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In a series of articles, Martyn Ould explores three central
features of real-world business processes — collaboration,
concurrency, and mobility — and how we can get a handle
on them. In this third article, we use a theatrical analogy to
summarise the notions of collaboration and concurrency
from the previous two articles and introduce the idea of
mobility.
‘All the world’s a stage — let’s play a part.’
Shakespeare and Elvis Presley

In my first article — Getting your head round mozzarella — our Tutor and Pupil
explored a central feature of real processes in real organisations: the no-
tion of collaboration in a process, the fact that the roles that play a partin a
process not only act, but inter-act — they collaborate — and that the way
we hand out dynamically created responsibilities (abstract roles) to static
things like posts in the organisation (concrete roles) creates the mozza-
rella of collaboration.

In the second article — Getting your head round spaghetti — the Tutor and
Pupil discussed another central feature, the massive ‘flux of concurrency’
the constantly changing flow of instances of processes, roles within proc-
ess instances, and instances of threads within role instances.

In this third article these concepts come together in another conversa-
tion next to the water-cooler, adding the notion of process ‘mobility’
which is behind the idea that processes themselves are dynamic objects.

Tutor:  We've been talking about acti\/bt@ ln our organisation. Ud Like us to
think of it for & moment as a theatve - a rather twenty-first-century
one wWith some unusual characteristics. Let’s start with ProCEsSsEs.

Pupil:  Well, we've got processes - plays, | guess. Plays ave written down tn
seripts ... process wodels, and ...

Tutor:  Stop theve for a moment. Think about instances ...

Pupil:  Plays are performed ... they have performances ... process instances!
So when we walk into the theatre we'll find performances of plays go-
ing on. Ah - the theatre seems to be a multiplex, because | have Lots of
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plays being performed at the same thme! Some plays are being per-
formed many times simultaneously. Hmmm, worse still, some per-
formances start up new performances! And presumably they have to
flnd a stage to operate on.

Concentrate on one performance for @ Moment.

Well, a play consists of a number of voles. Each role in a performance
... ah, each rvole Lnstance Ln a per{ormame ... Ls acted bg an actoy -
who was cast tn that part somewhere along the line. Things start get-
tlng a bit welrd around here, t suspect, because during the perform-
ance some actors mlght be acting several voles each, rushing around
the stage from one to another. Worse, | suppose they might be acting
voles in more thaw one performance, so they'll have to run from stage
to stage, changing costume as they go. n the worst case they'll be
acting several roles tn several performances.

when we've talking about an tndividual performance, renember we
need to talk about vole instances.

Yes, that's a bit welrd too: how many Hamlets can you have tn one
performance of Hamlet? Only one, [ guess; but we certainly see proc-
esses tn which some roles ave instantiated many times ~ mereifully
Shakespeare was content with a stngle tnstance of the Prince of Den-
mark on stage at any one moment. But it appears that in some plays
new role instances are created while the play is tn progress - as new
vesponsibilities arise. And an actor has to be found to play the role in-
stance. In extrevne cases, the actors might be writing bits D{ptag, ln-
ventlng new roles, instantinting them, and thew casting actors as
they go along. This is truly contemporary!

Absolutely. You mention casting ...

Yeeees. Preswmably the allocation of actors to vole instances is just
vwove process ... so casting happens on stage, and probably during the
performance as the voles get nstantinted — as the vesponstbilities get
created!

Right. Any thoughts about props?

Well ... the props are the resources an actor needs to play a role tn-
stance. 1t might be a book or & newspaper in a real play, and an tn-
formation system or a software application in a veal business process.
Thelr costume sounds a bit Like the mind-set they need for the role!

So we have a nunber of stages, each with a performance of a play go-
ing on. Performances are starting up and stopplng all over the place.
Ow each stage, role instances are belng played by actors, who are pos-
stbly rushing from play to play and from role instance to role in-
stance, putting costuumes on and taking costumes off, and plcking
wp and putting down props as appropriate. So far so good. What about
the actions that the role nstances carry out and the interactions be-
tween them?

(' ot sure [ want to wateh one of these plays. Sometimes a role in-
stance is dolng an action: so the actor is giving a SDLLLOO[u%; some-
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thmes it's interacting with another vole lnstance - having a conversa-
tlon — or evew with several others at the same thme. There may be sev-
eral solilogquies and several conversations all going on at the same
time in the one performance . And occmsiowmtg proceedings will get
held up for want of an actor because they're acting another role tn-
stance on another stage. It's madness.

Hold that thought. You've only dealt with role interactions in a single
performance, but we Rknow that process tnstances tnteract. And in the
theatre?

Oh dear. Some plays are connected. A performance of one play has to
interact with a performance of another. That wmeans that role tn-
stances n the two performances have to interact - there must be com-
munications systems between the stages - telephones or ematil or
something. Or perhaps the actors rush to and from each other’s stage,
or perhaps they meet in the corvidor? My head is starting to spin. At
least the plays are fixed. That must be a constant in this madness!

U afraid wot. It's about to get meuch worse. The seripts of plays can
be rewritten. We might have Liked Hamletthe way Shakespeare wrote
It, but we might also consider changing it for modern thmes -
strengthening the substance abuse anale at the end for nstance.

