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DEFINE YOUR TERMS

INTRODUCTION

This paper addresses and attempts to clarify the confusion that becomes evi-
dent whenever conversations in corporate settings make use of terms such as
function, process, procedure, operation, task, step and activity.

THE NEED TO DEFINE OUR TERMS

First, it should be kept in mind that the terms listed above are frequently used
interchangeably. All refer to action and it is not uncommon to hear one person
refer to hiring as a function and to hear others refer to hiring as a process, an
operation or simply as an activity.

If shared meaning is essential to communication, and if terms have a wide
range of meanings, then it follows that we must define our terms. We must
give the terms above specific meanings for specific purposes. The alternative is
endless babbling and squabbling based on different meanings and definitions.

SOME DICTIONARY DEFINITIONS

Over the last couple of decades, the term “process” has taken on increased sig-
nificance in the workplace, especially when coupled with other words such as
business and reengineering. So we will tackle process first and function last and
we will begin with dictionary definitions."

e Aprocess is “a method of doing something, with all the steps involved.”

e A step is “any of a series of acts, processes, etc.” (Already the circulari-
ty appears.) An actis “a thing done.”

e An operation is “the act or an instance, process, or manner of function-
ing or operating.”

e An activity is “a specific action or function.” In turn, action is “the doing
of something; a thing done.” Done means completed or ended, and
that suggests a beginning as well as an ending; in other words, a bound-
ary. One of the more common work activities with a clearly defined
beginning and ending is the task.

e A task is “a piece of work to be done.” Task descriptions are often re-
ferred to as procedures.

e Aprocedure is the “act or method of proceeding in an action.”

! The definitions given here are taken from Webster’s New World Dictionary.
Pocket Books: New York, NY (2003).
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e And what about function? Well, the dictionary says that a function is “a
special duty required in work.” (There is, of course, more to it than that
and we will come back to function a little later on.)

The preceding foray through dictionary definitions highlights the problem with
relying on or resorting to definitions: they are circular, overlapping and, taken
singly, they don't help much. Moreover, as one wag said, “Definitions are found
in the dictionary, meanings are found in people.” But, as a whole, the preced-
ing definitions do shed some light on matters.

SOME EMERGING CLARITY

We are talking first of all about work, about purposeful, goal-oriented activity —
activity with a result or outcome in mind. Or, as the dictionary puts it, work is
“effort exerted to do or make something.”

We are talking secondly about a series or sequence of activities, whether we
choose to call them steps, tasks, operations, functions, or processes. Third, we
are talking about different levels of detail. Finally, whether we choose to say
that a process is made up of operations or that an operation consists of pro-
cesses is less important than recognizing that we are using those terms to indi-
cate relationships between and among levels of detail. Whenever we use terms
like process, operation, step, function, or task, we are talking about related lev-
els of sequenced activity intended to produce some specified result.

Some of the relationships between work activities are horizontal, as is the case
with a series or sequence of steps, tasks, functions, operations, or even pro-
cesses. Some of the relationships are vertical, as when we say that steps make
up a task, tasks make up functions, functions make up operations, and opera-
tions make up processes. Implied here is a hierarchy of detail, more detail at
the bottom and less toward the top.

One commonly used hierarchy of detail (from the top down) is job, task, and
step, which is to say that a job consists of tasks, and that tasks consist of steps.
Another is process, operation, and function. Owing to the magic of words, one
can even construct a hierarchy that, from top to bottom, runs as follows: pro-
cess, operation, function, job, task, and step.

Another source of difficulty in all this is that the verb-object pairings used to
construct action statements (e.g., open mail) are used to refer to specific, ob-
servable actions such as “press the enter key” and to broad constellations of ac-

tivity such as “acquire new business.” In this way, we are able to construct ac-
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tion statements that refer to huge aggregations of more specific actions (e.g.,
operate a testing program).

For the preceding reasons, it makes a big difference whether the analytical ap-
proach one takes is top-down (decompositional) or bottom-up (aggregational).

Rolling up or aggregating concrete actions into increasingly high-level or ab-
stract action statements is clearly broader-based and potentially more time
consuming than a top-down approach. However, a top-down approach is nec-
essarily an “armchair analysis” that runs the risk of never quite matching up
with any one individual's perception of reality.

RELATIVE VS ABSOLUTE MEANING

By now one of the main points of this paper should be painfully clear: the
terms above don't have any absolute meaning, they have meaning only in rela-
tion to one another. Even then they have only the meaning that is assigned to
them at the time and for the purpose at hand. Let us see, now, if we can turn
this confusion to our advantage.

