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1 Introduction

1.1 Reuse-oriented Reference Modeling
Reference models can be considered as special
conceptual models that serve to be reused for the
design of other conceptual models (vom Brocke
2002, 2007). They provide a template for process
models in a certain industry and thus facilitate a
resource-efficient implementation of the respec-
tive process and its adaption to the individual needs
of an organization. This way, companies may have
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access best practices and industry-specific experi-
ence. They are able to benefit from the advantages
that are associated with Business Process Manage-
ment (BPM) without investing a lot of resources.
These advantages include a higher quality of pro-
cesses and process models, as it simplifies internal
communications by introducing a common termi-
nology (Fettke and Loos 2007).

Under a reuse-oriented conceptualization of
reference models, their main purpose is to serve
as an orientation in the design of new business
process models. In this context, we decipher two
general design processes (vom Brocke 2007; vom
Brocke and Fettke 2018), as outlined in Fig. 1. De-
riving an individual model from a reference model
is known as “Design With Reuse”. An existing
model is used as a blueprint offering guidance
to the process model designer by giving sugges-
tions for both content and design of the individual
model. Conversely, “Design For Reuse” (DFR)
describes the process of constructing a (reference)
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model for the purpose of being reused, i. e., com-
posing model parts and domain knowledge, such
that they achieve a certain degree of universality.

Reusing a reference model entails adopting the
model content as well as adapting and extend-
ing it to fit the specific application context. In
a typical model construction process, the model
designer creates a model according to the user’s
requirements, employing specific methods. The
construction process is influenced by both the
model quality (effectiveness) and the required
time and cost (efficiency). Reference models can
be understood as tools that foster both the effec-
tiveness and the efficiency of model construction.
They include contents that are relevant for different
application contexts (i. e., for DFR) and may serve
as the basis for several construction processes (i. e.,
for DWR). As the model contents do not have to be
newly constructed and have already been applied,
both effectiveness and efficiency are increased.

1.2 The Reference Modeler’s Dilemma
In order to leverage these benefits, organizations
need to have access to an applicable, high-quality
reference model. Ideally, such a model already
exists and is widely established. If not, orga-
nizations can design their own company-wide
reference model. This is particularly advisable
for larger organizations, who execute similar pro-
cesses at multiple locations, such as a manufactur-
ing company with multiple production sites or a
multinational company with multiple subsidiaries.
Smaller organizations may motivate and support
their respective professional association in activi-
ties to design an industry-wide reference model.
SMEs might prefer this strategy, such that they
are able to standardize their support processes and
focus on their core business.

When challenged with the creation of a new
reference model, designers face the so-called “ref-
erence modeler’s dilemma”: The less adaptations
are necessary to apply a reference model in a
company-specific context, the more valuable it
is perceived by its users, but the less potential
users it has. A more universally applicable model

will have more potential users, but each individ-
ual application requires more adaptation effort,
reducing the value for all users (Becker et al.
2002; vom Brocke 2002). Each designer has to
decide individually how to resolve this dilemma
for a reference model at hand, as it depends on
the intended application context. Therefore, they
need a construction method that allows them to di-
rectly influence the reference model design. This
is the main advantage of manual construction
methods. However, these methods typically re-
quire a lot of resources (time, cost, personnel),
are error-prone, and include subjective decisions
that are hard to reproduce. Automated methods
are usually resource-efficient, objective, and eas-
ily reproducible, but because the method is not
adapted to the application context, the resulting
reference model is agnostic to its purpose. Hence,
automated design decisions make it impossible
for designers to address the dilemma in the best
possible way.

The latter problem appears in Reference Model
Mining (RMM), the research field concerned with
(semi-)automatic reference model construction
(Rehse et al. 2017). Given a set of input models
describing similar processes in different organi-
zations, a RMM technique will abstract from
organization-specific features and compute a ref-
erence model that comprises the input model’s
commonalities. In recent years, researchers have
developed many new RMM techniques, examining
the potentials of different methods for determining
model similarities and merging them into a single
model. As a result, different mining techniques
yield different reference models, even when ap-
plied to the same set of input models. Because
techniques do not provide further instructions on
how to use these models, reference model design-
ers cannot determine the best technique for their
specific use case.

In this contribution, our goal is to combine the
best of both worlds, i. e., the efficiency of auto-
mated methods with the precision of manual ones.
We develop a method that requires designers to
invest some manual resources in order to achieve
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Figure 1: Reuse-Oriented Reference Modeling (cf. vom Brocke 2007; vom Brocke and Fettke 2018)

a reference model that is better suited to their sit-
uational purpose. By matching their application
context with our characterization of RMM tech-
niques, designers can choose the technique that
will yield the best reference model for their pur-
pose. We call this concept “Situational Reference
Model Mining” (S-RMM).

1.3 On Situational Reference Model
Mining

S-RMM extends RMM towards consciously con-
sidering the situational context when designing
and using a reference model. This idea is described
in Fig. 2, based on the reuse-oriented reference
model design process from Fig. 1. RMM tech-
niques automatically derive a reference model
from a set of input models (DFR). This reference
model is then used for constructing target models
in a certain application context (DWR). Enterprise
modeling research knows several techniques for
constructing a conceptual model from another
one. These so-called design principles describe
how the original model is adopted, adapted, and
extended to create a new model. In the reference
modeling context, the five design principles config-
uration, instantiation, specialization, aggregation,
and analogy have been examined in detail (vom
Brocke 2007). In S-RMM, the principles apply in
both the DFR process, where individual models
are analyzed and merged into a reference model,
and the DWR process, where the target model is
constructed based on the reference model.

The quintessential idea is that mining technique
is ultimately determined by the situational con-
text of the reference model application. The goal
of reference model design is a model that can be
reused to create valuable target models. A model’s
value depends on the purpose for which it is used.
So, to choose the best RMM technique, designers
first have to examine the reference model appli-
cation context and its requirements to the target
models. These requirements determine the design
principle that is best suited for constructing the
target models, which in turn imposes restrictions
and requirements on the reference model. In order
for the reference model to fulfill these require-
ments, the right design principle has to be used in
the mining process. This combination of design
principles will guide designers in selecting and
applying the most appropriate RMM technique.

Let us illustrate this idea with a simple exam-
ple: A multinational company wants to design a
reference model for its administrative processes
to better align its national subsidiaries. Some pro-
cesses, such as taxation, are subject to national law
and can therefore not be standardized by the parent
company. The reference model should contain
“placeholder elements”, such that the subsidiaries
can fill in their national taxation processes during
target model construction, using the instantiation
principle. For other processes, such as compli-
ance documentation, the subsidiaries must strictly
adhere to the parent company’s regulations. The
reference processes are therefore designed on a
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Figure 2: Main Idea behind Situational Reference Model Mining

high level of detail and the subsidiaries design
their target models by means of the analogy prin-
ciple. Both reference models, although designed
within the same organization, target a different
context with different requirements, and likely
require different design methods.

1.4 Research Questions and Outline
To examine the concept of S-RMM, this article is
guided by the following research questions:

1. How can RMM be used to design a reference
model for a given application case, considering
situational contextual factors?

2. How can RMM techniques be matched with
situational contexts to produce applicable refer-
ence models?

3. In which situational contexts can existing RMM
technique be applied? Where are emerging
research gaps?

To answer these questions, we follow a design
science research approach (Hevner et al. 2004;
Peffers et al. 2007). Our research is motivated by
the objective to elaborate how existing concepts in
reuse-oriented reference modeling can be applied
to the relatively new field of RMM. The designed
artifact is a procedure model for the situational
reference model design, along with a set of guide-
lines to match a situational context with a design
principle and, subsequently, a RMM technique.

The contribution has the following structure.
To allow for a better understanding of our con-
tributions, we first clarify our chosen research

approach in Sect. 2. The spectrum of related
work is presented in Sect. 3. Sect. 4 introduces
the concept of S-RMM by defining, explaining,
and discussing a ten-stage procedure model for
S-RMM. Its application in terms of the five design
principles is discussed in Sect. 5, where we ana-
lyze the respective requirements and list matching
mining techniques regarding their application in a
situational context, in order to give concrete guide-
lines to reference model designers. In Sect. 6, the
procedure model and accompanying guidelines
are applied and demonstrated in two different
scenarios. Case study results and remaining chal-
lenges are discussed in Sect. 7, before the paper
is concluded with an outlook on future work in
Sect. 8.

2 Research Approach and Contributions

In this section, we explain and justify our research
approach, motivating its adequacy to answer the
research questions described above. Holistically
speaking, this article is set out to make a con-
tribution to the ever-evolving research stream of
Business Engineering (BE), illustrated in Fig. 3.
BE denotes the construction of organizations with
engineering methods, considering the organiza-
tional strategy, the business processes necessary
for its realization, and the supporting software
systems (Fettke 2008; Winter 2003, 2008). The
strategy level defines the value creation by means
of customer processes, which are realized and im-
plemented on the process level. The software or
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Figure 3: Business Engineering: Levels and Basic Disciplines

implementation level is concerned with supporting
the processes with IT solutions.

Across all levels, several disciplines form the
basis of BE research and practice. Reference mod-
eling, which is the main discipline addressed in
this article, is concerned with designing blueprints
and templates to be used as guidelines in the de-
sign process. Conceptual modeling describes the
graphical representation of tangible and intangible
aspects in organizational design. Method engineer-
ing transfers the construction concepts towards
method design. Each of these discipline entails
syntactic aspects concerning the objects and rules
necessary for realizing a design, semantic aspects
concerning the meaning of these objects, and prag-
matic aspects concerning the contextual aspects
that influence how these objects are used.

BE is a broad research discipline, covering mul-
tiple different areas that share business design
as a common interest. The spectrum of applied
research methods, as shown in Fig. 4, reflects
this breadth. It ranges from very formal, mathe-
matical approaches to very informal, textual ones.
Whereas the former focus on defining and proving
mathematical properties with formal methods, the
latter rely on natural language as their main means
of communication. For example, a process is
often depicted as a process model, which is essen-
tially a mathematical object (a directed graph) but
bears its meaning from natural language in form
of the attached textual labels. So, both viewpoints

can be justified. In fact, most researchers do not
strictly adhere to one approach or the other, but
instead position themselves somewhere on the
spectrum between the two poles, adjusting the
research approach to their individual research ob-
ject (method engineering). Accordingly, research
methods range from formal languages and mathe-
matical proofs over graphical, but still machine-
executable process models and human-readable,
semi-formal conceptual models to arguments in
plain text. As a rule of thumb, the more pragmatic
aspects are considered, the less formal a research
method will be, as these aspects are typically very
difficult or even impossible to formalize.

One of the main ideas in this article is to trans-
fer ideas from method engineering (Henderson-
Sellers et al. 2014) into reference modeling, such
that reference modeling methods can be designed
situatively according to pragmatic requirements
to both the model and the method. Our article
employs a rather pragmatic research approach,
relying much more on prose descriptions than
on mathematical definitions. This is due to the
following reasons, which make strictly formal
approaches impractical or even inapplicable in
reference modeling.

Definitions are (still) controversial. After
decades of reference modeling research, the defi-
nition of a reference model (in plain text) is not yet
conclusively established (please refer to Fettke and
Loos (2007) and Fettke and vom Brocke (2018) for
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Figure 4: Spectrum of research methods in BE

a summary of the discussion). There appears to
be a consensus on the definitional properties “best
practice”, “universal applicability”, and “reusabil-
ity”, which are difficult to define in prose and
practically impossible to define in a formal way.
However, this imprecision does not influence the
relevance of reference models in both research
and practice. Any kind of formal definition would
not only fall short in expressing all the discussion
aspects, it would also unnecessarily restrict the
applicability of our research.

