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Defining Problems for Critical Processes  
 

In my December Column, I suggested that there were two key tools that agile 

process developers needed to know.  One is the Stakeholder Diagram – which 

allows a redesign team to quickly identify the key inputs and outputs that are 

important to a process and KPIs and Objectives necessary to guide and evaluate a 

redesign effort.  The second tool is the Scope Diagram – a tool that refines our 

understanding of a process and identifies problems that we might want to alter or 

improve. 

Before considering the use of the Scope Diagram we must determine if (1) we are 

trying to create a new process, or (2) we are trying to improve an existing process.  

In the first instance, we can’t use a Scope Diagram, because we don’t have a process 

to analyze.  Instead, we need to pull together a team to conceptualize how we might 

go about performing a new process.  In most cases, however, we have an existing 

process and simply want to improve it.  Agile improvement projects will greatly 

benefit from using the Scope Diagram.  

The Scope Diagram 

One begins an agile process analysis effort by assembling a team of people who work 

on the current process – people who understand the process.  The analysis can be 

done different ways, but I usually do it on a whiteboard so everyone can see what is 

being done and can easily contribute.  One begins by explaining that a process has 

inputs and outputs.  Then one expands on this idea by explaining that processes also 

use some resources over and over again (eg. Machinery, employees) and are guided 

or constrained by established procedures, manuals and rules.   

We put the name of the process we want to analyze in a box.  If it’s a very complex 

process and there are doubts about what activities might be included or excluded in 

the process, we write the names of key activities that will be included in the process 

in the box, under the process name.  Otherwise, we ignore what happens within the 

process, and focus on how the process interacts with its outside environment.    

 

We ask about inputs, outputs, controls or constraints, and about resources that are 

reused.  In each case, we begin by naming the inputs.  Then we identify the source 

of the input.  Later, we continue to refine our analysis, we ask if the current input is 

acceptable.  If getting the input, or the nature of the input is somehow a problem, 

we note that. (In my case I use a convention of red, yellow and green dots to 
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highlight serious problems (red lights), inputs or outputs that might be a problem, 

and those that clearly are alright (green lights).  (See Figure 1) 

 

 

 

Figure 1. A Scope Diagram 

 

One examines inputs, where they come from and how they impact the process-in-

scope. One examines outputs, where they go, and how they impact those that 

receive the outputs. One also considers the rules and constraints on the process 

(guides) and one also examines the resources and support activities that enable the 

process. One asks, in every case, if the inputs or outputs are currently acceptable, or 

if they could be improved. One ends with a clear idea of all of the ways the process 

interacts with stakeholders, other processes or systems, and which of those 

interactions could be improved. 

 

A team can spend half a day working on a Scope Diagram.  At the end of that time, 

however, one usually has a good overview of the problems associated with a given 

process.  The problems may involve defective or inadequate inputs or outputs, or 

they may involve inadequate resources (enablers) or poorly conceived procedures or 

decision rules (guides).  Sometimes they cluster around specific activities, but at 

other times they are diverse and seemingly random.   
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Once a team is satisfied that they have identified all of the ways a given process 

interacts with its environment, and have identified where the problems lie, it’s time 

to develop some metrics and a plan for improvement.   

One looks at each problem one has identified and asks how one would know the 

problem was solved.  Perhaps it’s a matter of being able to say that adequate 

supplies are arriving on time.  Perhaps a solution involves better trained employees, 

or no rejects of given outputs.  One considers each problem and develops a metric, 

and then one begins to consider the nature of the problem and how one might 

eliminate it. 

In some cases, to better understand the nature of a specific problem, one must 

develop flow diagrams to determine how activities within the process function.  The 

key thing, however, is that one does not begin with an extensive flow diagramming 

effort, and, even when one identifies a problem, one confines ones flow analysis to 

just those activities that explain the specific problem one is focused on.  As with all 

agile efforts, one seeks to stay focused on results and avoid work that slows down 

the momentum of the process improvement effort.   

By using an initial Stakeholder Diagram to quickly define the organization’s 

objectives and goals for the process, and then using a Scope Diagram to quickly 

define the problems affecting the process in scope, and the metrics one can use to 

evaluate one’s effort to improve the process.  Equally important, using these two 

diagrams, one can move through an initial process analysis effort in a matter of days 

and end with a well-defined list off all the problems.  As necessary, your team can 

rank the problems and set priorities to guide the actual improvement design effort. 

Agile isn’t so much a specific activity as it is an attitude.  Too many projects get 

bogged down with large teams and extensive analysis work.  We want to move more 

quickly and rely on a smaller, more compact team.  The tools discussed here can 

make that possible. 

__________ 

Note.  To learn a lot more about the development and use of the Scope Diagram, see 

Harmon’s Business Process Change.  The Scope Diagram in its present form was 

initially created by Roger Burlton, who called it an IGOE diagram and is extensively 

used by BPTrends Associates in their training classes. 
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