
Conference Proceedings – distributing knowledge in building

International Council for Research and Innovation in Building and Construction

CIB w78 conference 2002
Aarhus School of Architecture, 12 – 14 June 2002

1

Theme:
Title: Workflowmanagement in construction;

Opportunities for the future
Author(s): J.W.F. Wamelink (1, 3), M. Stoffele (2, 4), W.M.P. van der Aalst (1)
Institution(s): (1) Department of Information and Technology, Eindhoven University of

Technology, The Netherlands
(2) Architectural Design Management Systems (SAI), Eindhoven University
of Technology. The Netherlands
(3) Infocus Management Consultants bv, The Netherlands

(4) Heijmans IBC Bouw bv, The Netherlands
E-mail(s): j.w.f.wamelink@tm.tue.nl; m.stoffele@bwk.tue.nl; m.p.v.d.aalst@tm.tue.nl;

Abstract: Process control is an essential base for the efficient and successful execution of
construction projects. At the same time, construction processes are complex and
difficult to control. A lot of processes are critical and an overview of all these
processes is often not clear. In other industries workflow management has shown to
be a successful tool in controlling standardized processes. Workflow management
systems take care of the information logistics and give a process overview that
enables better management and control of the process. The research described in
this paper focuses on the possibilities of workflow management in dynamic, project
oriented processes. More specific, the paper makes clear whether workflow
management systems are usable and profitable in construction and to what extent.

After studying the properties of specific processes in different construction projects
the criteria for the selection of an automated workflow management system are
listed.  This teaches that classical workflow management systems were not suited
for the development of a prototype, mainly because of the lack of flexibility. Case
handling systems, a type of workflow management system, seemed more
appropriate for the dynamic processes.  Within a large Dutch construction
company the prototype has been tested in practice.

The main conclusions of the research are that workflow management can be
applicable and profitable in construction and that workflow management makes the
processes more manageable and controllable. Information in the processes is
gathered in one system that makes it easier to track down and information in the
system is always up to date.
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The need for process control in construction

Failure costs

It is well known that costs due to failures are high in the construction industry. Recent studies by
Stichting Bouw Research in the Netherlands indicate that 6 á 7 % of the contract price can be allocated as
expenses due to failures [12]. A lot of these failures are caused by an inadequate organization of the
construction process, e.g. a weak coordination of processes and uncertainty about available information.
As a result of this Stichting Bouw Research launched a research program “building better” (in Dutch:
bouw beter) [12].

Also in other countries there is deep concern that the industry as a whole is under-achieving. In the United
Kingdom the low profitability of the construction industry and the fact that the industry invests too little

C
on

st
ru

ct
io

n 
In

fo
rm

at
ic

s 
D

ig
ita

l L
ib

ra
ry

 h
ttp

://
itc

.s
ci

x.
ne

t/
pa

pe
r 

w
78

-2
00

2-
59

.c
on

te
nt



Conference Proceedings – distributing knowledge in building

International Council for Research and Innovation in Building and Construction

CIB w78 conference 2002
Aarhus School of Architecture, 12 – 14 June 2002

2

in capital, research and development and training were motives to start the major project “Rethinking
Construction” [7]. Too many of the industry's clients are dissatisfied with its overall performance.

Integrated processes

To improve this situation different approaches are possible. Stichting Bouw Research points to the need
for process improvement. The program “rethinking construction” defined five key drivers of change
which need to set the agenda for the construction industry at large [7]: committed leadership, a focus on
the customer, integrated processes and teams, a quality driven agenda, and commitment to people.

The conclusion is that improvement of integrated processes has to be placed high on the research agenda.
Not only these recent studies point to the need for well-supported management processes. In the past
many authors addressed the need for mapping of processes, measurement of performance and continuous
improvement to improve quality and eliminate waste.

Workflow management

An interesting point with respect to this subject is comparing the construction industry with other
industries.  In the past several concepts, from manufacturing, seemed to be applicable in the construction
industry [5, 8, 9].

