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Be Informed business process platform offers a game-changing
approach to system development. It provides a modeling language
that allows organizations to represent the knowledge that drives their
processes. This results in transparent knowledge models that are
directly executable. To leverage the benefits of this technology fully,
implementations must keep a clear focus on matters of knowledge
management. A central tool in this connection is the Be Informed
business thesaurus. The present whitepaper describes how this tool
can be used to optimally meet the needs of all stakeholders
involved.
The thesaurus is a quintessential tool for knowledge management. In
the context of a Be Informed implementation, it takes the form of a
navigable web of terms, representing the business vocabulary. This
web is a view on the models that drive the behavior of the system.
Extra information can be added, such as definitions, explanations,
and links to legislation, policies and requirements documentation.
The result is a highly valuable source of information about the
business logic underpinning an organization’s identity.
When adding information, choices need to be made concerning the
following topics:
 What are the business goals to be obtained? What are the
target audiences?
 Which types of content are to be incorporated?
 How are these managed, from a technical point of view?
 Which perspectives and viewpoints are offered to which
audiences?
 How are governance and ownership defined? What are the
procedures for keeping the content up to date?
We first illustrate the concept with a simple example. We then discuss
these topics in some depth, explaining the major options and their
consequences. In the last chapter of this whitepaper, we discuss a
real life instance of a Be Informed business thesaurus, focusing on the
above design topics.
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1 The Be Informed business thesaurus
Be Informed Business Process Platform (BPP) makes knowledge models
directly executable. This leads to a highly productive system realization
process. IT systems change and evolve along with the organization, since
modifications can be implemented in days instead of months. There is more to
knowledge models, however, than just being able to execute them. The same
models can be turned into a powerful tool knowledge management. More
specifically, Be Informed BPP allows you to use them as the basis for a
business thesaurus.

What is a thesaurus?
The thesaurus is quintessential tool for knowledge management. It has a long
and venerable history. Thesauri are still pervasively used, especially in a Web
context.1 The Wikipedia, with its interconnected articles, is an example.
A thesaurus defines a structured vocabulary, including relations between
terms. It contains information about the terms in it, such as definitions of
concepts and explanations of their use, and links to related resources. Take
for instance the International Patent Classification (IPC), a taxonomy with
some 70,000 leaf nodes for classifying patents in terms of technical field,
published and maintained by WIPO. You can navigate the classification tree,
starting at the top and drilling down to a leaf-category you are interested in.
The pages representing the nodes in the IPC classification tree contain useful
background information.2
It is this extra information that turns the patent classification taxonomy into a
patent language thesaurus. For instance, if you start at the top, and you
navigate to branch C called “Section C — Chemistry; Metallurgy”, you land on
a page describing in detail how patents in this category are classified,
including a discussion of the Periodic System. The screenshot in Figure 1
illustrates this. The classification of a patent is essential for the way it is
processed. Separate units at the patent office have separate specializations.
Also, classification helps in searching for prior art. The extra information
supplied by the thesaurus is therefore highly useful to all parties involved. In
this example, it is evident that the business process and the knowledge
underlying it are intimately interrelated.
Whatever subject domain you are interested in, the more you understand the
language commonly used in that domain, the more you understand its
processes. Therefore, if you have a budding interest in patents, browsing the
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Figure 1. The IPC thesaurus for patent classification.

IPC is a great way of familiarizing yourself with the subject. Organizations and
businesses are grappling with knowledge management issues, and experiment
with Data Dictionaries, Enterprise Vocabularies, Enterprise Wikis, and many
other means to create a solid basis for communication and process definition.
What they need is a business thesaurus.

What is a business thesaurus?
A business thesaurus is a navigational online library that describes the
concepts underpinning a set of business processes. Different stakeholders
must have a shared understanding of these concepts to be able to adequately
participate in the processes or support them. An adequate thesaurus is
indispensable to achieve this purpose efficiently. It helps different groups of
stakeholders in different ways:
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End users, citizens, and customers can be better served. They have
easier access to relevant information.
Workers executing the process. Easy access to legal information, policy
documentation and other background information is crucial to help
them become more productive.
Managers responsible for processes. Strategy formation and primary
process execution inform each other more directly. Aggregating
information is easier when its meaning is clearly understood.





