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Digital Strategy in the Age of Smart Automation 
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Is now the time to automate and reap the benefits? 

Implementations of smart automation technologies – robotic process 
automation, cognitive tools, intelligent agents and chatbots – often fail 
to meet expectations. Rather than being part of a digital transformation 
plan focused on end-to-end processes, initiatives are usually one-offs 
targeting siloed tasks with limited potential for broader impact. Learn 
how smart automation deployments can go wrong and the approaches 
for better outcomes. Making immediate improvements is even more 
essential. 

For more information about how 
Canon Business Process Services can 
help your company improve business 
agility and operations, please call 888-
623-2668 or visit cbps.canon.com.

INTELLIGENT AUTOMATION
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BEATE HAUSMANN: Paul, would you like to start 
with general comments about smart automation 
and how organizations can use the technology?

PAUL MORRISON: The situation with smart 
automation today is one of massive opportunity 
and newly possible combinations of tools. But that 
also makes it confusing when approaching it for 
the first time. One major challenge people have is 
understanding how these tools fit into the bigger 
picture. 

The purpose of smart automation typically falls into 
three general categories. Smart automation doesn't 
exist on its own: It is one of three fundamental 
automation levers that every purchase-to-pay function 
has: ERP and core systems; best-of-breed tools 
like cloud solutions, which are designed to solve 

specific problems in a particular function; and smart 
automation, which consists of cross-functional, 
multipurpose tools used to fill gaps. It's up to each 
organization to find the right combination of these 
tools and evolve that model over time to enhance the 
function.

Second, smart automation enables companies to 
reach the full potential of digital. It uses capabilities like 
advanced analytics to support process improvement, 
transformation and data-driven behavior. Done well, 
smart automation takes advantage of the full power of 
digital to drive automated and agile processes.

And finally, smart automation can be used to disrupt 
the way business is done. Machine learning and AI 
can imitate human judgment processes, such as 
anomaly detection and behavioral predictions. 

Digital Strategy in the Age of 
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About the experts

PAUL MORRISON
Global Lead, Smart Automation Practice

Mr. Morrison guides The Hackett 
Group's clients in maximizing the 
benefits of RPA and cognitive 
automation, often as part of a 
larger digital transformation. 

This includes the development of RPA strategy, 
pilots and live implementation. He has 20 years of 
advisory experience, extending beyond automation 
and into benchmarking, innovation and outsourcing, 
and covering both IT and business processes.

NICOLAS R. WALDEN
Senior Director, Procurement and Purchase-to-Pay 

Advisory, UK

Mr. Walden advises senior 
executives of large, complex 
companies on topics including 
effective sourcing; developing 
procurement's internal brand; and 

digital technologies and their impact on operating 
models. With 20 years of experience in the fields of 
procurement and finance, he is a frequent speaker 
at conferences and other events in the UK and 
Europe, and a regular contributor to online media 
including Procurement Leaders, Raconteur, Supply 
Management and Spend Matters.

MS. HAUSMANN: Nic, what are some of the 
misconceptions about smart automation that 
you're finding among the organizations you're 
working with?

NIC WALDEN: For purchase-to-pay specifically, 
technology has covered a lot of ground in the last five 
years. Teams are very busy thinking about how to 
modernize their technology strategies and operations 
by deploying new tools. I commonly hear organizations 
express frustration with what they're doing today, so 
it’s important to properly set expectations. There are 
always going to be challenges as organizations move 
from legacy environments to modern ones, especially 
as technology struggles to keep up with current 
expectations and requirements.

MS. HAUSMANN: Which types of process areas 
and activities are organizations prioritizing for 
smart automation today?

MR. WALDEN: Much of the focus is on robotic process 
automation and APIs, which are used to fill process 
automation gaps (Fig. 1). But there is also considerable 
focus on efficiency, productivity and analytics. It's 
common to start with areas that continue to pose the 
greatest challenges in purchasing: payments, invoicing 
and master data. Analytics can provide feedback about 
end-user behavior or encourage them to follow a 
process or policy. Another great opportunity is using 
analytics to prioritize the workloads of teams. Instead 
of team members coming in at the start of the day and 
simply addressing items sitting at the top of a queue, 
smart analytics can prioritize the queue according 
to the biggest performance needs, whether that's 
meeting SLA targets, making on-time payments or 
expediting orders.

There is also a productivity opportunity in tactical 
sourcing bots. Vendors are bringing these to market at 
the category level now, which presents an opportunity 
for buy desks or "three bids" sourcing.

MR. MORRISON: To build on what Nic just said: It's 
important to recognize that smart automation is very 
broad in scope. RPA, chat, cognitive, smart capture, 
data capture and orchestration are some of the best 
known. Each of these advanced technologies is meant 
to tackle different types of work and problems. Plus, 
each client I work with has a slightly different idea 
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FIG. 1  Most common technologies that have been adopted in purchase-to-pay
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FIG. 2   Smart automation opportunity sizing methodology 
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about where the opportunities are. Most often these 
are in transactional areas of activity – accounts payable 
and the invoicing process (Fig. 2). This is where it's 
common for systems to be poorly integrated and 
require manual intersystem checking, uploading and 
administration. That transactional gap is almost always 
where organizations will start with smart automation.