During the past decade Workflow Management (WFM) has become an important driver to improve and
integrate processes in the service industry. Workflow management systems such as Staffware, IBM
MQSeries Workflow, COSA, etc. offer generic modeling and enactment capabilities for structured
business processes. By making graphical process definitions, i.e., models describing the life cycle of a
typical case (workflow instance) in isolation, one can configure these systems to support business
processes. Besides pure workflow management systems many other software systems have adopted
workflow technology. Consider for example ERP (Enterprise Resource Planning) systems such as SAP,
PeopleSoft, Baan, Oracle, as well as CRM (Customer Relationship Management) software and recently
projectweb-software used within the Internet.

Workflow management systems have proven to be very successful in supporting well-defined, structured
processes. Even though each project is unique, construction processes even on a detailed level are mostly
the same. The process of construction in its essentials is repeated from project to project. According to [7]
up to 80% of inputs into buildings are repeated. Much repair and maintenance work also uses a repeat
process.

The conclusion is that it is of great value to investigate the benefits of application workflow management
systems in construction.

The concept of workflow management

Introduction to workflow management

Workflow management systems are case-driven. This means that only business processes describing the
handling of one case (workflow instance) in isolation are supported. Many cases can be handled in
parallel. However, from the viewpoint of the workflow management system these cases are logically
independent. To handle each case, the workflow management system uses the corresponding workflow
process definition. The process definition describes the routing of the case by specifying the ordering of
activities. Activities are the logical units of work and correspond to atomic pieces of work, i.e., each
activity is executed by one worker (or another type of resource) and the result is either “commit work” or
“abort and roll back”. Normally, to specify the ordering of activities is a graphical language such as Petri
nets [1] used. These languages allow for sequential, conditional, and parallel routing of cases. Typically,
an activity, which is enabled for a given case, may be executed by many workers and many workers may
execute a given activity. To support the distribution of work, the concept of a role is used. A worker can
have multiple roles, but an activity has only one role. If activity A has role R, then only workers with role
R are allowed to execute activities of type A. Based on this information, the workflow management
system works as follows: The corresponding workflow process definition is initiated for each new case,
i.e., for each case (e.g., request for information, insurance claim, customs declaration, etc.) a new
workflow instance is created. Based on the corresponding workflow process definition, the workflow
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engine calculates which activities to enable for that case. For each enabled activity, one work-item is put
in the in-tray of each worker having the appropriate role. Workers can pick work-items from their in-tray.
By selecting a work-item the worker can start executing the corresponding activity, etc. Note that,
although a work-item can appear in the in-tray of many workers, only one worker will execute the
corresponding activity. When a work-item is selected, the workflow management system launches the
corresponding application(s) and monitors the result of executing the corresponding activity. Note that the
worker only sees work-items in his/her in-tray and when selecting a work-item only the information
relevant for executing the corresponding activity is shown.

Lack of flexibility

In this paper, we argue that the lack of flexibility in contemporary workflow management systems stems
from the fact that routing is the only mechanism driving the case, i.e., work is moved from one in-tray to
another based on pre-specified causal relations. This causes various problems, when the concept is used in
the construction industry. The construction industry needs a more flexible WFM system, in which
activities can be done instead of have to be done [6, 13]. The possibility of redoing or skipping activities
is an important requirement of the system to be chosen. Case-handling systems meet these requirements.

Case-handling

The central concept for case handling is the case and not the activities or the routing from one in-tray to
another [2]. The case is the ‘product’ which is manufactured and at all times workers should be aware of
this context. To handle a case, activities need to be executed. Activities are logical units of work. Clearly
activities are related and cases follow typical patterns [3]. A process is the ‘recipe’ for handling cases of a
given type.

It is important that workers have insight in the whole case when they are executing activities. Therefore,
all relevant data should be presented to the worker. Moreover, workers should be able to look at other
data objects associated to the case they are working on (assuming proper authorization). Forms are used
to present different views on the data objects associated to a given case. Activities can be linked to a form
to present the data objects most relevant.

Actors are the workers executing activities and are grouped into roles. Roles are specific for processes,
i.e., there can be multiple roles named ‘manager’ as long as they are linked to different processes. One
actor can have multiple roles and roles may have multiple actors. Roles can be linked together through
role graphs. A role graph specifies ‘is_a’ relations between roles. This way, one can specify that anybody
with role ‘manager’ also has the role ‘employee’.