The IT-department. Getting from business needs, legislation and
policies to an ergonomic, effective system that is resilient to change is
fundamentally a knowledge management challenge.
Compliance officers. Checking whether the business models are in line
with legislation and business policy can be done faster and more
effectively.

In the classical approach to system development, system specifications take
the form of large sets of documents describing the domain specifics. The
process starts with business needs and ends with the delivery of an ITsystem. Translations are produced at every step: vision document, process
description, requirements description, functional design, technical design, and
programming code. Much information gets lost in translation.
Worse, documentation thus partitioned leads to information silo’s that are
difficult to share with other stakeholders. Hence, there is no guarantee that
everybody speaks the same language. A business thesaurus can help create a
shared understanding and avoid misinterpretations.

The Be Informed business thesaurus
Concept computing is the execution of knowledge models to support business
processes. With concept computing, the case management system derives
processes from sets of declarative business rules captured in knowledge
models. These consist of business terms linked by rules. Therefore, with
concept computing, the business thesaurus is in fact a view on the knowledge
models driving a business process support system. Be Informed business
process platform is the leading product in this segment. Another Taxonic
whitepaper discusses concept computing, how it works and what its benefits
are, in more depth.3
Be Informed implementations start with a high-level model of the business
processes in their entirety. This is called the Target Operating Model (TOM),
which consists of functional modules described in broad outlines. Next, these
modules are detailed out gradually in the form of knowledge models. An
example of a TOM is given in Figure 2.
The truly revolutionary change with respect to the classical approach is that
these knowledge models are directly executable. Thus, the high-level model
created early in the process can be demonstrated in the form of a working
application, albeit one that only touches the main points, skipping the details.
At each stage in the process, a progressively more detailed version of the
system becomes available to end users and other stakeholders. This greatly
reduces the development effort and avoids misunderstandings.
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Figure 2. An example of a Target Operating Model.

In addition, however, Be Informed BPP allows the user to view the knowledge
models in the form of a so-called knowledge base — essentially, a navigable
web application that displays the concepts in the underlying knowledge
model. Each concept is displayed on a separate page. The page also displays
hyperlinks representing the relations which that concept has to other
concepts. Such a knowledge base constitutes a rudimentary business
thesaurus.
The TOM can be used as a starting point for the navigation. In that case, the
thesaurus is approached as a form of system documentation. Starting with an
overview of the functional architecture of the system, users can drill down
into each component, until the individual concepts are reached.
Extra information can be added to enrich the business thesaurus. In doing so,
different audiences can be targeted, for different purposes. Correspondingly,
setting up a Be Informed business thesaurus involves many choices. These
choices must be made carefully. A useful business thesaurus arises only
through thorough design, and never by accident. In the remainder of this
whitepaper, we discuss the major choices and their consequences. First,
however, we briefly illustrate the basic idea.
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Figure 3. The activity “Assess” and some related concepts.

2 An example
Figure 3 shows a simple example of a Be Informed knowledge model. It
displays an activity called Assess. Users in the role Assessor are authorized to
execute this activity, as the “performed by” relation indicates. The orange box
with the checkbox designates that there is apparently a precondition that
must be fulfilled before the activity becomes available to users. The blue
concepts indicate that there are two system tasks
available for performing the Assess activity, each
with electronic forms associated to them.
This model is directly executable. At the same time,
however, the model can be viewed through a
navigation instrument. The Be Informed modeling
environment makes a number of access paths
available by default.
Figure 4. Overview of
roles in the business
thesaurus.