Reference modeling is directed towards model-
ing practitioners. For many researchers, includ-
ing us, the characterizing property of a reference
model is its reusability, i. e., its ability to be used
as a conceptual framework in a variety of infor-
mation system projects (Fettke and Loos 2007,
p. 4). This reusability property is fulfilled, if the
reference model is adopted into practice. Hence,
reference models are designed by researchers or
practitioners with the objective to support model-
ers in designing higher-quality models with less
resources. Since reference models are not meant
to be implemented in their as-is form, but should
act as guidelines in business process (re-)design
and implementation projects, precise semantics
and formal correctness are secondary. The objec-
tive of a reference model is to be understood by
humans rather than machines.

None of today’s well-established and widely
used reference models are formally defined. Mod-
els like the IT Infrastructure Library (ITIL) for IT

service management (ITSM), the Supply Chain
Operations reference model (SCOR) for supply
chain management, the enhanced Telecom Opera-
tions Map (eTOM) as a reference model for the
telecommunications industry, or the SAP refer-
ence model as a basis for their ERP system, are
ubiquitously used and generally accepted in prac-
tice today. However, none of them is defined by
means of formal modeling semantics. The ITIL
documentation, for example, does not even use a
graphical modeling language, but relies solely on
textual descriptions of relevant processes, focusing
instead on elementary process steps, stakehold-
ers, interfaces, and a common terminology, which
are far more important when designing ITSM
processes.

This article addresses RMM, which we define as
“(semi-)automatically deriving a reference model
from a set of input models”. One could argue that
an automated derivation of reference models is
impossible without a high degree of formalization.
In fact, drawing from the closely related discipline
of process mining, most existing RMM approaches
(as listed in Tab. 2) are highly automated and
therefore highly formalized. However, the concept
of S-RMM, which is introduced in this article, is
not just another RMM approach. It is motivated
by the observation that different RMM techniques
applied to the same input data yield different
reference models. Assuming that each approach is
valid in itself, how can we select the best technique
for designing a reference model?
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Figure 5: Related Work on S-RMM positioned on the spectrum of BE research methods

The answer to that question depends on the
reference modeling context, i. e., the tangible or
intangible requirements, stakeholders, and pur-
poses that influence a reference model in a spe-
cific situation. Not all of these properties will be
represented in RMM input data, but they all play
an important role in the design process. Hence,
reference model designers need to be equipped
with a method to consider these “soft” factors,
even when using RMM techniques. Designing
such a method is the main objective of this article,
which makes the following contributions:

• We introduce the rationale of S-RMM as a
method to support model designers in their
application of RMM techniques.

• We provide a ten-stage procedure model, built
around existing reference model design princi-
ples, to guide the design process.

• We analyze existing RMM techniques regarding
their instantiation of design principles, provid-
ing a concrete guideline, which techniques to
use for which principle.

• We identify emerging research gaps regarding
(1) a lack of RMM techniques for certain prin-
ciples and (2) further steps towards establishing
S-RMM in practice.

3 Related Work

3.1 Spectrum of Related Work
Even though our contribution employs a pragmatic
research approach, it is related to a number of other
fields of BE research, spread across all levels of

formalization. Fig. 5 summarizes the areas of
related work related to S-RMM. As we elaborate
above, reference modeling research is inherently
informal. Hence, the five reference model de-
sign principles, which form the foundation of our
contribution, are explained in plain text and sup-
ported by conceptual models. On the other end of
the spectrum, process model similarity measures,
which are needed to identify commonalities be-
tween input models, are typically fully formalized
and can be automatically computed and expressed
in numerical terms. In between, there is a number
of other areas related to S-RMM. Developing a ref-
erence model in a context-dependent way requires
discussing the meaning of “context” in BE and the
ways in which they are applied in approaches for
context-aware process mining. Variability mod-
eling is closely related to RMM, as they are both
concerned with integrating families of individual
process models. Existing RMM techniques are
the basis for S-RMM. Typically, they are fully
automated, but need manual adaptions to increase
the reference model quality. Most of these tech-
niques rely on a matching between input models,
which may be computed using a state-of-the-art
process matching algorithm. In the following, we
report on relevant areas of related work, arranging
them according to their degree of formalization,
from informal to formal.

3.2 Reference Model Design Principles
A design principle is a rule that describes how
the content of one model is used in the construc-
tion process of another. This includes adopting,
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adapting, extending, or deleting the model con-
tent. In his conceptualization of reuse-oriented
reference model design, vom Brocke (2007) iden-
tifies configuration, instantiation, specialization,
aggregation, and analogy as particularly relevant
design principles. As we base our work on this
contribution, these are the principles we examine
here. Other principles (such as modification sug-
gested by Delfmann (2006)) are further elaborated
in the discussion section. In the following, each
principle is textually described and illustrated with
a value chain diagram (Fettke et al. 2006).

Configuration is the most well-known design
principle, hence also the best documented one. It
entails adopting or deleting parts from the original
model according to the context of the process
model domain. Individual model parts are either
deleted if they are not necessary in the given con-
text, or selected and derived from a configurable
component, which the modeling language may
provide. In this case, the model is deliberately
configurable, e. g., by industry or size. In our
illustration in Fig. 6, the model is configurated by
deleting parts P1a and P3b, because they are not
necessary in the given configuration context.

Reference Model

Enterprise Model

Configuration

P1b P2 P3a

P1a

P1b
P2

P3a

P3b

Figure 6: The configuration principle

Instantiation describes the concretion of generic
model element by means of a new model. There-
fore, the reference model must contain generic
placeholders such as process interfaces, which
represent general domain aspects. They are de-
signed as a framework for plugging in model parts,
considering the requirements of the application
domain. Both the framework and the individual

requirements can be reused. This principle is illus-
trated in Fig. 7. The higher-level process interface
P2 is refined by a concrete process R, which is
adapted to the individual context of the process
and provides more details and individual steps.

P1

R1

P2 P3

R3
Reference Model

Enterprise Model

Instantiation

R2

P1

P2.R1

P2 P3

P2.R3P2.R2

Figure 7: The instantiation principle

Specialization refers to deriving a concrete
model from a rather generic one. Entire con-
tents of the latter are adopted into a specific new
model, allowing individual modification and ex-
tension. The resulting model contains all content
of the generic model, potentially on a higher level
of detail. This allows adapting the generic model
to specific demands of a certain context. This
principle is illustrated in Fig. 8. The generic pro-
cess is specialized by refining element P2 into two
sub-elements P2a and P2b, thus increasing the
level of detail.

Reference Model

Enterprise Model

Specialization

P1

P2b

P3

P1 P2 P3

P2a

Figure 8: The specialization principle

Aggregation denotes combining two or more
individual models in order to form a new one. Con-
tent delivered by various input models is adopted
into the new model, composed and extended as
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necessary. The resulting model is composed of
the individual model parts. This principle allows
adopting model parts from different contexts into
a new context, replenishing and integrating them
as needed. This way, models can be seen as a
reservoir for individual building blocks instead
of being monolithic. This is illustrated in Fig. 9.
Two individual models are linked to form a new
model, with a broader scope.

Reference Model

Enterprise Model

Aggregation

P1 P2 P3

P1

P2 P3

Figure 9: The aggregation principle

Analogy describes a situation, where an indi-
vidual model serves as an orientation in the design
of a new model, such that they are perceived to be
coinciding in certain aspects. Seemingly similar
solutions are employed in a creative way to tackle
new problems. This principle allows for a high
degree of freedom regarding the model design.
Model parts may or may not be adopted and mod-
ified as the context suggests. However, the model
quality may decrease in the design process, as the
analogy principle does not pose any formal re-
quirements. The principle is illustrated in Fig. 10,
where the process elements are reordered aiming
to define an new process, which may be applied
in a new context.

Reference Model

Analogy

P1 P2 P3

Enterprise Model

P2 P3 P1

Figure 10: The analogy principle

3.3 Context-aware Business Engineering
The term “context” can generally be defined as
“all information intrinsic to an entity” (Chihani
et al. 2012) respectively “any information that can
be used to characterize the situation of an entity”
(Dey 2001). The idea of adapting an artifact,
such as a method or a model, to fit the specific
context in which it is used, is not new. It origi-
nated in the software engineering domain, where
both researchers and practitioners realized that a
rigid one-size-fits-all methodology for developing
a software project is not only unattainable but also
inefficient (Henderson-Sellers et al. 2014, p. 5).
Situational Method Engineering, i. e., the idea to
create, use, and adapt a software development
method for a particular situation, was developed
based on this insight (Henderson-Sellers et al.
2014, p. 3). Other examples stem from the field
of Ubiquitous Computing (Chihani et al. 2012).
Researchers from these areas provide numerous
explanations and formalizations of the terms “situ-
ation” and “context”, which could also be adapted
into the BPM domain (Kornyshova et al. 2010).

Regarding business processes, the context de-
scribes “the environment in which a business
process artefact is used” (Born et al. 2009), for-
malized in terms of a “minimum set of variables
containing all relevant information that impact
the design and execution of a business process”
(Rosemann and Recker 2006). Context variables
can be distinguished according to their proximity
to the process itself (Rosemann et al. 2006):

1. Immediate Context: Elements beyond the con-
trol flow, but essential to understanding and
executing the process (e. g., data, resources).

2. Internal Context: Information on the internal
organizational environment that impacts the
process (e. g., strategy, stakeholders).

3. External Context: Elements beyond the organi-
zational control sphere, but within its business
network (e. g., industry-specific practices).

4. Environmental Context: Factors outside the
business network, but still relevant to the pro-
cess (e. g., weather, laws).
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The UN/CEFACT defines a “business context”
as “the formal description of a specific business
circumstance as identified by the values of a set of
context categories, allowing different business cir-
cumstances to be uniquely distinguished” (UN/CE-
FACT 2009, p. 58) and differentiates eight differ-
ent categories of context with regard to their topic
(Saidani et al. 2015):

1. Business Process: Activities and goals of the
process

2. Product Classification: Goods and services
involved in the process

3. Industry Classification: Business sector, ad-
dressed markets, and business partners involved
in the process

4. Geopolitical Context: Geographical, political,
or cultural influences on the process

5. Official Constraints: Requirements impended
by laws, regulations, conventions or other legal
or governmental restrictions

6. Business Process Role: Actors directly in-
volved in the process

7. Supporting Role: Actors indirectly involved in
the process

8. System Capabilities: Limitations of the sur-
rounding systems and standards

There are approaches to provide a formalization
of “context” in process modeling to make it con-
cretely usable with modeling languages (Saidani
and Nurcan 2007, 2009) as well as a generic model
to provide a better understanding of the factors,
which a process context might entail (Saidani et al.
2015).

3.4 Context-aware Process Mining
S-RMM is related to process pining in the sense
that process mining approaches can generally be
used to mine reference models, but not every pro-
cess mining result can be considered or used as a
reference model. Postulating a reuse-oriented un-
derstanding of reference modeling, every process
model has the potential to be used as a reference
model. However, process discovery techniques

require a type of different input data (i. e., event
logs) and usually measure the resulting models’
quality in a different way. “Generalization” as
a measure in process mining refers to including
additional (unobserved) process behavior in the
model (van Dongen et al. 2016), which may not be
consistent with the objective of a reference model
to provide a more generic process pattern.

