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COLLABORATIVE BUSINESS PROCESS MANAGEMENT:
EXPLORING THEMES, ACHIEVEMENTS, AND PERSPECTIVES

Niehaves, Bjorn, European Research Center for Information Systems, Leonardo-Campus 3,
48149 Muenster, Germany, bjoern.niehaves @ercis.uni-muenster.de

Plattfaut, Ralf, European Research Center for Information Systems, Leonardo-Campus 3,
48149 Muenster, Germany, ralf.plattfaut @ercis.uni-muenster.de

Abstract

Under labels such as global value chains, global production networks, interconnected firms, or
outsourcing cross-boundary business processes have gained significant attention in practice and
research. However, only little research has vyet systematically examined the implications of cross-
boundary business processes for Business Process Management (BPM). These cross-boundary business
processes together with the drivers of collaboration and network management as well as governance
form one of the key challenges for today’s BPM research. In this study we thus systematically review
literature and seek to answer whether BPM research in Information Systems (1S) has yet embraced and
explored the concept of collaboration. We find that collaborative BPM is a growing trend in IS
research, but that there still exist significant research gaps. Therefore, we propose a research agenda
that points at potentially fruitful directions for future research.

Keywords: business process management, collaboration, literature review.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Significant developments in management, economics, and organization have fueled the study of
organizational boundaries (Newell et al. 2001). Major drivers include, for instance, the increasing
importance of global value chains (Gereffi et al. 2005, Sia et al. 2008) and production networks
(Sturgeon 2002), of interconnected firms (Lavie 2006), collaboration dynamics (Chen et al. 2008, Katila
& Mang 2003), outsourcing (Walsh & Deery 2006), and the increasing potential of information systems
(Phelps 2007). While the boundary phenomenon has already been intensively studied on the level of the
business processes as in supply chains or inter-organizational systems (Ashkenas et al. 1995), little
research has yet systematically examined the implications of boundary-blurring business processes for
Business Process Management (BPM). So far, research in BPM acknowledges that boundaries are
blurring in BPM as managing collaboration, networks, and governance is becoming increasingly
important and can be regarded a key challenge to BPM research and practice (Rosemann et al. 2006).
Also, early in the development of business process-oriented management, it was recognized that BPM
projects can only be effective if BPM teams are made up of people from both inside and outside of the
organization (Hammer & Champy 1993). However, literature does not yet systematically provide
theory, models, vocabulary, and frameworks (den Hengst & de Vreede 2004) to a sufficient extent in
order to understand BPM collaboration (Feller et al. 2008, von Hippel 2001, Walsh & Deery 2006).

Collaboration [Latin: com=together, laborare=to labor, to work] is a concept widely used in
information systems (for instance, Bjorn & Ngwenyama 2009, Kumar & van Dissel 1996, Majchrzak et
al. 2005, Munkvold 1999). Also, BPM maturity research indicates that BPM collaboration with actors
from inside and especially from outside an organization’s boundaries will be a major challenge that still
lies ahead for most firms. Here, we argue that in order to get a better hold of the phenomenon, we need
further conceptual differentiation and introduce two theoretical “idealtypes” (Weber 1949) of
collaborative BPM distinct in the degrees of collaboration: 1) Non-collaborative BPM associates with
one or more single individuals that conduct non-coordinated efforts to reflect on and to alter business
processes. 2) Collaborative BPM describes coordinated initiatives that involve actors from inside or
from outside a defined entity. Here, we define the entity of analysis being the formal legal organization
(the firm). Hence, these concepts specify prior theoretical perspectives on the collaboration
phenomenon: collaboration addresses questions of working together while the two concepts elucidate
the set and the relationship of actors involved. This paper thus poses the research question:

RQI: To what extent has BPM literature yet embraced/articulated/explored the concept of
collaboration?

RQ2: Which areas could provide potentially fruitful avenues for future research on collaborative BPM?

Accordingly, we make the following contributions. First, we develop a conceptual framework for
understanding collaborative BPM. Second, we review relevant literature and identify trajectories and
shortcoming. Third, we discuss potentially fruitful avenues for future research on collaborative BPM.
Hence, we address all three reasons for systematic literature re-views proposed by Kitchenham (2004).