Eeeelk. So who is it that [s changing the seript?

That depends. n some situations the original author might come
along and produce a new version, perhaps vewriting the final act to
olve it a different outcome, or refining some of the smaller pavts for
better chavacterisation, or removing unnecessary wmaterial. wWhen a
new performance of the play is about to start, the actors can use the
new version.

That's understandable in the veal world: we have all sorts of veasons
for wanting to change the way we do things - our processes. But pre-
sumably the whole business of changing a script happens outside the
theatre?

NO! The scripts ave n the theatre - that's the only place you can
change them. Not only are they in the theatre, they are part of the
subject matter of the theatre: in other words, You can get hold of them.
Now, you can only change a seript by using the process for changing
seripts. ‘Handle a script’ - Let us say - would be just another process,
indeed a case process, one with as many instances as there ave proc-
esses/pla ys.

The whole point of this theatre is that it is where everything happens -
there is no ‘outside’ - and one of the things that can happen there is
that you work with Your processes. Putting it another way: the theatre
SUpports You in Your processes, by managing all the collaboration
anol CONCUNTENCY; but it also SUPpOYES You with Your processes, bg glv-
ing you all the means you need to write new ones or change existing
ones.



PMPLL:

Tutor:

PMPLL:

Tutor:

PMPLL:

Tutor:

PMPLL:

Tutor:

PMPLL:

Tutor:

PMPLL:

Tutor:

PMPLL:

Tutor:

All the world’s a stage
Copyright © Martyn A Ould 2004

[ can accept that a script can get changed and wew performances use
the new seript. But presumably any performance in progress is unaf-
fected? Plense?

why so? Why should a performance not switeh to the new version as
soon as it's available? Why should it be forced to carry on with the old
one? n some sttuations sticking with an old seript might make sense
~ for consistency rensons perhaps — but tn principle we don't need to
make performances stick with old scripts.

'm struggling ... 1 have a pleture of a ‘waster” script which could be
changed. Any performance in progress might continue with the old
verslow, or switeh to the mew version.

Who satd anything about ‘masters? why shouldn't a performance
use tts own variation of a script?

... because ... they ... OK, why not? So, they might start with the
‘standard’ seript for Hamlet but decide to change it in some way for
Just this performance?

Of course! They're doing a lunch-time slot, they've ten minutes in
and realise that people don't have time for a full Hamlet, so they
quickly do a rewrite and present a reduced version. There Ls nothing
fixed or sacred about a process. Fitness for purpose, matching the proc-
ess to the customer - those things ave sacved.

Now ('vn getting concerneo about the sort of chaos that will ensue iof
we let everyone tinleer with Processes as theg please.

Thew don't Let everyone thnker with processes as they please: you must
script the ‘Hawdle a seript’ process to control what can and cannot
happen to a seript. Eve@th’m@ Ls in the theatre, including control over
use of the theatre.

My head Ls hurting.

OK. Let's take a breath. Why don't you think through the bmplica-
tlons of the existence of the ‘Hanolle a seript’ process.

well, [ guess that for each seript there is an instance of ‘Hawdle a
seript’ ruaning. Which weans there is a stage where that performance
is golng on, and that performance has the actual ... the paper script on
it. Preswmably if someone wants to use the seript they get it from that
process, from that stage. They can take it away in some form and use
it for a new performance own its own stage. So far so goool?

Yes. But | want to put what you said in a different way: seripts can
be handed around.

Oh dear. One performance can give a script to another performance?

Of course. Processes are truly mobile. When an interaction oceurs be-
tween two process instances, a process might be nvolved. tn tradi-

tlonal computer systems, data was passed around, or messages were
passeol between objects. The object-oriented paradigm is only halfway
to full process thinking: the unit of currency ought to be the process.



PMP'LL:

Tutor:

PMP'LL:

Tutor:

All the world’s a stage
Copyright © Martyn A Ould 2004

one of the things that has really come howme to mee s that processes
aren’t - except ln a few cases - sbmple static workflows. They evolve
and blossom and die as the organisation runs’. And moreover they
can be evolved and changed and developed as objects in their own
right. | can see that instantiation is the key to this.

Yes, and a good example is email. If You observe an email conversa-
tlon - a process instance — You see it develop and spread and die back
and stop. It can do this — in a way that a workflow cannot — because
new participants can be brought tn and introduced to each other,
making new interactions possible: the process evolves.

Ui beginning to feel that a workflow diagram with swimlanes is
only going to allow me to deseribe the stmplest of processes.

You've right. we need approprinte concepts, we need a language bullt
ow those concepts, and then we need a wethod using that language,
that together give us a handle on collaboration, concurrency, and wmo-
bility. That way we'll get a valiod and stable understanding of our
business, before we set off trying to move our processes onto o BPMS.

This article first appeared at www.BPtrends.com in November 2004.

Martyn Ould’s new book Business Process Management — A Rigorous Approach
describes a business-oriented method for describing, analysing, and de-
signing business processes for BPMSs and for traditional information

systems.

The book is endorsed by BPMI.org.

For more details visit www.bcs.otg/books/bpm.
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