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On the Road to Digital? BPM Can Help 

IDC predicts that by 2020, every busi-
ness will be a digital business. And consider-
ing the huge changes that traditional business 
processes have undergone in the past 10 years 
or so as companies transition into the digi-
tal realm—in the form of mobile, social net-
working, cloud, analytics and the Internet of 
Things—all signs certainly seem to be pointing 
in that direction. Does this mean the task of 
managing these new digital business processes 
has radically changed as well? Not so, says CIO 
expert Harvey Koeppel. 

“While the subject matter (digital business 
processes) is changing radically, the funda-
mentals of good business process management 
remain, by comparison, relatively unchanged,” 
he writes in our lead story.

In this SearchCIO handbook, Koeppel 
explores how, while digitization has stimulated 
incremental improvements in the tools and 
technologies that make up business process 

management, the fundamental stages of its 
lifecycle remain the same. What has trans-
formed in leaps and bounds are the business 
processes themselves. For starters, they’ve 
changed the way enterprises are organized, the 
focus of the business and IT, and more. In his 
column, Koeppel lays out how to leverage digi-
tally enabled BPM tools to manage this “whole 
new game.”

Also in this issue, CTO Niel Nickolaisen 
assures us he’s not a stranger to the many com-
pelling benefits of BPM. And yet, why has he 
put to rest a number of BPM systems through-
out his career in IT? Because BPM is not always 
the ideal solution, especially when process 
standardization and simplification will suf-
fice. In our second piece, he uses his experience 
with an inherited BPM system that supported 
a complex client onboard process as a case in 
point.

Our last piece explores how, thanks to the 

http://www.emc.com/leadership/digital-universe/index.htm
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consumerization of IT, the application of BPM 
has morphed into a discipline that helps busi-
nesses become digital. “As competition heats 
up from so-called born-digital companies—an 
Uber upending the livery industry, mobile 
phone operators poised to become banks—a 
more radical transformation of IT systems is 
required,” writes Executive Editor Linda Tucci. 
She explains how BPM is one of the many 
routes companies can go down to achieve this 
transformation. One example, mobile BPM, 
is used to adapt enterprise apps down to the 

individual mobile user by breaking down a task 
to its logical sequence.

The odds are that your company is on the 
road to becoming a digital business or is 
already one. And as Koeppel says, this means 
rapidly evolving players, goals, processes, cus-
tomers—the list goes on. BPM could be just 
the thing to help you get a grip on it all. 

Please write to me at fsales@techtarget.com. n

Fran Sales
Site Editor

mailto:fsales@techtarget.com
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Is BPM in the Digital Age a Whole New Game? 

Business process management in  
the digital age is a whole new deal.” Is this  
just more techno-geek industry hype or  
an important reality to be embraced and reck-
oned with? Actually, it’s a hefty measure  
of both.

No one with a pulse would deny the fact that 
business as we have known it in our lifetime,  
or even within the last 10 to 15 years, has 
undergone radical change. Social media is no 
longer something that teenage kids obsess 
about instead of doing their homework. In a 
recent report published by the Social Media 
Examiner, 97% of marketers surveyed said  
they use social media in their business, and 
92% affirmed that it was important to their 
business. Mobility is clearly ubiquitous—very  
few of us would argue with the premise that 
doing business without a smartphone, tablet 
and/or laptop would be unimaginable. Analyt-
ics is just about everywhere, and, where they 

are not yet present, the Things of Internet 
of Things fame will ensure that your toaster 
remembers precisely how you like your bagel 
done and how firm you like your mattress. 
Then there is cloud—the fabric of silicon life 
forms that brings all of this good stuff together 
in a context generally referred to as digital 
business.

With that briefest of descriptions of digital 
business, I will now rephrase my opening  
statement as a question: Is business process 
management (BPM) in the digital age a whole 
new deal? In the next 1,000 words or so, I will 
make a provocative point: The “whole new  
deal” is really about moving from traditional  
to digital business and operating models.  
While the subject matter (digital business  
processes) is changing radically, the funda- 
mentals of good business process manage- 
ment remain, by comparison, relatively 
unchanged. 

“

http://searchcio.techtarget.com/opinion/10-ways-CIOs-can-prepare-for-the-Internet-of-Things
http://searchcio.techtarget.com/opinion/10-ways-CIOs-can-prepare-for-the-Internet-of-Things
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According to Gartner, “business process man-
agement is the discipline of managing pro-
cesses (rather than tasks) as the means for 
improving business performance outcomes 
and operational agility. Processes span organi-
zational boundaries, linking together people, 

information flows, systems and other assets 
to create and deliver value to customers and 
constituents.”