Against this background, the remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First, we will provide basis
theory background by conceptualizing BPM and BPM collaboration. After setting out the literature
review methodology, we then present and discuss the results of our literature analysis. The last sections
are concerned with implications for future research, conclusions, and limitations.
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2 THEORY BACKGROUND

2.1 Business Process Management

BPM has its roots in Business Process Reengineering (BPR) and Total Quality Management (TQM). On
the one hand, the concept of BPR emerged within a Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s
management research program that examined the role that IT would play in organizations in the 1990s
(Peppard & Fitzgerald 1997). Early publications (Davenport & Short 1990, Hammer 1990) emphasized
that BPR projects are radical, revolutionary, and a one-time undertaking (Hung 2006, Zairi & Sinclair
1995). While both BPR and TQM have in common the focus on improving organizational processes,
TQM on the other hand is considered a rather incremental, evolutionary approach aiming at continuous
improvement (Hung 2006, Zairi & Sinclair 1995). However, most literature in business process research
recognizes that both concepts have to be viewed as complementary integral parts of a process-oriented
strategic management system (Corbitt et al. 2000, Davenport 1993, Hung 2006, Martinsons & Hempel
1998, Zairi & Sinclair 1995). For example, Kettinger et al. (1997, p. 56) argue on BPR that “[r]ather
than a ‘quick fix’, BPR is increasingly recognized as a form of organizational change characterized by
strategic transformation of interrelated organizational subsystems”.

Against this background, we view BPM as a management approach that applies concepts of both
punctuated and incremental change. This perspective is supported, for instance, by Armistead & Machin
(1997) who argue that BPM is “concerned with how to manage processes on an ongoing basis, and not
just with the one-off radical changes associated with BPR”. Accordingly, BPM can be considered a
holistic approach to the way in which organizations are managed (Armistead & Machin, 1998,
Rosemann et al. 2006). Within this paper, we therefore understand BPM as a set of recurring projects
that aim at the continuous change of organizational procedures (for focus on change aspects see, for
instance, Kettinger et al. 1997, Lyytinen & Newman 2008, Sarker et al. 2006). For that reason, BPM
projects should be considered as being embedded in a relatively stable structural organizational setting
and do not imply, for instance, business process re-definition in the move of company mergers. The
focus of BPM projects can range from purely organizational to more technical perspectives (Rosemann
et al. 2006, Stohr & Zhao 2001), the latter especially in the course of information systems
implementations (for an overview on the relationship between information systems and the innovation
of business processes see Tarafdar & Gordon 2007).

2.2 Collaborative Business Process Management

Organizational boundaries constitute a central phenomenon in management and organization research.
Despite problems of their operational measurement, at their core, organizational boundaries describe
“the walls of an organization”, most commonly described as the realms of a formal structure, the firm
(for a comprehensive theory discussion see Santos & Eisenhardt 2005). The concept has been studied
for decades and is considered one of the most important concepts in organizational research (for
instance, Aldrich 1971, Mosakowski 1991, Santos & Eisenhardt 2005). Grand trends in management,
economics, and organization have revitalized and fuelled the study of organizational boundaries (Newell
et al. 2001). Drivers include the increasing concern of global value chains (Gereffi et al. 2005, Sia et al.
2008) and production networks (Sturgeon 2002), of interconnected firms (Lavie 2006), collaboration
dynamics (Afuah 2001, Katila & Mang 2003), outsourcing (Walsh & Deery 2006), and of developments
in information systems (Phelps 2007). Reflecting such developments, Ashkenas et al. (1995) argue the
model of the boundaryless organization. Conceptually, an organization has external boundaries that
separate it from actors outside of the organization, such as its suppliers and customers (Staber 2004),
and internal boundaries that present demarcation of departments. In a boundaryless organization the
goal is to develop greater flexibility and responsiveness to change and to enable the free exchange of
information and ideas (Ashkenas et al. 1995). The authors argue that a boundaryless organization
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behaves more like an organism promoting better integration and closer partnerships with suppliers and
customers. Such view is animadverted however, for just strikingly ignoring the factual existence of the
boundary phenomenon and critics (for instance, Newell et al. 2001) identify the need for a realistic and
mature treatment of organizational boundaries. Building on these arguments, we acknowledge that
businesses processes are highly cross-organizational, but we recognize the existence of organizational
boundaries. In order to address Newell et al.’s (2001) call for a mature treatment of this phenomenon,
we suggest to differentiate between the presence and effects of organizational boundaries, first, on the
level of business processes (work system level) and, second, on the level of business process
management (build system level). On the work system level, businesses activities are executed and
given organizational structures and procedures are utilized (see Alter 2002, Bergman et al. 2002,
Lyytinen & Newman 2008, Mumford, 2003). These structures and procedures are designed by a
(separate) build system, a system that commands a set of resources and enacts routines to carry out the
change and addresses the issues of uncertainty, ambiguity, and complexity (Lyytinen & Newman 2008,
Lyytinen et al. 1996). The differentiation between, first, the conduct of business processes (work
system) and, second, the management of business processes (build system) opens up for a more detailed
argument on organizational boundaries.