For instance, the thesaurus user can start the
navigation by creating an overview of user roles, as
illustrated in Figure 4. One can move one level deeper by clicking a role in the
list. The resulting view displays a more detailed description of that role,

Figure 5. The description of the Assessor role in the business thesaurus.
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Figure 6. The activity Assess as displayed in the business thesaurus.

including the activities that a user with that role — in this case, the role called
Assessor — is authorized to perform, as in Figure 5.
The names of activities displayed on the right summarize the permissions of
an Assessor. From this view, one can navigate further into a detailed
description of each of the activities. The screenshot in Figure 6 displays the
description page of the activity Assess.
As can be seen, the information contained in this thesaurus is rudimentary.
However, since the thesaurus is a view on the underlying, executable models,
one can truly say that the documentation “is” the application. Thus, when the
underlying permissions change, both the behavior of the system and the
information displayed in the thesaurus, change in unison. If we retract the
permission for Assessors to execute the activity Assess, this will have
immediate effect for the system’s behavior and for the thesaurus.
It is possible to enrich the content of the business thesaurus with extra
information. The screenshot in Figure 7 shows the same description page of
the activity Assess, but now enriched with descriptive information, a link to
the relevant passage in the work instructions, a link to a relevant piece of
legislation, and links to requirement descriptions. Some information may be
hidden for certain user roles. For instance, requirements documentation is not

Figure 7. The activity Assess, with descriptive information and links.
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of interest for business end users. Adding extra information to the business
thesaurus, oriented to specific audiences, can be very useful.

3 Design choices
The business thesaurus is a powerful tool for knowledge management,
covering the things that workers in an organization do, why they do it, and
how they use the IT-system to do it. Viewed from this perspective, the
thesaurus is the basis for the knowledge models driving a business process
support system rather than the other way around.
While Be Informed offers advanced tooling for creating knowledge bases, a
useful business thesaurus only arises by careful design. A number of options
will have to be considered, and decisions need to be made. The remainder of
this whitepaper discusses major choices one takes during the design process.
This helps in setting up concrete designs that meet the expectations of all
parties involved.
The following topics will be covered:






Business goals
Content
Content management
Structure, perspectives and viewpoints
Governance and ownership

We discuss these topics in the following subsections.

Business goals
The first decision to make is about what it actually is we want to achieve
using the business thesaurus. From a methodological point of view, the most
essential function of the business thesaurus is to provide tooling for life cycle
management. It provides a helping hand for a quick and effective adoption of
changes. This is an inalienable part of the Be Structured methodology. It is
one of the fundamental deliverables of the Foundation Phase and is the basis
for planning, costing and delivering the various work packages taken up
iteratively during the Detailing Phase. Concretely, the business thesaurus in
this use primarily serves the following purposes:
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Specification of the functionality of the case system
Basis for acceptance by the customer organization




Basis for realization by the contractor
Basis for testing

In later stages of the life-cycle of the system, the following additional
purposes are served:





Basis for impact analysis when changes are requested
Documentation of business functions and objects
Definition of business terms
Optionally, integration with Be Informed Workplace is possible so that
change orders can be followed from the thesaurus.

It is up to the project sponsor where weight is placed. It can be a valid choice
to put only limited effort in developing the business thesaurus, but the
consequence is that it will be of equally limited use.
An organization that is accustomed to elaborate paper trails will be ill served
with only a rudimentary business thesaurus. It will expect a ”functional
design” in some form at the end of the Foundation phase, and a web library
that only enumerates activities, authorizations and other concepts is not
enough. It is necessary to invest time and effort in adding descriptive
information explaining how the concepts determine the system’s functionality.
Conversely, a small organization that is devoted to impromptu agile methods
with no paperwork at all will profit from a lean and mean business thesaurus
with no bells and whistles. It is all about setting priorities and making choices
accordingly.
Before enriching the business thesaurus with extra information, it is a good
idea to create a thesaurus design. The thesaurus design states, at a bare
minimum, which information it is that is to be added, what level of detail is
required, and who is responsible for the content. The project plan will then
detail which resources will put this content in the thesaurus, and how much
time and money this will cost.
The business thesaurus can be used as a powerful tool for managing the life
cycle of the case management system. Other high-level goals that one may
want to achieve include the following:
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Tracing functionality to legislation and policies
Tracing functionality to requirements and use cases
Sharing process models and process documentation
Tool for information management and standardization
Descriptive source of information for process participants at large,
including work instructions and frequently asked questions

