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Abstract 

Context: Process models are key in facilitating communication in organizations and in designing 

process-aware information systems. Organizations are facing increasingly larger and more complex 

processes, which pose difficulties to the understandability of process models. The literature reports 

several factors that are considered to influence the understandability of process models. However, these 

studies typically focus on testing of a limited set of factors. A work that collects, abstracts and 

synthesizes an in-depth summary of the current literature will help in developing the research in this 

field. 

Objective: We conducted a systematic literature review (SLR) focusing on the empirical studies in the 

existing literature in order to better understand the state of the research on process model 

understandability, and identify the gaps and opportunities for future research. 

Method: We searched the studies between the years 1995 and 2015 in established electronic libraries. 

Out of 1066 publications retrieved initially, we selected 45 publications for thorough analysis. We 

identified, analyzed and categorized factors that are considered to influence the understandability of 

process models as studied in the literature using empirical methods. We also analyzed the indicators 

that are used to quantify process model understandability. 

Results: Our analysis identifies several gaps in the field, as well as issues of inconsistent findings 

regarding the effect of some factors, unbalanced emphasis on certain indicators, and methodological 

concerns. 

Conclusions: The existing research calls for comprehensive empirical studies to contribute to a better 

understanding of the factors of process model understandability. Our study is a comprehensive source 

for researchers working on the understandability of process models and related fields, and a useful 

guide for practitioners aiming to generate understandable process models. 
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1 Introduction 

Process modeling is a fundamental activity to understand and communicate process information, and 

often a prerequisite for conducting analysis, redesign and automation [1]. As such, process models are 

used for many purposes from increasing understanding of a process by knowledge workers, executing a 

process, sharing process information with customers, or for what-if analysis [2,3]. However, in order 

for these models to successfully serve for their potential uses, they should be understandable to their 

audience. 
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