
BPM VS WORKFLOW MANAGEMENT VS CASE MANAGEMENT:
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

Whenever someone joins a new company or establishes a partnership with an organization, one of
the first questions is usually “How do you do things around here?” Depending on the maturity of the
company, that answer might be found by speaking to the founder/owner/expert or documented in
a very elaborate HR manual or a digital repository with instructions from how to order staplers, apply
for leave, or purchase equipment.

That “how to” is the process framework in place that defines the business activities, and includes
inputs, outputs, sequences, and dependencies. Well-defined processes can improve productivity
within and across organizations and functions. The more mature an organization, the better the
management of the business processes in terms of definition, establishment, monitoring, control,
and improvement.

The management of processes is a key success factor in executing business strategy, and therefore
organizations are paying close attention to this important practice. This article aims to clarify the
similarities and differences within three major practices of managing business processes, BPM,
Workflow Management and Case Management, by shedding light on what they are and how they
apply to the management of business processes.



Business Process Management (BPM)
Nathaniel Palmer of BPM.com defines BPM as “a discipline involving any combination of modeling,
automation, execution, control, measurement and optimization of business activity flows, in support
of enterprise goals, spanning systems, employees, customers and partners within and beyond the
enterprise boundaries.” In that broad definition is the general understanding that BPM focuses on an
individual business process (and its sub processes) rather than a group of diverse processes.
BPM is a more standard approach that doesn’t focus much on processes with complexity or
uncertainty.

BPM’s main objective is the improvement of operational efficiency and effectiveness of standard
business processes that are repeatable and regular in nature. The assumption here is that the
processes are consistent in approach. For example, looking at a purchase requisition process, there
is an expectation set from business rules in terms of methodology, timelines, limits, roles and
escalations. Improvements therefore will be focused on streamlining and automation of business
processes where possible, for example how many approvals are required for a certain requisition
amount, and how long does requisition take for different categories.

Note that BPM isn’t particularly interested in the running of the process. Rather, BPM focuses on
monitoring the process, identifying what can be modified to improve it, and going ahead with
implementing the improvement.

Workflow Management
Workflow management is involved chiefly in the coordination of executing business processes. A
workflow identifies the state and the flow of information across a business process. Therefore, we
can consider a workflow to be a subset of a business process, where one or more workflows could
be used to describe what is happening within the process (i.e., sequencing and information within
the activities.)

Unlike BPM, the running of the process is crucial in workflow management. The purpose of
workflow management is to ensure that the business process achieves better results through
the management of information flow across the various tasks. As a result, workflow management
is used primarily for automating business processes, because of the focus on order and
predictability and the capability for scaling and optimization.

Consider an HR onboarding process. This involves different teams getting involved in order to settle
a new employee settled within the organization and ensure the employee has the appropriate tools.
Workflow management will be concerned with what information is needed at each point of the
onboarding process, as well as the sequence of onboarding activities taking place in the
organization. This might involve looking at the start of the process from HR conducting background
checks, triggering procurement of devices from IT, then preparation of office space from Facilities
and other activities, before the actual receiving the new employee. Information required and
sequence are key in getting the onboarding process right; otherwise, the organization would look
very disorganized without proper preparation before the employee arrives.

Visibility is a key component of workflow management, as understanding flow is best done when
those involved in the design and running of the process can visualize the sequence of activities and
flow of information. Workflows are best visualized using standard business process mapping
notation. For example, BPMN v2.0 (Business Process Model and Notation) standardizes how to show
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graphically process activities and sequences using symbols, connectors, swim lanes, and artifacts
where required.

Case Management
Case management is focused on handling sets of interrelated activities with a view of achieving a
particular business objective or outcome. Unlike BPM, the focus here is on less structured (loosely
defined and loosely linked) processes. In such processes, the conclusion is not arrived by a
consistent approach but might involve human judgement and intuition in determining the best
course of action. Case management is more suited to complex cases where dynamic action and
ad hoc decision making is required in process execution.

An example of where case management is applicable is investigative processes, where the next
course of action cannot be predicted or standardized. The context drives the sequence of actions
and decisions are made based on each step’s realized outcomes. Information availability becomes
the main driver for achieving results. Adaptation, rather than structure, is the chosen approach.

Choosing Between the Three
It is obvious that there is a lot of synergy between the three practices. However, understanding the
differences will help your organization better evaluate the best application and take advantage of
flexibility between these approaches.

BPM is best suited to structured and repeatable process activities.
Case management best applies to specific areas where unstructured approach to process is
required to meet outcomes.
Workflow management works best where information flow is the main driver in the
management of process activities.

When it comes to choosing the right practice, what matters is the rate of evolution of the business
context and desired outcomes.