Of these high-level goals, the first one, concerning legislation and policies,
deserves special attention. Especially in heavily regulated domains, this may
lead to great savings. In interpreting which pieces of legislation are relevant
to an administrative system and how these pieces are to be interpreted
exactly is often a complex task. Often, legal experts need to be involved in
the process. All too often, the results of this involvement are left explicit and,
in the best case, buried in piles of system documentation.
Documenting these decisions in the business thesaurus — hence, in a way
that immediately relates them to the system context where they are relevant
— prevents recurring discussions, and loss of valuable knowledge. Concretely,
this can yield the following benefits:






In case customers file an objection against an administrative decision,
the legal argumentation supporting the decision is readily available
The impact of changes in the legislation is easily determined, using a
methodologically sound approach
It explicitly describes the scope of the legislation involved. This is
important, since it is not always clear exactly which pieces of legislation
are relevant
Compliance officers can use the business thesaurus to ascertain
compliance

Each of the goals listed above has a specific combination of target audiences
— for instance, end users, functional application managers, technical
application managers, compliance officers, the CIO-office, the realization

Figure 8. Mapping business goals and target audiences.
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team, and the test team. This gives rise to a goal-audience mapping such as
the one exemplified in Figure 8 (where TAM means Technical Application
Management and FAM means Functional Application Management). Each
specific organization must define a mapping appropriate for its purposes.
The high-level goals discussed in this subsection strengthen each other and
can be combined. However, each of these goals requires extra enrichment of
the thesaurus in terms of content and audience-specific navigation options.
We elaborate on this in the following section.

Content Types
When the business goals are identified, the next decision is about what type
of content is to be incorporated in the business thesaurus to achieve these
goals. Examples are the following:











Background information
Carefully formulated definitions and descriptions of terms
Comments on the business models
Frequently asked questions
Legislation and policies
Formula’s for calculations
Process documentation
Requirements documentation
Use case descriptions
Work instructions

For each type of content, ownership must be determined. Also, a decision
needs to be taken how it is to be made available. This is the topic of the next
subsection.

Content Management
There are different ways of making information resources accessible in the
business thesaurus. The essential options are:




Incorporate links to information hosted elsewhere
Incorporate information into a separate, dedicated Team Repository
Incorporate information into the project Team Repository

The first option is to link concepts in the knowledge models to external
sources. This is often the simplest of options and sometimes the only practical
solution available — for instance, when linking to legislation published by a
third party on an external website. Linkage can be established by mapping
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Figure 9. Content fragments can become an integral part of the knowledge models.

concepts to URLs in, for instance, a spreadsheet or CSV-file. An automated
process can import the spreadsheet the models, which reside in Team
Repository.
The second option, namely, putting the information inside a separate instance
of Team Repository, has the advantage that all the tooling required is
available in the Be Informed Business Process Platform. The texts can be
edited using Taxonomy Editor. Linking the information in one repository to the
models in the other is not entirely trivial, but doable, and when done properly,
quite effective. This option has the benefit that the release cycle of the
business documentation is independent of that of the core business models.
Different owners can maintain their own sources.
The third option, including the information in the project´s Team Repository,
offers the highest level of integration. Different parts of the information
resource can be represented by separate concepts, which become part of the
models. In the business thesaurus view, these are shown as navigable links.
This approach is illustrated in Figure 9, where “Requirement x” and “Art 3.4
Law” are references to specific passages in the requirements documentation
and the legislation, respectively.
As soon as the structure of the information added becomes non-trivial — and
this is often the case when the third option is chosen — it is essential to
define adequate metamodels to enforce the proper links. Only in this way the
quality of the business thesaurus can be guaranteed.
Including extra information in the business thesaurus beyond the bare names
of the concept and their relations requires effort and time, hence raises cost.
Each project must weigh the value of such extra information against the cost
it adds to the project. The level of detail for incorporating such information
needs to be agreed upon in advance. One must reckon with the following
consequences:
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One has to be careful not to “explode” the repository. Adding large
amounts of documentation makes the repository hard to manage, and
complicates builds and deployments





Write-access to the documentation implies write-access to the models.
This is not always desirable. Ownership of different kinds of content
may become an issue
Life-cycles of documentation and models are entangled. Fixing a wrong
description means that a new deployment of the repository is
necessary, including executable models

The last point, about life-cycle management, is less problematic than it may
seem:




Be Informed business process platform allows for very closely
controlled deployment cycles. Reports indicate which changes are
present in the new release and from which work order they originate.
Publishing would be a better term than deployment.
In some cases, coupling life cycles of documentation and functionality is
a great idea, for instance with requirements documentation.
Requirements and functionality are always in sync.