Besides conventional discovery techniques,
there are other process mining approaches which
take situational context into account and combine
informal context descriptions with formal process
definitions. Van der Aalst and Dustdar (2012) ar-
gue that process mining should consider a broader
spectrum of contextual factors, as they might in-
fluence the process execution. They suggest a
division into four context categories:

1. Instance Context: Properties directly related
to the individual process instance, such as the
order size or type of customer.

2. Process Context: Properties relevant to the
process itself, such as available or allocated
resources or the number of currently running
cases.

3. Social Context: Properties of the executing
organization, such as the prioritization of the
process, the ability of people to work together in
social collaborations, their current stress levels,
and internal competition.

4. External Context: Properties beyond the organi-
zational control, such as the weather, economic
climate, the current season, and applicable laws.

As in S-RMM, considering the context of a pro-
cess mining project might lead to better and more
specific answers. Some authors have therefore
published approaches on how to consider context
in process mining. For example, J. Li et al. (2011)
mine a process log according to context-dependent
process patterns, which the user selected. Bose
and van der Aalst (2009) cluster process traces
based on their proximity to discover better-fitted
process models. Folino et al. (2012) use a simi-
lar approach to make more accurate predictions
on process performance measures. Mounira and
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Mahmoud (2010) suggest a context-aware process
mining framework, with the goal to increase pro-
cess flexibility. In a domain-specific approach,
Becker and Intoyoad (2017) apply context-aware
process mining in the logistics industry. A compre-
hensive overview over the different dimensions,
properties, and existing approaches to context-
aware process mining is given by Koschmider
et al. (2019), who conduct an extensive literature
review in order to derive a framework for context-
dependent mapping of events and activities.

Like discovery approaches, there are other tech-
niques that could generally be applied for RMM,
although that is not their primary use case. For
example, process model merging is primarily in-
tended for process consolidation, but a consoli-
dated model can also be interpreted as a reference
model (La Rosa et al. 2013). The same applies
to process model integration, especially in a hi-
erarchical way (Fettke 2015). If the reference
model development is targeted towards certain
quality aspects, it might make sense to choose it
accordingly from process model configurations
(Schunselaar et al. 2014).

3.5 Variability Modeling
Variability modeling addresses the issue that com-
panies typically maintain multiple variants of the
same process and require techniques to manage
them efficiently. It is closely related to refer-
ence modeling in general, and RMM in particular,
as they both follow the overall objective to inte-
grate a family of similar processes into one model.
La Rosa et al. (2017) provide an overview on
state-of-the-art variability modeling mechanisms,
separating them into four groups based on how
they handle variability in the models.

The first group centers on element-based con-
figuration. Those models contain configurable
elements (i. e., functions, events, or gateways) that
have to be adapted to the target domain when deriv-
ing a model variant. For example, a configurable
OR-connector can turn into an AND-connector
or an XOR-connector in the target model. The
element configuration principle is mainly realized
by extending existing modeling languages with

configurable elements, such as Configurable in-
tegrated EPCs (C-iEPCs) (La Rosa et al. 2011;
Rosemann and van der Aalst 2007) or Configurable
Workflows (C-YAWL) (Gottschalk et al. 2008b;
van der Aalst et al. 2006b). Application-based
Domain Modeling (ADOM) (Reinhartz-Berger
et al. 2009, 2010) works with cardinalities instead
of concrete modeling elements and is therefore
independent from the modeling language.

The second group focuses on configuring pro-
cess variants. The model domain is characterized
by one or multiple attributes, which can take on
different values. For each value or value com-
bination, a complete process variant is specified,
such that the model contains multiple process vari-
ants at once. When deriving a target model, the
best applicable process variant is chosen accord-
ing to the attribute values for the target domain.
Mechanisms that apply this principle are for ex-
ample Configurative Process Modeling (Becker
et al. 2002), Superimposed variants (Czarnecki
and Antkiewicz 2005; Czarnecki et al. 2005), or
Aggregated EPCs (aEPCs) (Reijers et al. 2009).

Modeling mechanisms from the third group
are centered around activity specialization. Typ-
ically, they define multiple variants of a generic
activity (or “variation point”), one or several of
which are then adapted into the target model. The
PESOA mechanism (Process Family Engineering
in Service-Oriented Applications) by Puhlmann
et al. (2005) has applied this to bpmn and uml,
although it is directed towards software develop-
ment, not process modeling. Business Process
Family Model (BPFM) (Moon et al. 2008) follows
a similar fashion, but only for uml. In Feature
Model Composition (Acher et al. 2009, 2010),
activities can only be specialized in terms of their
input and output.

The fourth and final group of mechanisms works
by customizing fragments into new model variants.
This is realized by applying change operations to
model parts in order to design a target model. The
Provop mechanism (Process variants by options)
by Hallerbach et al. (2010) defines the reference
model as a “base model” with so-called adjustment
points where model fragments can be deleted,
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inserted, moved or modified. Template and Rules
(Kumar and Yao 2012) also gives a reference
model as a base and defines rules, which determine
how this model is adapted in different target model
contexts.

3.6 Reference Model Mining
Reference Model Mining (RMM) describes the
(semi-)automated derivation of a reference model
from a set of individual models by identifying
commonalities in a set of input models and con-
structing a new model on that basis (as illustrated
in Fig. 11). This entails automatically detect-
ing similarities between the input models and
determining the reference model content. Simul-
taneously, individual model- or company-specific
features are abstracted to ensure that the reference
model has a certain degree of universality. The
absence of a specific process context enables its
re-use. Since process models are typically based
on graph structures with textual labels, RMM
combines both formal and informal aspects, e. g.,
finding isomorphic substructures or selecting an
appropriate yet representative set of input models.

Due to the complexity of finding, abstracting,
and integrating process model commonalities,
RMM is related to many other fields of research,
including process analytics, natural language pro-
cessing, process matching, process mining, and
graph theory. In this regard, it makes sense to
rely on results from closely related disciplines to
ensure that RMM approaches reach their full po-
tential. So, as is discussed in Rehse et al. (2017),
inductive reference modeling can be separated
into two major subproblems, addressing different
research questions.

Question 1: How to identify analogies between
the input models? As we will see from the RMM
approaches below, similarities between process
models can exist in different ways, e. g., based on
model structure or execution semantics (Becker
and Laue 2012). However, each similarity mea-
sure is based on correspondences between nodes
in the compared models. Such correspondences,
called matches, express equivalence or at least
a high degree of similarity between node pairs

from different models. Finding matchings be-
tween process models is the objective of a number
of state-of-the-art process matching algorithms,
which combine syntactic, semantic, and structural
information aiming to identify non-trivial corre-
spondences between model elements (Antunes
et al. 2015; Cayoglu et al. 2013). In order to
leverage these results, many RMM techniques rely
on a provided matching between the input models
as an additional input. The decision whether to
construct the matching manually or use an existing
matching technique is left to the user, ensuring
maximum quality and flexibility.

Question 2: How to integrate input model sim-
ilarities into a reference model? While the first
research question is left to process matching, this
is the main question addressed by RMM. Based
on a set of input models and a matching between
them, how can we identify similarities between
the input models and integrate them into a refer-
ence model, while abstracting from the individual
properties of each model? A matching is a first
and often necessary, but usually not sufficient step
in identifying those model features that constitute
the final reference model content. As shown in
the next section, this question can be answered in
a number of different ways, resulting in a variety
of choices for the right RMM technique.

This separation corresponds to the three-stage
similarity calculation framework, presented in
Schoknecht et al. (2017). Computing the simi-
larity between process models can be separated
into a matching phase, where the element-based
matches are determined, and a similarity, which is
concerned with finding the similarity between the
process models, based on the identified matches.
Analogous to RMM, some similarity measures re-
quire a matching, while others do not. In contrast,
similarity measures aim at numerically expressing
the similarity between process models, whereas
RMM goes a step further by identifying the com-
mon features and integrating them into a new
model.

A large body of research describes concrete
techniques and approaches for RMM. However,
they do not rely on a methodological foundation
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or reflect on the ways of model construction and
the requirements of specific use cases. Process
variants may either be mined in relation to an ex-
isting reference model or without one (C. Li et al.
2011). Different similarity measures, such as fre-
quents common substructures (Rehse et al. 2017)
or heuristic approximations of the graph edit dis-
tance (Ardalani et al. 2013) are used to determine
input model commonalities. Other approaches
employ configurable process models (Gottschalk
et al. 2008a), genetic algorithms (Martens et al.
2014; Yahya et al. 2012), or process model abstrac-
tion (Rehse et al. 2013). While all of these authors
support the general purpose of RMM, none of
them acknowledge the differences between exist-
ing approaches or indicate in which context their
suggested technique would be especially useful.

Different mining techniques employ different
similarity measures (e. g., structural (Ardalani et
al. 2013) or semantic (Rehse et al. 2016)) and con-
struction methods (e. g., deterministic (Rehse et al.
2017) or heuristic (Yahya et al. 2012)), resulting in
differences between the mined reference models.
In addition, due to restrictions on the input models,
not every technique may be applied to every set
of input models. Some contributions describe the
influence of a single parameter, or a combination
of parameters, on the resulting reference model.
For example, a frequency threshold will determine
the model size and thus the character. The higher

the threshold, the smaller and the more generic
the resulting reference model. This influences the
underlying design principle (e. g., a larger size
corresponds to the configuration principle), but
not explicitly mentioned as such.

Some authors apply S-RMM by inductively de-
veloping reference models for a particular use case
in a certain domain, without explicitly considering
a generic procedure model or specific design prin-
ciples (Aier et al. 2011; Gröger and Schumann
2014; Karow et al. 2008). Others have developed
techniques that are specific to one domain, such as
public administration (Scholta 2016), interorgani-
zational services (Leng and Jiang 2017), or focus
on other models, such as enterprise architectures
(Timm et al. 2017).

Our intention here is to extend the existing con-
cept of RMM to consider the situational context,
i. e., the intended target models, when choosing
and executing a mining technique. Therefore,
we aim to create unified guidelines for S-RMM,
which reference model designers can use for an
easier and better application of RMM. Depending
on the characteristics they intend for their refer-
ence model and target models, designers should
be able to make informed choices on their design
principles and suitable mining techniques.

3.7 Process Similarity Measures
Identifying similarities between process models is
one of the cores in inductive reference modeling.
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As discussed above, RMM techniques approach
similarity from different angles. They draw from
results in process similarity analysis, which sum-
marizes formalized approaches to expressing the
degree of analogy between two process models in
form of a number between 0 (completely differ-
ent) and 1 (identical) (van der Aalst et al. 2006a).
Regarding formal methods, both Dijkman et al.
(2011) and Schoknecht et al. (2017) differenti-
ate three basic dimensions for measuring process
similarity, namely the natural language dimen-
sion, the structural dimension, and the behavioral
dimension.

The natural language dimension focuses on
comparing the activity labels within the process.
On a syntactical level, two labels are assessed
regarding the minimum number of change opera-
tions (insertion, deletion, substitution) required to
transform one into the other. These operations can
be performed on characters (known as string edit
distance) or analogously on words (Schoknecht
et al. 2017). To address the problem of synonyms
and homonyms in labels, some approaches con-
sider the semantic level, i. e., the meaning of the
words. This requires additional external resources
such as the WordNet ontology, linguistic databases
like Wiktionary, or NLP-specific techniques such
as parsing and part of speech tagging (Schoknecht
et al. 2017). Label correspondences are the basis
for several process similarity measures, such as
the similarity score based on common activity
labels (Akkiraju and Ivan 2010) or label matching
similarity (Dijkman et al. 2011).

