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BPM, BPMS and SOA 

  This past month, BPTrends published our latest survey, the BPTrends 

BPM Market Survey - 2008 (www.bptrends.com). The survey reports 

on information provided by respondents who completed the survey in 

November and December of 2007 and compares and contrasts their 

responses with the responses provided by a similar group in February 

of 2006. By analyzing responses from similar surveys in consecutive 

years we begin to understand not only the characteristics of the 

market, but the rate of growth, development and change in the 

market.  

We can hardly summarize the results of a 50 page survey in this 

Advisor, but we want to reflect on three points of interest - (1) the use 

of the term BPM, (2) the development of BPMS, and (3) the 

relationship of BPMS and SOA.  

First, let's look at the use of the term Business Process Management or 

BPM. In both February 2006 and some 20 months later, in November 

of 2007, we asked respondents what they meant when they used the 

term BPM. In both 2006 and 2007, 40% of the respondents said that 

they used the term BPM to refer to a "top-down methodology designed 

to organize, manage and measure the organization based on the 

organization's core processes." In 2007, 29% said it was a "systematic 

approach to analyzing, redesigning, improving and managing specific 

processes." And only 9% said BPM was a "set of new software 

technologies that make it easier for IT to manage and measure the 

execution of processes..."  

We fully understand that vendors are going to continue to use the 

term BPM to refer to the software technologies they are marketing, 

however we are pleased to note that the majority of those interested 

in BPM understand BPM as a process management philosophy or 

methodology, and not simply a new software initiative.  

It isn't only the vendors who contribute to the confusion regarding the 

term BPM. In the last couple of months we've looked at surveys and 

articles published by some of the leading market analysts who also 

don't make distinctions among the various definitions. One recent 

report claimed that 60% of the companies, worldwide, were using BPM 

and went on to say that BPM had become mainstream. Given the 

distinctions users make between BPM as a management philosophy, 

BPM as redesign and improvement, and BPM as automation, what 

could such a generalization possibly mean? In the BPTrends survey we 

were careful to make a distinction among the various definitions of 

BPM - specifically between Business Process Management Systems or 

Software (BPMS) and other options - and our respondents indicated 

that only 24% of them are using BPMS software products. Others are 

using process modeling tools, doing Six Sigma, or installing ERP. We 

feel it is important to keep the distinction between the generic term, 

BPM, and specific software technologies like BPMS clearly in mind 

when reporting and writing about the market. Failure to make this 

distinction will continue to create more confusion than enlightenment.  

Companies with a less mature understanding of process (CMMI Level 

 



2) tend to focus on departmental processes and work to get them to 

function effectively. We suspect these are the people who think of BPM 

primarily as a redesign and project specific management approach. 

Increasingly, however, as organizations focus on moving to CMMI 

Level 3 and 4, they focus on establishing enterprise level policies that 

will focus the organization on enterprise-wide business processes and 

on managing and measuring those processes. Most organizations may 

only be beginning to work on the enterprise level, but the importance 

of this effort is now widely recognized and 40% of our respondents, 

worldwide, understand BPM as the term that best describes today's 

emphasis on the enterprise management of process - essentially a 

human management activity that may or may not be supplemented by 

a BPMS.  

At the same time, most of those who responded to our survey, in both 

2006 and in 2007, use the term BPMS to describe the software 

products or suites that are now available to help companies automate 

their process work. About a quarter of our respondents say that their 

organizations are using BPMS tools. Another quarter say that their 

organizations are likely to acquire a BPMS tool in 2008. Clearly, the 

market for BPMS products is growing at a healthy pace - though not as 

fast as some of the market analysts assume when they fail to make a 

distinction between BPM and BPMS.  

How BPMS products are being used, however, can be even more 

confusing. In 2003, Howard Smith and Peter Fingar wrote Business 

Process Management as a clarion call for companies to develop and 

use BPMS products to automate and manage their business processes. 

Smith and Fingar envisioned a world in which business managers 

would be able to glance at computer screens and see how their 

business processes were performing, and then, as needed, modify 

their processes to respond better to the evolving business situation. In 

other words, BPMS was to be a new type of software - a layer of 

software that sat on top of other software and managed all the people 

and software elements required to control major business processes. It 

is worth stepping back and asking to what degree that vision has been 

realized.  

