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A Brief Intro to the Process Flow Mapping of Operations
Process Flow Mapping Describes How Work Gets Done
Process flow mapping, the diagramming and documentation of how work gets done in a
company (or between companies), is something that I have wanted to write about for
sometime as it is closely tied to my history with telecommunications operations,
management consulting, project management, and work in the software industry with
companies in the enterprise application integration (EAI) and business process
management (BPM) space. Flow mapping techniques can help to serve popular
management goals such as:
•
•
•
•

optimizing process throughput (e.g., across departmental boundaries)
locating and eliminating process flaws
increasing value touch points with customers
redesigning processes (e.g., for cost reduction) or introducing new processes (e.g.,
for new revenue streams)

What is interesting about the process flow subject is that there are many different ways to
approach a problem at hand. Different methods will tend to accentuate different benefits.
This document provides a brief intro to some general forms of process flow mapping.

Each Type of Flow Map Provides Distinct Value
An example, activity overview chart is depicted below:
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The activity overview chart flows from left to right and depicts groups of processes that
occur over time. Some benefits of using an activity overview chart include being able to
identify coarse relationships between processes and being able to depict which processes
can run in parallel (e.g., to reduce cycle-times). Major milestones can also be identified
using an activity overview chart.
The next chart is a lower-level process flow chart:
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The benefits of this type of chart include being able to analyze a process at lower-level and
being able to specify how things are actually going to work. A process dictionary can be
used in conjunction with the chart to describe inputs and outputs, subprocess owners, and
subprocess details. When optimizing a process, such as attempting to reduce quality
defects, it is often useful to analyze a process at low levels such as this. As another
example, when scaling up operations in some industries and functional areas, it is often
helpful to have processes specified at low levels to train new people on specific methods of
working.
Combinations of the charts above can be formatted into a “swim lane” chart:
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In the swim lane chart, graphical process elements are organized according to the
department responsible for the specific part of the process. The chart then reads from left to
right. One good use of swim lane charts is in reengineering and trying to analyze processes
as to whether large efficiencies can be gained by eliminating process handoffs,
consolidating roles, making greater use of technology, and in general, rethinking the value
delivered across the entire flow.
Yet another type of chart is a milestone chart:
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The milestone chart reads from left to right and depicts keys points in time that have been
reached for a business process. The milestone chart is useful in cases where the endpoints
of a process are important to focus on. This type of chart can be used in conjunction with
the other charts or separately. In many cases, best-of-breed companies will establish
dashboard indicators and metrics for the business around milestone constructs such as
pipeline, cycle-time, and aging reports.

What Are Some Practical Examples of Using Process Flow Mapping Concepts?
Some examples of using process flow mapping concepts are described below:
Change management – in change management, there are usually “as-is” activities,
processes, and organizational structures in place. Process flow mapping can be used to
define both “new” and “target” processes of a company. Program management can be used
in conjunction with mapping to get new processes rolling and to audit and control how well
new processes are taking in the organization.
Incubation of new processes – in many new business launches or new process
introductions, activity and process flow mapping can be used to figure out how to actually
implement and execute the operations of the business. Various degrees of diagramming
and analytics can help an organization get up operations, sales, and manufacturing learning
curves.
Optimization – as information technology or other mechanisms are put in place to gather
data on how well organizations are performing business processes (e.g., in terms of defects,
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cycle times to service level agreements), such facts can be used to determine whether to
hold steady or try to tackle improvements.

Process Mapping is Not the End Game … Reaching the End Game Requires Goal
Setting, Control, and Resolve
Process mapping can be an extensive effort to undertake involving hundreds to thousands
of staff hours. That said, the payoffs can be big, and there are ways to cut down on the
process provided that management knows what is being traded off. Beyond the mechanics
of process mapping, the most important thing to remember is the end goal. Process
mapping by itself is just a tool, and there are usually other business factors and
management processes that need to be put in place to capitalize on the effort. If I had to
rattle off three things that I felt should always be addressed in the context of process
mapping, they would be identifying what is the end goal, what is the mechanism for program
management, and what role leadership will play in getting what needs to get done.
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