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Chapter 10
Facilitator’s Systems Intelligence
in Business Process Simulations

Rita Lavikka and Jukka Luoma

The SimLab1 business process simulation method is aimed at facilitating
holistic thinking about the management of complex networks of business
processes. It involves the building of conceptual process models and using
these models as common points of reference in a facilitated group discussion
during a simulation day. The simulation day is an interactive process in
which process models are tools for organizing knowledge. In this chapter,
we examine the process of facilitation in SimLab process simulation projects
from a systems intelligence2 perspective. We investigate the actual process
of applying the process simulation method using three “systems questions”3:
(1) What does the system generate? (2) How does the system mould
us as human beings? and (3) What kind of human in-between does the
system endorse? We describe how the facilitator needs to be holistically
oriented and, at the same time, sensitive to unique context-specific features
of the facilitation process. We conclude by reflecting on how the systems
intelligence perspective might contribute to the self-reflective improvement
of actual facilitation practice.

Introduction

Often, business processes constitute complex inter-organizational networks
such as demand-supply chains, inter-organizational R&D alliances and net-

worked service provisioning (Smeds et al. 2005, p. 1). This modus operandi requires
systemic process management. Cross-functional and interorganizational processes
are comprised of complex networks of interdependent activities and involves a plu-
rality of stakeholders and interests. The challenge is to coordinate the activities of
collaborating parties in order to improve the value-creating networks’ effectiveness
and/or efficiency while accommodating different stakeholder interests.

1http://www.simlab.tkk.fi
2http://www.systemsintelligence.tkk.fi
3These questions were originally presented by Hämäläinen and Saarinen (2007a). The

questions are meant to reveal important characteristics of a system from a leadership perspective.
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Business process development approaches (Smeds et al. 1994, Hammer 1990,
Davenport and Short 1990, Davenport 1993, Hammer and Champy 2001, Chang
2006) provide support for organizations in this challenge. Business process de-
velopment creates improvement through better coordination as well as through
learning and building of common understanding. Starting from acknowledging
the pitfalls of sub-optimization and recognizing the need for a holistic approach
to process management and development, conceptual process models and process
development methodologies are aimed at facilitating the process of holistic thinking
about business process management and development.

One such approach, the SimLab™ process simulation method (see Smeds 1994,
Evokari and Smeds 2003, Smeds et al. 2003, 2006) aims at creating a space for
knowledge sharing and creation (Smeds and Alvesalo 2003). This is to facilitate
the emergence of new ideas, common understanding, improvement of practices
and coordination, and/or collaborative thinking (see Jaatinen and Lavikka 2008).
The aim is to create such conditions in a simulation day which includes facilitated
group discussions and group work sessions. The method embeds business process
modelling which is an activity that supports participatory process management.

This chapter explores the actual process of applying the SimLab process
simulation method. We describe the key phases of the process. Our emphasis
is on facilitation which is a cornerstone of the method. Our contention is that
a successfully facilitated process simulation project requires that the facilitator
is endowed with capabilities that transcend methodological skills that can be
acquired by instruction. We use the concept of systems intelligence (Saarinen
and Hämäläinen 2004) to highlight the ‘something more’ than ‘methodological
skills’ needed in the facilitation of process simulation projects. For this purpose,
we describe how process simulation projects can be understood as systems. We
conclude our chapter with a reflection on how such a systemic perspective might
contribute to a facilitator’s cultivation of her practice.

Developing Organizations through Improving Business
Processes

The SimLab process simulation method can be seen as one example in the wide
range of process-oriented approaches to organizational improvement. To set the
context for the method, we briefly describe some historical landmarks in the field
as well as some recent developments.

In 1960, Levitt underscored business organizations as customer-satisfying pro-
cesses – in contrast to viewing them as goods-producing or technology-developing
systems. Aguilar-Savén (2003) describes Levitt’s (1960) customer-orientation
manifesto, put forward in his classic article in the Harvard Business Review,
as a landmark in the emergence of business process orientation in developing
organizations. Aguilar-Savén (ibid.) describes the 1990s as the upswing decade of
such process focus. Since then, a number of methodologies and models have been
developed to support analyzing business processes, discussing and learning about
them as well as making decisions concerning them.