To the left is a typical BPM lifecycle diagram. 
Note that whether we talk about an enter-
prise, a department or an individual process, 
a product or a service, the automotive sector 
or healthcare, the fundamental stages of the 
BPM lifecycle endure. I am quite confident that 
the operations researchers who designed BPM 
had that level of applicability and persistence 
in mind when the discipline was created and 
introduced.

In fairness to those readers who may take 
exception to what may seem to them to be a 
gross oversimplification of the subject in ques-
tion, the digital era has certainly had meaning-
ful impact upon BPM in many important ways. 
For example:

■n Cloud availability and pricing models for BPM 
suites that make the technologies available to 
a much broader marketplace.

■n Visual design and collaboration tools, includ-
ing integration with familiar end-user 

THE BPM 
LIFECYCLE

D THE EVOLUTION OF  
SOFTWARE-DEFINED STORAGE
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http://www.gartner.com/it-glossary/business-process-management-bpm/
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applications (e.g., SharePoint, Visual Studio, 
etc.).

■n Separation of business rules from process logic 
flow, greatly simplifying changes when the 
business needs to change.

■n Event reporting, to notify administrators 
of critical events in ways that stream-
line and simplify process monitoring and 
optimization.

■n Content management, including support 
for unstructured data and rich media (video, 
audio) and additional document types (e.g., 
project and case management, etc.).

■n Social media integration, as above.

■n Easier integration with other third-party soft-
ware through standard APIs, middleware, etc.

Mea culpa if I have omitted anything signifi-
cant from this list. That said, as impressive as 
the list is, many—if not all—of these advances 
within BPM’s underlying technologies can be 

considered incremental improvements. The 
“whole new deal,” as they say (whoever they 
are), can more readily be seen in the evolution 
toward digital business and in the underlying 
assets and processes that the BPM lifecycle 
manages.

DIGITAL BUSINESS IMPERATIVES

In contrast to the changes described above, 
the shift from traditional to digital business 
goes well beyond incremental improvement. 
In metaphorical terms, moving from the rail-
road to the automobile would be an incremen-
tal change; the transition from traditional to 
digital business would be more like moving 
from the automobile to the space shuttle: It’s a 
whole new game that involves new players, new 
rules, new stakeholders and, importantly, new 
risks and rewards. The major characteristics of 
this shift include the following:

■n Business focus, which is now much more 
external (e.g., on customers and partners), 
compared with traditional models, which 
focus much more on internal, operationally 

http://searchcloudapplications.techtarget.com/definition/event-driven-application
http://searchcio.techtarget.com/news/2240221187/Leading-the-digital-enterprise-Five-tips-on-how-to-get-there
http://searchcio.techtarget.com/news/2240221187/Leading-the-digital-enterprise-Five-tips-on-how-to-get-there
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oriented business drivers (e.g., products and 
services).

■n Organizational structure, which is now much 
more based on collaboration across commu-
nities of interest (which often include cus-
tomers and partners), compared with more 
traditional hierarchical organizational struc-
tures built on governance models that are 
based on command and control.

■n Supply chain management, which now con-
centrates on the just-in-time availability 
of commoditized resources that allows the 
enterprise to increase its focus on core com-
petencies and competitive differentiators, 
compared with more traditional “customer-
to-cash” supply chain ownership and man-
agement hierarchies.

■n Self-service, which now allows customers 
and partners to perform many functions 

in a connected, self-directed manner, from 
inquiry, to purchase, to ongoing relation-
ship/account maintenance, compared with 
handling customer and partner interactions 
through more traditional brick-and-mortar 
stores and/or back-office operations centers.

■n Balance of power, which now places custom-
ers and partners in a more empowered con-
text by enabling them to become much more 
educated consumers during the purchasing 
stage. These customers and partners also 
have a voice that can be heard across social 
media as they describe their experiences with 
companies and products to potentially mil-
lions of interested parties around the world 
simultaneously. More traditional models typ-
ically empower enterprises and salespeople as 
the main source of product information (for 
better or for worse) in a world where individ-
ual customers make only a minor impact on a 
company’s brand or reputation.

More empowered customers have a voice on social media that can  
be heard by potentially millions of interested parties around the world.

http://whatis.techtarget.com/definition/just-in-time-manufacturing-JIT-manufacturing
http://searchcio.techtarget.com/opinion/Tis-the-season-for-IT-self-service
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■n Information technology focus, which now con-
centrates on usability, intuitiveness, simplic-
ity and product/service integration (service 
brokerage), compared with more traditional 
models focused on large development efforts, 
product/service features, functions and 
architectures.

