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DMReview – BPM?  I’d prefer BTE, Thanks… 

 

By Clive Longbottom, Service Director, Quocirca Ltd 

Business process management (BPM) has been 

around for years. Although organizations have 

bought BPM software, many feel that the 

benefits have not been recognized as expected. 

The biggest issue is that the tools are predicated 

on the capability of the organization using them 

to be able to adequately define its own 

processes. 

It is a common belief that, the only people 

capable of defining business processes are the 

people within the business itself. Unfortunately, 

in many cases, these are the last people who 

should be allowed to define the process. Many of 

them will be averse to change and attempt to 

ensure that any new process reflects the existing 

way of doing things.  

But, the biggest issue is far beyond this 

disagreement exists as to what the heck a 

“process” actually is. Is it prospect to cash? How 

about claiming expenses? Is it reading an email? 

It’s possible that it is all of these and more, but 

organizations can get very confused in defining 

the correct levels of granularity for BPM and 

therefore spend a lot of time doing things wrong. 

For example, if too high a view is taken of a 

process, automating it can make things much 

worse. By defining a process end-to-end as 

closely as possible, it becomes difficult to 

manage exceptions to it or change it when the 

market or business dictates. Ask any person to 

describe such an end-to-end process. It is 

unlikely that there will be any one person in an 

organization who can do so; and with many BPM 

vendors using a “process owner” as a 

predominant role in their approach, the whole 

thing falls at the first hurdle. A large automated 

process falls into the same problematic area as a 

monolithic application. It becomes prescriptive, 

and users and technologists alike do not like to 

try to change it. Such processes span too many 

areas and too many people to be a valid 

approach. 

So, how should a process be viewed? If we take 

a more realistic view of how processes work 

within an organization, then we stand a chance 

of coming up with something that will work. 

Let’s consider the process of vacation booking. 

This is very simple, but anyone can explain it? As 

an end user, before reading beyond this 

sentence, jot down your thoughts on the end-to-

end process for vacation booking in your 

organization. 

Done? You probably have the main input for your 

own end user role - when you need the time off. 

You also probably have the main outputs - the 

dates required for updating your own calendar, a 

form for sending the request to the next role in 

the process and so on. But does that next role 

do? Look at the form and say “yes/no” after 

comparing the time required against the time 

you have remaining in your entitlement? In your 

notes, did you cover the need for HR to have full 

records to compare against already booked 

vacation times from other people, fill in the 

requisite forms for the inland revenue, and 

complete a database so project managers, 

supervisors and others roles within the 

organization can see who is where and when? 

Any full process will have bifurcations all over 

the place, and defining the process requires 
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input from many roles and individuals. The 

problem is that each of these roles and 

individuals has their own perceptions of needs. 

So much time can be spent on defining the 

process that by the time it is automated, the real 

process need has changed. 

If we look at a process at a task level, however, 

we can carry out automation and manage 

changes to the process far more quickly. 

In the vacation booking example, the end-user’s 

task is to provide enough information to 

determine whether this time off will be allowed. 

The next stages of the process will need 

information such as the employee’s name, 

department, contact details, the dates required, 

etc. 

In an automated process, one of the next stages 

may be to look up the HR database that 

compares the employee’s entitlement against 

time requested and sends back a simple yes/no. 

This may be run in parallel against a project 

database that is looking at the critical path to 

see whether the employee’s skills are required 

during that time and, if so, whether the skills can 

be covered from elsewhere during the time. 

Again, a yes/no response will be may be sent 

back. Other tasks will be carried out either in 

parallel or in serial and an overall yes/no 

response sent back to the employee, based on 

balanced scoring from the various responses 

received. 

If we take a task viewpoint, the individual or the 

action becomes the main focus. Each must only 

ensure that its input needs are fulfilled and that 

it provides the correct outputs required by the 

next stage. Even here, we can be more dynamic 

than we would in a fully defined process 

approach. If the next stage of the process 

changes and requires more in the way of input, 

we don’t have to change the previous stages 

immediately. The preceding stage still sends 

what it has always sent, but the changed stage 

now raises an exception stating the needs for 

more information. If the preceding stage is 

human-oriented, this can be directly requested 

from the human. If it is a machine-to-machine 

interaction, the expectation may raise the event 

to a human to gain the required information 

directly. 

A task-oriented approach is not only theoretically 

possible, it is something that is easily done. The 

tasks themselves are easily defined. Each task is 

defined by the user responsible for it. The inputs 

and outputs can be defined using XML schemas 

in exactly the same manner that the metadata 

around Web services is already defined today. 

The registry of tasks is so similar to the registry 

of function used for Web services (the universal 

description, discovery and integration, or UDDI) 

that such a construct is easy to replicate for a 

task-oriented environment. Obviously, once we 

start to pull together a group of tasks, we are 

managing a process – and so, from taking a 

task-oriented view, we create a real BPM 

solution. 

Task orientation also drives greater functional 

reuse. Because each task is functionally 

independent, its requests and submissions can 

be managed in the same way as Web services, 

and the overall process can be dynamically 

constructed to reflect the needs of the business 

on a moment-to-moment basis. 

Business task enablement, rather than BPM? 

Seems like a valid approach to me. 
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About Quocirca 
Quocirca is a primary research and analysis company specialising in the business impact of information technology 

and communications (ITC). With world-wide, native language reach, Quocirca provides in-depth insights into the 

views of buyers and influencers in large, mid-sized and small organisations.  Its analyst team is made up of real-

world practitioners with first hand experience of ITC delivery who continuously research and track the industry 

and its real usage in the markets. 

 

Through researching perceptions, Quocirca uncovers the real hurdles to technology adoption – the personal and 

political aspects of an organisation’s environment and the pressures of the need for demonstrable business value in 

any implementation.  This capability to uncover and report back on the end-user perceptions in the market enables 

Quocirca to advise on the realities of technology adoption, not the promises. 

 

Quocirca research is always pragmatic, business orientated and conducted in the context of the bigger picture. ITC 

has the ability to transform businesses and the processes that drive them, but often fails to do so. Quocirca’s 

mission is to help organisations improve their success rate in process enablement through better levels of 

understanding and the adoption of the correct technologies at the correct time. 

 

Quocirca has a pro-active primary research programme, regularly surveying users, purchasers and resellers of ITC 

products and services on emerging, evolving and maturing technologies. Over time, Quocirca has built a picture of 

long term investment trends, providing invaluable information for the whole of the ITC community. 

 

Quocirca works with global and local providers of ITC products and services to help them deliver on the promise 

that ITC holds for business. Quocirca’s clients include Oracle, Microsoft, IBM, Dell, T-Mobile, Vodafone, EMC, 

Symantec and Cisco, along with other large and medium sized vendors, service providers and more specialist 

firms. 

 

Details of Quocirca’s work and the services it offers can be found at 

http://www.quocirca.com 
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