Earlier approaches, such as business process re-engineering (Hammer 1990,
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Davenport 1993, Hammer and Champy 2001), took organizational improvement
as something to be planned-and-implemented through radically restructuring
business processes. One could say that, such view of organizational change
equates organizations with machines and change management with engineering.
This results in ignoring the ‘human issues’ of process improvement, including the
cultural, cognitive and emotional dimensions of organizational change (see, e.g.,
Davenport 1995, Melão and Pidd 2000). More recent business process development
literature acknowledges the inadequacy of the machine metaphor of organizations
alone. Complementary ways of understanding business processes include seeing
them as dynamic and feedback-intensive systems or as social constructs (ibid.).
For instance, when business processes are viewed as social constructs, they are no
longer taken as ‘things’ to be manipulated from the outside. Rather, they are

made and enacted by people with different values, expectations and
(possibly hidden) agendas. . . . abstractions, meanings and judgements
that people put on the real world. (ibid., p. 120)

As to improving business processes, Melão and Pidd note that

existence of multiple (and often conflicting) views about what is going
on and about how the process is being and should be carried out means
that a different view of change is required. It implies that changes
should result from a process of negotiation of conflicting interests,
difficult though this process may be. (ibid.)4

The shift of though, that Melão and Pidd describe, has implications for process
improvement practice. To summarize, important implications include the following.
Process improvement practice is no longer equated with engineering (as in business
process re-engineering), but is rather part of process management practice. As a
result, modelling is primarily considered as a means to organize knowledge, not as
a means to represent business processes as objectively existing ‘things’. It is a tool
that supports process management practice. Moreover, matters of stakeholder
participation and, consequently, group dynamics becomes increasingly important
when ‘improvement’ is considered contingent on interpersonal communicative
processes that constitute process management. In this process, the modeller, as
part of an organization or as an external consultant, becomes more a facilitator
than an expert.

The SimLab business process simulation method supports organizations in
participatory planning and learning about business processes. The method has
been developed and its application process is studied through an action research
approach (see, e.g., Gummesson 2000). It has supported several process devel-
opment programs of business and non-profit organizations. Business process
simulation projects are set up to support these programs. The researchers are
responsible for organizing process simulation projects and acting as facilitators
during the simulation day.

4Similar paradigm shifts have occurred in the fields of systems thinking (see, e.g., Jackson
2003, 2006; Midgley 2000) and operations research (see, e.g., Midgley 2000, ch. 9).
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The method takes into consideration that process improvement is part of pro-
cess management practice rather than as a purely technical endeavor. The method
utilizes modelling as a decision-support tool in process management rather than as
a means to represent reality objectively. Its evolutionary, participative approach
to developing organizations reflects an appreciation of the business-processes-
as-social-constructs perspective. One rationale for a participatory development
process is that people often resist changes, particularly if they have not been
involved from the beginning of the change process (Smeds 1997b). The simulation
method helps in overcoming this barrier to change. It increases the likelihood of
implementation of the development ideas by promoting participation of employees
from all hierarchical levels into the development process.

If business processes are understood to be made and enacted by people, then
organizational change and, thus, development, realizes only insofar as new pro-
cedures are implemented by people. Senge (1990) argues that new ideas fail to
get put into practice because they conflict with people’s mental models5. Senge’s
argument is at odds with the outlook on SimLab process simulations, or other
process improvement methods, as merely an technical enterprise. Process mod-
elling does not yield development ideas that the facilitator can impose on the
participants as ‘objective necessities’. Rather, models facilitate an interpersonal
learning process. In this process, the facilitator raises questions concerning the
processes but lets the participants themselves decide what improvements should
be made to the processes. The participants are empowered to take responsibility of
their challenges and decisions concerning improvement ideas. Thus, the facilitator
needs to be equipped, not only with methodological expertise, but, also with
leadership capabilities.

Business Process Simulations for Process Development

SimLab process simulation method
The process of applying the SimLab process simulation method (Smeds et al.
2006) includes the following phases (see Figure 10.1 on the facing page):

1. Setting goals for the development project, e.g., which processes to be devel-
oped

2. Modeling the selected business processes

3. Interviewing relevant parties that are involved in the process

4. Preparing a process simulation day

5. Organizing a process simulation day

6. Analyzing results

7. Giving feedback to the people that the possible changes affect
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Business Process Simulations for Process Development
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Figure 10.1: The phases of the SimLab process simulation method.

Typically, a process simulation project of this type lasts about three months.
During the project, researchers create models of selected business processes in
collaboration with the case companies. The culmination of the method is a
simulation day on which the key people of the selected processes, already existing
or under development, are gathered together to discuss process development
opportunities. The simulation day includes a facilitated group discussion in a
facility where process models are projected onto a large canvas. The expression
‘simulation’ refers to the interactive group discussion during which participants
together develop ideas concerning processes under inquiry. The simulation does
not involve any numerical computations. For such process simulation approaches,
see, e.g., Harrison et al. (2007) and Davis et al. (2007). The simulation day
also involves group work sessions for further development of the improvement
proposals.

