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Preface

By Wil van der Aalst

When looking ahead, progress often seems painfully slow. There is always so much left to do, so much still unclear, and so much that does not yet work as it should. But when looking backward, one sees that a great deal has happened. Process mining is a good example of this. I started working on this in the late 1990s, and I was often frustrated to see that people loved the idea but did not use it. People would be flabbergasted by the process mining results I showed, but returned to “business as usual” the next day.

When I started working on the ideas that would later become known as process mining, there was no field, no market, and certainly no widespread recognition that event data could be used to discover, analyze, and improve real processes. Organizations were drawing process models based on opinions, workshops, and assumptions. Meanwhile, their information systems were recording what was actually happening. The contrast between these two worlds fascinated me. Why rely on fiction if the evidence is already there?

My background in mathematics, Petri nets, and workflow management shaped how I looked at these problems. I was never very interested in models as illustrations or management artifacts. I wanted models to be precise, grounded, and useful. Over time, it became clear to me that the real challenge was not just to model processes, but to confront reality: to discover processes from data, to compare observed behavior with desired behavior, and to use this to drive improvement.

Looking back, it is remarkable how much has happened since then. What started as a small research effort grew into a broader scientific discipline. Algorithms were developed, new questions emerged, and an international community formed around the topic. ProM played an important role in this. It was never meant to be a polished commercial product. It was a vehicle for exploration, experimentation, and collaboration. Through ProM and the many people contributing to it, process mining became more than a set of ideas. It became a discipline with conferences such as the International Conference on Process Mining (ICPM) and the Business Process Management (BPM) Conference.

At the same time, a field only becomes truly influential when it moves beyond academia. One of the most interesting aspects of this story is how ideas developed in universities eventually found their way into practice. Celonis played a key role in that transition. The company saw early on what many others overlooked: that event data is not just exhaust from operational systems, but a source of insight about how organizations really function. The Celonis founders, Alex, Basti, and Martin, understood the potential of process mining and had the discipline, persistence, and ambition to turn this into something that enterprises could use at scale.

This book, written by Arian Kiandoost, tells that story well. It shows how academic ideas and entrepreneurial energy can reinforce one another. It also shows that important innovations rarely emerge overnight. They require patience. They require people willing to keep building even when progress seems slow. And they require bridges between worlds that too often remain disconnected: science and business, rigor and usability, theory and execution.

Still, it would be wrong to see this book as the conclusion of a journey. Process mining is not a finished story. On the contrary, it is just at the start! Yes, much has been achieved. A strong research community has emerged. Many tools have been developed. Large organizations now recognize the importance of understanding their actual processes. But the real potential of process mining is still unfolding.

This is especially true now. Organizations have become more interconnected, processes span multiple systems and objects, and the rise of AI makes process understanding even more important. Without process context, AI can easily make things faster without making them better. This is why I see object-centric process mining, process intelligence, and the combination of data-driven process understanding with predictive, generative, and prescriptive AI as such an important next step. We are only beginning to explore what is possible.

So yes, when looking forward, things can seem to move incredibly slowly. There are always new challenges, limitations, and misconceptions to overcome. But when looking backward, I mainly feel gratitude. Gratitude for the many students, colleagues, collaborators, and entrepreneurs who helped shape this field. Gratitude that ideas once seen as obscure now matter in practice. And gratitude that process mining has grown into something that can genuinely help organizations improve how they work. Recently, I celebrated my 60th birthday in Aachen. People all over the globe came to celebrate it with me, and over 125 colleagues and friends contributed to the Festschrift “Mining a Scientist’s Process: Essays Dedicated to Wil van der Aalst on the Occasion of His 60th Birthday,” published by Springer.

Finally, I would like to thank Arian Kiandoost for writing this book and for telling this story with such care and enthusiasm. I hope it will encourage more persistence, more ambition, and also more self-awareness in European research. Europe produces many deep ideas, but too often fails to recognize their value early enough or to build on them decisively. I also hope this book inspires a next generation of entrepreneurs to take up such ideas and turn them into new markets, new categories of software, and real impact in practice.
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