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TIME TO TRIGGER A TRANSFORMATION?
Are your objectives clear –
and what might influence how you achieve them?
Peter Fraser
Many managers still find it surprisingly difficult to adopt the “process approach” required of ISO 9001:2000
and the EFQM Business Excellence Model. The “traditional” definition of a business process is confusing,
and the structure of the ISO 9001:2000 standard does not help. This article explains some of the confusion
caused by the traditional definition and offers an alternative view of a “business process” which simplifies
and explains the key elements.
INTRODUCTION
How often do you question “perceived wisdom”? Do you ever give even a passing thought to the
assumptions you make? For example, have you used an external standard (such as ISO9001:2000) as the
basis for your management system structure? Do you believe that “just because it is ISO (such as
flowcharting symbols) it must be best practice”?
Examples of misplaced faith abound. For example, you would expect that the leading UK assessment
bodies would know that one of the key characteristics of a business process is that it typically involves a
number of departments, yet a recent ISO9001:2000 transition assessment report recommended that
“Process Owners need to be … tasked with describing their Departmental Processes”.
Again, I have seen the “traditional” definition of a process (“a set of activities that transforms or converts
inputs by adding value to create outputs …”) “explained” as: “inputs are the things that we need in order to
be able to carry out these activities – for example, equipment, supplies, budgets, people,…”. Are there really
organisations which “convert” their staff and computer systems? These are “resources” – “…the things that
we need in order to …”.
Perhaps the answer to such misconceptions is to add an initial “A” or “Q” (for “Assess” or “Question”) to the
much-quoted Deming “PDSA” (Plan / Do / Study / Act) cycle.
In my early programming days (do you remember decimalisation too?), I typically spent up to 75% of the
development phase thinking rather than coding. I would assess the stated requirements, anticipate the yetto-be discovered additional requirements, consider the implications for other programs within the suite, refer
to similar requirements for which we had already produced solutions and anticipate further developments.
Only then did I plan and design the structure of the program.
Early lessons were to learn from mistakes and to remember what worked – reusable code, standard
subroutines etc ensure consistency and reliability. So why not apply the same approach to management?
Benchmarking against best practice is all very well, but you could perhaps achieve more by recognising and
avoiding the worst practice (or at least the mistakes and misleading advice) of others (and of yourself).
THE “PROCESS APPROACH”
To apply the “process approach” advocated by ISO9001:2000 effectively, you must adopt what can be a
radically different (but entirely logical) view of your activities. This requires you to recognise, understand and
manage your business processes. These processes already exist, because that is how day-to-day business
operates – but many managers find it difficult to recognise their processes, never mind manage them.
Unfortunately, the language, presentation style and structure of the ISO9000:2000 series of standards are
such that any manager who does not have a thorough grasp of the basic concepts of process management
will almost certainly be confused. And it is not only managers who are affected - external assessors,
consultants, training organisations and other advisors suffer the same difficulties and do not always realise
that they are compounding the problem.
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The effective management of an organisation’s business processes also requires an appreciation of how a
number of disparate influences can affect the performance, and even the design, of these processes. This
requires a manager to see and understand the organisation as a “system of processes”.
Managers (and staff) must change the “traditional” view of how an organisation operates and is managed.
The focus on the flow of work has to be through and amongst departments and must ignore the artificial
boundaries between departments. Perhaps this is an area where software companies should be at an
advantage, since they regularly have to analyse a user’s processes before they are automated.
But a major source of confusion for many managers is ISO9001:2000’s definition and use of the term
“process” itself, which is compounded by the different definition in ISO9000:2000 (Fundamentals and
Vocabulary.
SO WHAT IS A PROCESS?
I find that the “traditional” definition of a process is confusing at best and ignores some essential elements
that are key to successful process management. The definition seems to be rooted in the same
manufacturing or continuous production process background associated with ISO9000:1994, which caused
the service sector such difficulty in interpretation. Forget about “ … transforms an input by adding value to
create an output.” In particular, forget about “inputs” and “transformations” - they are concepts that get more
confusing the more people try to define or explain them. For example, “an input is transformed but a
resource is left intact” – but “staff” and “equipment” are then given as examples of both. Or “a methodology
is an input” – which implies that after you use it once, you’ve lost it (since it will have been “transformed”).
One of the key questions asked in process improvement initiatives (“does this step add value?”) actually
contradicts part of the definition “… an input by adding value to create an output”. The implication of added