The simulation day provides an interactive learning environment that provides
a platform for building common understanding among the participants. In
knowledge management terms (Nonaka et al. 2000), the interactive simulation
facilitates sharing and combining tacit knowledge as well as combining explicit
knowledge. This is achieved through joint discussions where participants of
the simulation day share their experiences and best practices as well as discuss
improvement opportunities (Feller et al. 2005).

A process model as a boundary object
Process modelling produces common points of reference for the discussions of the
the simulation day. In other words, the process model acts as a “boundary object”
(Star 1989, Smeds et al. 2006). Process models facilitate combining and sharing
tacit knowledge through using process models as vehicles of translation. This
provides means to create and share understanding of business processes and their
development needs. Moreover, participants can use process models to discuss
better ways of coordinating interdependent activities. Obviously, participants
interests may conflict, especially in inter-organizational process development
projects. The use of process models helps dealing with conflicting interests
because the participants can use them to build mutual understanding about where

5Mental models are defined by Senge (1990, p. 174) as deeply held internal images of how the
world works. They are images that usually limit people to familiar ways of thinking and acting.
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Figure 10.2: An example of a process model that could be generated by business
process modelling method (modified from Checkland’s (1999, p. 172) conceptual
system model).

and to which degree their viewpoints and interests conflict. In this way, they can
more effectively deal with the plurality of perspectives. One could say that the
emphasis is not on modelling for the sake of optimizing but, rather, in order to
facilitate discussions and learning (cf. Checkland 1985).

Figure 10.2 depicts a simple model6 of an order-processing system that could
be used on a simulation day. Hypothetically, the participants could, e.g., point out
and discuss potential bottle-necks in the order-delivery process as well as identify
new ways to organize the process. Participants could share their experiences and
ideas by referring to the process model projected on a wall. This makes it easier
for the participants understand as well as to comment on each others’ ideas and
experiences.

Viewing process models as boundary object is consistent with the position that
problem solving support should focus on interpersonal communicative processes
(see, e.g., Schein 1987). Process models, as a common points of reference, ease
communicative processes between participants, so that they can focus more
effectively on sharing and jointly constructing knowledge through their engagement
in the discussions during the simulation day. Process models are tools to direct
the focus of the simulation day towards a common development object.

Outcomes of process simulation projects
The process simulation day creates a space for knowledge sharing and creation
(Smeds and Alvesalo 2003). More specifically, what ultimately amounts to an
‘improvement’ may involve trust-building, building of an open and a collaborative
atmosphere, development of new and re-organization of existing processes, building
of common and more comprehensive understanding of relevant business processes.
Thus, it is not always that clear what will eventually constitute the improvement.
The simulation day provides a platform where the participants, with the help

6This process model applies the notation of flow chart technique. The boxes represent
activities, diamonds represent decisions and arrows represent the direction of flow of information.
Process models can also be modelled using some other notation which is usually decided based
on the needs of the customer.
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of the facilitators, can share and jointly construct knowledge. It is up to the
participants to generate – again, with the help of the facilitators – the outcomes
that the client (e.g., the organizations with stakes invested in the process) regards
as improvement. Although the nature of improvement may not be entirely known
beforehand, it is still something that process simulation projects apparently can
potentially generate. Next, we introduce the concept of systems intelligence that
can shed light onto SimLab process simulation projects as improvement-generating
processes.

Systems Intelligence Perspective on Process Simulation
Projects

Clearly, there is always ‘something more’ than ‘appropriate methodology’ combined
with ‘methodological expertise’ involved in actual process simulation projects. In
Checkland’s (1999, pp.A33–34) words,

Never imagine that any methodology can itself lead to ‘improvement’.
It may, though, help you to achieve better ‘improvement’ than you
would without its guidelines.

Our attempt here is to use the concept of systems intelligence to frame the
practitioners’ or facilitators’ competence manifested in the actual process of
applying process development methodologies, using the process of applying SimLab
process simulation method as an illustratory example.

According to Saarinen and Hämäläinen (2007, p. 51), systems intelligence is
“intelligent behaviour in the context of complex systems involving interaction and
feedback”. Systems intelligence emphasizes the human potential and tries to shift
the focus on human action (Hämäläinen and Saarinen 2007a, p. 4). Hämäläinen
and Saarinen (2008) describe systems intelligence as a key competence of a
facilitator in decision and negotiation support. See also related discussion on
systems intelligence in the context of systems practice (Luoma et al. 2008).