Three roles need to be specified for each process and activity: the execute role, the redo role, and the skip
role.

• The execute role is the role that is necessary to carry out the activity or to start a process.

• The redo role is necessary to undo activities, i.e., the case returns to the state before executing the
activity. Note that it is only possible to undo an activity if all following activities are undone as well.

• The skip role is necessary to pass over activities. In order to skip over two consecutive activities, the
worker needs to have the skip role for both activities.

The three types of roles associated to activities and processes provide a very powerful mechanism for
modeling a wide range of exceptions, which is very important for a successful application in the
construction industry. The redo ensures a very dynamic (as it is dependent on the role of the employee
and the status of the case) and flexible form of a loop. The skip takes care of a range of exceptions that
would otherwise have to be modeled in order to pass over activities.

For case handling the in-tray is replaced by a flexible query mechanism. This mechanism allows a worker
to navigate through all active cases. The query “Select all cases for which there is an activity enabled
which has an execute role R” can be used to emulate the traditional in-tray.
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A B C 

Execute role: X 
Redo role: Nobody 
Skip role: Y 

Execute role: Y 
Redo role: Z 
Skip role: Nobody 

Execute role: X 
Redo role: Nobody 
Skip role: Anybody 

D1 D2 D3 D4 
free 
mandatory 
restricted 

Figure 1: an example illustrating some of the case-handling concepts

Figure 1 illustrates some of the case-handling concepts graphically. Note that each activity has three roles
associated to it. For example, activity A may be executed by a worker having role X. However, it can also
be skipped by a worker having role Y. Assuming that there is no worker having role Nobody, this activity
cannot be redone. Similarly, activity B cannot be skipped but can be redone by a worker having role Z.
Figure 1 also shows the free, mandatory, and restricted data objects associated to each activity. Activity A
requires data element D1 to be set because D1 is mandatory for the completion of A. Activity B has two
mandatory data objects (D1 and D2). D4 is restricted to C. Note that because of the explicit modeling of
data objects, activities are no longer “black boxes” and their interrelationships become clear. Moreover, it
is possible to remove explicit causal relationships and it is possible to execute several activities in one
activity. Consider for example the scenario where a worker enters both D1 and D2 when executing
activity A. After completing A all mandatory data elements for B are present which indicates that B is not
required. Using this information B is skipped and C is the next activity to be executed.

Using case-handling in construction

Characteristics of processes in construction, related to automation

Construction processes are mostly project-oriented. Characteristics of projects are their complexity and
their uniqueness. The goal of a project is usually agreed on during its start-up. Although a project result
does not have to be completely new, a project itself contains many new elements or a new combination of
these elements. Examples are the involved parties, the situation of the project, and the techniques used.
An efficient process is in construction important. Projects usually last for several years. Therefore,
controlling and managing projects are at the same time necessary and difficult.

These project characteristics complicate the translation of construction processes into workflow
management descriptions [10]. Besides the above-mentioned new elements, a project usually follows a
new process. A workflow management description has to be able to offer flexibility to meet differences
between several projects or parts of the project.

On the other hand, a construction project has to contain a certain level of standardization. To build a
completely new workflow management model for each project that will be executed costs a lot of time
and money. Besides, workers within a construction company have to know how to build such a model.
Not only knowledge of modeling processes is necessary, but also having an overview of the project is
needed at all times.

Automation is useful for processes with the following characteristics:

- a large interest for the total project result in terms of time, costs, and quality,

- an occurrence in more projects, and

- a lot of moments of handing over information in the process.
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Case-study

During a case study at a large Dutch contractor a process model is set up for two construction processes
that meet the criteria mentioned, the processes of preparing HVAC installations and the processes of
preparing semi-prefab concrete floor elements [4]. The process model is used to estimate the feasibility of
translating construction processes into a workflow management system. This process model not only
describes all steps in the processes but also describes the possible routings through the processes by
defining AND-/OR- splits and joins. Figure 2 gives an idea of the complexity of the whole model.