The emergent theme of collaboration in BPM reflects the trend of boundary-blurring business processes.
We identify that a large body of research has focused and identified trends of boundary-blurring on the
level of business processes (Afuah 2001, Gereffi et al. 2005, Katila & Mang 2003, Lavie 2006).
Concurrently, research acknowledges that boundaries are also blurring on the level of BPM as managing
BPM collaboration, networks, and governance seems to become increasingly important and can be
regarded a key challenge to BPM research and practice. Early in the development of business process-
oriented management, it was recognized that BPM projects can only be effective if BPM teams are
made up of people from both inside and outside of the organization (Hammer & Champy 1993). Internal
and external orientation and learning have long been considered success factors for BPM projects (Al-
Mashari & Zairi 1999, Davenport & Short 1990).

The task of managing collaboration in BPM becomes increasingly important. Managing BPM networks
is an integral part of the maturization of an organization in its BPM activities (Fisher 2004, Rosemann et
al. 2006). Often, business processes are too narrowly defined — meaning: “ending” at the organizational
boundaries —and relevant stakeholders (Freeman 1984) not included in BPM projects (Ahmad et al.
2007, Rosemann et al. 2006). According to research on BPM maturity, the effective collaboration with
the (external) stakeholders of an organization (such as customers, suppliers, or distributors) in its BPM
projects is an integral characteristic of organizations with high BPM maturity, of “intelligent operating
networks” (Fisher 2004). The stimulation, the management, and the exploitation of BPM networks and
collaboration can be regarded as a key challenge to the practice of organizational BPM. Too,
Chesbrough (2003) argues that organizations need to explore new pathways to systematically make use
of know-how that lies outside of an organization’s boundaries through new forms of collaboration (see
also Feller et al. 2008, von Hippel 2001, Walsh & Deery 2006). Here, our paper seeks to assess current
achievements as well as research gaps in IS-related BPM literature in order to open up for an informed
discussion of future research potential.

3 METHODOLOGY

Scope of Literature Review. In order to review the literature on collaborative BPM we followed
Webster & Watson’s approach for reviewing literature (2002): After the search of the literature, we
derive the major concepts from the articles. This allows for analyzing and comparing the papers and for
identifying fields of further research. In terms of Cooper’s taxonomy (1988) we analyze and integrate
the research outcomes of articles out of the IS domain on collaborative BPM. The review is organized in
a conceptual manner and addresses specialized and general scholars. In the whole process we try to
employ a neutral perspective. The scope of our literature review cannot be labeled exhaustive, as we
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only used one database for the database search and restricted ourselves to the 8 major journals in our
field. However, we hope that the literature search process can be called representative for the IS domain.

Search Process. In order to identify literature on collaborative BPM we employed a three-staged
approach which is documented according to vom Brocke et al. (2009):

1) At first we searched the Senior Scholars’ Basket of Journals published by the Association for
Information Systems (AIS). It consists of the eight “top journals in our field”, namely European Journal
of Information Systems (EJIS), the Information Systems Journal (ISJ), Information Systems Research
(ISR), Journal of the AIS (JAIS), Journal of Management Information Systems (JMIS), MIS Quarterly
(MISQ), Journal of Strategic Information Systems (JSIS), and Journal of Information Technology (JIT)
(AIS 2009). We used the term (("business process*" AND (management OR engineering OR BPM OR
BPR OR BPE) AND (collabora* OR coopera*))) to search through the title, abstract and keywords of
all articles published in the respective journals in order to find all articles dealing with cooperative or
collaborative business process management or (re-)engineering. Moreover, we did not restrict our
literature search according to time. The title and abstract of each hit was manually read by both authors
to find out whether it is relevant for this study. As a result of this journal-based search, we were able to
identify two relevant articles (marked with “journal-based search” in the Appendix) while another four
were discarded as being irrelevant for the present study.

