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  Most process people think of a business process as a series of activities,
which is certainly adequate for many purposes. When one starts to
consider processes in more depth, however, one of the things one needs
to consider is feedback. It's feedback that gives business processes their
flexibility and which points to the importance of management in process
redesign.

Figure 1 provides one way of thinking about feedback.

Figure 1. A simple way of thinking about feedback

We could have created a more detailed diagram, showing where the
feedback came from, for example, but this high-level diagram is
sufficient to indicate its importance and its major function. Feedback
originates from outside the process, and informs the process about the
results it is achieving. [1] If an external distributor already has a lot of
the items being produced by Process A, and informs the process of that
fact, then perhaps the process won't ship any more items to that
distributor. If there is a problem with the quality of the output, perhaps
Process A needs to stop production and correct some activity before
producing any more outputs, and so forth.

Figure 1 doesn't tell us who receives the feedback—only that there is an
activity set up to receive and process the feedback. That activity—Make
Corrections—might be implemented by a craftsperson or by the
employee team that assembles, packages, and ships the product. Or, it
might be implemented by a supervisor who is responsible for managing
the Assemble, Package and Ship activities. However it's accomplished,
most would term the Make Corrections process a management process.
It's a process designed to plan, schedule, monitor and control other
business processes.

A business process like Process A could be implemented in a software
system, but in most cases, if we wanted to accomplish the activities
shown in Figure 1, we would divide the activities and have a person
implement the Make Corrections process while leaving the core activities
to a software application, as illustrated in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Using Feedback to Manage a Software Process [2]

Note that we are using a broad and informal definition of feedback. It
could be information, or it might be a returned, defective part. It could
come from a downstream process or from an irate customer. The key is
that feedback provides information about the performance of at least one
instance of a given process. Feedback, as such, does not imply an
internal activity or mechanism to monitor the feedback and take
corrective action, but feedback isn't really effective without such an
activity or mechanism.

Feedback naturally occurs in most human situations—people tell each
other when things are going wrong. We believe, however, that it is a
mistake to simply hope that informal feedback will be adequate. Instead,
we should advocate for the formal recognition of feedback and the
explicit provision for feedback in designed processes.

Unfortunately, too many process analysts, especially those from the IT
and Six Sigma traditions, overlook feedback (or management processes)
when they are analyzing business processes. They don't show
management processes on their diagrams and they don't consider the
role of feedback or management activities when they think about how
the new or revised process will function.

One group that has paid a lot of attention to this aspect of process
analysis and redesign are those operating in the Human Performance
tradition. The main professional group one associates with this tradition
is the International Society for Performance Improvement (ISPI). [3]
ISPI originated in the 60s before computers were widely used in business
organizations and they focused on how to improve human performance
in business processes. The individual who dominated the process
approach of ISPI professionals in the organization's early years was
Geary Rummler. In recent years, of course, there many people who are
working in this tradition. [4]

Without feedback, a process model is static. You have a model that
shows how things are produced, but it is a one-way model and doesn't
suggest how the process might change to accommodate any problems
that might occur. Once you begin to add feedback loops—and in a
complex process there can be many feedback loops—you begin to see
how the process can adjust to changes and modify its activities.
Feedback creates a dynamic process model.

If you are concerned with human performance, then feedback is vital. If
you want a trivial example of this, you need only look at a video made of
an orchestra that tries to play a well-known score without a conductor. It
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all starts well, but after a brief period a knowledgeable listener can begin
to hear that things are not right. A bit later almost anyone in the
audience realizes that the group has lost its way. These are professional
musicians who know the score being played, but they still need to be
able to look up every so often to assure that they are where they should
be and playing as fast or as slow as everyone else—information that is
provided by the movement of the conductor's hands.

Similarly, of course, if a process is designed to produce some complex
product and the members of the group never get any feedback—no one
tells them that customers are happy or unhappy, no one tells them they
are producing too few or too many units—they gradually drift from the
ideal. In human-based processes, providing and managing feedback is
vital for optimal performance.

The fact that too few IT analysts think about feedback reflects the fact
that they frequently work on relatively low-level processes—and imagine
that a process can be entirely described as a sequence of software
activities. There are certainly lots of midlevel software applications being
used in most organizations. But when we start talking about large-scale
business processes&mdaash;like the sales process, or the new product
development process—we are talking about processes that involve a mix
of human and automated activities. These larger processes depend on
feedback if they are to function as they should, and any failure to design
management activities and feedback paths into the overall process is
simply a sign of an inadequate conception of what is involved in creating
good process designs.

One of the hot topics among many of today's process professionals is
Case Management—a topic that focuses on techniques to deal with
complex or rapidly changing processes. As companies have solved the
problems associated with the analysis and design of more routine
procedures, they have increasingly looked for ways to deal with
processes that are much more dynamic. The fact that today's processes
often incorporate email and other social media or involve services that
require unique solutions for individual customers obviously adds to their
complexity. One group that has been in the forefront of discussions of
Case Management techniques has been the BPMS vendors. They have an
interest in figuring out how to design software systems that can execute
dynamic processes. If one looks at today's Case Management literature,
however, one does not see too much emphasis on feedback flows or on
inserting people into the process designs who can analyze the feedback
and then modify the core activities in the process. They are there, of
course. In a hospital a patient's care very much depends on physicians
who look at the results of tests, think about what additional data might
clarify the situation, and prescribe the next activities in the patient's
process. We predict that Case Management is not going to advance very
far without a more explicit consideration of the role of feedback and
management activities.

Anyone concerned with even routine processes ought to be concerned
with capturing and documenting how feedback can be routed back to the
process and used to adjust the overall activities of the process. Anyone
concerned with developing models for complex, dynamic processes must
figure out how to model feedback and utilize it to modify the flow and
order of the activities required to handle a given case. It's the difference
between a conception of a process that is static, and a process model
that shows how one will continually refresh the process as circumstances
change.

Till next time,



Paul Harmon

Notes

[1] You could, of course, imagine a larger process that contained Process
A as a subprocess. In that case, the feedback might be coming from a
downstream process, and that feedback would be contained within the
bounds of the larger process. There is no essential difference between
this situation and one involving an external customer, so I am ignoring
these more complex situations in this Advisor.

[2] When we work with BPMN diagrams, we often suggest to students
that they think of the "header" for each swimlane as a management
process. In essence, the individual or role indicated in the "header"
functions as the manager of all the activities in the swimlane, and can be
the target of feedback and the source of corrections.

[3] For more information in ISPI, please check www.ispi.org.

[4] BPTrends has published a number of articles by professionals
operating in the human performance tradition. Search the BPTrends site
for Articles by Geary Rummler or Alan Ramias, who wrote columns for
several years. Also examine the Columns that have been written by Alan
Ramias and Cherie Wilkins, by Guy Wallace, and by Roger Addison and
Carol Haig. All have written extensively on this approach.

For a paper that considers feedback in more depth than we do in this
Advisor, check the paper published on BPTrends in November of 2008,
"Inside the Process Box," by Fred Nickols.

For a much more elaborate discussion of feedback and its role in
management processes, consider buying Rediscovering Value (Josey-
Bass, 2011) by Geary A. Rummler, Alan J. Ramias and Cherie L. Wilkins.

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
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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.
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