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What New Technology Should a Manager 
Use?

  In Tom Davenport’s popular book, Competing on Analytics, he describes 
the techniques and some of the technologies used to analyze information 
and to aid business executives with decisions. It’s a good book and 
anyone involved in process work will want to read it. Unfortunately, if you 
are responsible for process management at a large organization, there are 
many other books that you should consider reading. Here is a hypothetical 
list: 

●     Competing with Analytics
●     Competing with Business Rules
●     Competing with Process Mining
●     Competing with Data Mining
●     Competing with Checklists and Job Aids
●     Competing with Incentives
●     Competing with Innovation
●     Competing with ERP or BPMS
●     Competing with CRM
●     Competing with Balanced Scorecard
●     Competing with Management Dashboards

The list goes on and on. The bottom line is that leading companies have to 
be competitive in every area of their business. In 1985, however, when 
Michael Porter defined a value chain and positioned it as the main concern 
of business strategists, he went on to say: 

“Ultimately, all differences between companies in cost or 
price derive from the hundreds of activities required to 
create, produce, sell, and deliver their products or services 
such as calling on customers, assembling final products, and 
training employees... “Competitive advantage [however] 
grows out of the entire system of activities. The fit among 
activities substantially reduces cost or increases 
differentiation.... “Achieving fit is difficult because it requires 
the integration of decisions and actions across many 
independent subunits.”[1]

Today, we might be inclined to say “processes,” but whether you prefer 
“processes” or “activities,” the point remains that every organization 
wants each of its activities to be as good as it can be – and any new 
technique or technology is, potentially, a way to improve some activity or 
process. Ultimately, however, the manager needs a way to determine how 
well the activities fit together to create value and, in the best case, 
provide a competitive advantage. 

The reason that Business Process Management (BPM) is so important is 
that it offers managers a precise way of talking about how a company 
organizes its activities to create fit and value. The value chain model is 
the ultimate, integrated picture of what a company does to create value. 
It provides the smart manager with the big picture of how his or her 
organization is structured, and thereby provides the manager with an 
overview of where he or she can intervene to improve the company’s 
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competitive advantage, profitability, productivity, and effectiveness. 

If an organization’s senior management doesn’t have a process-centric 
understanding of the organization, then they are left with a view of the 
organization as hundreds of units or activities that must be managed 
independently. They are forced to read each of the hypothetical books I 
listed above, wondering, in each case, when and where they might use 
the new technique or technology. Management becomes a matter of 
launching one project after another, without a coordinated strategy. 

The process perspective provides an integrated view of what the business 
is trying to accomplish. Assuming an organization has a single value 
chain, the organization is trying to maximize the efficiency and 
effectiveness of that value chain which, in turn, is producing some product 
or service that customers value. If customers begin to value it less, the 
product or service will need to be changed. If customers prefer another, 
similar product or service, then the efficiency of one or more of the 
activities comprising the value chain will need to be improved. 

This sounds simple as I write it, and it is simple – but like many simple 
insights, it is also profound. Without a unifying view that considers all the 
dimensions of the value chain the usual alternative is to jump from one 
new technology to another, wondering, in each case, what department or 
group might benefit from using the technology. 

Without a value aligned overview to inform the manager about what 
might be useful and where it might be useful – we have lots of 
uncoordinated activities and actions with no systematic means for 
improvement. 

Let’s continue to keep this simple. Imagine a value chain with three core 
processes, as well as a management and a support process, as pictured in 
Figure 1. The ms in circles are points at which we measure what is 
happening. m1, for example, measures how well the Create It process 
develops new products and services, m2 measures the quality of the 
completed product or service. m4 measures sales, returns, and customer 
satisfaction. 

Figure 1. An overview of a value chain. 

The key thing that any good process model does is focus on what the 
organization is trying to achieve: It is trying to produce a product or 
service that customers want to buy. With this picture clearly in mind, it is 
obvious that support activities either help or hinder the process. Good 
measures of support tell senior managers whether their actions are, in 
fact, supporting the core processes in an effective manner. 
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When something goes wrong, a process-focused manager begins with this 
overview and asks where the problem is located. A glance at the metrics 
should suggest where to focus. If there are returns because of an 
assembly problem, then one wants to look at the process that is 
assembling the product. If customers are unhappy with the time it takes 
to obtain service, then one wants to look at the Deliver It process. If 
customers are unhappy with the features of the product and prefer 
another, one turns to the Create It process and asks why the 
organization’s new product doesn’t have the right features 

A manager could ask questions about how specific departments are 
organized, or review metrics produced that seem to describe how IT or HR 
are functioning, but those metrics, ultimately, are unhelpful if the support 
function isn’t supporting the core processes in a way that, in turn, 
supports the creation of value. Managers without a process perspective 
can easily get lost in managing departmental or functional units and 
activities that contribute little to the creation of value – a classic example 
of rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic. 

