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Simplification’s slippery slope: from process to practice 
 
The public sector is a complex service ecosystem and should have the most to gain from a 
simple, sustainable service management system; and this means a process architecture comes 
first. 
 
Unfortunately, decades of ‘process analysis’ may have led us astray. In truth there are really 
only a handful of processes in an organization, and anyone who has wrestled with capability 
maturity models understands that maturing 10, 20, 30 or more ‘processes’ in an organization is 
an exercise in futility. 

“...if you accept the notion that a process is a set of related activities, then any 
set of related activities, regardless of scope or scale, constitutes a process, 

and any label for activity is also a legitimate synonym for process.” 
- © Fred Nickols 2016 - THE DIFFICULT PROCESS OF IDENTIFYING PROCESSES 

 

A process by definition only consists of activities, and when we start adding people (i.e., swim 
lanes) and tooling we’ve just gone beyond process into practice. A practice is a set of 
organizational resources designed for performing work or accomplishing an objective. 
 
So, practices are important, but they’re not the key to simplification. 
 
The Dutch government has figured this out, and it’s why the USM method is part of the Dutch 
Governmental Reference Architecture (NORA). This paper provides a brief overview of the USM 
method from a public sector perspective. 
 

The USM Method 
 
Every service provider today is made up of many different service organizations. However, the 
public sector is more complex, with a very broad array of stakeholders and service providers 
each requiring high levels of transparency and accountability. 
 
Since each of these actors within a public service ecosystem are constantly changing, attempts 
at improvements that take a practice-based approach are often outdated by the time they are 
deployed. 
 
The Unified Service Management (USM) method has addressed this by establishing a non-
redundant process model of 5 processes and 8 standard workflows that address all patterns of 
interaction with stakeholders. 
 
Using the USM Method, every organization can get in control of its service delivery, with a 
management system of 5 processes and 8 workflows. A singular normalized management 
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system as an acceptable link is the core concept of the Unified Service Management method, 
and it is based on the concept of an integral and integrated process architecture.  
 
USM’s Pure Process Approach 
 
The USM process model has been field tested for almost a decade, principally in the 
Netherlands and Europe. Key to the proven success of the process model has been the design 
criteria which specifies a pure process: 
 
Figure 1 - USM Process Design Criteria

 

The result is a consistent, non-redundant process model of end-to-end processes that contain 
all activities for managing services and enable efficient workflows. USM supports an integral 
and integrated management approach which restores and optimizes the control over each 
service team contribution to the whole system. 
 
Since USM is easy to learn, inexpensive and applies to ANY service it provides a level of 
standardization to each actor in a service supply chain. USM provides a standardized, unified 
link for sustainable supply chains in service ecosystems.  
 
The process model and standardized workflows are used by any organizational topology, 
leveraging any combination of practice frameworks and/or standards for all service providers. 
 
Key Building Blocks 
 
USM uses building blocks to establish standardized routines that provide flexibility to adapt any 
practice framework or standard and any organizational model. It also allows organizations to 
act as links in integrated supply chains and networks. 
 
The USM process model and standard workflows are two key building blocks. Each process 
consists of steps, subdivided into activities. The work, consisting of combinations of activities, is 
done in the form of workflows with customer-relevant output. These are successive series of 
process steps, which - if set up in the right order - lead to the desired results. 
 

1. A process describes what has to happen successively, not the who or how. 
2. A process can be interpreted with a verb. 
3. A process can be counted. 
4. Processes are not depending upon practical conditions (◊). 
5. Processes have a customer-relevant and unique purpose. 
6. A process can be divided into sub-processes, but that does not change the process. 
7. A process model organizes the processes. 
8. An integral process model includes all service management activities. 
9. In an integrated and non-redundant process model, each activity occurs only once. 
10. All activities are steered using process control. 
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According to the logic of the non-redundant USM process model, only eight workflows 
represent all service management activities of a service organization. They can be used to 
record all generally accepted routines that can then be standardized (work instructions, 
practices). 
 

             
 

Figure 2 - The USM Process Model and Standard Workflows 

The USM Customer-Provider Interaction Model (see Figure 3) provides a standard link which 
can be used within and between service providers of any kind.  
 
USM addresses the systematic routines for managing service delivery. Service delivery is an 
interaction between the customer and the service provider. These interactions can occur both 
within organizations (internal service delivery) and between organizations. 
 

 
Figure 3 - USM Customer-Provider Interaction Model 

The USM Customer-Provider Interaction Model now acts as the link in supply chains and 
networks of collaborating service providers, both in supply chains and networks within 
organizations and between organizations. Used in this way as the standard link, efficient supply 
chains and networks can be built. 
 

 
Figure 4 - USM as links in service supply chains 
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Integrating Practices, Standards and Regulations 
 
In practice, people are particularly inclined to get involved with the specifications of routines of 
the type of procedure and work instruction – and not with processes.  

 
This is how the popular 'practices' came 
into being, quickly applicable, but not 
derived from the underlying process 
model.  
 
As a result, these practices lack structural 
coherence with other practices within the 
organization. The application of a large 
number of practices creates a complexity 
that soon becomes unmanageable. 
 
 
 

Figure 5 - People and tools only appear in Work Instructions 
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Simplifying Government Services 
 
Using the USM method any and every government organization can get in control of its service 
management activities with 8 standard workflows, based on a non-redundant process model of 
5 processes. 

 
Figure 6 - USM for the Public Sector 

Once the USM process architecture is established in an organization, an inventory of current 
practices can determine where those current practices deviate from the process architecture. 
These deltas can be prioritized for optimization at a pace suitable for the organization. 
 
The result is a sustainable, consistent method for managing the routines of the municipality, 
county, state, or agency. This simplification also results in more satisfied employees and saves 
the taxpayers money. 
 
Perhaps as important, it does not require a ‘big bang’ approach and can be deployed 
incrementally over time. USM can be deployed at a local, state or federal level; or even within 
any of these levels of government. 
 
This method has been proven in the field for almost a decade in the Netherlands and Europe 
and is being made available to the USA as well, via the non-profit SURVUZ Foundation. The 
method is easy to learn and affordable due to its open-source nature. 
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