value (or even of transformation) is no more justified than Integrated Management’s claim to “achieve
optimum use of resources”. The intention is worthy, but by no means all processes have been defined
efficiently or are managed well, nor are all staff aware of and focussed on achieving the process objectives.
WITH THE BEST OF INTENTIONS
I do not believe that most workers go to work with the intention of transforming anything – their objective is
“to get the job done” and perhaps “to do their bit”. Most people don’t “do” transformations – and most if not
all the steps in a typical process do not transform anything. And don’t get hung up (as many advisors do) on
the idea that you must always find an “output” from one process to create the “input” for another. As an
example of where the “input – transformation – output” route can lead, I read the following in a UK
assessment body’s newsletter at a client last week:
“All processes need to have measurable outputs which form the inputs needed by other processes. The
organisation should establish who uses the outputs and for what purpose. As these outputs drive continual
improvement, it is a good idea to ask what improvement is driven by a specific output.”
I question whether "outputs drive continual improvement" – it is the attitude of management and staff, the
company culture and the business environment which drives this. Information gathered from processes may
be useful, but it is no more than a navigational aid to the “driver”. An improvement in a process will normally
be made (and measured) in relation to other outcomes (rather than outputs) from processes, such as cost
and waste reduction.
The same article also contains examples of processes. One is “Recruit Staff”. The Inputs listed include “Job
Adverts” (which to me is an Output), “Employment Laws” and “Selection process”. I cannot see any benefit
in trying to construe these as being “transformed”– “Employment Law” patently is not changed as a result of
an organisation recruiting staff, the “Job Advert” stays on file for as long as you want to keep it. The
“Selection process” is, if not an activity in the Recruit Staff process, at least a sub-process of it.
[What I did like is that the article also states “… the aim (of a process approach) being compatibility between
an organisation’s business objectives and a management system which drives those objectives and
measures progress towards their achievement”. The key should be to have processes whose objectives
help to deliver the corporate objectives.]
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A TRIGGER FOR ACTION
I suggest that you concentrate instead on the following definition of a business process:
“a sequence of related tasks that is triggered by an event and which is intended to achieve an
objective. It uses resources and is subject to influences”.
The “trigger” event can be an action (“a customer gives you an order”) or a decision (“we’ll carry out a
management review next week”). Whatever it is, you are working towards achieving something as soon as
the trigger event has started the process. This Objective(s) will typically include the production of an Output
(a “product” or “deliverable” – something which is produced - which may well be related to the trigger event)
but you may also need to allow for other Outcomes or consequences (planned and unplanned). An Output
is “put out”, whereas an Outcome “comes out”, not necessarily where (or when) you expect it to appear (see
Figure 2).
In the traditional approach, you might list the “inputs” to a Procurement process as: a Requisition form, an
Approved Supplier List, a Product Catalogue, an Accounts Clerk and even a computer system. None of
them is “transformed”. To me, the trigger is that someone identifies a need (by looking in an empty bin, by
reading a computer print out, by checking a stock level on a computer screen). That initiates an action –
such as sending an email to the Purchasing department or filling in a requisition form.
I do not find it helpful to be told that the “identification of need” or the requisition has been “transformed”.
The need was identified, it triggered something, it is now a past event, but the requisition is still on file. What
is the benefit in looking for a “transformation”? When the requisition reaches the Purchasing department (as
a piece of paper or a computer generated request) that in turn triggers the raising of a Purchase Order. I
contend that the requisition still exists (you can probably see it listed on a computer printout). It is not
“transformed” - it is the trigger for someone to generate a Purchase Order. And so it goes on.
RESOURCES AND INFLUENCES
Along the way, you will almost certainly need Resources – irrespective of whether they are consumed,
"transformed" or remain intact. The key point is that they must be available for the process to function
(ISO9001:2000 requires you to manage them).
You will also need to be aware of (and manage) the Influences that may affect and shape how the process
works (or even why it exists). Some of these you cannot control (such as legislation), others you may
choose to apply (such as your policy on staff development) and others you should consider (such as the risk
of the process not working as planned and the need to measure how efficient the process is). The need to
achieve an objective is itself a key influence on the process.
Figure 1 shows the simple structure of any business process. The process is a sequence of steps that is
initiated by the trigger event, with the production of an output as the objective. The Resources can be
thought of as supporting or “shoring up” the process from below, and the Influences “bear down” on it from
above.
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Figure 1: The Key Elements of a Business Process