The second similarity dimension focuses more
on the formal definition of process models as
labeled graphs, defining similarity based on the
differing model structures. The graph edit dis-
tance, which transfers the idea of the edit distance
to graph structures, is a very popular measure
for graph similarity. Due to its exponential com-
plexity, process similarity analysis typically uses
heuristic approximations (Dijkman et al. 2009,
2011). Other structural similarity measures in-
clude the percentage of common nodes and edges
(Minor et al. 2007) and the feature-based similarity
estimation (Yan et al. 2010).

Finally, the third dimension tries to take the
process model character into account, considering
its behavior in terms of the executable process
instances. This is beneficial in the sense that
due to ambiguities in most process modeling lan-
guages structurally different models can still be
behaviorally similar or even equivalent. A first no-
tion to measure the degree of process equivalence
based on observed behavior is presented by van
der Aalst et al. (2006a). Other approaches that re-
quire the generation of actual process instances are
the longest common subsequence (lcs) of traces
(Gerke et al. 2009) or the similarity of causal
footprints (van Dongen et al. 2008). Behavioral
profiles (Weidlich 2011) are matrices representing
the relations and dependencies between the nodes
of a process model. They can be derived directly
from the model, allowing for a more efficient
similarity measurement.

4 Procedure Model for Situational
Reference Model Mining

4.1 Overview
In this section, we present a general procedure
model for S-RMM (shown in Fig. 12) and de-
scribe each of its ten stages in detail. The proce-
dure model is based on the conceptualization of
S-RMM in Fig. 2. It describes a generic execution
process of an S-RMM application. Each of the
ten steps belongs to one of the two generic design
processes. DWR is concerned with the target
model construction (i. e., the reference model ap-
plication), while DFR focuses on the reference
model construction (i. e., the actual mining). In
the generic S-RMM process, DFR (seven steps)
is executed before DWR (three steps). In the
following, each of the ten stages is explained in
detail.

4.2 Determine Situational Context
As a basis for any S-RMM application, the situa-
tional context has to be analyzed by determining
the intended use for the target models and its nec-
essary characteristics. To analyze the situational
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context of a target process, one can follow differ-
ent context categorizations, as we have discussed
above. Tab. 1 lists the eight context categories
specified by UN/CEFACT (2009) and gives an
example how each of them might determine the
context of a to-be-defined process. The situational
context is also influenced by the available input
models, as their characteristics determine which
design principles may be reasonably applied. The
result of this step is a complete description, which
allows designers to fully understand the given
context.

4.3 Determine Target Model Design
Principle

Depending on the situational context and the in-
ferred requirements, the target model design prin-
ciple is chosen, based on the assessment which
of the five principles satisfies the requirements
best. Since the design principles are not formally
defined, the choice might not be definite, since
the context might allow for the application of dif-
ferent principles. In such a case, the choice can
be further influenced by other factors, such as the
availability of input models or the number and
maturity of applicable mining techniques. The
chosen principle determines the DWR part of the
process.

4.4 Determine Reference Model
Requirements

Based on the design principle, several require-
ments to the reference model design can be deter-
mined. These mainly follow from the principle
itself, instead of the situational context. However,
if certain requirements are not given in a context,
some principles might not be applicable. For
example, applying configuration might require a
configurable reference model, while instantiation
calls for generic process interfaces, i. e., place-
holder elements in a reference model, which can
be individually specified in the target model. The
requirements for each principle are elaborated in
Sect. 5. The result of this step is a concise list of
reference model requirements.

4.5 Determine Reference Model Design
Principle

Depending on the required design of the reference
model, the process designer has to choose the de-
sign principle that should be applied in the mining
process in order to fulfill these requirements. In
general, there is no restriction on the combina-
tion of principles, however, not every combination
is supported by an actual mining technique (cf.
Tab. 2). Hence, this step is limited not only by the
situational context, but also by the availability of
mining techniques.
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Table 1: Examples for Context Factors according to the eight Categories (UN/CEFACT 2009)

Context Category Context Factor Example

Business Process Goals, actions (e. g., digitalizing incoming invoices in a payment process)

Product Classification Tools (e. g., production machines needed for cutting out metal)

Industry Classification Customers (e. g., all technology users as customers of an internal IT department)

Geopolitical Context Cultural idiosyncrasies (e. g., additional checks by a supervisor in more hierarchically
structured societies)

Official Constraints Taxation laws, regulations (e. g., documentation obligation in the pharmaceutical
industry)

Business Process Role Active participants (e. g., sales employee involved in closing a deal)

Supporting Role Indirect participants (e. g., internal IT staff involved in setting up a CRM system)

System Capabilities Potentials and limitations (e. g., maximum number of daily work pieces in a production
process)

4.6 Choose Mining Technique
Choosing an applicable and appropriate RMM
technique is influenced by the chosen target and
reference model design principles, but also the
situational context that was previously analyzed,
as the reference model has to fulfill a number
of constraints. Some mining techniques qualify
for multiple combinations of target and reference
model design principles. In those cases, several
measures can assist in choosing an appropriate
technique.

• Analyze input models: Some mining techniques
pose requirements to the input models, such as
block-structuredness or the absence of loops.
Although the final input models are determined
in the next step, a technique is inapproriate if
it cannot be applied to most of the pre-selected
models. Especially when handling large or
complex models, this step may also benefit from
using automated process analysis techniques
such as process metrics (Mendling 2008) and
process similarity measures (Becker and Laue
2012; Dijkman et al. 2011).

• Compare mining techniques: The design prin-
ciples only provide a rough distinction between
mining techniques. They may also differ in
many other aspects, which are more or less

favorable in the given context. These include
similarity measure and model construction tech-
nique, but also parametrization, the availability
of external resources, or the processing order.
If, for example, some input models are more
important than others, a technique that allows
for an input model weighting is more applicable
than one that treats all input models equally.

• Determine external or practical aspects: The
situational context also has an influence on the
practical aspects of reference model mining.
Therefore, non-functional aspects such as the
necessary amount of manual pre-processing or
the computational complexity of the chosen
technique may also have an impact.

• Compare resulting reference models: Finally,
if none of the other steps allows to select one
technique over the others, it might be necessary
to compare the resulting reference models to
determine the best fit for the situational context.

4.7 Choose Input Models
Usually, a set of input models is selected prior to
beginning the mining process, as they determine
the situational context. However, due to possible
restrictions and requirements, the final set of input
models can only be selected after the mining
technique is chosen. For example, some mining
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techniques require their input models to be free of
loops or duplicate activities. Others are limited
to a certain modeling language. In addition to
choosing the input models, they might have to
be pre-processed (e. g., by making sure certain
conventions are fulfilled) and additional input such
as a matching between the input models might
have to be generated. As the result of this step,
all input should be gathered that is necessary to
automatically mine the reference model in the next
step.

4.8 Mine Reference Model
The reference model is obtained by applying the
mining technique to the chosen set of input models.
As they depend on both the input data and the situ-
ational context, potential parameter configurations
have to be individually determined to yield the
best-fitting reference model. This might require
several iterations to fully determine the influence
of the parameter on the resulting reference model.
The choice of parameters often determines the tar-
get model design principle, so it has to be handled
with care. For example, when using aggregation
as the reference model design principle, the value
of a frequency threshold makes the difference be-
tween designing the target models by means of
configuration, specialization, or analogy, as seen
in Tab. 2. The result of this step is a raw reference
model that is finalized in the following step.

4.9 Adapt Reference Model
As RMM techniques are usually fully automated,
the resulting model may not fulfill all the require-
ments derived from the situational context. Hence,
it may have to be manually adapted. Adaptation
methods include adding, deleting, or renaming
nodes, complementing the reference model with
deductively developed model parts, changing the
modeling or labeling conventions, transforming
the model into another (modeling) language, or
any other measure that simplifies the design of the
target models in the following step. As a result
of this step, a designer should obtain a finalized
reference model adapted to the given situational
context.

4.10 Design Target Models
After the reference model is finalized, it can be
used for the target model construction. Therefore,
the design principle determined in step 2 is now
applied to the reference model. Each target model
undergoes a separate construction process, where
the individual model requirements are addressed
in the best possible way. Due to the previous
construction steps, the reference model fulfills the
requirements of the target model design principle,
as described in Sect. 5. For example, if the target
models are to be designed by means of instanti-
ation, the reference model will contain generic
process interfaces that can be substantiated by the
target model context. Depending on the differ-
ences between the individual target context and
the chosen design principle, the designed models
may or may not differ substantially from each
other. The objective of this step is the generation
of a set of individualized target models for the
given situational context.

4.11 Evaluate Target Models
The goal of applying the S-RMM procedure model
is to design a reusable and thus useful reference
model and use this as a foundation for high-quality
target models. Hence, in the last step, the target
models are evaluated against the requirements de-
rived from their intended use case. This step may
lead to individual adaptations of the target models,
but may also serve to enhance the reference model
for further reusing. In addition, this step allows
process designers to reflect on the S-RMM process
as a whole, pointing out potential improvements.

5 Analysis of Design Principles and
Existing Mining Techniques

5.1 Overview
In this section, we examine each design principle
regarding its applicability for RMM. In order
to provide a guideline for applying the S-RMM
procedure model, we analyze existing mining
techniques regarding their underlying principles
and requirements, as summarized in Tab. 2. For
each target model design principle, we suggest
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corresponding reference model design principles
and, for each pair, suitable mining techniques.
The analysis is restricted to those combinations
of target and reference model design principle
described in Sect. 3.2 that are supported by a
mining technique.

Tab. 2 suggests both techniques that are ex-
plicitly meant for RMM (or inductive reference
model development), such as process variant clus-
tering (C. Li et al. 2011), and techniques that are
originally intended for another use case, but can
be employed accordingly, such as process model
merging (La Rosa et al. 2013). A technique was
selected if (a) it takes a set of models as input,
(b) it outputs a single model that is in some way
based on the input models, (c) it is fully auto-
mated, and (d) it describes a domain-independent
method that can be applied to any set of input
models. This excludes methodical frameworks
such as Fettke (2014), partially manual approaches
such as Gröger and Schumann (2014), or empiri-
cal, domain-specific reports such as Karow et al.
(2008).

The table can be seen as a complementary
guideline for using our procedure model, as it
makes concrete suggestions for realizing stage
five (Choose mining technique). Each design
principle, with its characteristics, requirements,
and consequences is analyzed in more detail in
the following sections.

5.2 Configuration
Employing configuration as a target model de-
sign principle has the objective to derive a target
model by selectively adopting parts of the ref-
erence model according to the restrictions and
specifications of the target model context. In or-
der to allow a selection of model parts in different
target contexts, the reference model must cover
all aspects that are relevant for a domain. This
means that a configurable reference model must
be inclusive, subsuming all (or most) variations
of certain domain aspects to increase its appli-
cability. On the other hand, configuration does
not include adding or changing model parts, so
the reference model must be characterized by an

applicable set of activities and an appropriate level
of granularity.