Mea culpa once again if I have omitted your 
favorite digital business imperative from the 
list; however, I think that the point is suf-
ficiently made. This is definitely not your 

father’s Oldsmobile. The shift from traditional 
to digital business models changes every-
thing—from how enterprises are organized, 
to what products and services they deliver, to 
how they make money and manage risk, and, 
importantly, to who has the power. Needless 
to say, we are certainly going to need to make 
very good use of all those digitally enabled 
BPM tools to reimagine, reinvent, and continue 
to manage and refine the business processes 
required by these digital businesses and what-
ever may come next. –Harvey Koeppel
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SIMPLIFYING 
PROCESSES

Don’t Use BPM to Cover Bad Workflows 

In my IT career, I have removed a number of 
business process management (BPM) systems 
from my application inventories. Why would 
I do that when the promise of BPM seems so 
compelling and clear? After all, why not over-
lay my transactional systems with a tool that 
manages workflows and information flows and 
connects disparate systems and processes? 
That all sounds pretty nice. And, in some situ-
ations, BPM might be the perfect solution 
and worth the time and effort. Before making 
a BPM decision, all I ask is for you to consider 
the following:

It doesn’t make sense to use BPM as 
a replacement for process and system 
simplification.

A couple of years ago I inherited a BPM sys-
tem. This system came from one of the major 
application providers and was a fine product. 
We used this BPM system to support our cli-
ent onboard process. Now, the client onboard 

process should be a pretty straightforward 
process. Not in our case. We had so custom-
ized the onboard process that we had a nearly 
infinite number of combinations. In order to 
support this nearly infinite number of combi-
nations, we had also so customized our BPM 
product that the vendor could no longer recog-
nize the product as its own. I had one engineer 
entirely dedicated to maintaining BPM and 
writing the enhancements and ongoing cus-
tomizations. The process was so complex that 
a BPM system was in fact a necessity.

Being somewhat passionate about process 
standardization and simplification, I ques-
tioned the level and variety of our client 
onboard options:

Why do we let our clients pretty much  

make up how we will get them started?

Well, because this is one way that we provide 
superior customer service.
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Have we not defined any best practices that 

would deliver a better onboard experience?

Sure, but we let our clients vary from that best 
practice as much as they want because that is 
how we deliver superior customer service.

Do these variations come with a cost  

in terms of time to onboard and errors?

Sure, but we accept it as the cost of providing 
superior customer service.

But do these errors and a long time  

to onboard create a superior customer  

service or do they degrade it?

(The process owners had no answer for this.)

I convinced them to do an experiment 
in process simplification. We mapped out the 
current process, defined what onboard steps 
were essential to get the job done while also 
reducing the errors and the onboard timeline, 
and then piloted this with a few clients and 
gauged the results and their reactions. 

There was quite a bit of pushback to the 
experiment. Our dedicated BPM engineer won-
dered what his life would be like if we stopped 

supporting customizations and stopped ask-
ing for more. The process owners were con-
cerned that I was trying to ruin their lives and 
their superior customer service. But they got 
pretty energized as we tapped into their expe-
rience to define a best practice. The client 
pilots were a resounding success. On average, 
we reduced the onboard timeline by over 50% 
and eliminated the errors. As we expanded the 
pilot, we encountered a few customers who 
insisted on using the nonstandard, complex 
approach. But since there were so few of them, 
we could accommodate their requests and still 
have the vast majority follow the standard 
way. And speaking of the standard way, we 
standardized the entire workflow and elimi-
nated—except for those few exceptional cus-
tomers—the variances. This standardization 
meant we no longer needed our BPM system.

Please don’t get me wrong and think that I 
am opposed to BPM. All I ask is that we first 
standardize and simplify the processes we are 
hoping BPM will manage. Process standard-
ization and simplification yields benefits far 
beyond system design and use.  
          –Niel Nickolaisen
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Making the Leap to Digital Business with BPM 

Business process management (BPM), 
the venerable discipline that helps organi-
zations model and manage their business 
workflows, has a new gig these days: helping 
companies become digital businesses. Blame it 
on the consumerization of IT. As consumer and 
employee adoption of mobile and other digi-
tal technologies accelerates, the decades-long 
effort to automate paper-based and manual 
workflows has taken on greater urgency, say 
experts. 

The rush to develop customer-facing mobile 
apps is an example of how established com-
panies are adapting to the digital customer. 
Companies are also developing pared-down 
internal mobile work applications that address 
the employee task at hand in order to boost 
efficiency. As competition heats up from so-
called born-digital companies, however—an 
Uber upending the livery industry, mobile 
phone operators poised to become banks—a 

more radical transformation of IT systems is 
required.  