With a few exceptions, the BPMS tool vendors are not new to the 

market. Most of them have been in existence for some time, offering 

workflow, documentation, rules engines, enterprise application 

integration (EAI), business intelligence (BI), or even ERP applications. 

Vendors from each of these software domains have modified and 

expanded their software products to incorporate capabilities associated 

with an evolving idea of what a BPMS product should include. Thus, 

workflow vendors have added EAI and vice versa. Most vendors have 

added a rules capability and incorporated BI. There has been a lot of 

consolidation as various vendors have acquired one another in an 

effort to assemble the right set of capabilities and functionality. Still, 

there is a very vigorous BPMS market with at least 20 vendors vying 

for market share.  

At this point, the platform vendors - like IBM, Oracle, SAP, and 

Software AG - seem to be doing best with process automation projects 

that are essentially EAI projects. The smaller vendors who are more 

focused on workflow, however, taken together, still constitute about 

half the market. And this, in turn, suggests the current immaturity of 

the BPMS market. In part, vendors have focused on what they know 

best. Vendors from an EAI background have focused on automating 

processes that primarily involve software systems. Vendors from a 

workflow background have focused on automating processes with lots 

of human interaction. And that, in turn, means that both are working 

on relatively small scale processes, or only working on one part of 
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larger business processes.  

We are still looking for good case studies that describe large-scale 

business processes where managers can monitor and control those 

processes using BPMS suites. Most BPMS products, to date, are, in 

fact, being applied to workflow or EAI projects that could have been 

done in 2000. They are done by IT and IT manages them. This isn't to 

say that they aren't important automation projects and that business 

managers aren't happy to have them in place, but we are only 

beginning to realize the goal proposed by Smith and Fingar - to create 

overarching process management systems that business managers 

can own and control.  

If there is a major difference between today's BPMS applications and 

EAI or workflow applications that could have been built in 2000, it lies 

in the fact that today's EAI and workflow systems are built to take 

advantage of the Internet and, increasingly, a Service Oriented 

Architecture (SOA). Elementary SOA projects can be done without 

reference to BPM, but sophisticated SOA projects, to be of value to the 

company, must be integrated with a deep understanding of the 

organization's business processes. Indeed, it is the emphasis on SOA, 

and the role that SOA infrastructure plays in the thinking of the 

leading platform vendors, that explains their growing support for BPM 

and BPMS.  

The new emphasis on BPMS and SOA, as two sides of the same coin, is 

a mixed blessing for the BPM community. It has attracted the interest 

of the platform vendors and driven their commitment. At the same 

time, it has led them to emphasize the more technical aspects of BPMS 

and make discussions of BPMS sound more and more like discussions 

of enterprise integration. BPM and BPMS need not get lost when the 

discussion turns to SOA, but they often do. Or, more correctly, they 

get relegated to a secondary role. Like too many IT discussions in the 

past, SOA developers are inclined to simply ask the business people 

for "their requirements" and then move on to the serious and complex 

work involved in creating the infrastructure environment.  

This is not the final solution, of course. We are at an early stage in the 

development of the BPMS market. Some vendors will go off track and 

focus on SOA and thereby confine themselves to selling products to IT 

developers. Others, however, still have the vision that motivated 

Smith and Fingar and others of us, and will continue to work on BPMS 

products that subsume technology to an interface that can support 

business managers as they interact with the business processes that 

do the work in their organizations. Large-scale business processes 

invariably involve a mix of software systems and people and true 

BPMS products must evolve to support both if they are to really help 

business managers manage the processes and their companies.  

In a nutshell: BPM, BPMS and SOA are all alive and flourishing. Some 

vendors have a limited perspective on how it all fits together, but lots 

of users know what they need and a few vendors have a clear 

understanding of how they are going to need to evolve their products 

to provide real value for these users. Thus, 2008 will be a year of 

vigorous growth in BPMS and, hopefully, we will start to see some case 

studies that illustrate the true potential of BPMS products.  

Till next time,  

Paul Harmon  
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