The requirements to a configurable reference
model have implications for the mining process
in terms of the mining technique and the choice
of input models. These models have to consider
the variation in the covered domain aspects, as
they provide the main reference model content.
While some additional content can be added dur-
ing a manual post-processing step, the majority
of the model content should be added during the
mining phase, ensuring an inductive model con-
struction. This means that the input models have
to be selected in a way that they belong to the
same domain, but describe different instantiations
of the process within that domain. For example,
the models may describe the same process, but
vary in terms of sub-domain (e. g., warehousing
or wholesaling in the retail domain), organiza-
tion size (e. g., SME or MNC), local jurisdiction
(e. g., administration in different states or coun-
tries), or organizational structure (e. g., functional
or divisional).
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Figure 13: Using configuration as a target model
design principle
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Table 2: Analysis of Matching Principles and According Mining Techniques

Target Model
Design Principle

Reference Model
Design Principle

RMM Techniques

Configuration Aggregation Ardalani et al. (2013), Fettke (2015), Gottschalk et al. (2008a), La Rosa
et al. (2013), C. Li et al. (2011), and Rehse et al. (2016, 2017)

Analogy C. Li et al. (2011), Martens et al. (2014), and Yahya et al. (2012)

Instantiation Aggregation Rehse et al. (2013)

Specialization Aggregation Ardalani et al. (2013), La Rosa et al. (2013), C. Li et al. (2011), and
Rehse et al. (2016, 2017)

Analogy C. Li et al. (2011), Martens et al. (2014), and Yahya et al. (2012)

Aggregation – –

Analogy Configuration Gottschalk et al. (2008a) and Schunselaar et al. (2014)

Aggregation Ardalani et al. (2013), Fettke (2015), C. Li et al. (2011), and Rehse et al.
(2016, 2017)

Analogy Martens et al. (2014) and Yahya et al. (2012)

When applying a mining technique to such a
set of models, it is essential to include all input
models features into the reference model, such
that it is maximally configurable. On the other
hand, potential commonalities should be identi-
fied and merged, such that the reference model
is generically applicable. This means that the
reference model must be designed by employing
either aggregation or analogy. Aggregation is
applicable, if all the input models are to be equally
considered in the design process and their individ-
ual features should be merged to construct a new
model. Selected mining techniques must either in-
clude entire process models (such as Fettke (2015)
and La Rosa et al. (2013)) or offer a threshold for
the minimum frequency of model parts (such as
Ardalani et al. (2013) and Rehse et al. (2016)). If
this threshold is low, the mined reference model is
inclusive and thus configurable. Analogy is appli-
cable, if one input model is used as the basis for
the reference model and is enriched by additional
aspects in the design process.

Fig. 13 shows an exemplary application of con-
figuration as a target model design principle. The
reference model describes an auditing process con-
sisting of two subprocesses, archiving the invoice

and checking the invoice. The model provides
two options for performing each subprocess. It is
evident from the model that the XOR-connectors
between the process options are considered as
design-time decisions instead of the process flow
being routed at runtime. An organization intend-
ing to design their process based on this reference
model needs to configure the model such that it is
compliant to the invoice archiving process. If the
specific context is not represented in the reference
model, configuration cannot be (solely) applied
for designing the reference model.

To conclude, configuration is an applicable
design principle, if

• the reference model should subsume different
characteristic values of some domain aspects,

• the input models describe the same process in
different contexts, and

• the target model context is covered by one or
several input models.

5.3 Instantiation
Employing instantiation as a target model design
principle has the objective to derive a target model
by embedding concrete process building blocks
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into places where the reference model provides a
generic placeholder. The reference model does
not have the objective to specify and define all
aspects of its domain. Instead, it deliberately
leaves their design to the target model designer
and thus allows them to be determined by the
target model context. The reference model itself
aims to provide a general structure and to describe
only generally applicable domain aspects.

The requirements to an instantiable reference
model have implications for the mining process in
terms of the mining technique and the choice of
input models. Necessity, placement, and design of
the generic placeholders have to be derived from
the input models. The placeholders are either are
included in the input models, in which case they
have to be chosen accordingly, or that they have
to be derived from the content the input models
provide. Both cases require aggregation as the
necessary reference model design principle. Since
the input models are typically taken directly from
an application context, they usually do not contain
generic placeholders as required for a reference
model. This is why the more complicated place-
holder construction is also more likely to happen
in practice.

Several aspects contribute to making place-
holder construction so complicated. First of all, it
is hard to automatically determine which domain
aspects should be left for target context instan-
tiation, as they depend on the reference model
designer’s objectives and preferences. Second,
even if the content to be abstracted is previously
specified, finding a generic placeholder for a set of
process model elements requires abstracting them
on a structural and semantic level. Structurally,
the position of the placeholder may differ among
the input models, making it unclear where to in-
sert it in the reference model. Semantically, the
placeholder (e. g., the process interface) needs a
label that describes the abstracted content, which
requires external knowledge in language process-
ing. The only applicable mining technique for
the instantiation principle is Rehse et al. (2013),
which uses process model abstraction techniques

in order to find commonalities among input mod-
els. However, even this approach requires a lot of
manual pre- and post-processing and is far from a
fully automated RMM approach.
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Figure 14: Using instantiation as a target model design
principle

Fig. 14 shows an exemplary application of in-
stantiation as a target model design principle. The
reference model describes an auditing process,
which contains a generic placeholder in terms of
a refinement symbol. This means that the activity
“Approve invoice” can be specified to describe the
actual process in this company. When applying the
reference model, the placeholder can be replaced
by this detailed process in order to construct a
more complete process model.

To conclude, instantiation is an applicable de-
sign principle, if
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• the reference model is a general framework that
can or should not specify domain aspects,

• the input models contents are abstractable, and
• the target model context allows for a concretiza-

tion.

5.4 Specialization
Employing specialization as a target model design
principle has the objective to derive a target model
by revising the core solution that is provided by
the reference model. The reference model unites
all universally valid domain aspects with the right
degree of granularity and allows target model
designers to extend and modify, but not delete,
them for their purpose. The entire content of the
reference model should be included in the target
model, but can be enriched as deemed necessary
by the target model context.

The requirements to a specializable reference
model have implications for the mining process
in terms of the mining technique and the choice
of input models. If the reference model should
provide generic fragments as universally valid do-
main aspects, these fragments have to be included
in the input models and be frequent enough to
be considered universally valid. In addition, the
reference model must be applicable in every target
model context. It can therefore only consist of
universally applicable model parts. This means
that the reference model can only contain those
model fragments that are present in all the pro-
vided input models. On the one side, this requires
the input models to be chosen to have enough
commonalities such that a meaningful reference
model can be derived. On the other side, the em-
ployed mining technique has to be able to identify
these commonalities and use them to construct a
reference model.

When applying a mining technique, the special-
ization principle is the opposite of the configura-
tion principle, in terms that configuration requires
all specificities of the individual models to be
included in the reference model. Specialization
allows none of the individual model features to be

part of the reference model. This means that min-
ing a specializable reference model also requires
the mining technique to have a frequency thresh-
old for reference model parts. Here, as opposed
to configuration, this threshold should be set as
high as possible, such that only the most frequent
model parts will be part of the reference model.
The mining techniques by Ardalani et al. (2013),
La Rosa et al. (2013), C. Li et al. (2011), and
Rehse et al. (2016, 2017) fulfill this requirement.
They construct a reference model by means of
aggregation. It is also possible to mine a special-
izable reference model by means of analogy, as
done by the techniques of Martens et al. (2014)
and Yahya et al. (2012).
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Figure 15: Using specialization as a target model
design principle

Fig. 15 shows an exemplary application of spe-
cialization as a target model design principle. The
reference model describes an auditing process,
which consists of two activities that are generally
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necessary when receiving an invoice, i. e., archiv-
ing and approving it. In the target model, these
universal steps are specified by a preceding step
matching the invoice with the requisition order be-
fore further processing. This might be necessary
for invoices received in a purchasing unit with
connection to an ERP system.

To conclude, specialization is an applicable
design principle, if

• the reference model should provide a core solu-
tion that covers all universal domain aspects,

• the input models share identical fragments de-
scribing universally valid domain aspects, and

• the target model context allows for a specific
extension and modification.

5.5 Aggregation
Employing aggregation as a target model design
principle has the objective to derive a target model
by combining the contributions of several refer-
ence models each covering another aspect of the
target model context. This means that the target
model context cannot be covered by a single ref-
erence model, but must stem from multiple ones.
This might be the case, if no specific reference
model exists for a specific process in a certain
industry. The target model is then constructed
by adopting parts from each reference model and
combining and replenishing them in order to de-
sign a new model.

Since designing a reference model by means of
aggregation means to mine several reference mod-
els, there is no applicable mining technique. All
of the mining techniques analyzed in the context
of this paper have the goal of uniting input models
to form a reference model instead of explicitly
separating them by a certain criterion. However,
this idea, which stems from process variant man-
agement, is worth to be considered in more depth.
In order to mine a meaningful reference model,
the input models should be fairly similar to each
other, with large intersections depending on the
design principle. In turn, if the provided set of
input models is too large and too disjoint, it might
not make sense to use them as input models for

one monolithic reference model. Instead, the input
models can be separated into smaller, but more
similar input sets able to generate a meaningful
reference model. Clustering techniques based on
model characteritics can be used for that purpose.
This idea is not completely new, as clustering
input models has already been described for ex-
ample by Fettke (2015), however, this approach
still has the goal to integrate all input models into
a single reference model. Deliberately separating
input models in order to mine different reference
models and recombining them to obtain target
models by means of aggregation has so far not
been considered and remains a topic for future
research.
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Figure 16: Using aggregation as a target model design
principle

Fig. 16 shows an exemplary application of ag-
gregation as a target model design principle. The
reference models cover different aspects of the
auditing process, i. e., invoice archiving and in-
voice approval. They are combined into a single
model in order to form a target model fulfilling the
requirements of its context, where invoices have
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to be both archived and approved in order to be
handled properly.

To conclude, aggregation is an applicable de-
sign principle, if

• the target model context cannot be described by
a single reference model and

• a separate reference model exists for all relevant
target models aspects.

5.6 Analogy
Employing analogy as a target model design prin-
ciple has the objective to derive a target model by
transferring a process design from one application
context to another. The reference model contains
a number of patterns or building blocks that are
applicable to its domain, however, they might have
to be adapted or modified in order to fit into the
target model context. Analogy is the application
principle that gives designers the highest degree
of freedom in modeling. It is allowed to change,
modify, delete, or replenish the reference model
according to the target model requirements. How-
ever, this also means that constructing a model by
means of analogy cannot be described by a set of
rules and thus, no guarantees can be given for the
quality of the target model.

Because of this lack of clearly defined rules
or requirements for the analogy principle, it is
difficult to asses its influence on the choice of
input models and mining techniques. It can be
stated that the reference model should be directly
applicable to the target model context in terms of
content and degree of abstraction, which means
that not a lot of changes should be made to the
input models. This allows designing the reference
model by means of either configuration, aggre-
gation, or analogy. Deriving a reference model
by configuration entails sufficiently substantiat-
ing it from a generic set of input models. This
is done by both Gottschalk et al. (2008a) and
Schunselaar et al. (2014). The techniques by
Ardalani et al. (2013), Fettke (2015), C. Li et al.
(2011), and Rehse et al. (2016, 2017) use their
abstraction parameter to determine the reference

model content. The analogy principle lies in be-
tween the restrictive specialization principle and
the inclusive configuration principle, such that the
frequency threshold should be somewhere in the
middle in order to mine a reference model that
can be used for an analogous design. Finally, the
techniques by Martens et al. (2014) and Yahya
et al. (2012) base their reference model design on
selecting one model as the basis, which should
yield a well applicable reference model.
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Figure 17: Using analogy as a target model design
principle

Fig. 17 shows an exemplary application of anal-
ogy as a target model design principle. The ref-
erence model describes an auditing process that
is directly applicable in the target model con-
text, regarding its scope and level of abstraction.
The target model adopts all parts of the refer-

http://dx.doi.org/10.18417/emisa.14.3


International Journal of Conceptual Modeling
Vol. 14, No. 3 (2019). DOI:10.18417/emisa.14.3

24 Jana-Rebecca Rehse, Peter Fettke

ence model, but reorders them to be executed in
sequence rather than in parallel.