Drawing the picture is easy. What may not be so easy is:
• identifying the resources required
• anticipating possible influences and their implications for the operation of the process
• keeping the objectives in sight.
The resources required will typically include:
• people
• equipment
• forms
• checklists
• reference documents and other sources of information, some of which may be external to the
organisation. (It is surprising how many organisations do not have proper control over this)
Influences can include:
• the objective(s) of the process and of the organisation
• internal policies and values
• external standards and legislation (can also be a Resource)
• risks and critical success factors
• the need (or desire) to measure performance
• customer and other stakeholder requirements and expectations
• assumptions, attitudes and prejudices
• the need to make best use of available resources
• the need to manage other outcomes from (ie consequences of) the process.

Trigger / Objectives

Process

Product (“Output”)
Other “Outcomes”
(Beneficial and/or Adverse)

Figure 2: Outputs and Outcomes
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INDIVIDUAL INSTANCES WITHIN THE SYSTEM
So - what is a process? It can be anything from “making a decision” through “organising a meeting” to
“producing training materials” and ““tendering for work”. It can be “defining a process” or “running a
business”.
There is a common lack of appreciation that processes are dormant until triggered – they don’t ‘do’ anything;
much as a sleeping dog doesn’t bark (or bite?) until you step on its tail. And a process is not a generic,
uniform entity that is always the same. Each time a process operates, some of the elements will be different
or may not even exist. If you manufacture to order, the customer and requirements may be different,
different staff and machinery may be involved and different suppliers and raw materials may be used. The
trigger and the result (the order and the satisfaction of the order) may be the only “constants”. Each
“journey” through the process is a unique “instance” of the process. It can be useful to think of each instance
of a process as a separate “project”, to be managed individually.
And what is a management system? It is:
“the structure, processes and resources needed to establish policy and objectives and to achieve
those objectives”.
This definition includes (or alludes to) all the important elements of an organised approach to management.
A “system” is defined as a “set of interrelated or interacting elements, considered as a connected whole” –
not very helpful, but vague enough not to cause any bother either. It is the elements of the management
system that need to be considered in more detail. When you apply a “process approach” to running your
business, you need to:
• clarify your business objectives
• specify how you will achieve them (your strategy and processes)
• recognise all the resource requirements and influences which may affect the business processes
• manage them effectively.
•
It may help to think of a Management System as a reflection of the Business Plan – the Plan sets out what
you intend to do over the next 12 months (say), and the System says how you will manage the doing of it.
The “process of managing” IS “managing the process”.
Do one successfully and you will achieve the other - and you will also address the requirements of
ISO9001:2000 and EFQM.
HOW DO YOU DEFINE A PROCESS?
After you have identified a process (perhaps by identifying the trigger event and its corresponding objective),
you should define:
•
•
•
•
•

what is done (step by step)
how it is done (if further explanation is needed)
who is responsible for, and who else is involved in, each step
what resources are needed
what may influence the design and working of the process.

A flowchart is commonly used to define the sequence of tasks, the involvement of people (and organisations)
and the use of documents and other sources of information. But remember that “process mapping” is NOT
process management – it is only an initial step after you have identified your processes. Mapping a process
is a good way to discover how things are done now – but do not be surprised to find duplication, lack of
clarity and contradictions. Major changes can come later – you need to understand the current process
before you can improve it. This means being clear about the roles you are asking people to perform, so that
you can ensure that the appropriate skills and training are available. [We use a variation of the oil industry’s
“RACI” methodology - Responsible / Accountable / Consulted / Informed – to identify role involvement].
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Figure 3: A Deployment Flowchart using the RACI Symbols

PUTTING A SYSTEM TOGETHER – WHERE TO START
Start at the top! Clarify why the organisation exists. State the “mission” (objective) or do the “elevator test”
(30 seconds to explain what the organisation does / why it exists). For example, your objective may be to
“develop, supply and support the most comprehensive and easy-to-use software for business process
management”.
Then define the policies you follow - the intentions and principles which provide a framework and guidance
for what you want to achieve and how you will operate. For example: “to establish a reputation for explaining
the underlying principles clearly and simply - to identify and develop relationships with referrers and
consultants who understand the approach and can promote the software - to produce high-class software
which is easy to use and provides a practical method for an organisation to define and communicate how it
works …”.
Specify what you will do to achieve your objectives and implement these policies (ie list the operational
processes). For example: “plan and organise how you work - promote the organisation - identify and
contract with potential customers - develop software - install and support software - review progress and
make improvements”. You also need to ensure that you have and maintain the means to achieve the above.
So your management system (and therefore your business operations) can be defined as a simple network
of processes by recording:
•
•
•

what you do and how you do it
what you need to manage (resources, people, influences) to ensure that these core processes are
efficient
how you ensure that you comply with relevant standards and plans, and make improvements where
possible.