Work activities are known variously as processes, operations, functions, proce-
dures, tasks, and steps. In ordinary conversation, this isn't much of a problem.
However, when work activities must be analyzed and documented, they are
typically described at various levels of detail. In these circumstances, the mean-
ing of the terms and how they are used becomes very important. Unfortunate-
ly, there are no universally accepted conventions for labeling the various levels
of detail in such an analysis. Thus, we find some people saying that processes
consist of a series of activities (any one of which might be referred to as a step),
and other people saying that operations consist of functions and functions con-
sist of processes. No one is right or wrong here; it's simply a matter of usage
and convention.

THE FUNCTIONAL ORGANIZATION VS THE PROCESS VIEW

And what of the confusion between function and process that prompted this
discussion? Well, that isn’t really so much a matter of confusing the terms
themselves as it is a matter of confusion between a couple of the derivative us-
es of those two terms, namely, the functional organization, and the process

view.

The term “function” is often used to refer to major areas of specialized activity
within an organization (e.g., sales, marketing, manufacturing, finance, person-
nel, research, systems, operations, and so on). This is in keeping with the dic-
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tionary view of function as “the kind of work proper to a person or institution.”
When an entire company organizes itself around these specialized areas of ac-
tivity, the organization is said to be a functional organization.

THE FUNCTIONAL VIEW

The functional view is a vertical view. The people who possess the specialized
skills found in a functional area are typically organized into a system of hierar-
chically distributed authority (i.e., reporting relationships). Consequently, func-
tional areas are sometimes referred to as “silos.” In contrast, the process view
is a horizontal view; it is concerned with flows into, through, and out of the or-
ganization and, eventually, back into the organization. In a word, the process
view is concerned with processes. In a functional or vertically focused organiza-
tion, it is often the case that no one individual is accountable for processes that
cross functional boundaries. They are instead typically responsible only for
functions and functional areas and, at best, any processes confined to their
functional area and perhaps those portions of cross-functional processes found
within their functional areas. Consequently, end-to-end or corporate-wide pro-
cess performance suffers.

THE PROCESS VIEW

Owing in large measure to the influence of systems thinking on movements
such as Total Quality Management (TQM), Business Process Reengineering
(BPR), and Activity-Based Costing (ABC), managers and executives are paying in-
creasing attention to the process view as a way of improving the performance
of their organizations. Here, “process” has several special meanings. A few of
the more essential ones are presented below.

e Process - a series of activities intended to produce some output or out-

come.

These activities may be characterized as consisting of interactions between
inputs to a system and processors in the system, the results of which consti-
tute the outputs of the system.

e Production processes - processes intended to produce goods and services
bound for customers.

Production processes typically begin with customer needs, wants, and re-
guirements, and terminate in goods or services delivered to the customer.
Order fulfillment is a classic example.
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e Maintenance processes - processes aimed at keeping the organization itself
viable.

Examples include training people in work process improvement methods
and techniques, filing the necessary tax forms each year, investing in new
equipment and technology, and importing new knowledge and skills in the

form of new hires.

e Transaction processes - processes whereby an organization’s outputs are
exchanged for inputs.

One example is the buying-and-selling process. It is marked on one hand by
the exchange of goods and services with customers in return for money
and, on the other hand, by the exchange of money with suppliers in return
for goods and services from them. Wages paid to employees in exchange

for work performed is another example.

e Transformation processes - processes that convert one or more things into
one or more other things (in systems terms, the conversion of inputs into

outputs).

Any number of examples comes to mind. For example, the process of re-
cording one's responses converts a blank answer sheet into one that is filled
out. Scanning is a process that converts marks on paper into electronic da-
ta. And scoring algorithms convert these marks into electronic data that

are subsequently converted into a score.

CONCLUSION

In the last analysis it makes very little difference whether you label a given ac-
tivity statement as task, step, operation, function or process. What is important
is to keep in mind that these labels refer to different levels of specificity of anal-
ysis with respect to work activities. Indeed, a tiered numbering system (e.g.,
1.0, 1.1, 1.1.1and so on) avoids the confusion of labels and, better yet, main-
tains the connections between the levels of analysis.

CONTACT THE AUTHOR
Fred Nickols can be reached via e-mail and other articles of his can be found on

his web site.

.¢.
DISTANCE CONSULTING

S
"Assistance at A Distance” "

© Fred Nickols 2016 Page 5


mailto:fred@nickols.us
http://www.nickols.us/articles.html