To conclude, analogy is an applicable design
principle, if

• the reference model should provide a concrete
guideline or example for target model design,

• the input models comprise process variants, and
• the target model context allows for a direct

application of the reference model.

6 Case Study

6.1 Objective
In order to illustrate the general feasibility of
our procedure model, we use it to design two
different reference models by means of S-RMM.
For each, we set a situational context for which
a reference model should be designed and then
execute the ten steps of the procedure model.
The case study intends to demonstrate that using
the S-RMM procedure model leads to reference
models that are more adapted to the context than
those designed with RMM alone, while saving
resources in the design process. To show that it
is necessary to consciously select the right RMM
technique for a certain design context, both case
study scenarios are based on the same set of input
models. The resulting reference models differ
considerably from one another in terms of size,
structure, and level of detail, meaning that they
each fulfill their intended purpose, but could not
be interchanged.

Our real-life input processes describe how Ger-
man universities administer third-party funded
projects (Gröger et al. 2014; Gröger and Schu-
mann 2014). Concretely, we selected three process
models describing how three different universities
retrieve already-granted funds. They are suited for
our case study for three reasons. One, they each
depict the same process, implemented in different
organizational environments, but targeted towards
the same goal. Two, they are real-world process
models, so the case study supports the practical
applicability of S-RMM. Three, the models are
publicly available, so our study can be reproduced.

The first property is quite common in public
administration processes, making them an ideal
domain for inductive reference model develop-
ment (Scholta 2016). Typically, different public
authorities are responsible for performing the same
process in different areas (e. g., counties or states).
Since these processes by design reach the same
goals under similar circumstances, but potentially
in a different way, reference model designers can
compare them and combine their similarities into
a reference model. Another organization can then
use this reference model to implement the process,
benefiting from the experiences that were already
made.

Given the context of university administration,
Tab. 3 exemplifies a potential target model context
for each design principle. This explains the ratio-
nale behind S-RMM and illustrates its widespread
applicability. Once the target model design prin-
ciple is determined, the reference model design
principle is chosen based on the analysis from
Tab. 2, existing RMM techniques, and the avail-
able input data.

Our case study is set out to develop two refer-
ence models in different scenarios:

1. A fourth university wants to establish a new
department for handling third-party funded
projects and therefore needs to (re-)engineer its
internal processes. Because these administra-
tive processes should be efficient in supporting
the research departments and communicating
with the funding agencies, process designers can
draw from the three universities’ experiences.
If a singular model is used as a blueprint for the
design, it is by definition a reference model, but
it will be specific to the organizational context
of one university. Process designers should
take all three models into account and adopt
the commonalities, which they consider to be
industry standards. Especially in large models,
these similarities are difficult to identify and
integrate manually. Instead, process design-
ers can use RMM to derive a reference model
that integrates these similarities and assures a
certain quality. This model can be adapted to
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Table 3: Target Model Design Principles and Possible Application Contexts for the Case Study Models

Design Principle Context Description

Configuration Applicable, if the target model context is unknown at reference model design time, e. g.,
when developing a configurable piece of standard software to support the third-party funding
processes, which is to be sold to as many universities as possible.

Instantiation Applicable, if the target model context (or parts thereof) is irrelevant to the reference model
design, e. g., when describing a general practice for universities on how to handle third-party
funding, while deliberately leaving the concrete implementation open.

Specialization Applicable, if the target model context requires very specific and unique adaptations, e. g., when
a university receives sponsoring from an agency that has different reporting requirements.

Aggregation Applicable, if the target model context comprises several reference model contexts, e. g., when a
university intends to implement a process that handles third-party funded and industry-sponsored
research projects.

Analogy Applicable, if the target model context is comparable to the reference model context, e. g., when
a university opens a new research administration department where the existing processes have
to be implemented in the same way as they already exist at the first department.

fit the individual needs of his university. To
find the RMM technique that is most suited for
this purpose, they use S-RMM. This scenario
is described in Sect. 6.3.

2. A department of education wants to publish
a general guideline for its universities on how
to handle third-party funding. The objective is
to provide them with administrative processes
that are accepted in the industry and guarantee
a certain quality. Universities with little experi-
ence in the field can use them to establish a new
department for handling these projects without
investing too much administrative effort. Such
a guideline should be a reference model that
describes a generic process, but leaves enough
room for universities to adapt it to their own
organizational context. The guideline designer
can use RMM to inspect existing processes
from universities that successfully carried out
third-party funding projects in the past and sub-
sume only their commonalities. S-RMM can
be used to identify the right RMM technique.
This scenario is described in Sect. 6.4.

6.2 Input Data
The three models depicting third-party fund re-
trieval at three different universities are shown in

Fig. 18. They were originally modeled in bpmn
notation and converted into EPCs using the fol-
lowing rules (adapted from Tscheschner 2006).

• A bpmn event is converted into an EPC event.
• A bpmn activity is converted into an EPC

function.
• An exclusive gateway is converted into an XOR-

connector. The label of such a gateway is
depicted as a function preceding the connector.
The labels of the outgoing edges are converted
into events that succeed the connector.

• An inclusive gateway is converted into an OR-
connector.

• A parallel gateway is converted into an AND-
connector.

• If a bpmn activity joins multiple control flows,
an XOR-connector is inserted preceding the
according EPC function.

• A bpmn temporal event is converted into a
function, if it represents an action that requires
a certain time period (e. g., “wait until”). If it
represents a specific point in time, it is converted
into an event.
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• A bpmn message event without a label is con-
verted into a function representing sending or
receiving a message.

Swimlanes, data objects and additional text an-
notations are not depicted in the EPC. The models
already contained harmonized labels, which were
manually translated from German into English.
The harmonized labels represent equal granularity
levels for all models. As we can observe, their
activity scope is similar, but they differ in terms
of order and message flow, i. e., the sender and
recipient of notifications. This is because in each
university, the shown process is executed by a
different organizational unit. At the first univer-
sity, shown on the left, the process is initiated by
the funds-receiving research department and then
sent to the financial department, which handles
communication with the sponsor. At the second
university, shown in the middle, the process is
completely handled by the financial department.
At the third university, the receiving research de-
partment again initiates the process, but then sends
it to the research department, which then handles
the booking and communicates with the sponsor
and the financial department.

6.3 Process Improvement Scenario
6.3.1 Determine Situational Context
Our individual models describe the same process
(retrieving funds from an already granted third-
party funded research project) in three different
organizations of the same field, i. e., universities.
The situational context for this case study is that
an organization of the same type, i. e., a fourth
university, intends to re-engineer its own third-
party funding processes with the help of S-RMM.
They intend to build on previous experiences and
incorporate them in order to implement efficient
and effective administration processes. Public
administrations, such as universities, differ from
companies, because they do not need to protect
their processes as a business secret. Instead, the
process models can be shared for the benefit of
others.

We can conclude from the analysis of the mod-
els that the difference is not in the process, but in
its organizational context. The executed process
steps are more or less the same, but it is important,
which organizational units have to be involved,
who initiates the process, and who is responsible
for each part. Besides the organizational structure
of the university, this is also determined by the ad-
ministrative and legal conditions at the respective
university.

6.3.2 Determine Target Model Design
Principle

As we have determined above, the three input
models describe a differing organizational process
context, which impacts the process itself. The
choice of the target model design principle thus
depends on the organizational context of the fourth
university, intending to use these models for its
own purposes. In general, there are several choices
for this principle. If, as in this case, the target
model context is relevant to the reference model
design, analogy, aggregation, or configuration are
applicable principles. Instantiation and special-
ization require the reference model to contain no
context-specific elements, they will be addressed
in the second case study below.

If the organizational context of the target model
university is known, then analogy will be the
appropriate principle. Designers could choose the
input model with the most similar organizational
context and use that as a blueprint for their own
process model. Since the context is similar, the
model will mostly be directly applicable, with only
a small number of changes. However, since in
this case study, we know nothing about the fourth
university, analogy is also not applicable without
making further assumptions.

Applying aggregation as target model design
principle requires several reference models with
different context aspects, which are included in
the target model. In our context, this would be the
case if the university intended to implement a joint
process for retrieving funds from both third-party
funded and industry-sponsored research projects
and there existed separate reference models for
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Figure 18: Three models depicting the process for retrieving third-party-funds at three different universities
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each. Since our input models focus on one aspect
only, aggregation is not applicable.

Without assumptions on the target model con-
text, as many aspects as possible should be in-
cluded into the reference model. This makes it
applicable to as many contexts as possible. This is
why configuration is the most appropriate design
principle in this case. It allows the inclusion of
all three organizational contexts in the reference
model, which can then be adapted accordingly.
This also allows for the target context to deviate
from the input models, as the model parts can be
configured independently.

6.3.3 Determine Reference Model
Requirements

Once we have chosen configuration as the target
model design principle, we are able to list the
reference model requirements. As stated above,
these are mainly determined by the principle it-
self instead of the specific context. In this case,
we intend to design an inclusive reference model,
i. e., a model that includes rather than abstracts
all the specificities of the individual models, but
streamlines them by stressing the commonalities
among them. This means that the scope of the
reference model corresponds to the union of the
individual models’ scopes. Parts of the reference
model may cover similar aspects, but from differ-
ent perspectives and thus be irrelevant for a certain
application context. Thus, the model has to be
configurative, in a sense that it describes all the
possible process executions as seen in the input
models in a mostly general way.

6.3.4 Determine Reference Model Design
Principle

As we have seen in Tab. 2, the aggregation prin-
ciple is most often combined with configuration.
This application is no exception. Aggregation
entails adopting and composing parts of several
individual models, such that the resulting model
subsumes the input models. Since we intend
to design a reference model subsuming all the
individual organizational context, we intend to
consider each input model equally, hence making
aggregation an evident choice.

6.3.5 Choose Mining Technique
For the combination of configuration as target
model design principle and aggregation as ref-
erence model design principle, several mining
techniques are generally applicable. However, all
of these techniques may also apply to specializa-
tion and analogy as target model design principles.
The executed principles depends on the choice
of parameters and the weighing of the individual
models.

All these techniques have an abstraction thresh-
old parameter that determines the relative fre-
quency of a model element in order to be adopted
into the reference model. To mine an inclusive
reference model, this abstraction threshold should
be set as low as possible, such that all individual
model features are included in the reference model.
Some of the techniques allow to assign a different
weight to the input models, making some input
models more important to the reference model
design than others. In our case study, all mod-
els should be considered equally, so no weight
assignment is required.

Since the input models are similar in terms
of activity, but differ considerably regarding the
activity structure, choosing a mining technique
that relies on a structural similarity measure (such
as Ardalani et al. (2013), C. Li et al. (2011),
and Rehse et al. (2017)) is not recommended.
Other approaches are not applicable, as Gottschalk
et al. (2008a) use log data as input and Fettke
(2015) requires a large set of input models to
be clustered into distinctive groups. This leaves
process model merging (La Rosa et al. 2013)
and the RMM-2 approach (Rehse et al. 2016) as
applicable approaches.

To determine which technique better suits our
application, we compare the two techniques. The
first technique is not defined on a set, but a pair of
models and requires users to determine the order
in which the input models are merged. While this
is generally not an issue, different merging orders
may lead to different results, thus contradicting
our objective to consider all input models equally.
Hence, we chose the second technique, namely
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the RMM-2 approach as the appropriate mining
technique for our case study.

