single short-lived 
transaction. 

While the processes in both roles orchestrate service, the first role also manages human 
activities. The second role focuses solely on service orchestrations; hence, the name. 

Lack of understanding of this seemingly theoretical distinction may have very serious real life 
implications that manifest themselves in adopting wrong standards, using wrong architectural 
approaches, and selecting wrong tools, therefore, wasting scarce financial resources and 
undermining BPM and SOA initiatives.    

This distinction is often not explicitly explained, and, therefore, can be missed as a take away 
point of the discussion. For example, a respected SOA resource – the Open Group’s draft of the 
SOA Reference Architecture [1] – describes the roles of both processes in SOA within a single 
layer called Business Processes, and this may create the erroneous understanding that these two 
roles are essentially similar, and require the same standards, architecture approaches, and tools. 

Mixing two process roles 
Let’s consider this example in greater detail. The Open Group’s SOA Reference Architecture 
provides a holistic view of SOA reference architecture by utilizing a layered approach that breaks 
its constituent parts into a system of five horizontal (functional) and four vertical (non-functional) 
layers (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Open Group’s SOA Reference Architecture layered diagram 

 

For purposes of this discussion, let’s focus on the horizontal layers. According to the diagram in 
Figure 1, Services are orchestrated by Business Processes that, in turn, are driven by 
Consumer Interfaces. At the same time, Services are implemented by Service Components 
that are accessing Operational Systems. Alternatively, Services can be directly driven by 
Consumer Interfaces and themselves can directly access Operational Systems. All of these 
connections are shown in the diagram as white dashed links. 

The description of the Business Process layer references both business processes and service 
orchestrations.  

The following quote from page 24 [1] describes the Business Process layer supporting the 
business process role: “This layer includes information exchange flow between participants 
(individual users and business entities), resources, and processes in a variety of forms to achieve 
the business goal. Most of the exchanged information may also include non-structured and non-
transactional messages. The business logic is used to form service flow as parallel tasks or 
sequential tasks based on business rules, policies, and other business requirements.” 

Another quote, from page 23 [1], describes the Business Process layer supporting the service 
orchestration role: “The evolution of service composition into flows, or choreographies of 
services bundled into a flow, act together to establish an application. These applications support 
specific use cases and business processes. Here, visual flow composition tools can be used for 
design of application flow....The services that are aggregated as a business process can be an 
individual service or a composite service.” 

The diagram in Figure 1 does not explicitly support the notion of a composite service. A 
composite service is an implementation of a service specification achieved through orchestration 
or choreography of other services. However, the diagram suggests that service specifications can 
be implemented only by components from the Service Components layer. This problem can be 
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fixed by adding an arrow connecting a service to a process that implements that service by 
orchestrating other services – shown in red in the modified layered diagram in the Figure 2 below.  

 
Figure 2. Modified Open Group’s SOA Reference Architecture layered diagram 

 

The modified diagram in Figure 2 does a better job of describing in SOA the roles in both 
processes within a single Business Process layer and is sufficient at the conceptual level. 
However, these roles are not explicitly shown in the diagram; thus, additional knowledge is 
required in order to understand the distinctions between architecture, implementation, 
deployment, and operational aspects for two process roles. 

More explicit descriptions of these two roles in the layered diagram will be useful to establish 
clear delineation between the objectives for both roles. It will also help in elaborating specific 
attributes of these roles, including relevant standards, architecture approaches, and patterns, as 
well as in selecting appropriate tools and establishing adequate development and support 
organization. 

Layered diagram explicitly distinguishing two roles of processes 
The proposed layered diagram (see Figure 3 below) represents business processes and 
transactional service orchestrations separately. This diagram can be used as a refinement of the 
layered diagram in Figure 1 in the context of SOA Reference Architecture. 



 

  4 

BPTrends ▪ March 2011                               Two Roles of Processes in SOA 

Copyright © 2011 Vitaly Khusidman.  All Rights Reserved.     www.bptrends.com 

Business 
Processes

Services

Service 
Implementations Service 

Orchestrations

Operational
Systems

Service 
Components

Consumer 
Interfaces

Service 1 Service 3

Service 
Component 1

UI 
Activity

Service 
Invoke 1

Service 
Invoke 3

Service 
Invoke 2 UI 

Activity

Receive

-

Reply

Choice-

-
-

Operational 
System 1

Service 2

UI1 UI2

Service 
Component 2

Operational 
System 2

Operational 
System 3

 
Figure 3. Diagram distinguishing business processes and service orchestration 

 

The Business Process layer (introduced in the Figures 1 and 2 above) remains “as is” with an 
exception in that the proposed diagram represents business processes only and does not 
represent service orchestrations. The Service Components layer (introduced in Figures 1 and 2 
above) is replaced with the Service Implementations layer, which consists of two parts: Service 
Components and Service Orchestrations. The Service Components part is directly correspondent 
to the similarly named layer in the Figures 1 and 2. The Service Orchestrations is a new part that 
represents transactional service orchestrations.  

The diagram in Figure 3 illustrates two ways of implementing services. One way uses 
components built from code (e.g., Java code) and realizing service specifications. The other way 
achieves realization of service specifications through using service orchestration or choreography 
and represents the second role of processes in SOA. 

The difference between the two roles of processes in SOA is more significant than it may appear 
at first. The roles require different standards, definition languages, and tools.  

Business processes are best defined using business-like language – BPMN, which is the 
current industry standard. They are implemented best by using BPMS tools (e.g., Pega, IBM 
Lombardi, Appian, etc.)  
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Service orchestrations are traditionally defined using BPEL language – that is also the industry 
standard – and are implemented using a BPEL engine. 

Conclusion 
There are the two distinct roles that processes play in SOA. One is business process that 
traverses across different applications and organizational boundaries, and the other is service 
orchestration that has the scope of a single transaction and does not include any human or 
other asynchronous activity. 

These are important distinctions that imply a need for different skills (BPMN vs. BPEL) and 
procurement of different tools (BPMS vs. BPEL engine).  

The organizations that do not have comprehensive technology guidance may commit to the 
wrong tools (e.g., using BPMN/BPMS for services orchestration), which reduces the quality of 
solutions (e.g., performance characteristics), increases costs and creates risk of project failure. 
One of the ways to prevent this from happening is by establishing SOA and BPM Centers of 
Excellence that would educate and recommend methodologies, architecture patterns, and tools 
that would fit the purposes of the organization. The diagram in Figure 3 explicitly represents two 
distinct roles of processes in SOA and can be used in the SOA Reference Architecture. 
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BPTrends Linkedin Discussion Group  
We recently 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. 

 


