
 In this chapter we focus on business modelling, starting by exploring what 
we mean by modelling and looking at the range of models used in busi-

ness analysis. Why is modelling becoming so important and what are mod-
els used for? We’ll explore some of the pitfalls that arise and look at the best 
way to tackle modelling.  

 Business modelling 

 Business modelling involves representing aspects of a business using graph-
ics and text. Models reduce what is often very complex reality into much 
simpler representations by focusing on different aspects. 

 Business analysts tend to spend a lot of time on process models. However, 
there are many additional types of models that should be considered, which 
show other aspects of the business. The next few paragraphs will consider 
the range of models that can be used.  

 Strategy models  
 These show the business as a whole, looking at what the business is 
trying to achieve. The business model canvas is just one example of a 
strategy model. It is popular with business analysts, as it gives a simple 
representation of a whole organization. It uses nine blocks to explore the 
whole structure of a business and the relationships between customers, 
value propositions, partners, costs and revenue (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 
2010). This simple model can be used for organizations of all sizes. Table 
W2.1 shows a completed business model canvas for an individual business 
analyst contractor.  

 There are many other models to help in understanding businesses at a 
strategic level and exploring the motivations and goals as well as the impacts 
that occur.   

  W2  Modelling the 
business   
   PENNY   PULLAN     
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Business Analysis and Leadership2

 Process models 
 These show how work gets done. A process is a structured, measured set 
of activities designed to produce a specifi ed output repeatedly. An alterna-
tive defi nition is: ‘A true process comprises all the things we do to provide 
someone who cares with what they expect to receive’ (Burlton, 2001). Most 
processes cut across professional functions and even organizational units, to 
transform inputs into outputs and results. 

 Processes can be complex and are most effectively communicated using 
process models. These show tasks, fl ows and decisions, although they can 
include much more, including:  

  ● roles and supporting systems involved in carrying out tasks within a 
process; 

  ● events that happen as part of the process or that trigger it to set it going; 

  ● paths that happen in parallel; and 

  ● metrics, for example the elapsed time taken.   

 There are many ways of representing process fl ows, from simple fl ow charts 
to Unifi ed Modelling Language (UML) activity diagrams and Business Pro-
cess Modelling Notation (BPMN). Other process models favoured by busi-
ness analysts include: event models or Gantt charts, which show the timing 
of different activities; and use case models, which show the interaction 
between an automated system and other roles and systems.   

 TABLE W2.1   A completed business model canvas for an 
individual business analysis contractor 

  Partners: 
Agencies 
Network 
of 
contacts

Activities: 
Deliver 
business 
analysis 
work. Find 
next 
contract

Value 
proposition: 
Fulfi l 
temporary 
need for 
business 
analysis 
skills in my 
specialist 
area: credit 
cards

Customer 
relationships: 
Via agencies

Customer 
segments: 
Retail banks  

  Resources: 
Agencies 
Computers 
Phone

Channels: 
Contracting 
via agencies  

  Cost structure: 
Expenses: travel, laptop, software, 
training

Revenue streams: 
Contracting income from clients via 
agencies  
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Modelling the Business 3

 Organization models 
 These show the structure of an organization in terms of the people, roles, 
teams and departments involved. Organizational charts are widely used, 
showing different roles and who they report to. Other organization models 
include interaction models, which show the interaction between different 
parts of an organization or even beyond the boundaries to include suppliers 

 F IGURE W2.1  A simple process model   
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Business Analysis and Leadership4

and customers. Location models show how the organization works across 
different places, whether local offi ces or spread around the globe.   

 Information models 
 Business analysts should understand the information used within a business. 
Often these models are left to technical teams, but this is a mistake. Types of 
information models include those representing the business rules as well as 
those showing how data entities relate to one another.    

 Why model? 

 Models provide maps of how things are or how they could be. They quickly 
get to the essence. Models show possibilities for the future and map out how 
things will be. They take abstract thoughts and make them tangible and rig-
orous. Models help us to see the whole picture in complex situations, reduc-
ing a huge number of different components into those that are important to 
answer a particular question or for a particular purpose. They support us to 
see across the whole organization and beyond. All of these make modelling 
a very powerful tool for business analysis. 