Be palenvan
toe pa ss ingzijn de
ond e rde l ent.b. v.

Op stelle norg .en
tec hn.vb-tak en
sch em a

Op stelle n
bem o ns te ring ssc h e m
a

An layse r en
pro jec top
VB I-ond e rde l en

Op stelle n
sta pp en sch e ma

Be palen
ben o dig de
sta pp en sch e ma's

Be sprek en
sta pp en sch e ma
me tfab rik an t

De finitie fma ke n
sta pp en sch e ma

Ov erle g ge n
sta nd aa r d
sta pp en sch e ma

Aa npass en
sta pp en sch e ma

Ov ern em e n
sch em a 'sin
UV F-sch ema

Op stelle n
con cep t teke n sch e ma
arc hit ec t

Ve rwerk en
ant woo r de n
opm e rki ng en

Sa menv atte n ,
eva lue re n
ove rd rac htsb es pr e kin

g

Ov erle g ge n
con cep t teke n sch e ma
arc hit ec t

Op stelle n
coö rdi na ties c he ma
we rkde t ails

De finitie fma ke n
tek ensc hem a
arc hit ec t

Pla nnen
voo rb ere i ding s -
en lev ertijd en

So rter en
sta pp en sch e ma's
op bas isvan

Op stelle n
con cep t teke n sch e ma
con str uc te ur

Aa npass en
con cep t teke n sch e ma
arc hit ec t

Afs temm ensta rt
bou wme t
opd r ach t geve r/dir ectiev oer d e
r

Pla nnenove rig e
VB I-ond e rde l en

De finitie fma ke n
tek ensc hem a
con str uc te ur

Be palen
sta rt mom ente n
ond e rde l en

Ov erle g ge n
con cep t teke n sch e ma
con str uc te ur

Aa npass en
con cep t teke n sch e ma
con str uc te ur

Op stelle n
bou wsch em a

Op stelle n
hoo fd be we rk ing en sc he m
a

Op stelle nsch em a
ove rig e
aan d ach ts pu nt e

n

Aa npass en
pro jec td r aaib o ek

Co ntr ole re n
pro jec td r aaib o ek
van uitpra ktisc h

Co ntr ole re n
con cep tleg plan

Be palenvan
toe pa ss ingzijn de
ond e rde l envoo r

Be palen
sta rt mom ente n
ond e rde l envan

Lat enaut ori se r en
dra ai boe k

Ve rplaa tsen
pla nb alk enahv
lev ere n

Be sprek entbv
taa kve rd elin g
lev ere n

Pre sent ere n
pro jec td r aaib o ek
inbou wte a m

Vo orakk oo rd
tek en endef initie f
leg planen

Do orst u re n
def initie fleg plan
naa rDenI

Stu renvanma ke n
con cep tleg plan

Do orst u re n
con cep tleg plan
naa rDenI

Ve rwerk en
opm e rki ng en ,
spa rin ge n,

Stu renvanma ke n
wa peni n gstek enin g
enber ek en in gen

Do orst u re n
leg planme t
spa rin ge n,

Co ntr ole re n
leg planme t
ing etek e nd e

Do org ev enevt .
opm e rki ng enop
leg plan ,op

Stu renvan
def initie fma ke n
leg plan

Sc huive nin de
pla nnin g

Op1 tek enin g
ver za me le nvan
opm e rki ng en ,

Arc hivee r
def initiev e
doc u me nt en

Ve rplaa tsen
pla nb alk en
ove re en ko ms tig

Co ntr ole re n
leg planen evt .
opm e rki ng en

Stu renvan
con tr ole r en
wa peni n gtek enin g

Op stelle n
sch em a 'svoo r
koo pwo ning e n

Stu renvan
opg ev en
spa rin ge n,

Aa ngeve nofhet
koo pwo ning e nzijn

Stu renvan
ind iene n
wa peni n gstek enin g

Stu renvan
aan p ass en
tek enin g enen

Stu renvan
goe dk eu ri ngdoo r
Bo uw-en

On de rte ke ne n
con tr act

Ve rgelijk e n
offe rt es

Be antwo ord e n
vra ge nbij ma ke n
en stu re nvan

Be sprek en
offe rt es

Be sprek enen
voe ge nvan
