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QUESTION:
 
I was asked recently by an internal consultant to clarify the difference between Projects and Processes.  The 
question was asked in relation to getting started on process improvement projects.  The potential confusion was 
about the difference between a Project Definition and a Process Definition, and when each was required.  The 
organisation was using templates for both, as part of their DMAIC* process improvement methodology. (* Define, 
Measure, Analyse, Improve, Control)

OUR VIEW:

When we (Process Improvement Consultants) start working with a client, they usually want us to help them 
improve something.  But, we and the client don’t always have a clear understanding of what it is that needs to be 
improved.  Sometimes the client thinks they know what the problem is, and if we’re really unlucky, they’ve already 
decided what the solution is.

So, we need to start by understanding what needs to be achieved.  We therefore set out to define the PROJECT 
that needs to be done.  We, and many clients have a Project Scoping Template for this; it might be called a Project 
Initiation Document (PID), or Terms of Reference.

This template is used to get as much information as possible about what is happening currently, preferably 
supported by data.  A key part is defining the problem to be solved; what it is, what it isn’t.  

The problem might be expressed as “the Recruit Staff process is too slow”, or “ we can’t track/reconcile our 
raw material stocks”.  The first of these two examples clearly leads to a PROCESS that will need to be examined.  
The second may, or may not, lead to a process.  It may turn out, when we look at the data, that “further staff 
training” might solve the problem we’ve defined (i.e. it’s not the process that’s at fault, but people aren’t able to 
apply it).
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Ideally, when scoping out a project, you should also be able to define what improvements are required, expressed as 
SMART Objectives.  These might look like:
	 •	 Reduce the time it takes to recruit staff, from 8 weeks to 4 weeks, by the end of March
	 •	 Reduce the number of stock reconciliation discrepancies by 75%, by the end of August

The template also enables you to set up the initial plan for the work to be done; i.e. who needs to be on the team, 
what timescales are involved and what resources might be needed.

A PROJECT is a temporary organisation set up to achieve a specific objective, in a given timescale, with particular 
resources.  It has a start and end date.  So, for process improvement, we set up Projects, with teams of relevant 
people, to achieve our improvement objectives.  Once they have demonstrated (quantitatively) that they have 
achieved those objectives, the teams disband.

A PROJECT definition for an improvement project should include, as a minimum:
	 •	 the name/title of the Project (e.g. “Recruitment Delay Reduction”)
	 •	 a brief description of the problem the project is trying to solve
	 •	 SMART improvement objectives, where possible (e.g. reduce cycle time by 70% by dd/mm/yy)
	 •	 names of the project Sponsor, Manager, Facilitator and team members
	 •	 timescales for the key steps in the DMAIC approach
	 •	 any constraints assumptions, or resource information

If, from the Project Definition, there is sufficient data to decide that this is definitely a Process Improvement project, 
you would then decide to draft a Process Definition statement.

A PROCESS is “an activity that converts an input into an output, by doing work”.  If a process isn’t working well 
enough, you may need to set up a PROJECT to improve it.

A Process Definition Template summarises what we know about the scope of the PROCESS.  It tells us about inputs, 
outputs, customers and suppliers.  It also tells us what the process is trying to achieve (e.g. the Recruit Staff process 
is trying to get the right people, on site, on time).

It doesn’t tell us anything about what’s wrong with the process, or its current performance.  It doesn’t tell us when 
the performance level needs to be improved by, or by how much, or who should be involved in the team to make it 
better.

The D in DMAIC starts with Define the Project opportunity.  Then, if the definition leads you to a process, you Define 
the Process (ultimately, by mapping it).

An example of a Process Definition Template is shown below:

Boundaries

Start-point: End-point:

Include: Exclude:

Suppliers

Main Process
     Inputs

Process Name Main Process
     Outputs

Customers
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This template adopts the SIPOC process definition approach: Suppliers – Inputs – Process – Outputs – Customers.  These 
are the key elements that need to be understood before you rush off to do any process mapping.  The additional fields 
on the template allow you to capture extra useful information like the start and end-point boundaries of the process 
(first and last steps) and any inclusions or exclusions (what’s in the scope of the process and what isn’t). 

It can also be helpful to add to this template a Purpose Statement for the process; why does it exist.  This is where 
people often fall into the trap of describing why they need to improve the process, rather than why it exists.  

So, to pick up our earlier example, the Recruit Staff process might have a purpose of “providing the right people, with 
the right skills, at the right time”, compared with the purpose of doing a process improvement project to “reduce the 
time it takes us to recruit people”.

SIPOC is one useful tool for producing a basic Process Definition.  Another one that can be helpful is the ICOM, or 
ICOR, framework that you may recognise if you’ve used the IDEF0 process mapping standard.

ICOR defines Inputs, Controls, Outputs and Resources (or Mechanisms, if you prefer ICOM).  For example:

This can be quite a useful framework if people muddle up inputs that trigger, or get converted by, the process, with 
things like procedures that are used to guide it, or equipment and people used to operate it.  It also makes it much 
easier to think about the process customers and suppliers – these are the people who receive the outputs and provide 
the inputs.  People associated with the Resources, Mechanisms and Controls are far more likely to be Stakeholders than 
customers, or suppliers.

Change
Employee
Address

Controls

Mechanisms/
Resources

Inputs
New

address
details,
Request

to update

Outputs
Updated
Record,
Confirm-

ation
Letter

Procedure
XYZ

HRM
System/

HR Officer

Don’t get
converted by the

process

Get converted
by the process,

into Outputs

Ensure / guide
the success of

the process

Are produced by
the process
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FURTHER INFORMATION
To receive regular case studies and articles like this one, you can subscribe to our newsletter ‘Actuality’. 
Contact us at Ad Esse Consulting Ltd.

PHONE: +44 (0) 870 458 6162 EMAIL: seriousfun@ad-esse.com WEBSITE: www.ad-esse.com

IS A PROJECT EVER A PROCESS?

I think the key is in my earlier definition of a project: “a temporary organisation set up to achieve a specific 
objective, in a given timescale, with particular resources”.  Projects are transient, particularly if we are talking about 
Improvement Projects, whereas processes are likely to be more permanent because they have to deliver outputs day 
in and day out.

Interestingly, many organisations talk about their Project Management Process.  This is a permanently re-usable 
process, used to deliver multiple one-off projects.  The purpose of each project is different, but each one uses the 
same key steps to achieve it.

And, of course, there are many organisations where the key customer-facing process involves delivering projects for 
customers.  Which takes us neatly back to where we started.  As consultants, we get involved in projects to deliver 
improvements for our clients.  And, we have a project management process that we re-use to do that.