Perspectives and viewpoints
Once it has been decided which content types will be part of the business
thesaurus and which audiences are to be targeted, the navigation structure
and entry points of the thesaurus need to be determined. The business
thesaurus has a default navigation structure that already covers a number of
interesting perspectives, such as the following:








Activities. Create an overview of all activities part of the dynamic
activity plan, and navigate from that overview to detailed descriptions
of each activity
Roles. Create an overview of all roles distinguished in the system, and
navigate from that overview to detailed descriptions of activities that
the role is authorized for
Terms. Overview of terms for term monitoring
Registrations. Overview of registrations and their underlying
information models
Terms. Alphabetical list of terms in the business vocabulary

Depending on the content to be included, other perspectives can be added:
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Hierarchical process decomposition. Start from a high level process
overview, then drill down to process steps, and then to individual
activities.
List of requirements. Navigate to a detailed description of the
requirement that also displays links to functional elements (such as
actions and roles) that realize the requirement.





List of use case descriptions.
List of documents generated by all activities taken together.
Hierarchical list of laws, regulations and policies. Navigate to pages that
describe individual pieces of legislation and link these to functional
elements (such as actions and roles) that directly reflect that piece of
legislation.

Be Informed Business Process Platform allows for definition and deployment
of different navigation instruments for different audiences and purposes. To
manage the ensuing complexity, it is a good idea to design appropriate
metamodels. Using metamodels, one can easily guard the quality of the
various model aspects.

Governance and ownership
For each type of content, it has to be made explicit who is the owner, and a
process has to be defined for managing change. The more content is added to
the business thesaurus, the more effort is needed to keep it up to date.
On the other hand, the more entry points the thesaurus has, the more means
exist for governance and assurance of compliancy in a changing environment.
For example, a reference to a legal rule will show the impact on the system
parts when such a rule changes.
Content in the thesaurus, or referenced by it, needs to stay up to date.
Therefore, a thorough process of content management needs to be set up.
The precise details of the process will depend on choices made earlier. For
instance, if the business thesaurus contains Frequently Asked Questions
published to customers, the external communication department will have to
take part in the content management process.
Different types of content will have different owners. For instance, ownership
of the business requirements may be centralized and brought under the
information manager’s responsibility, whereas the departments that execute
processes own the related working instructions. Changes to content of one
type will affect the content of other types, therefore management of the
content must be a joint effort of the different owners.
Governance of the business thesaurus has to be connected to or even
embedded in the regular change process (for example ITIL). Changing a
business requirement or a law can have significant impact on the content in
the business thesaurus (as it will have on the rest of the system). Therefore,
this type of high-impact change can only be implemented after a thorough
analysis of the effects on process documentation, activities, working
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instructions, etc. The impact in time and effort needed for changing the
business thesaurus can be used as a measurement for the impact on the rest
of the information system. The Change Advisory Board (in ITIL terms) can
take this impact into account in their decision on whether to implement the
change.

4 A real-world example
In this section we review a real-life case of how an organization works with its
business thesaurus, and what it achieves in practice. For privacy reasons we
have made the case anonymous. The case is typical enough, however. Putting
our experiences together, we clearly recognize recurring patterns that emerge
from large implementations. Our example case incorporates these patterns.