6.3.6 Choose Input Models
The RMM-2 approach is based on a semantic
similarity measure instead of a structural one.
Therefore, it poses less assumptions on its input
models, but it requires a uniform level of gran-
ularity, the absence of duplicate nodes and it is
unable to handle OR-connectors. It also requires a
matching between the input models as additional
input in order to determine analogies between
the nodes (Rehse et al. 2016). Since all our in-
dividual models are free of duplicate nodes and
OR-connectors, they could all be used as input
models for the mining process. A mapping was
defined such that activities and events with equal
labels were matched onto one another. This also
indicated a uniform level of granularity.

6.3.7 Mine Reference Model
In order to perform the mining, a parameter config-
uration that represents the chosen design principle
has to be found. The RMM-2 approach has only
two parameters: an abstraction threshold to de-
termine the minimum frequency of an activity
and a noise threshold to determine the minimum
frequency of an edge. The latter is meant to avoid
unstructured, spaghetti-like models and has to be
determined individually for each setting.

As the reference model subsumes parts from
all three input models, the abstraction threshold
is set below 1

3 (0.3). The noise threshold was
determined experimentally. We tested multiple
values and selected a value (0.4) that yielded a
structured and fully connected model. The mining
process is conducted using an implementation of
the approach in our research prototype RefMod-
Miner1 .

6.3.8 Adapt Reference Model
After the mining process is completed, the result-
ing reference model has to be adapted to serve
its intended purpose. In our case, this entailed
some remodeling of incorrectly designed model

1 http://refmod-miner.dfki.de
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Figure 19: The reference model mined for the process
improvement scenario
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parts, such as merging duplicate connectors. Also,
missing connectors were inserted and correspond-
ing edges were adapted accordingly. These errors
are caused by the mining technique, which is not
focused on syntactical model correctness. In addi-
tion, the reference model was newly layouted, as
shown in Fig. 19.

6.3.9 Design Target Models
We can see that the finalized reference model in-
tends to generalize the different execution order
from the input models, to introduce a large de-
gree of freedom for configuration purposes. The
project rate can be calculated either after or before
filling out and sending the forms, depending on
which organizational unit is responsible for this
step. Notifications can be sent to all potentially
involved parties. Note that the XOR-connectors in
this model should be understood as configurable
connectors. Within a certain organizational con-
text, the process will always take one of the poten-
tial options, while the other is only applicable in a
different organizational context.

Hence, when using this reference model to
design a new process for retrieving third-party
funds, the target model should be configured at
design time. This means analyzing the given
organizational context and adopting, deleting, and
arranging the individual model parts, such that
the process is applicable in the given context.

6.3.10 Evaluate Target Models
In this case study, our main goal was to demon-
strate the general usability of the newly designed
procedure model for S-RMM, as shown in Sect. 4.
We wanted to apply the model in a realistic case
study setting, such that we could explicate and
discuss the assumptions and conclusions that fol-
low from a certain situational context. In our
case, this context was the organizational context
of universities, which causes differences within
the process design. The resulting configurable
reference model allows for the configuration of the
target model according to the organizational con-
text at another university. The model is bounded

by the context information provided by the indi-
vidual models. If the organizational target context
differs significantly, for example by introducing a
new and unknown organizational unit, the refer-
ence model will provide less support for the target
model design.

6.4 Guideline Process Scenario
6.4.1 Determine Situational Context
Our second scenario relies on the same input mod-
els, but assumes a different reference modeling
context in order to illustrate the main idea behind
S-RMM. We will see that depending on the chosen
design principles and mining techniques, we yield
a completely different reference model that can
be used for a different purpose. In this case, we
assume that there is a department of education
aiming to facilitate third-party funded research
projects for its universities. In order to do that, it
analyzes existing administrative processes to give
the universities an idea of what such a process
entails and how much effort it might take to im-
plement it. The department is not interested in
the specific implementation of a process, instead
S-RMM should be used to derive a generic pro-
cess model suitable for getting a rough idea of the
underlying process.

We can conclude that, in this context, the in-
dividual input model contexts are not of any rel-
evance and should hence not be included in the
reference model. It is necessary to abstract as
much as possible from the concrete organizational
context represented in the input models and in-
stead focus on the commonalities between the
processes.

6.4.2 Determine Target Model Design
Principle

As in the first scenario, the concrete target model
context is unknown. However, in this case, there
might not even be a target model context and, if
there is, the reference model is not intended to
cover it to the full extent. In fact, the reference
model design is set out not to cover any specific
implementational or organizational details, but to
report only on the generic nature of the process.
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If the organizational context is not relevant
for the target model design, instantiation will be
an appropriate principle, as it allows a complete
abstraction from the organizational units. When-
ever designing the target process, the selected
placeholder can be replaced with the specific or-
ganizational context of the given university. The
input models here contain some context-specific
steps (such as receiving and sending notifications),
but also some context-independent steps (such as
booking a demand). However, instantiation as a
target model design principle requires the refer-
ence model to be on a higher abstraction level,
such that the target model designers can plug-in a
company-specific context. In our case study, the
reference model should be rather specific. This
allows implementing universities to plan its con-
crete execution. In consequence, instantiation is
not an ideal principle.

When the reference model is supposed to con-
tain universally valid domain aspects, specializa-
tion is the most applicable principle. Process
steps that appear in all (or the majority of) models
should be adopted into the reference model, which
can then be enhanced with further steps required
for the process to fit into the specific organizational
context. The reference model provides process
model building blocks. These building blocks are
the foundation for the target model design.

6.4.3 Determine Reference Model
Requirements

When choosing specialization as the target model
design principle, the reference model should only
contain universally valid domain aspects, i. e.,
those process steps and other elements that are
required in the process independent from the target
model context. Opposed to the scenario above,
this scenario requires an exclusive scenario where
only those steps that are included in every input
model should be included in the reference model.
The reference model can thus be considered as
the intersection of the input models. Of course,
we cannot determine from the input models alone
that these steps are really necessary in all con-
texts or that these are the only necessary steps to

take. These questions have to be answered when
adapting the mined reference model. However,
inspecting the provided input models gives a first
estimate of potential reference model content.

6.4.4 Determine Reference Model Design
Principle

We can see from Tab. 2 that there are two pos-
sible reference model design principles for the
target model design principle specialization. As
explained above, aggregation is suitable if we
intend to combine aspects from different input
models, e. g., if the necessary steps (in the opin-
ion of the reference model designer) appear in
different input models. If we intend to design
the reference model following the general design
of one or several input models, analogy is the
applicable principle. In our case, all the input
models contain the necessary steps, so there is no
need for aggregation. In consequence, the analogy
principle is chosen.

6.4.5 Choose Mining Technique and Input
Models

The difference between analogy and aggregation
as reference model design principles can be illus-
trated by the construction process. Aggregation
techniques usually analyze the common structures
in the input models and integrate them all into a
newly constructed process model. Analogy tech-
niques gradually adapt an existing model, such
that it becomes more similar to all other input
models. The latter are typically heuristic tech-
niques, adapting the models by means of change
operations.

Referring to Tab. 2, the mining techniques pre-
sented by C. Li et al. (2011), Martens et al. (2014),
and Yahya et al. (2012) are applicable to the prin-
ciple combination specialization / analogy. The
first contribution contains two different mining
techniques, a heuristic technique based on an ex-
isting reference model and a clustering technique
to merge existing process variants. The heuristic
technique employs analogy as design principle, the
clustering technique aggregation. In this section,
we refer solely to the heuristic approach, which
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is based on an approximation of the graph-edit
distance as a similarity measure. The other two
contributions (Martens et al. 2014; Yahya et al.
2012) both present mining techniques based on
genetic algorithms.

In general, all three techniques would be appli-
cable to our use case. However, the technique by
Yahya et al. (2012) is rather limited, as it does not
consider process model semantics (i. e., different
types of connectors). Of the two remaining tech-
niques, we chose the heuristic mining technique
by C. Li et al. (2011) due to its supposedly lower
runtime and better accountability.

The chosen mining technique requires input
models to be block-structured and does not allow
them to contain OR-connectors. All input models
fulfill these criteria, so they are all used as input
models. To initiate the process, one of the models
is randomly selected as the initial reference model.

6.4.6 Mine and Adapt Reference Model
Besides the input models, the heuristic mining
technique requires some optional parameters, i. e.,
the weighting of the input models and a maxi-
mum number of iteration steps. Since there is no
input model that we consider especially relevant
to the reference model design, we weight them
all identically. The models are small enough that
the computationally complex technique should be
able to handle them. The number of iterations is
therefore not restricted.

The mining process was again conducted using
an implementation of the approach in our research
prototype RefMod-Miner. We performed sev-
eral iterations of the mining process, each time
picking another input model as the initial model.
Finally, the reference model computed based on
the second input model (shown in the middle of
Fig. 18) was the best fit for the described context,
as it contains all universal process steps in the right
order, but does not contain any context-specific
messaging function or corresponding event. Since
the mined result was already syntactically correct
and semantically expedient, no further adaptations
were required. The final reference model is shown
in Fig. 20.
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Figure 20: The reference model mined for the guideline
process scenario
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6.4.7 Design and Evaluate Target Models
The primary purpose of the reference model in this
scenario is not the design of specific target mod-
els, but a generic description of existing processes.
Since the model contains all those process steps
that are present in all input models and connects
them into a reasonable process model, it fulfills
this purpose and can serve as the basis for an in-
depth process description. It can also be used as a
starting point for potential target models. In this
case, it is important for reference model designers
to note which aspects from the input models are
not included in the reference model, but should
be considered to implement a meaningful pro-
cess. The reference model documentation should
therefore point towards the additional information
required for target model design. In our case
study, this would include the department that initi-
ates and executes the process, the departments that
have to be included or notified, and the department
that is in charge of communicating with external
process participants (e. g., the sponsor). Target
model designers should include these factors into
the process by means of specialization.

7 Discussion

The purpose of the case study in Sect. 6 was
to demonstrate the utility and general feasibil-
ity of the concept of S-RMM. By deliberately
selecting two very different, but generally appli-
cable RMM use cases, we show that successfully
applying RMM requires more than efficient al-
gorithms. However, even though our procedure
model provides reference model designers with a
basic guideline, additional aspects must be consid-
ered before practitioners will be able to leverage
the full potential of RMM.

The scenarios that we consider in our case study
are rather classical use cases for reference model-
ing. For both process (re-)engineering and guide-
line documentation, the multitude of reference
modeling benefits (including increased process
quality, industry alignment, standardized termi-
nology) depend on the availability of a pertinent
reference model. If no such model exists, many

organizations are unwilling to invest the time, cost,
and personnel resources that are necessary to de-
sign a new one. This is understandable from both
an economical and a business perspective, as such
a design project is not always a worthwhile cause.
If the reference model has no prospect of reuse
either within the own organization or in others
(e. g., in case of an industry standard), the required
efforts cannot be economically justified. The
same is true if the concomitant benefits mentioned
above are not required or even counterproductive
to the target model design process. This might be
the case if a process is to become a competitive
advantage and therefore should be designed in a
new and unique way.

This problem is inherent to reference modeling
and cannot be completely solved by S-RMM. De-
signing a reference model will always require a
substantial amount of work from its stakeholders,
such that it becomes a valuable asset. Automation
is set out to address this issue, but current ap-
proaches are not mature enough to be used on their
own. In this context, we position S-RMM as a new
paradigm to reference modeling. If (a) the target
model design could benefit from using a reference
model, (b) the reference model development is
economically justified, and (c) the company is
willing to design a new reference model, but un-
sure whether it can muster the required resources,
S-RMM as a hybrid automated-manual method
might be the right solution.