2) Our second step in finding literature was a database search. We employed the above mentioned
search term in ISI Web of Knowledge’s Web of Science (which covers more than 11,000 journals from
multiple fields) in order to find more articles in other journals (and journals outside our field as
suggested by Webster and Watson (2002)). Once again, we did not employ a time restriction. In our
database search we found 150 articles. The title and abstract of every single article were scanned by the
authors. This procedure led to additional 23 articles (marked with “database search” in the Appendix).

Z
il

Year Frequency

Pre 1999

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

i

2008

Table 2. Articles by time

With the first and second step of our literature search we identified 25 relevant articles. Analyzing the
time horizon of these 25 articles (Table 1) we can see that collaboration in the context of BPM is a
comparably new topic and only emerged 10 years ago; the first article was published in 1999.
Moreover, the number of articles being published on this topic is increasing with a peak in 2007
(7 articles).

3) Our third step was a backward search as suggested by Webster and Watson (2002). While analysing
the papers listed above, we marked every reference that could be relevant. Moreover, we scanned the
reference list of each article for other interesting papers. All papers identified in this third step were read
and evaluated as described above. This let to additional 10 papers and one textbook (marked with
“backward search” in the Appendix).
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4 RESULTS

Following Webster and Watson (2002), we derive concepts from the literature in order to generate a
concept matrix. With the purpose of structuring the concepts, we organize them in the classical triad of
dimensions out of political and organizational science: polity, politics, and policy (Keman 1999). In
these terms polity means the existing framework of rules — the structure. Politics is the process where
actors interact with each other in order to develop coalescence and to achieve consensus. The last term,
policy, is the result (or the content of the result) of the process. The three dimensions structure,
processes, and content can be filled with concepts derived from the papers we reviewed.

A) Structure. For the structure dimension, the articles fall into two complementary levels, the level of
business processes (work system level) and the level of BPM (build system level). On the work system
level, businesses activities are executed and given organizational structures and cooperative
environments are utilized (Alter 2002, Bergman et al. 2002, Lyytinen & Newman 2008). These
structures are designed by a separate build system which is a system that commands a set of resources
and enacts routines to carry out the change of business activities and organizational or cooperative
structures. By this, the build system addresses the issues of uncertainty, ambiguity, and complexity
(Lyytinen & Newman 2008, Lyytinen et al. 1996). This differentiation between, first, the conduct of
business processes (work system) and, second, the management of business processes (build system)
opens up for a more detailed analysis of the literature and constitutes one of the major group of
concepts. Moreover, the literature covered in this review deals with several collaboration partners.
Therefore we derived a multitude of collaboration partners out of the BPM literature where it is widely
accepted that a broad involvement of ‘people’ inside and outside the organization increases the success
and acceptance of BPM initiatives (Abdul-Hadi et al. 2005, Hammer & Champy 1993). These
collaboration partners inside the organizational boundaries include 1) top management (Bandara &
Rosemann 2005, Rosemann et al. 2006), 2) middle management and employees (Abdul-Hadi et al.
2005, Corbitt et al. 2000), and 3) technical specialists (Corbitt et al. 2000). However, as it is also
suggested to include external partners in the process of BPM or BPR, we analyzed the literature for the
following collaboration partners: 4) lawmakers (Abdul-Hadi & et al. 2005), 5) customers (Hammer
2007), 6) professional organizations (Balzarova et al. 2004), 7) suppliers (Rosemann et al. 2006, Wu
2002), 8) distributers (Rosemann et al. 2006), 9) software consultants (Akhavan et al. 2006), 10) BPM
consultants (Abdul-Hadi et al. 2005, Akhavan et al. 2006, Rosemann et al. 2006), as well as 11) other
companies (Wu 2002).

