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What Do Business Process Managers Manage?
  Process management can be a confusing subject. Depending on what you read, you will 

encounter terms such as process sponsors, process governance, process managers and 
business process management. Usually these terms are used, without much precision, to refer 
to the fact that companies are increasingly focused on managing, measuring and improving 
their organization's processes. 

Let's start with some simple assumptions. Let's discriminate between managers who are 
responsible for processes that cross departmental boundaries and managers responsible for an 
ongoing activity or sub-process. We'll refer to the former as Process Sponsors. We'll refer to 
the latter as Operational Managers. 

Figure 1. Two basic kinds of process management
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In Figure 1 we show an organization chart - in blue. We have overlaid a major process that 
integrates activities that occur in Sales, Manufacturing and Delivery. To assure that the entire 
process (the Widget Value Chain) functions smoothly, the company has assigned a Widget 
Process Sponsor. Separately, there is a Manufacturing Supervisor - an Operational Manager 
who is responsible for the manufacture process which is one of several subprocesses in the 
larger Widget Value Chain. 

Before looking at the specific activities undertaken by the Process Sponsor and the Operational 
Process Manager, let's consider management more abstractly. There are lots of general models 
that describe what managers do. To keep things simple, let's assume that all managers Plan, 
Organize, Lead, and Control. Figure 2 provides an overview of some of the primary tasks 
managers are responsible for. (The figure itself is a variation on a figure originally popularized 
by Rummler and Brache.) 

Figure 2. The basic tasks of management

Whether a manager thinks of him or herself as a Process Manager, or simply a Business 
Manager responsible for a business unit, he or she is responsible for planning and organizing 
the process or unit by setting goals and expectations, establishing plans and a budget, 
providing the resources and staff needed, and implementing and improving the activities 
performed by the employees who report to the manager. Similarly, the manager is responsible 
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for leading and controlling the process or unit on a day-to-day basis. He or she must 
communicate goals and expectations, lead and support employees, monitor activities and 
outcomes, provide feedback and, when appropriate, provide incentives or take corrective 
action. The managerial role includes communication with peers and with superiors to assure 
that the process supports the work of the entire organization. 

Process Sponsors are responsible for the ongoing functioning of processes that cut across 
departmental boundaries. They are responsible for planning, organizing, leading and 
controlling the work of those engaged in the larger process. Process Sponsors may have direct 
reports and control over a budget, or they may be the chair of a committee that collaboratively 
manages the performance of the overall process. 

An Operational Manager is focused on a smaller unit or activity, but he or she is also 
responsible for planning, organizing, leading and controlling the work of the unit or activity he 
or she manages. Again, depending on the organization, Operational Managers may be 
responsible for one or more processes, or they may be responsible for a set of activities. 
Similarly, the Operational Manager may report to a Senior Manager within the silo, or may 
work in a matrix organization and report to both a Departmental Manager and a Process 
Sponsor. 

Table 1 suggests some of the key tasks that Process Sponsors and Operational Managers 
should be concerned about. 



We can hardly mention all of the concerns that Process Sponsors or Operational Managers 
must deal with. It is, however, very important to keep in mind that different companies 
approach process management in very different ways. 



At Boeing GMS and Air Products, for example, all Operational Managers are responsible for 
developing, maintaining and publishing process diagrams describing their processes. When a 
manager improves a process he or she is responsible for changing the diagram and notifying 
both the upstream and the downstream managers of the change. 

Similarly, Boeing GMS, Air Products, and many other companies are matrix organizations that 
divide responsibilities between Departmental Managers and Process Sponsors. In these cases, 
the Process Sponsor has a budget and can offer incentives, generally resulting in better and 
faster outcomes. 

Many companies rely on Six Sigma, or some closely related set of tools, and provide training in 
defining and measuring process results and techniques for implementing continuous 
improvement projects. 

Other companies have groups that are responsible for maintaining enterprise-wide consistency 
between company policies and business rules, assuring that managers implement the specific 
business rules that apply to the activities they are responsible for managing. 

Companies that make a commitment to process management tend to initially focus on 
improving specific processes and then on assigning Process Sponsors [1] to assure that 
processes are integrated across departmental boundaries. Later, as companies become more 
sophisticated, they realize that every manager is a kind of Process Manager, and they begin to 
focus on improving the process skills of Operational Managers. 

Wherever your organization finds itself, understanding process and developing a clear 
overview of the connectedness of things is key. It can be done with ISO 9000 documentation 
or via flow charts. It can be done in group meetings on a whiteboard. Or, it can be done with 
software tools. However it is done, if it is done right, individual managers will become less 
focused on "just doing what they do" and become more focused on the implications of how 
their work supports the work of the larger organization. In many cases, this immediately leads 
to questioning: "If we simply exist to support process X, then why are we doing Y?" These are 
exactly the questions senior management ought to be stimulating and addressing. Non-value 
adding activities should be eliminated. Similarly, sub-optimization should be avoided. 
Eliminating a report in process Y, to save money, which subsequently costs process X more 
money, should be avoided. As companies tighten their belts for an economic slowdown, 
process management will continue to become increasingly important. 

A process focused organization can not be created overnight and managers cannot change the 
way they manage overnight, but organizations that expect to survive over the next two 
decades had better be working on the transition. Change is inevitable and every organization is 
going to have to respond to change rapidly and in unimaginable ways in the future. New 
technologies will continue to change how we do things. Customers will continue to demand 
better service and more customized products, faster, better and cheaper. And, more and more 
processes and activities will continue to be outsourced. Managers will be faced with wave after 
wave of changes and the only way they will succeed in dealing with this state of constant 
change will be by having a broad, flexible, very practical understanding of how the 
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organization is put together, why it does what it does, and how it can be changed quickly and 
effectively. That's what process is all about and it is why process management is so important. 

Till next time, 

Paul Harmon 

[1] To simplify the discussion, I focused on only two types of process management. Readers 
should be aware, however, that many companies use the term Process Sponsor to refer to an 
individual who is responsible for the same activity, wherever it occurs throughout the 
company. Thus, there might be a Process Sponsor for the Customer Data Capture Process, 
whether it occurs in the Sales, Service, or Credit Approval processes or in the Widget or 
Finance Value Chains. This type of role is especially common in companies that are trying to 
manage their ERP applications. This Process Sponsor is, if you will, in a third dimension, 
neither concerned with the value chain, or with a functional silo. The concerns of this Process 
Manager lie somewhere between those of a Value Chain manager and those of an Operational 
Process Manager. He or she is concerned with a single activity, no matter what value chain or 
silo it occurs in. 
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