One could also question why we use the term
“situation” to describe the concept of S-RMM.
In a way, a situationally designed model is the
antipode of a reference model, given that the latter
implies universality, which contradicts situational
and therefore individual adaptation. However, we
have chosen this ostensible oxymoron on purpose,
because a reference model does not apply equally
well in every context. Instead, it makes sense
to situationally design multiple reference models
for the same domain, if they serve different pur-
poses. This is also why a reference model can be
designed situationally, even if the designers don’t
yet know the details of the target model design.
They can include those application details that are
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already known and use design principles such as
instantiation to give users the necessary freedom
of decision, as we show in the second case study
scenario.

In this regard, we should also examine how
S-RMM relates to SME, given the analogous ter-
minology. SME makes the case for situationally
adapting a (software development) method to the
circumstances of a project or an organization. The
artifact in question is the to-be-designed method,
which can be directly influenced. In S-RMM, the
main focus is not the method, but the reference
model, i. e., the model’s result, that is to be situa-
tionally adapted. For this purpose, the best mining
method is selected and executed. This means
that the designer’s influence on the situationally
adapted reference model is more indirect than on
the situationally adapted software development
method and that S-RMM comprises the situational
design of not one, but two artifacts. Despite these
differences, we have deliberately chosen this ter-
minology, as the underlying idea of S-RMM is
the same as in SME: An artifact is much more
valuable, when it’s consciously adapted to the
circumstances in which it is used.

Although they stem from a process documen-
tation project at real-world universities, we chose
the set of input models mainly for demonstrative
purposes. Given that they represent the same
process at different organizations, they adequately
demonstrate the influence different of the organi-
zational context on the process design. However,
since we did not have access to additional docu-
mentations or process execution data, we could
only use the process models to draw conclusions.
Even if such data would have been available, the
context assessment would still require a lot of
manual work, since none of the existing mining
techniques are capable of handling such additional
information. For a demonstrative case study, we
also had to make a number of assumptions regard-
ing the target model context, with a few aspects
remaining open. While both our scenarios are
reasonable, yet slightly artificial, use case for refer-
ence modeling, there exists a plethora of other use

cases, where the feasibility of S-RMM remains to
be elaborated.

As we have seen in the first case study scenario,
parametrization may or may not be a decisive fac-
tor in reference model construction. The influence
of parameters on the reference model contents
and design has to be determined individually for
each technique. For example, the order in process
model merging should not influence the resulting
model, while a frequency threshold (as for exam-
ple in Ardalani et al. 2013; Rehse et al. 2016)
determines whether a reference model is the in-
tersection or the union of the input models. In
this case, the parameter value also determines
the design principle. Depending on the relative
frequency of the reference model elements, config-
uration, analogy, or specialization are applicable.
This is why multiple mining techniques apply
to several combinations of target and reference
model design principle, as seen in Tab. 2.

While the choice of design principle provides
a first guideline towards a better-fitting reference
model, it is not sufficient to choose the right min-
ing technique for a use case. In the case study
scenarios, after selecting both the target model
and the reference model design principles and
deducing appropriate requirements, several min-
ing techniques were applicable. Their assets and
drawbacks, and thus the final choice of technique,
could only be determined after either analyzing
the technique in more detail (as in scenario 2) or
applying it to the input models (as in scenario 1).
This means that the technique might not fulfill all
requirements from the previous step. As shown in
Tab. 2, the finally chosen approaches are only one
of several applicable techniques for the combina-
tion of aggregation and configuration, respective
analogy and specialization. Applying another
technique might not yield a reference model as
the union or intersection of input models, but it
might still be a meaningful reference model in a
number of different use cases.

The case study also demonstrates a problem in
RMM that is imminent to inductive techniques.
The final result depends on the content of the input
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data. This has two implications. First, the refer-
ence model cannot contain any elements that were
not present in any of the input models. Second,
the mined reference model might be misleading
in terms of its generality, as a mining technique
draws conclusions from a small and finite set of
input models to the whole process domain (prob-
lem of induction). Both problems cannot be fixed
algorithmically. Addressing them is the reference
model designer’s responsibility. If the model
needs to be changed to serve its purpose, they
either have to adapt the set of input models or
the model itself. Since the available input models
are usually limited, this involves more manual
effort, which should have been avoided by using
an automated approach in the first place.

Choosing aggregation and configuration as the
design principles in the first scenario was a con-
scious decision. Our analysis of existing mining
techniques in Sect. 5 shows that the aggregation
principle is predominant in reference model con-
struction, while configuration is the mainly fol-
lowed principle in reference model application.
Due to the nature of RMM, this is not surprising.
When deriving a reference model with a certain
degree of universal applicability from a set of
input models, aggregating their common features
is an obvious approach, but it is not the only one
that achieves a meaningful model. Constructing
the reference model by adapting one input model
to reduce the overall difference to the other input
models realizes the analogy principle, as we have
demonstrated in the second case study scenario
using the technique by C. Li et al. (2011).

On the other hand, a reference model that aggre-
gates aspects from different sub-domains has to
be configured in order to obtain a context-specific
target model. A reference model that contains
the most common fragments requires specializa-
tion or instantiation as appropriate target model
design principles. To conclude, although aggre-
gation/configuration is prominent, this principle
combination is not automatically applicable, but
depends on the characteristics of the mining tech-
nique. This is also why we chose two different

principles in the second scenario, demonstrating
the necessity for all the principles.

The analysis in Sect. 5 also shows that the in-
stantiation principle is underrepresented in RMM.
This is supported by the fact that it is the only prin-
ciple not considered in the case study. Most exist-
ing RMM approaches are not capable of handling
input models with varying degrees of abstraction,
but instead require the same level of detail across
all input models. This level is then reproduced
in the reference model. The generic placeholder
elements, necessary for deriving target models
by means of instantiation, cannot be derived this
way. They would require approaches capable of
abstracting input models with varying degrees of
specificity.

Our analysis also reveals that current ap-
proaches are not able to construct the reference
model by means of aggregation. One reason might
be that aggregation draws on several conceptual
models covering different aspects of the situational
context to be composed in the target model. None
of the existing mining techniques is explicitly
aimed to mine several different reference models
covering different aspects of the defined domain.
However, such a scenario is realistic, for example
when the reference model is supposed to cover a
large application domain, but only input models
from smaller subdomains are available.

8 Conclusion

In this contribution, we introduce the concept of
Situational Reference Model Mining. The refer-
ence modeler’s dilemma states that it is necessary
to balance a reference model’s generality against
its value for each customer. Manual reference mod-
eling methods give their users full control over
how they address the dilemma for their individual
use case, but are resource-intensive and error-
prone. Automated methods are resource-efficient,
but situation-agnostic. S-RMM provides a mid-
dle ground, investing some resources to achieve
a better-fitting and therefore more valuable ref-
erence model. We intend to give organizations
better access to high-quality reference models by
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Figure 21: Future research questions positioned on the spectrum of BE research methods

providing them with a method to use automated
reference modeling to their advantage. As this
idea has not yet been elaborated in the respec-
tive literature, our procedure model is intended as
a first recommendation for a concrete approach.
This way, we intend to increase the practical appli-
cability of RMM and make its benefits available
to a wider range of users.

As evidenced by this text-heavy contribution,
the idea behind S-RMM is a rather informal one,
relying on textual descriptions and conceptual
models. This is mainly because many relevant
process context aspects (such as company strategy
or employee relations) cannot be easily formalized,
much less expressed in a form suitable for automa-
tion. On the spectrum of BE research methods,
our contribution is located further on the left side.
However, as shown by the related work and the
analysis of existing mining techniques, S-RMM
also encompasses more formal aspects. Hence,
the open research questions are spread across the
whole spectrum, as summarized in Fig. 21. In the
following, we shortly outline each future research
question, in increasing order of formalization.

How can the procedure model be validated?
The procedure model, in combination with the
analysis of existing techniques, is supposed to be a
guideline for both reference modeling researchers
and practitioners. However, it has not yet been
evaluated by being applied in a large-scale con-
text. Elaborating it in more detail, evaluating it
by means of design science, and gaining more
experience in practical applications of existing

RMM techniques remains one of the major objec-
tives of further reference modeling research. Our
underlying assumptions should also be critically
assessed. For example, in some cases it could
make sense to develop situationally adequate tar-
get models instead of choosing an appropriate
mining technique.

Which context factors are really relevant for
RMM? Since we have not yet applied our findings
in a more realistic case study with practitioners,
we cannot finally say which contextual factors
actually have influence on RMM and whether they
can be appropriately represented by the frame-
work we suggest. As we explain above, the design
principles provide some guidance, but are too
broadly phrased in order to provide concrete in-
structions. This is by design, because a strict
guideline would be limited to specific use cases
and thus too narrow for a universal application.
An analysis of deductive approaches to reference
modeling as well as existing RMM applications
and case studies (such as Aier et al. 2011; Gröger
and Schumann 2014; Karow et al. 2008) should
be a good starting point to analyze relevant con-
text factors. The goal should be to express these
factors in a unified conceptual model and assess
each for opportunities of formalization and data
collection.

How can new RMM techniques fill the identified
research gaps? Our analysis of existing mining
techniques in Tab. 2 also acts as a gap analysis,
identifying further research potentials and objec-
tives and allowing for a more structural design of
new mining techniques. The main motivation for
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this contribution is to increase the practical appli-
cability of RMM. Currently, there exists a number
of publications that focus on technical and me-
thodical aspects, as well as a few implementations,
but few concrete suggestions for their applica-
tion. By coining the term “Situational Reference
Model Mining”, we emphasize that the choice of
technique is relevant, i. e., they cannot always be
used interchangeably. The gaps outlined in the
discussion should thus be successively filled by
new techniques, allowing for a better applicability
of S-RMM.

Which additional design principles are ben-
eficial and how can they be derived? In this
contribution we draw on the five principles config-
uration, instantiation, specialization, aggregation
and analogy, as defined in vom Brocke (2007).
However, these are not the only principles to be
considered for reference model design. In future
work, it would be beneficial to develop a concep-
tual framework for reference model design and use
this to derive new design principles in a structured
way. As examples, we suggest to consider the
following principles:

• Modification, as suggested by Delfmann (2006)
allows all changes to the reference model that do
not result in erroneous or inconsistent models.

• Elimination allows designers to delete unneces-
sary elements from a reference model.

• Union allows to merge several models, without
aggregating their contents.

How to design context-aware and domain-
specific RMM techniques? The concrete assess-
ment of relevant context factors is also impeded
by the fact that there are no techniques for context-
aware RMM. As our analysis reveals, none of the
existing approaches is able to take context factors
into account. The only additional input is the
mapping between the input models, which may
provide some context. One explanation might be
that it is very difficult, if not impossible, to con-
sider context factors before knowing the concrete
reference modeling use case. This is why generic
RMM techniques, like process mining techniques,

either only factor in context already present in
the models (such as similarities between input
models) or rely on the user to (implicitly) provide
it, for example by selecting the right input models.
Also considering additional process data, such
as process documentations, organizational mod-
els, or execution logs, could generally be helpful
in designing a more powerful mining technique.
Whether or not there will be developments towards
context-dependent mining techniques, remains to
be seen. Developing domain-specific RMM tech-
niques that are restricted to a certain industry
(e. g., healthcare or public administration) might
be interesting, as such approaches are capable of
intrinsically considering relevant context factors.
A priori knowledge of relevant context data could
be the final step towards a strictly formal and thus
fully automated RMM technique.
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