ged et ail lee rd

Ve rzam elen
doc u me nt en

Ma ke nsch rifteli jk
con tr act

Be sprek ent.b. v.
taa kve rd elin g
ink oop

Off ert ea a nvra ag
ma ke nen
ver stu re n

De finitie fma ke n
ond e rde el
koo pwo ning e n

Aa npass en
con tr actof
lev erin g ssche ma

Op stelle n
term ij ns che m a

Ma te npl an
fun de rin g ,stu re n
vanhet ma ke n

Op stelle n
situ atiet ekeni ng
me trou tin gen

Op gev e n
bou wku ndig e
spa rin ge nen

Be sprek enme t
nut s

Stu renvan
voo rb ere i den
bes pr ek ingme t

Ma te npl an
fun de rin gnaa r
ins tallate urvoo r

Ma te npl an
fun de rin g
con tr ole r ent.a. v.

Ma te npl an
fun de rin gstu re n
vancor rig ere n

Ma te npl an
fun de rin g
bes pr ek en

Ma te npl an
fun de rin g ,
con tr ole r enof alle

Ma te npl an
fun de rin g
def initie f

Ho ude n
sta rtb es p reki ng

Re actie
con str uc te ur

Ma te npl an
fun de rin g
ove rle gg e nper

Ma te npl an
fun de rin gstu re n
vanaan p ass en

Ve rstur e nnaa r
con str uc te ur

No ter en
opm e rki ng en
con str uc te ur

Stu renvan
tek enin g en
ele ktr avoo rlo pi g

Stu renvan
tek enin g en
ele ktr a

Stu renvan
aan p ass en
cen tr ale

Stu renvanma ke n
loo dgie t er
ins tallati e teke nin

g

Stu renvan
tek enin g en
loo dgie t er

Stu renvan
tek enin g en
loo dgie t er

Stu renvan
aan p ass en
me ch an isch e

Stu renvanma ke n
me ch an isch e
ven tilatie

Stu renvan
ind iene n
ins tallati e teke ninge n

Na vrag e nof
ing edie n dmo et
wo rde nbijnut s

De finitie ve
ins tallati e teke ninge n
ver str ek ke nin

Co ntr ole re nof
laa tste
opm e rki ng en

Wa chtenop
goe dk eu ri ng

Ve rzam elen
voo rlo pi ge
ins tallati e teke ninge

n

Be sprek en2e
con cep t teke n ing e

n

Vlo eren boekj e
bes pr ek en
opm e rki ng en

Vlo eren boekj e
stu re nvan
cor rig ere n

Vlo eren boekj e,
def initie f
ver str ek ke n

Vlo eren boekj e,
opg ev enen
inte ken e n

Vlo eren boekj e
con tr ole r enofde
gem a ak te

Vlo eren boekj e,
stu re nvanma ke n
con cep t teke n ing e

nVlo eren boekj e,
con tr ole r ent.a. v.
con tr act ,ma te n

Be sprek en
ins tallati e teke ninge n
me tIenD

Ho ude neer st e
ins tallati e -

bes pr ek ing

Be sprek en
voo rlo pi ge
tek enin g enme tI

Stu renvan
tek enin g en
me ch an isch e

Stu renvan
aan p ass en
tek enin g en

Stu renvan
aan p ass en
loo dgie t er

Stu renvanma ke n
cen tr ale
ver wa rm in g

Ov erle g ge nme t
Den pertele fo on
offax me tI

Vlo eren boekj e
ove rle gg e nper
tele fo onof fax

Vlo eren boekj e
stu re nvan
aan p ass en

Stu renvan
tek enin g en
cen tr ale

Stu renvan
tek enin g en
cen tr ale

Stu renvan
aan p ass en
ele ktr a

Stu renvanma ke n
ele ktr a
ins tallati e teke nin

g

Pri mair e
we rkde t ails
bes pr ek en

Pri mair e
we rkde t ails,
con tr ole r enof

Pri mair e
we rkde t ails
def initie f

Pri mair e
we rkde t ailsstu re n
vancor rig ere n

Pro ject
doo r gev e naan
uitv oe rin g

Arc hivee r
def initiev e
doc u me nt en

Pri mair e
we rkde t ails
con tr ole r ent.a. v.