B) Process. As for the process perspective on collaborative BPM, the review leads us to the concepts of
collaboration scope. According to Jagdev and Thoben (2001), the scope can be distinguished in five
classes: 1) Market transactions where the relationship between the parties is strictly transaction based, 2)
Noncontractual agreements with a higher level of trust, 3) Contractual agreements as in supply chains or
virtual enterprises, 4) Joint ventures, and 5) Integrated companies. This allows us for a comparison of
the collaboration process, it can be a process out of the whole continuum from market environment to
integrated companies.

C) Content. The main concept in the content dimension named by the papers covered in the review is
goals. Based on Rosemann (2003), we were able to derive several purposes of BPM which form the
goals dimension of the concept matrix: 1) Documentation and training, where business processes are
modeled in order to document the status quo and to be able to train new employees, 2) Process-oriented
reorganization following Hammer and Champy (1993), 3) Continuous process management, 4)
Certification and auditing to show partner organizations that certain standards are fulfilled, 5)
Benchmarking to compare the structure with other organizations, 6) Knowledge Management (KM) to
gain increased transparency of knowledge in the organization, 7) Selection, customizing, or
implementation of software, so that new software fits the business needs, 8) Workflow Management
(WfM) as the automation of processes, and 9) Simulation to find weaknesses in the business processes.
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A) Structure B) Process C) Content
Level | Collaboration partners Scope Goals
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Please confer the Appendix for the corresponding references.

Table 2. Concept matrix

As a result, in the concept matrix three dimensions with four main concepts and a multitude of sub-
concepts exist (see Table 2). Here, we analyze the articles with regard to the above stated dimensions,
concepts, and sub-concepts. Each article was reviewed by both authors. In some cases it was not
possible to find explicit statements on the collaboration partners or on the desired goals. Here, we did
not give any information. Moreover, no journal article did explicitly exclude collaboration partners.
Therefore, blank cells in the matrix only refer to not-explicitly named partners, scopes, or goals.
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Moreover, we found two cases where a group of authors had published two articles covered by this
literature review (Adam et al. 2005a, Adam et al. 2005b and Magdaleno et al. 2007, Magdaleno et al.
2008). In both cases we grouped the articles to one single unit of analysis. In five articles we could not
locate any collaboration partners (Blanc et al. 2007, Casati & Discenza 2000, Liu & Shen 2003, Ludwig
& Whittingham 1999, Silvestro & Westley 2002) and in one article we could not find a collaboration
scope (Silvestro & Westley 2002 ). In addition, two articles do not state the goal of the BPM/BPR effort
(Bitici et al. 2003, Cloutier et al. 2001).

Our literature review shows that the concepts are unequally employed by the literature. Regarding the
structural dimension (A) roughly the half of all articles concentrate on collaboration on the work level
while the rest does really deal with the inclusion of cooperation into the management of business
processes. Great differences can be identified regarding the collaboration partners. Most articles
concentrate on the “classical” partners outside the organization, i.e. on suppliers, customers, and
distributers. Another group of articles deal with inter-organizational collaboration and concentrates on
actors as top management, middle management, employees, and technical specialists. However, it is
notable that the articles analyze the collaboration with (BPM or software) consultants or professional
organizations very rarely. Moreover, we could not find a single article which included other companies
or lawmakers into the collaboration network. In the process dimension (B) we notice that the choice of
collaboration partners influences the collaboration scope. Most of the articles concentrate on contractual
agreements. The underlying network is either a supply chain or a virtual enterprise. Gou et al. (2003)
present an example for “research on business process modeling, analyzing, and managing for virtual
enterprises,” while e.g. Muckstadt et al. (2001) analyze business processes and note that they “are often
not designed properly, both intra- and inter-organizationally, to adapt to evolving supply chain
conditions.” Two other articles concentrate on the collaboration with third party logistics providers with
existing contractual agreements (Mortensen & Lemoine 2008, Ying & Sang 2005). Only a minority of
articles analyzes collaborative BPM inside integrated companies. However, none of the articles
discusses collaboration in pure market conditions or in joint ventures and only one analyzes non-
contractual agreements as a basis for collaboration in BPM (den Hengst & de Vreede 2004). In the
content dimension (C) almost every article can be classified in one of the two following groups: Most of
the articles strive for process-oriented reorganization or continuous process management. Some of them
have the minor target of documentation and training. The second group is focused on Workflow
Management (WfM) . These papers mainly analyze how workflows can be used for inter-organizational
cooperation. Only three articles discuss simulation and none strives for bench-marking or certification
and auditing. Moreover, the concept matrix shows other phenomena when comparing the concepts used
over all dimensions. First, the literature discussed the cooperation with consultants in the context of
BPM only if the cooperation scope was in integrated companies. Second, cooperative WfM as a goal
was only used with external collaboration partners, mainly with suppliers, customers, and distributors.

S DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Our first research question was focussed on the retrospection and asked for the extent current BPM
literature explored and discussed collaboration. As we could only find a small number of articles (36)
relevant to this literature review and not every concept employed by this literature on collaborative
BPM the importance is doubtable, especially considering that ISI Web of Knowledge’s Web of Science
lists more than 11,000 journals. In this review we showed that collaboration in the context of BPM is a
topic under growing research as the number of papers published is rising, although the total number of
journal papers is still comparably low. Inter-organizational and collaborative WfM seams to be a topic
of great interest to IS research. Hence, the literature review raised several new research questions which
form the research agenda of this review:

1) The review showed that issues of certification and auditing in the context of collaborative BPM are
not covered by the literature so far. However, standards and certification grant for a certain level of
quality and could help collaborating in the context of BPM. It is possible that standardized processes or
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process-interfaces help executing processes in ad-hoc collaboration. Therefore a question for future
research is: “How can organizations collaborate to meet standards and get certified for their BPM?”

2) Only three articles covered the goal of simulation. However, simulation can help organizations to
evaluate their different alternative business processes quantitatively before implementation and, by this,
to improve business efficiency (den Hengst & de Vreede 2004). Therefore, the questions “How can
collaborative intra- or inter-enterprise processes be simulated?” and “How can simulation be used for
optimizing collaborative BPM7?” arise for future research.

3) Moreover, in the literature analysis we noted that the inclusion of and collaboration with external
parties using non-contractual agreements is not fully covered by the literature. Here, the literature on
open innovation which proposes that companies should use external knowledge to develop new
products (Chesbrough 2003) could be helpful. However, this approach has not been transferred to BPM
and processes so far. Hence, we propose the research question “How can companies make use of their
external partners’ knowledge for internal BPM?” This question especially focuses on the build-level of
BPM and the cooperation with suppliers, customers, distributors, consultants, and other organizations.

4) Although lawmakers can play an important role in BPR and BPM, the literature covered by our
review neglected this collaboration partner. Therefore future research could answer the question: “What
role can lawmakers play in collaborative BPM on both build and work level?”

5) Literature offers distinct theory perspectives for understanding collaborative BPM, however, some
potentially fruitful theory approaches yet appear to be under-developed. We consider important to
investigate into BPM as dynamic capability (Teece et al. 1997, Eisenhardt & Martin 2000, Winter
2003). Here, collaboration can be viewed as a mean to secure the adaptiveness of business processes to
a changing environment. Also, it appears fruitful to explain collaborative BPM in view of prior
historical events and to extract and take into account factors that led to the evolution of collaboration in
BPM initiatives (Lyytinen & Newman 2008). We see that the theory perspectives of dynamic capability
and of evolution are interconnected and bear greatest potential for framing and understanding
collaborative BPM. Extensive efforts into this direction are not yet to be found in pertinent literature.

Our findings are, however, beset with certain limitations. Although we employed a database search and
tried to include different concepts in our search phrase, the literature search can hardly be called
exhaustive, On the one hand, this is due to our focus on journal articles. In this literature review we did
not include other sources as conference proceedings or books. On the other hand, we did not perform a
forward search as suggested by Webster and Watson (2002), and, therefore potentially overlooked
newly published articles on the topic. However, we certainly feel confident that our search process
provides us with a solid foundation of the relevant body of knowledge. Thus, future research might
improve the literature review itself. The literature search could be enhanced to fix the flaws mentioned
above. The second area of future research is associated with the research agenda proposed.
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