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Is IT Driving Process?
  In a recent publication a leading analyst group suggested that IT is driving the process 

movement. They suggested that several techniques employed in today’s business process 
work came from IT, and that business people were adopting flow diagrams and ideas for 
defining a business architecture from software analysts and enterprise architects. This 
suggestion hardly comes as a surprise since most analyst groups active in the BPM space were 
established to analyze IT trends, so they naturally conceptualize BPM as an IT movement. We 
believe, however, that this suggestion is inaccurate. 

Let me start by using a figure that I developed a few years ago. This figure suggests that the 
“process movement” is, in fact, being driven by three independent traditions. 

Figure 1. The three traditions driving the process movement today. 

The oldest process tradition began with Fredrick Winslow Taylor in 1911 when he published his 
book, Scientific Management. He proposed that managers should systematically examine 
activities and determine the most efficient way of executing them. He launched an engineering 
tradition that proceeded to measure and analyze activities in an effort to optimize the 
performance of the activities. Since World War II, we have largely associated this tradition 
with Quality Control, Six Sigma and Lean. Each, in its own way, emphasized the importance of 
careful analysis, measurement and incremental improvement in the performance of specific 
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activities. These are bottom-up approaches that seek to find ways workers can constantly 
improve how they perform their jobs. 

The second tradition I pictured in Figure 1 is the management tradition which is nearly as old 
as the work simplification movement. At about the same time that Taylor was studying 
individual workers and trying to determine how to improve their performance, Henry Ford was 
launching his third car company – Ford Motor Company. With his earlier ventures, he built one 
car at a time, just as other early auto manufacturers were doing. For his third venture, he 
completely re-conceptualized the auto manufacturing process. He designed a car that was 
simple to manufacture, and then set up a production line where each worker had a specific 
task to perform. In essence, starting with an initial frame, a car was assembled as the frame 
moved down a production line, each worker adding his part to create the final product. Ford’s 
approach revolutionized manufacturing. He was able to drastically reduce the cost of 
manufacturing a car, increase production capacity, and still make enough profit that he could 
pay his workers enough so that they could buy a car of their own. Ford’s approach was just 
the opposite of Taylor’s. Taylor assumed the function needed to be done, studied the worker, 
and determined the best way to perform the function. Ford started with a blank sheet of paper 
and redesigned the entire process, starting with the creation of a product that could be 
manufactured on an assembly line. 

The third tradition is IT. This tradition began in the Sixties and has gradually increased its 
scope and its contribution to process work. IT focused on using computers and software to 
gather and analyze information to support faster and better decisions. 

Software development has attracted analytically inclined individuals who have developed a 
number of tools to help them understand problems and create software solutions. However, 
they have been slow to embrace business process work as an approach to managing the 
business. In fact, IT has done just the opposite - they have built applications to support 
specific work done within departments or silos and these applications have proven to be 
almost impossible to link into larger processes. Indeed, most large companies had to forfeit 
the huge investments they had made in legacy applications, ripping them out and installing 
ERP systems to enable cross functional processes and to provide information for more 
integrated decision support. 

In many organizations, IT is still playing catch-up. However, most IT groups are now 
supportive of business process efforts, and are developing BPMS software tools to support 
process work in a much more effective manner than the ERP systems that most companies 
currently use, 

Similarly, business analysts, historically located in IT, are becoming more active in process 
work and are incorporating many of the BPM tools and techniques in their various process 
efforts. 

But let’s consider the larger picture. Geary Rummler, a business expert, invented swimlane 
diagrams when he was working to improve human performance in the early 60s before most 
business people were even thinking about IT. The most widely used business framework in use 
today, the Supply Chain Council’s SCOR framework, was created by an association of supply 
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chain managers. The early versions of the framework used a notation system that the supply 
chain managers developed to model the flow of supplies, and focused primarily on human 
problems in managing the flow. Just as with modeling, leading process gurus in the business 
tradition have been working to help companies formalize their process architectures for some 
time. Most of the individuals would have thought of themselves as process analysts rather 
than architects, but as the example of SCOR illustrates, they have created effective 
architectures. There is a movement today, originating in the IT enterprise architecture 
community, to carve out a new function – business architecture. This is really an effort to 
import IT ideas into the business space, but it is unclear, yet, whether or not it will prove all 
that useful. Some of the early efforts have suggested that these newly minted “business 
architects” are reluctant to give up their IT orientation in order to accommodate the different 
problems business managers face. To date, they seem more likely to generate confusion and 
conflict than to improve the state of business process architecture work. Hopefully, as they 
spend more time in the space and encounter people who have been doing “business process 
architecture” for a generation or two, they will understand the needs of the business manager 
and the value of a business process architecture. 

The work simplification people and industrial engineers developed workflow modeling 
techniques before IT and they still draw on their own tradition to provide lots of the tools they 
use. Similarly, the Six Sigma and the Lean people have their own approaches to modeling and 
to defining process architectures. Some people in each of the traditions may be narrowly 
focused, but the brightest in each of the traditions are working on the same problems 
because, ultimately, they are all focused on how to make their organizations more efficient 
and effective. 

I know that each of the traditions has its own language and traditions, and some in each 
tradition will fall into the conceit that they really invented process, or are driving it. The 
reality, however, is that the process movement has many fathers who come from many 
traditions. Today’s problems are complex enough that we need all the concepts and tools we 
can get to keep improving the productivity and creativity of our organizations. It isn’t useful to 
point to any one tradition and claim that it is driving the business process management 
movement. It’s more important that each group learn from the others and that a new, broader 
approach develops that combines the best of each of the older traditions. 

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.  ::  email us
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