Let’s drill down a bit into one of those major processes we see in Figure 1. 
For our purposes, it doesn’t make any difference which one we examine, 
because our analysis is very general. 

Figure 2. An overview of what a process does. 

Once again, our process model is very simple, but it can suggest some 
profound insights. First, it suggests the levers a manager has to deal with 
in a process that isn’t working as well as it should. The manager can 
change the inputs – physical or informational, the constraints governing 
the process – policies, rules, incentives and goals, or the support 
elements – the people, hardware, facilities or systems. In the real world, 
any change has associated costs and takes time, and some changes are 
much more likely to improve outputs than others. 

If one has a process manager responsible for the Produce It process, that 
person should have a good idea of what changes will generate the biggest 
improvement in the process. Asking departmental managers, on the other 
hand, will only generate lists of things that each departmental manager 
can do, since no one departmental manager has an overview of the entire 
process. 

As one thinks about the internal activities of the process itself, obviously 
there are two major considerations – (1) how the physical things are 
handled and (2) how information is handled. As a broad generalization, 
organizations and process specialists have spent more time focused on 
the flow of things than on the flow of information and on the quality of the 
decisions made at different points. They have done so, in part, because 
process work began in manufacturing and it’s a lot easier to time an 
assembly process than it is to figure out how a supervisor decides to order 



a run of 50 units rather than 65 units. Three things have combined to 
change the emphasis. First, many physical processes are well understood, 
and in many cases they have been automated and are done by machines 
or robots. Second, computers have placed more emphasis on information 
and routinely make more and better information available much faster. 
Third, process work is increasingly focused on service processes and 
service processes involve human interaction and constant decisioning on 
the part of employees. Good decisions are often what distinguish 
processes that please customers from those that disappoint. 

So, given that every executive has limited time available to thoroughly 
investigate all the available alternatives, how does he or she determine 
which technique or technology to implement? 

The answer is simple, at least in theory: Don’t be driven by techniques 
and technology - be driven by a business model that focuses on 
the creation of value for customers. Stay tightly focused on whether 
or not your value chain is delivering value, and on how you could tune 
your value chain to produce more value for less cost. 

Every so often, of course, the management team should step back and 
think about the return they are generating on the capital they are 
investing: Are you in the right business, producing the right product or 
service for the right customers? Should you change to a new business 
model based on a new value chain? Is it time to radically rethink your 
strategy, your product/service configuration, or the technology used to 
support your value chain? 

However, most of the time, the management team should be focused on 
managing the value chain it is currently using – and the emphasis should 
be on improving or tuning that value chain. More important, assuming the 
managers have good data that shows where the weaknesses or 
bottlenecks lie, they will be focused on improving specific processes. It is 
in this context that one needs to ask questions about technologies. Does 
the problem lie with the quality of information available to those 
implementing the process? Do some people make decisions that are much 
better than others? Are the actions they need to take easy to perform? 

If the decisions made within a problematic process are sub-optimal, then 
you want to explore new techniques and technologies to improve the 
quality and flow of information and the way decisions are made. 

If, on the other hand, the quality of the decisions your employees make 
are as good or superior to those made by the competition, and, instead, 
complaints suggest that it takes your employees too long to physically 
assemble a product, or to respond to a service call, then you want to 
focus elsewhere. Which brings us back to Figure 1. Managers need an 
overview that points them in the right direction. Departmental silos can’t 
provide that perspective because, ultimately, departments are about 
capabilities and not about the creation of value. The manager needs a 
clear idea of how value is created, and he or she needs a clear way to 
monitor the step-by-step creation of value. That approach – the BPM 
approach – provides the best way to isolate and identify specific problems. 
And that, in turn, provides the best way for the manager to zero in on 
what kinds of things need to be changed to improve the organization’s 
performance. 

Of course, it would be nice for the manager to know about all the new 
tools, techniques and technologies that are available. But, in the real 
world, it isn’t his or her knowledge of these new technologies, as such, 
that pays dividends – it is the ability to improve the way the organization 
creates value that’s important. 



Till next time, 

Paul Harmon 

[1] The quotations are not from Porter’s 1985 book, but from his excellent 
1996 summary: Michael E. Porter. “What is Strategy?” Harvard 
Business Review, Nov-Dec 1996. (Available on amazon.com) 

I wish to thank Steven Bright for reading a draft of this article and 
suggesting improvements. 

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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