Almost all organisations do the following:
Plan and organise
Get and do work
Manage resources (including people)
Review and improve.
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Typical processes within this structure might be:
Planning and Organising
• Prepare a business plan
• Define policies and objectives and how you will implement them
• Define and manage operational processes
• Allocate top level responsibilities for key functions
Getting and Doing Work
Develop a marketing strategy
• Design and develop new products
Promote the business
• Find potential customers
• Tender / sell
• Initiate / manage / complete a project.
Managing Resources
• Equipment / premises / finance / information / documents and records.
Managing People and Relationships
• Staff, suppliers, agents etc
Reviewing and Improving
• Review processes
• Fix problems and make improvements
• Review operations
• Review the business.
•
But you should realise that it may be perfectly appropriate for an organisation to regard, say, “getting and
doing work” as a single process, without the need for subdivision. You should also recognise the danger of
defining individual “parcels of work” within a department, and then trying to build them into a system structure
– the staff involved may not even be aware that processes exist. And “Preventive Action” does not need to
be a process – it should be part of your processes for designing and managing processes, tendering for
work, planning a project etc.
Structuring a system: our local Chamber of Commerce has a members’ directory on its website. The first
choice offered is a list of seventy or eighty business categories. If you have 20 minutes to spare, you may
be able to find what you are looking for – I have never had the patience. A limited number of top level
categories such as Professional Services / Food and Drink / Oil and Gas / Manufacturing would allow you to
cut out 5/6ths of the directory at a keystroke. You must make it easy for users find what they want.
THE IMPLICATIONS FOR ISO90001:2000
First, a word of warning - do not use the ISO9001:2000 standard as the basis for designing your system (see
www.mandos.co.uk/articles/ArticleQW3.PDF for an article published in Quality World in December 2001
which explains why). The standard is designed for assessing a system after it has been developed and
implemented. The aim should be to describe your system in a format and to a level of detail that is
appropriate for and of benefit to the business.
Decide who is going to use the system – what level of knowledge do they have, and how will they use it?
This will allow you to decide on the level of detail you need, and on the most appropriate medium (paper or
electronic, or a combination of both).
Then define a simple system structure with a limited number of top-level processes (cf above), broken down
into sub-processes as necessary. Use a clear and logical numbering convention. Make reference to any
processes that you outsource.
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Allocate a process owner for each process. This person should be responsible for ensuring that the process
works, for making sure that it is fixed if it goes wrong, and for seeking and implementing improvements. He
or she should ensure that:
• required resources are available
• competent staff are allocated to work in it
• sufficient information is available to monitor how well the process is working and if it is achieving its
objectives.
Create (or tidy up!) a document register. Define where documents, records and other sources of information
are kept, how they should be used, how long they should be retained and who is responsible for them.
Each process listed should then be reviewed to ensure that:
•
•
•

the objective(s) are clearly defined
suitable performance measures have been defined
appropriate records are maintained to provide evidence that the process has been followed.

As a guide, a typical SME (small or medium sized enterprise) will have no more than 25-35 processes (some
will have far fewer). Remember that your objective should be to define how you operate in such a way that
you can ensure that work is done as planned - do not be afraid to defend your system against criticism from
any external assessor who makes a subjective interpretation of what the new standard means.
THE SEQUENCE AND INTERACTION OF YOUR PROCESSES
One area which would benefit from much closer consideration is the requirement to define the “sequence
and interaction” of processes. There is a widespread belief that drawing a simple diagram is sufficient, but
this approach can indicate that management has not understood the essential concepts required for
managing a “business process”. Whilst it is true that a typical business has a small number of “core”
processes, and of other processes which support them, you are not giving a complete picture by merely
listing “sell – make – deliver – send the invoice” (for example) in sequence, with a few arrows to indicate that
they are supported by “manage equipment, manage suppliers etc”.
The “sell – make – deliver – invoice” relationship is not linear. Individual instances of the “sell” process, for
example, happen independently, each with a possible impact on the “make”, “purchase” and “promote”
processes and, in many cases, on other instances of the “sell” process itself. The “make” process can affect
the “sell” process, the “train staff” process can affect the “sell” process, and so on.
A prime suspect for this confusion is the so-called “model of a process based management system” in
ISO9001:2000. It is superficial and trivialises the complexity of process interactions. The relationships are
too involved to sketch in this way. The key to understanding and managing the processes is to recognise
that the performance of a number of other processes can be a key influence on a specific process.

Figure 4: A System Structure That Works – short list of top-level process groups,
with processes listed within a selected group.
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So - use ISO9001:2000 as a guide to refine your process definition and management but understand and
record them first. And if you look at the principles of the EFQM model, you will quickly realise that it, too, is
“process management” in another guise. The “enablers” are resources and influences, the “results” are
measures of how well your objectives have been met and “processes” lie at the heart of the model – and of
your organisation.
-----(1) The following article by Peter Fraser of MandOS was published in the April 2003 edition of TickIT
International, the quarterly journal of the TickIT software quality certification scheme.
(see:
www.tickit.org/international.htm)

Peter Fraser is a founding director of MandOS (www.mandos.co.uk) and consultancy and the vendor of
Promanade, a process modelling tool. He can be contacted at pkfraser@mandos.co.uk.
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