Process simulation as a system
Consider the process of undertaking SimLab process simulations as a system. It is
composed of parts such as a facilitator, process models, and participants involved.
The system is set up to generate learning, shared understanding, and change
proposals. In this way, the system addresses and relates to some problematic
situation. To illustrate this idea, Figure 10.3 on the following page portrays the
simulation day as a system (step 5 in the method, see Figure 10.1 on page 163).
Figure 10.3 depicts some elements in the system that contribute to the dynamics
and outcomes of the simulation day.

Three systems questions for process simulation facilitators
Hämäläinen and Saarinen (2007a) present three systems questions that serve to
reveal important characteristics of a system that a leader needs to be intelligent
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Figure 10.3: The simulation day as a system.

with. We examine the same set of questions as potentially revealing important
characteristics of the system that the facilitator of the process simulation project
needs to be intelligent with.

(1) What does the system generate – and to what extent is this what
we want?

The facilitator needs to
be holistically oriented
and, at the same time,

sensitive to unique
context-specific features

of the facilitation
process.

Obviously, the process of applying the SimLab pro-
cess simulation method, or the system, generates
objectives for the development project (step 1, see
Figure 10.1 on page 163), facilitator-led interviews
(step 3), models of selected business process (steps
2 and 4), a set of interrelated activities called the
simulation day (step 5), analyses and communication
of simulation results (steps 6 and 7). A proportion
of what the system generates is predictable in that
they result from the facilitator working within the
guidelines of the method. However, this is but a
fraction of what the system generates.

Take for example the simulation day (step 5, see
Figure 10.1 on page 163) on which the involved stakeholders get together to
discuss with and about the process models developed earlier (through steps 1
to 4). The system also generates new ideas, shared understanding, conflicting
viewpoints, frustration, excitement, disapproval, mutual encouragement, openness
and withdrawal. The facilitator is part of this system responding to what is
happening around and to her. In doing so, she is contributing to what the system
generates.

Clearly, the facilitator’s actions have a pivotal role in shaping what the
simulation day as a whole comes to generate. These actions include her managing
and organizing efforts, the expert knowledge regarding the process simulations
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that she provides. She also chooses, more or less, her communicative actions on a
moment-to-moment basis. The method can help her to an extent. However, the
emphasis is placed on the idea that, in addition, she has to operate intelligently
with the system, e.g., on the simulation day, without the luxury of drawing upon
a ready-to-use method or tool. Yet, she has to act, and, indeed, she is able to
do so, facilitating the discussions so that the system comes to generate mutual
understanding about the interconnections between people’s tasks and ideas about
how they could improve their existing processes.

A key point to be made from a systems intelligence perspective is that, to
a significant extent, the facilitator is figuring out her actions on the fly, she is
thinking on her feet in order to somehow – to use a phrase from Stacey et al.
(2000) – “get things done”. She is endowed with capabilities to act that are not
limited to the “explicit, knowledge-like . . . propositional, symbol-intensive and
analytic” (Hämäläinen and Saarinen 2007b, p. 298). She complements these with
relational, situational, implicit, empathising capabilities in order to cultivate the
system so that it brings about betterment.

(2) How does the system mould us as human beings?

The SimLab process simulation method guides the facilitator to draw people’s
attention to the interdependences of activities and the coordination of people’s
tasks. Following the steps of the method moulds people in that the process of using
the method confines discussion to particular themes. As a result, participants
enter the scene as advocates of an organization or a part thereof, or as decision
makers who control the necessary resources to make particular changes, to name
but a few roles. Moreover, people may perceive themselves as active participants
whose input is considered valuable but may also experience the role of a bystander
who is just there to make the process seem participatory. These examples reflect
ways in which the system, i.e., the simulation day, might mould people. The
facilitator has a key role here.

Yet, again, this is not merely a concern of choosing a proper method and using
it properly. The facilitator needs to be mindful of the fact that her actions will
pay a crucial role in how the system moulds people. She is acting prior to, e.g.,
the simulation day, but also during it. When the system is being whatever it is,
becoming whatever it becomes, the system is affecting whether people are open
to ideas, defensive, excited, indifferent, curious, sceptical, encouraging; whether
they are in a cooperative or competitive mode. Further to this, if we take the
facilitator’s embeddedness in the system seriously, she is also being moulded by
the system.

The way in which the system moulds the participants as human beings, in
turn, is partly observable as part of what the system generates. Therefore, if
what the system generates is to be taken seriously, it is to be kept in mind that
the first system’s question is intimately intertwined with the second one. The
way in which people act is co-determined by the subjects themselves, and their
systemic environment. To the extent that the facilitator has a say in ‘setting
up’ the systemic environment of, for example, a simulation day, she is affecting

167



10. Facilitator’s Systems Intelligence in Business Process
Simulations

how the system moulds people and, thereby, contributing to what the system
generates.