 Models come into their own in supporting change. An example would be 
two banks that have recently merged and are trying to align their ways of 
working and their infrastructure to support the new, bigger bank. They can 
use a whole range of models to understand how each of the two former banks 
worked previously. Models will also help the new bank to come up with 
common processes for the future, as well as help align their infrastructure.   

 Uses of business models 

 Models have a wide range of uses, and we’ll outline some of them here.  

 Communication 
 If you have ever tried to explain the complexity of a business process or 
organization to another person using only words, you will probably have 
noticed your companion gradually lose the plot, with his or her eyes glazing 
over. In contrast, a picture can tell a thousand words, and models can be 
very powerful ways to communicate complexity without overwhelming the 
reader. Models make the abstract tangible and so they complement discus-
sions very well. The visual form of a model means that, when people see it 
again in the future, they will recall any discussion that surrounded it. 

 Models can also be used to persuade people of the need for change, by 
showing clearly what the issues are with the current state of the business and 
the possibilities for the future.   
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Modelling the Business 5

 Analysis 
 Analysing business models gives insight into problems with existing pro-
cesses, strategies, information (including business rules) and organizational 
structures. An experienced analyst can often spot issues and opportunities 
directly from models. This work can fi nd root causes of problems and may 
help the analyst to come up with innovative ideas of how to solve these for 
the future. 

 Models are helpful too when making decisions, as the current situation 
can be shown along with alternative scenarios for the future. While business 
analysis doesn’t usually include taking high-level decisions, it can provide 
good-quality decision support for those who do.   

 Requirements 
 A key part of business analysis deals with requirements, eliciting them, 
structuring them and communicating them onwards to those who will 
develop solutions as well as to stakeholders. Dealing with requirements in 
only text form is likely to lead to omissions and errors owing to the sheer 
complexity and large numbers of requirements involved. By modelling the 
business, the analyst will fi nd requirements that would not otherwise have 
emerged, as well as having a powerful way of communicating how these 
requirements fi t together. This is helpful for validating requirements with 
stakeholders too, as people tend to be much happier and to check more 
accurately when going through a model than reading through hundreds of 
requirement statements.   

 Testing 
 When making a change, it’s important to test that the change makes sense 
before proceeding, as well as to check that the change has happened as 
planned afterwards. Models help with both.   

 Training 
 Models can support training, both for new staff and for those who need to 
learn new ways of doing things as a result of changes. Models give the whole 
picture of how things fi t together and how the organization works.   

 Compliance 
 Organizations will have to comply with regulations, whether imposed from 
outside, such as legislation, or chosen internally. Models can help to show 
whether the business complies with new regulations, check that they comply 
with current rules and also set out how they could become compliant in the 
future.   
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Business Analysis and Leadership6

 Knowledge management 
 Models capture knowledge about many aspects of a business. Thus they are 
an important part of the knowledge assets of an organization and should 
be managed. Many organizations share their process models through their 
intranet, allowing anyone in the company anywhere in the world to see 
exactly how work gets done. While this needs to be maintained over time, 
it is much easier to maintain models than complex textual descriptions that 
rapidly become obsolete.   

 Executing directly 
 There are now some applications that allow businesses to model their pro-
cesses and then encode these models directly into executable code. This 
means that the application can both design and run processes. While not 
widely used yet, these give an idea of how modelling might become a core 
part of running and changing businesses in the future.    

 Pitfalls for the unwary business analyst 

 While business models can be very powerful, there are many pitfalls for the 
unwary and ways that models can be misused. We set out a few here.  

 ‘As-is’ paralysis 
 The purpose of modelling the current state of a business is to understand 
how things work now, in order to move to a better future state. Some orga-
nizations miss the point of ‘as-is’ models, which is that understanding the 
organization is enough. It is not necessary to model every single, possible 
detail and, in fact, this wastes time and valuable business analysis resources. 
It could take years to model the details of a large business, when much 
higher-level models produced in weeks could give enough understanding to 
move on. It makes better sense to focus most ‘as-is’ modelling time on areas 
that have problems, in order to fi x the root causes of these for the future. 