Development process
The example organization uses the Be Informed business thesaurus for both
business requirements and design documentation. The development process
in the organization consists of the following concrete steps:






Start with describing the business activity in the business thesaurus.
The activity is divided over different business functions in the Target
Operating Model.
Each business function is executed by one or more Be Informed tasks.
These tasks describe what the system does to the user's perspective.
This is the mapping from the business layers of the thesaurus to the
implementation layers.
The task is further divided in atomic Be Informed functions, knowledge
elements, data elements, services and so on.

The design consists of more than 30 types of models for describing the
thesaurus. Because many different people work on the thesaurus, it is
important that everybody adhere to the same design conventions. These laid
down in the business thesaurus metamodel, which states which types of detail
must be described per type of concept.

15

Figure 10. Requirements management can be integrated in the knowledge models
for optimal traceability.

Traceability
Requirements are fully integrated in the knowledge models, as shown in
Figure 10. Each of the green colored concepts represents a requirement. As
can be seen, they are hierarchically ordered. Associated to each is a short
textual description. These descriptions can be viewed in the business
thesaurus. Since they are an integral part of the ontology, linking them to the
executable parts of the knowledge model is done in Be Informed Studio.
Before changing a business requirement one can trace its impact through all
the layers of the design. This guarantees a complete listing of all functionality
that relies on the changed business requirement. The complete set of all
documentation describing the change is thus relatively easy to manage.
Because the description is part of the executable model that drives the
system’s functionality, it is easy to spot omissions. A tester, for instance, will
immediately spot that something is amiss when only the business
requirement and the executable model is adjusted, but not the associated test
case.

Navigation
The organization has created different navigation instruments for different
audiences. The instrument shows only those parts of the thesaurus that are of
interest for the audience. There are six perspectives thus defined:

16

Figure 11. An example of legal text in the business thesaurus as a Domain expert
sees it, with links to descriptions of functional components.








Domain expert - business terms, process decomposition (BFM),
business rules, legal texts, manual decision instruments
Business architect - business terms, system architecture, TOM
End users - business terms, work instructions, form navigation, manual
decision instruments
Change managers - business terms, process decomposition (BFM),
activities, business rules
Developers - system structure, technical descriptions, service
descriptions
Testers - business terms, process description, work instructions, form
navigation

Figure 11 shows how Domain experts have legal texts presented to them.
Figure 12 shows a task description of a task.

Figure 12. Anonymized real-life example of a task description.
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Modeling effort
During the early stages of the project, considerable effort has been put in
populating the business thesaurus. Analysis of the projects costs — and
comparison with other projects that our example organization has executed
previously —reveals this effort is comparable to the effort needed to produce
business, functional and technical designs in the more traditional way.
In later stages, however, maintenance cost of the thesaurus was considerably
lower when compared to maintenance on traditional design documentation.
The cost of implementing changes decreases with orders of magnitude. The
development and test teams benefit greatly from the way the functionality the
business thesaurus describes the functionality.

5 Conclusions and Takeaways
The Be Informed business thesaurus in its most elementary form is simply a
navigable view on the executable knowledge models underlying a business
process support system. It just contains the names of the concepts and the
relation between the concepts in the models.
Practice shows that the Be Informed business thesaurus can be put to use as
an effective tool for system life cycle management. To achieve this,
information has to be added to the thesaurus, such as requirements
descriptions and links to policies and legislation.
It is also possible to use the business thesaurus as a source of information for
end users. In that case, one adds descriptions and background information to
each of the business concepts.
We have discussed these and other goals that the business thesaurus can
achieve, and the tradeoffs associated with each. Also, we covered some of the
technical options available to realize the goals. An effective business
thesaurus arises by design, not by accident. Major design decisions have to be
thought through thoroughly.
A brief discussion of a real-world implementation shows that the Be Informed
business thesaurus allows organizations to obtain valuable results and real
benefits. Investments made at the beginning of the project lead to significant
returns. The example is representative of several large-scale Be Informed
implementations.
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Endnotes

1

See The Taxonomy Revolution, Part II: Findability. The whitepaper can be
downloaded from http://taxonic.com.
2
See http://www.wipo.int/classifications/ipc/en/
3
See The Taxonomy Revolution, Part III: Concept Computing. The whitepaper can be
downloaded from http://taxonic.com.
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