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Business Process Notation
  For years, those involved in the analysis and redesign of business 

processes have used a variety of different notations. In 1990, for 
example, Geary Rummler and Alan Brache published Improving 
Performance, which included a specific way of diagramming (mapping) 
organizations and processes. Since then, every author who has written 
about how to do business process analysis and redesign (including this 
author) has offered a slightly different notation. In a similar way, each 
workflow vendor, each business process modeling vendor, each ERP 
vendor, and each EAI vendor has proposed a slightly different 
notation. 

Software developers seeking to automate processes have still other 
notations. Some start with diagrams created in workflow tools. Some 
rely on the Object Management Group's Unified Modeling Language 
(UML) and use Use Cases, Sequence Diagrams or Activity Diagrams. 
Unfortunately, when UML 1.1 was initially introduced, the developers 
tried to combine state and workflow notations and created an Activity 
Diagram that most business process modeling vendors were unwilling 
or unable to use. Thus, while UML proceeded to standardize the work 
of software developers, it did nothing to bring consistency to the work 
of those involved in process modeling. 

In the past two years the groundwork for a change has been put into 
place. 

On the one hand, the OMG has undertaken a major redesign of UML. 
UML 2.0, which is just being released, supports a new and much 
improved version of an Activity Diagram. It could conceivably be 
adopted by business process modeling tool vendors. 

At the same time, the rapid development of Web Services and XML 
has led to the creation of new languages designed to facilitate the 
development of Web Services systems. In addition to XML, there's 
SOAP, UDDI, WSDL, and, of most interest to us, BPEL. BPEL is a 
generic XML language designed to facilitate the description of 
distributed business processes. BPEL has yet to emerge, in its final 
form, from the OASIS standards group, but it is already being 
embraced by a variety of Web, Workflow and BPMS vendors and 
seems likely to be used by most of these vendors in future Web 
Services tools. In parallel with XML language development, a number 
of business process modeling, workflow, and EAI vendors have joined 
to create a business process modeling notation called BPMN. BPMN is 
designed to facilitate the graphical representation of business 
processes and perhaps ultimately, to support converting process 
descriptions into BPEL code. 

BPMN was developed so that users could use either a simple set of 
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notation elements, or an extended set. If one creates a diagram with 
the simple set, the diagram is easy for business people to read, 
although it is insufficiently precise to use for BPEL generation. By 
extending the BPMN notation, by adding symbols that more precisely 
specify or constrain decisions, events, and information flows, one 
creates a diagram that would be too complex to show to your average 
business process manager, but is precise enough to generate BPEL 
code. BPMN is still being developed by the BPMN task force, but 
version 1.0 is scheduled for release within the next couple of months. 

A press release describing the BPMN initiative and the backing it has 
initially garnered from vendors is available at www.bpmn.org - or on 
the BPTrends website under News/Standards. In addition, two 
excellent papers on BPMN have been published on BPTrends this 
month. Owen and Raj have written a fine overview of BPMN, and 
White has written a white paper showing how BPMN compares with 
UML when they are used to model Aalst's standard set of workflow 
patterns. 

The simple version of BPMN is graphically compatible with a UML 2.0 
activity diagram and it would be easy to make BPMN into a profile of 
UML 2.0 activity diagrams. In essence, BPMN would become a special 
case of activity diagrams with additional notation to extend activity 
diagrams. BPMI, which controls BPMN, has so far resisted that move. 
Still, some movement has taken place. The OMG and BPMI have 
agreed to exchange memberships and we can hope they agree to 
merge BPMN with UML in the near future. 

Meantime, the OMG is working on a Business Process Definition 
Metamodel. Those who have followed the development of the OMG's 
Model Driven Architecture (MDA) initiative know that it is aimed at 
making it possible to easily map one model to another. In keeping 
with this effort, the OMG is interested in facilitating the mapping of 
various business process modeling languages to each other and to 
various software diagrams. 

Some notations, like the Rummler-Brache notation, are informal sets 
of graphical symbols that analysts can use to model business 
processes. The notations, however, do not rest on an underlying 
metamodel that precisely defines their semantics. Each analyst is free 
to use a given symbol in whatever way he or she chooses, depending 
on inclination and circumstances. Obviously, you can't map two 
informal notations precisely since you can never be sure exactly what 
a symbol in one notation really means. 

Notations defined by workflow, EAI and process modeling vendors are 
based on proprietary metamodels which specify exactly how each 
graphic symbol must be used and how it relates to every other 
symbol. Unfortunately, there's no more consistency among the various 
vendors' metamodels than there is among their graphical notations. 
What the OMG wants to do is create a standard business process 
metamodel. Thereafter, each vendor can map its process metamodel 
to the OMG's standard process metamodel. Once two vendors do this, 
they can exchange information by transforming from one vendor's 
metamodel to the OMG standard metamodel to the other vendor's 
metamodel. Since the OMG's business process metamodel will also be 
mapped to UML and to other languages like Java and BPEL, vendors 
will soon have a way of communicating among the various types of 
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business process tools via the OMG's MDA business process 
metamodel. At the same time, other OMG teams are working on 
creating standard metamodels for business rules and for business 
ontologies. Ultimately, this will solve most of the semantic problems 
that companies face as they seek to model business processes, shift 
from one software tool to another, and trace requirements from 
process models to software implementations. Figure 1 suggests how 
the OMG Business Process Definition Metamodel would function. 

 

Figure 1. The OMG's BP Metamodel serves as an exchange 
mechanism. 

The OMG Business Process Definition Metamodel is not, technically, 
concerned with graphical notation, but with semantics. It is 
conceivable that several vendors will choose to maintain their existing 
notations and simply use the OMG BP metamodel to facilitate 
transferring information to other tools and models, as needed. In 
other words, the OMG BP metamodel could facilitate the maintenance 
of a variety of different notations. In the long run, however, it will 
probably move most companies toward UML activity diagrams. 

If the new BPMN notation can be integrated with UML and if it 
emerges as a popular way of representing business processes, end 
users will benefit. As more vendors adopt BPMN, business managers 
will gradually learn to feel more comfortable with a single business 
process notation. If, on the other hand, BPMN remains the isolated 
initiative of the BPMI, it risks going the way of BPML. That would be 
unfortunate, since lots of work has gone into BPMN, and it represents, 
in our opinion, a major step forward in clarity, consistency, and 
design, superior to most of the other business process notations in use 
today. It includes features that are still lacking in the latest version of 
UML 2.0. 

Neither BPMN, UML, nor the OMG's BP metamodel provide notation for 
representing organization-level process architectures - what Rummler-
Brache, Roger Burlton, and this author usually refer to as Organization 
Diagrams. Organization Diagrams tend to show how strategies link to 
value chains and how they, in turn, link to suppliers and customers, 
and how they are managed, and ultimately linked to specific processes 
diagrams. Recently, however, we have heard of proposals to initiate 
some kind of standardization effort in this area as well. 

The next year will be an important time for the development of 
business process modeling languages and notations. As interest in 
business processes continues to grow, standardization efforts become 
more important. The most important initiative, at the moment, is the 



OMG's business process definition metamodel. That will provide the 
semantics that will allow BP vendors to map to each other's notations. 
Hopefully BPMN will be incorporated into this effort, providing a 
common, graphical business process notation that would gradually 
make it easier for business managers of all types to understand 
process models as easily as they understand spreadsheets. 

Till next time, 

Paul Harmon 
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