Be oord e len
bes tek d etailsen
aan g eve n

Pri mair e
we rkde t ailsstu re n
van ma ke n

Op sta rte npro ce s
arc hit ec t

Pri mair e
we rkde t ailsstu re n
vanaan p ass en

Pri mair e
we rkde t ails
ove rle gg e nper

Pri mair e
we rkde t ails
uitv oe rin gs -te ch nis che

Ve rzam elblad en
hou te n
koz ijnen -ra m en -d e ur en

Pla ttegr ond e n,
doo rs ne d en,
gev elsdef initie f

Pla ttegr ond e n,
doo rs ne d enen
gev els,

Pla ttegr ond e n,
doo rs ne d enen
gev els

Pla ttegr ond e n,
doo rs ne d enen
gev elsbes pr ek en
Pla ttegr ond e n,
doo rs ne d enen
gev elscor rig ere n

Pla ttegr ond e n,
doo rs ne d enen
gev els,stu re nvan

Pla ttegr ond e n,
doo rs ne d enen
gev elsstu re nvan

Pla ttegr ond e n,
doo rs ne d en
gev els,

Ge velsen
pla tte rgo nden
beg a negrstu re n

Ge velsen
pla tte gro nden
beg a negr

Ve rzam elblad en
hou te n
koz ijnen -ra m en -d e ur en

Ve rzam elblad en
hou te n
koz ijnen -ra m en -d e ur en

Ve rzam elblad en
hou te n
koz ijnen -ra m en -d e ur en

Ve rzam elblad en
hou te n
koz ijnen -ra m en -d e ur en

Ve rzam elblad en
hou te n
koz ijnen -ra m en -d e ur en

Ve rzam elblad en
hou te n
koz ijnen -ra m en -d e ur en

Ve rzam elblad en
hou te n
koz ijnen -ra m en -d e ur en

Ov erig e
we rkde t ails,
stu re nvanma ke n

Ste deb o uwku ndige
situ atie
con tr ole r enof

Ste deb o uwku ndige
situ atiedef initie f
ver str ek ke n

Ste deb o uwku ndige
situ atiestu re nvan
cor rig ere n

Ov erig e
we rkde t ails,
con tr ole r enof
Ov erig e
we rkde t ails
def initie f

Ov erig e
we rkde t ails
bes pr ek en

Ov erig e
we rkde t ailsstu re n
vancor rig ere n

Ov erig e
we rkde t ails
con tr ole r ent.a. v.