(3) What kind of in-between does the system endorse?

Systems’ questions one and two view the system from the perspectives of what
people generate (as a system) and how this system moulds people. A third way of
describing the system is to focus on what is emerging in the context of applying
the process simulation method as something that emerges “in-between” people.
Stacey et al. (2000) highlight the fact that social interaction is more than mere
exchange of material resources and flows of information. More fundamentally,
interaction is the human way of being. From a facilitator’s point of view, this
means, e.g., that she is inseparably a part of, or immersed in, the system. What
the system generates does not result from the facilitator engineering the system in
a mechanistic manner, but from her being immersed in the participatory process.
She is taking part and standing back from discussions, summarising discussions
and providing her own viewpoints. In doing so, she is evoking actions in others.
She may not be able to objectively grasp how her actions will unfold and, yet, she
needs to act knowing her actions will most likely have an impact.

From the point of view of the above three systems questions, the process of
applying SimLab process simulation method has features that are “too transient,
idiosyncratic and forward-coming to allow us the luxury of them becoming neatly
conceptualized and perceived as objects (Hämäläinen and Saarinen 2007b, p. 297).
The concept of systems intelligence draws focus on the fact that, even so, the
facilitator – together with method(s) employed and participants involved – is
able to act in order to help an organization to improve its processes and enhance
learning among the participants. She is using her intelligence that manifests itself
not only through her prior-to-action, or in-between-actions, reflection, but as part
of her actions.

Conclusions

Procedures, methods and models can, to an extent, help organizations in the
challenge of holistic process management. From a systems intelligence perspective,
it is, ultimately, the dynamic process of communicative interaction between
individuals, which gives rise to ‘improvement’. It emphasizes process development
guidelines and methods as parts of this improvement-seeking process. From the
systems intelligence perspective, the system that the facilitator has to be intelligent
with appears much wider than a narrow focus on choosing the right means and
ensuring a proper use of chosen means. She engages herself with the situation
which unfolds itself as the interconnections and interactive processes between the
participants. As a result, the facilitator will most likely be dealing with situations
for which no ready-to-apply solution is available.

In process simulation projects, the facilitator has an interest in cultivating
the simulation day as a whole. After all, her success or failure is determined
by what the simulation day as a system generates. The systems intelligence
perspective emphasizes that all she can do is act, on her own behalf, in her own
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local environment. However the optimal impact would be that, through her
reciprocal influence with the system, her actions may accumulate to changes that
make a difference to the whole. To an extent, she can “plan and implement” these
actions. Yet, the system will give rise to properties and phenomena that cannot be
dealt with in a plan-and-implement fashion. As a result, the facilitator needs to
be holistically oriented and, at the same time, sensitive to unique context-specific
features of the facilitation process.

On the one hand, the systems intelligence perspective pinpoints the humanly
rich character of process simulation projects. Appreciation of the myriad intercon-
nected elements involved in process simulation projects, may make them appear
as increasingly complex, as increasingly more difficult to manage. On the other
hand, the systems intelligence perspective maintains that humans are already
endowed with capabilities for coping with such fabulous complexity. Moreover,
if the facilitator has an influence on the whole through her own participation,
anyway, there will probably be some sort of hidden potential in the system as
actions that she could take.

The concept of systems intelligence highlights the facilitator as being capable
of acting productively with respect to complex and humanly rich wholes, such
as the simulation day. She is able to act – as part of the whole – in ways that
have a positive impact on the whole, despite the vast complexity of the current
or desired status of the system in propositional terms. Her intelligence with
the system, i.e., her systems intelligence manifests itself as part of her actions.
Moreover, systems intelligence is an empowering concept that invites facilitators to
make more and better use of their intelligence-as-part-of-their-actions in order to
improve their practice of facilitation. This complements other approaches that are
aimed at increasing the facilitator’s competence through a better understanding
and mastering of facilitation procedures and guidelines.

How can one improve one’s competence in being holistically oriented and, at
the same time, sensitive to context-relevant parameters of the whole, so as to
bring about betterment through one’s actions? Becoming more competent in this
respect is not exclusively about adopting explicit prescriptions for action. After
all, explicit prescriptions are generic in nature and thus they omit contextual
parameters. The systems intelligence perspective highlights some foci of attention
that perhaps contribute to portraying a wider understanding of the facilitator’s
competence. For practicing facilitators, the systems intelligence framework might
highlight new opportunities for self-reflective improvement of their own practice.
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