 In some organizations, staff may feel the need to show just how busy they 
are. Sometimes it seems that mapping out the details of the current business 
allows them to be seen to be busy and producing output. Check that there 
is a good reason for the outputs and, if necessary, focus people away from 
‘as-is’ work.   

 Method madness 
 Another pitfall lies in the particular methods used for modelling the busi-
ness. One of the standards for process modelling allows for 16 different 
ways to draw out events that might occur in a process. This is obviously very 
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Modelling the Business 7

useful should these processes need to be executed directly. However, it can 
also lead to problems. Firstly, it can make the models less useful as a com-
munication tool, as they are more complex for stakeholders than necessary. 
Secondly, business analysts can spend too much time arguing over the spe-
cifi c notation to use or worrying that their models do not use the standard 
or method perfectly. In reality, the most important thing is to ensure that the 
model fulfi ls its purpose. For most, their purpose is to be clear and easy to 
understand by people using them now and in the future. This will be helped 
by using models consistently across the organization. Standards can help 
with this, but can also obscure the reason for modelling in the fi rst place.   

 Inappropriate levels of detail in models 
 Many analysts dive into detail to an unhelpful level when modelling. It’s 
important before drawing up a model to decide 1) what the purpose is and 
2) what level of detail will be appropriate. When I ask groups to model the 
process of fi lling a car tank with petrol, I have had huge variations in the 
number of steps. The highest-level answer has three steps: park car–fi ll tank–
pay for petrol. The most detailed had 43 separate steps. Very few ask what’s 
appropriate up front, and it seems that this happens in companies too.   

 Garbage that looks great 
 When models are presented well and look neat, especially when printed out 
from a computer, they tend to look correct, even if they are not. People seem 
reluctant to point out problems with such models. On the other hand, low-
fi delity models using sticky notes stuck on paper on a wall seem to attract 
comments and suggestions for changes. For this reason, it’s a good idea to 
work through models carefully, checking them step by step, even if they look 
right superfi cially. When working with face-to-face groups, I recommend 
using sticky notes and paper to encourage input from all.    

 Tips for eff ective modelling 

 Here are some further suggestions to improve your models:  

   ● Remember that all models are wrong , but some models are useful. 
The map is not the territory. Models are just partial representations 
of a much more complex reality. Use them as such. 

   ● ‘As-is’ modelling is all about what actually happens , not what should 
happen or what could happen or what the executives might like 
to happen. Avoid variations that don’t tell the whole story or that 
mislead. It’s important to gain input from people at different levels of 
the hierarchy to ensure an accurate picture. See Chapter 7 for more 
input on how to do this. 
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Business Analysis and Leadership8

   ● ‘To-be’ modelling is a chance for innovation and to come up with 
options and ideas that show possibilities for the future.  They also 
need to show the full details. While more detail-oriented analysts 
might prefer ‘as-is’ modelling, it’s important to include these people 
too when modelling the fi nal ‘to-be’ models. These need to be 
complete to show the destination that the organization is aiming for. 

   ● Clarity is key.  If the purpose of a model is clear and the audience can 
understand it easily, then it’s a good model. Try to keep the number 
of boxes on each model to a maximum of 10 to 15, which can be 
decomposed further in separate models if necessary. Also ensure that 
names are clear, avoiding woolly terms like ‘Manage fuel’ for your 
processes. A much better, clearer name for this task could be ‘Fill 
petrol tank.’ Note the verb–noun form used for clarity. 

   ● Remember that businesses are made up of people  and that to model 
businesses you will need to work closely with individuals and groups 
of people. Facilitation skills can really help in producing accurate 
models.  

 In conclusion, know the purpose for your models, choose the appropriate 
models for the aspects of the business that you need to model and think fi rst 
of the audience for your model.   
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