Ste deb o uwku ndige
situ atie
ove rle gg e nper

Ste deb o uwku ndige
situ atiestu re nvan
aan p ass en

Ov erig e
we rkde t ails,
ove rle gg e nper

Ov erig e
we rkde t ails,
stu re nvan

Ov erig e
we rkde t ails
beo o rde l en

Ste deb o uwku ndige
situ atiestu re nvan
ma ke n

Ste deb o uwku ndige
situ atie
con tr ole r en

Ste deb o uwku ndige
situ atiebes pr ek en

Sta nda a rd s ta p pen sc he m a

aan wezi gSta nda a rd s ta p pen sc he m a ni e t
aan wezi g

Ind ien  gee n

opm e rki ng en

Ind ien
opm e rki ng en

Ind ien  nie t acc oo rd

Ind ien  acc o ord

Ind ien  nie t acc oo rd

Ind ien  acc o ord

Ind ien  gee n
opm e rki ng enInd ien

opm e rki ng en

Ind ien  acc o ord

Ind ien  nie t acc oo rd

Ja Ne e

Ind ien

goe dk eu ri ng

Ind ien  gee n
goe dk eu ri ng

Ind ien  ter mijns ch em a gew ens t en
afw ezig

Ind ien  gee n te r mijn s che m a g e wen s t of a l
aan wezi g

Ind ien  nie t acc oo rd

Ind ien  acc o ord

Ind ien  nie t acc oo rdInd ien  acc o ord

Ind ien  nie t acc oo rd

Ind ien  acc o ord

Ind ien  o.a.  ge en wa arb o rg
ins tallate ur

Ind ien  o.a.  wa a rbo rg
ins tallate ur

Ind ien  gew e ns t

Ind ien  nie t

gew ens t

Ind ien  nie t acc oo rd

Ind ien  acc o ord

Ind ien  nie t acc oo rd

Ind ien  acc o ord Ind ien  nie t acc oo rd

Ind ien  acc o ord

Ind ien  op merki nge n
ver we rk t

Ind ien  op merki nge n  nie t
ver we rk t

Ind ien  nie t acc oo rd
Ind ien  acc o ord

Ind ien  nie t acc oo rd

Ind ien  acc o ord

Process of filling in
the manual

Process of preparing HVAC

Process of preparing
semi-prefab concrete
floor elements

Process of drawing
by the architect

Process of purchasing

Process of drawing by
the structural engineer

Making 2nd version HVAC
drawings

Figure 2: process model

The process model in figure 2 learns that the needed flexibility can be modelled and that the construction
processes can be defined at a certain level of detail that the processes can be standardized without being
too generally.

Experiences: the case-handling prototype
We decided to continue the research by developing a prototype using the process model as a base. This
prototype can give better insight in the possibilities (“proof-of-the-concept”) and enables the discussion of
the possibilities and feasibility of case handling in construction.

FLOWer, the case handling system of Pallas Athena, has been used to build the prototype [11]. We did
not specifically choose for FLOWer; the main focus of this research is the principles of case handling and
not one specific system. In FLOWer the roles and activities in the processes concerned are defined
(figures 3).  The four roles defined in the prototype are ‘Nobody’, ‘Assistant-director’, ‘Project-manager’,
and ‘Work planner’. The hierarchy of the roles determines the responsibilities in the process. Each
activity from the process model has to be translated into electronic forms that the user will see in the case
handling system. The process model describes all the activities that have to be done while FLOWer
describes the transfer of work. Therefore one form can cover more activities in the process model. Loops
in the process model are translated in FLOWer by assessing the redo-activity to one of the roles. For each
activity this information can be defined in the forms shown in figures 4 and 5.
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Figure 3: defining activities

Figure 4: screenshot of the prototype showing an overview of the status of the case (right) and a form
(left)

A user can start a new case or open an existing case in FLOWer Case Query. Figure 4 shows an example
of a user form (left) concerning the making of the second version of the HVAC drawings. The right side
of the screen provides an overview of the project. The user sees the activities that are already executed or
skipped. These activities are displayed on the right side of the status line. Activities on the left side of this
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line cannot be done because previous activities need to be finished first. Activities on the line can be
carried out. The form shown at the left side of the screen corresponds to the activity that is highlighted on
the status line. A user can only see forms that (s)he is allowed to execute. Data fields marked by a
rectangle in front of the field are mandatory.

A special kind of form is the Standard Letter Action. This form can generate documents with information
filled in earlier in the project. Figure 5 shows the example of generating a letter to the structural engineer
in Microsoft Word.

The prototype (also available on: http://ga1405.tm.tue.nl/Flower) supports mainly the information
handling of the process. By using the prototype the user has a better overview on the process, especially
on the available and completed documents. Retrieving information can be done more rapidly and easier.
The overview can also be used to show the critical path in the project. A better overview of the process
will lead to benefits in quality and time.

Figure 5: generating a letter in MS-Word

Conclusions

The research described in this paper shows that the construction industry, which is an industry with a high
amount of failure costs, can be improved by using a specific form of workflow management, namely case
handling. Workflow management makes the processes more controllable.

However, using this kind of system means a big change in the current way of working within the
construction industry. Developing this concept is a great opportunity for the construction industry.
Therefore, case handling has to be placed on the research agenda to further investigate the possibilities.
For instance, the real amount of failure cost reduction and the specific impact on processes and people
within the construction industry need to be investigated in more detail.
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