“You can’t fulfill the promise of mobile if 
you have analog disruptions in your opera-
tions,” said Craig Le Clair, a principal analyst at 
Forrester Research Inc. and expert in BPM. He 

uses an analogy from the consumer realm to 
explain the problem. “If you have a Nest ther-
mostat, you now have this great connection to 
the outside world that you didn’t have before, 
but if you don’t have a good heating system, 
it doesn’t matter. The operational technol-
ogy is really critical to driving the customer 

As consumer and employee  
adoption of digital technologies 
accelerates, the decades-long  
effort to automate workflows  
has taken on greater urgency.

http://searchcio.techtarget.com/tip/Steps-CIOs-can-take-to-harness-digital-disruption
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experience,” he said.
The BPM software used to model and 

orchestrate a company’s large business applica-
tions can help it make that transition to a digi-
tal business—in several ways. Over the past 
few years, many of the traditional BPM ven-
dors have either added a mobile front end to 
their systems or acquired a mobile application 
development company, said Bruce Robertson, 
research vice president specializing in BPM at 
Gartner Inc. These next-generation BPM plat-
forms now serve a dual purpose.

“Now you can take those big enterprise apps 
and tailor them down to the individual and 
deploy those apps to mobile people too,” Rob-
ertson said.

MOBILE BPM

The large, monolithic enterprise applications 
deployed by companies have typically taken a 
one-interface-for-all approach. Mobile apps 
can’t function that way, and the problem goes 
well beyond making sure mobile users can 
make out the “chicken scratch” on the Web 
app, Robertson said. “You need to skew the 

app—not the big application but the small app 
downloaded on the mobile device—down to 
the small set of activities that apply to that role 
and, more specifically, at a particular location 
or at a particular client site,” he said.

Process models map out a business process 
from start to finish, step by step and by the 
work done by each employee (or by employee 
role) for every step. A corporate application 
designer can see all the activities associated 
with each step and who does them (depicted in 
what are called swimlanes) and how one per-
son’s work connects to another’s, as well as to 
back-end systems, other locations and so on. 
These process models, designed for big enter-
prise applications, can be adapted to build and 
manage mobile apps, or what Robertson calls 
the “little app.”

The large, monolithic enterprise 
applications deployed by comp-
anies have typically taken a one-
interface-for-all approach. Mobile 
apps can’t function that way.
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“One little app should be what a swimlane 
does—those activities and no other ones. 
Everything else is just going to make their lives 
complex,” he said. Breaking down a task into its 
logical sequence is one of the things BPM can 
do, said Robertson, “and it’s a nice mechanism 
for that.” But there are other approaches com-
panies can take to build mobile apps that work, 
he added, including the nascent but growing 
set of technologies and services—called mobile 
application development platforms—specifi-
cally designed for mobile processes. “There 

are too many ways to do this to give a simple 
answer,” he said.

MAPPING THE CUSTOMER JOURNEY

Forrester’s Le Clair would agree. In a forthcom-
ing report, he identifies BPM—also referred to 
by Forrester as “dynamic case management”—
as one of 13 technologies that help digitize 
a business. (Other top technologies include 
business collaboration and content manage-
ment services, hybrid integration for the 

D DIGITAL BUSINESS AT SHISEIDO BY WAY OF MADP 

“ Mobile fundamentally changed the way we engage with customers,” said Mitsuru Kameyama, general  

manager of the strategic information system planning department at Shiseido Co. Ltd. The high-end hair 

care and cosmetics manufacturer, based in Japan and in operation since 1872, prides itself on customer 

service. In 2013, Shiseido deployed a new way to deliver omotenashi, or Japanese hospitality, by arming its 

thousands of salespeople with its “beauty tablet” mobile device.  

      The company used a mobile application development platform from IBM to launch a mobile app called 

Bureau, which comes with various modules for salespeople, including a social forum for sharing best prac-

tices, photos, beauty tips and tricks. The app also passes along real-time customer feedback to product 

teams. “Mobile helps deepen the level of engagement and personalized consultation,” Kameyama said by 

translator, via email.

http://searchconsumerization.techtarget.com/definition/mobile-application-development-platform
http://searchconsumerization.techtarget.com/definition/mobile-application-development-platform
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management of unstructured data, and elec-
tronic signature.)

He advises companies to begin this shift to 
becoming a digital business by looking at busi-
ness processes from an “outside-in,” or cus-
tomer-centric, perspective. “The big narrative 
in the industry now is around the ‘customer 
journey,’” Le Clair said.

Focusing on how customers interact with the 
business—that includes the technology they 
use to do it—changes business processes and 
the underlying technologies that enable them. 

“What this does is drive the process away 

from looking at ‘How do I do a better insurance 
claims process?’ for example, to ‘What is the 
customer’s experience in the claims process?’” 
Le Clair said. “A lot of the BPM players are 
starting to adjust their process mapping and 
icons to be oriented toward customer journey 
mapping.”

The task for CIOs is exciting and fundamen-
tal, Le Clair said. “It’s the difference between 
thinking about deploying the latest shiny 
mobile app and reconstructing my end-to-end 
business processes to become a digital busi-
ness.” –Linda Tucci
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