Transactional gaps are almost 

always where organizations start 

with smart automation.
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As Nic said, focusing on the biggest value driver 
is important. Efficiency is a clear and measurable 
benefit in automating these tasks, but the bigger 
value is where you can inform business decisions 
to improve the way the function works and to 
reduce risk. Some of the best examples we see are 
the result of combining AI and analytics to detect 
anomalies, duplicate payments and fraudulent activity, 
or identifying patterns in transactional data and then 
either feeding that information to the experts and 
the process leads, or in some cases, making direct 
automated interventions. 

One client, a UK retailer, recently shared that they're 
using automated anomaly detection to identify 
duplicate payments. They detected a million pounds in 
value from the first run in the pilot alone.

MS. HAUSMANN: What are the most significant 
trends you're seeing today in purchase-to-pay that 
involve digital? 

MR. WALDEN: Going paperless and managing 
increased risk are front and center. Purchase-to-
pay leaders are stepping up efforts to modernize 
processes, including invoicing, payments, and travel 
and expense. Recently, priorities have broadened from 
cost management and process efficiency. Teams are 
now being asked to deliver more value and mitigate 
risk, particularly in a work-from-home environment.

Improving the customer experience is also an 
important priority, but many struggle to do this right. 
The most straightforward approach is streamlining 
and enabling users to follow the preferred or optimal 
path more easily, via smart automation. Another big 
trend is the incorporation of external data to inform 
supply risk management and validate or improve the 
quality of master data. The combination of smart 
automation technology and internal and external 
data is finally making real-time visibility and process 
controlling a possibility.

MS. HAUSMANN: When organizations deploy smart 
automation, what process do they typically follow?

MR. MORRISON: The first step is to consider how 
the digital capabilities of the company fit with P2P. 

There is a reasonably broad range of ways this can 
be organized, but the key point is that many of the 
skills required to deliver a digital project like a robot 
are cross-functional. The best way to accumulate the 
skills and ways of working in assets and infrastructure 
are likely to be cross-functional – maybe a GBS digital 
team or enterprise digital capability. In addition, there is 
extensive interaction within the finance function.

Beyond the organizational aspect, the next step is 
to understand the dynamics of implementation. Any 
end-to-end process activity is made up of multiple 
digital interactions or chunks of work interspersed 
with expert human labor. With RPA, a robot will take 
approximately two to three months, sometimes less, 
to go from idea to live deployment. While a single 
robot or project will not have a massive impact on 
the organization, the accumulation of automations 
will move the needle from a slow, error-prone, 
expensive process to one that's fast, quick, accurate 
and high-impact.

For more complex implementations like advanced 
analytics and AI-intensive projects, timelines can vary 
considerably, but usually start at around six months. 
Then, integrating them into a broader program might 
take 18 to 24 months, or possibly longer.

Where things can get tricky is when organizations are 
looking for a rapid payback. Many want a good ROI 
within a year or less. This means that when selecting 
initiatives, ideally you need to find opportunities that 
can fund themselves or that can have a quick impact, 
and be part of the answer rather than an extra 
demand for investment.

MS. HAUSMANN: Can you share some information 
about hurdles that organizations face during digital 
transformation and how they can address those?

MR. MORRISON: In smart automation implementations, 
getting everything right – IT engagement, access 
to systems, crafting the design, building everything 
properly, testing, training stakeholders, etc. – is 
difficult. It's no surprise that organizations struggle. 
If the wrong opportunity has been selected for 
automation, no amount of resources you throw at it is 
going to produce a good result.
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BEATE HAUSMANN
Director, Purchase-to-Pay Advisory, Europe

In her current role, Ms. Hausmann advises senior executives of major global companies on 
strategic initiatives, delivers best-practice guidance, conducts research into topical issues, 
and leads member forums, webcasts and related events. She has over 10 years of business 
consulting experience focusing on source-to-settle processes including sourcing, purchasing 
and accounts payable.

About the Advisor

Most organizations face a range of challenges. 
Addressing these is best approached through all-
around knowledge and understanding – knowledge of 
where the opportunity is, of how to implement, of how 
to overcome the barriers, and so on. The question then 
becomes, where does that knowledge come from? 

Some organizations have grown it organically over 
time from small technology pilots. Over 10 years or 
more, they've built up deep knowledge to shape 
these digital capabilities. Alternatively, they have 
acquired or hired expertise from outside the company 
or extensively trained internal resources. Either way, 
the road to achieving a successful smart automation 
implementation is filled with potholes and must be 
approached with care from the outset.

MS. HAUSMANN: How do you think new digital 
technologies will impact the future of work?

MR. MORRISON: To start, resource needs will change. 
Automation will reduce the amount of manual labor 
required. However, headcount reductions won’t be 
too dramatic as there will be increased demand for 
analysis and partnering, creating work in new areas. 
Similarly, there will continue to be more focus on 
influencing business value and having technology 
enable new forms of value creation.

MR. WALDEN: Like many other operations processes, 
purchase-to-pay technology has the potential to 
transform the way work is done. While significant 
progress has been made, there is still a lot of manual 
work and drudgery that can be removed, like rekeying 
data and other administrative activities. A great deal of 
opportunity remains to harness technology in a way that 
complements and augments human skills, supports 
change, and taps into new and more strategic sources 
of value.
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