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In both nature and the man-made 
world, progress occurs when previous 

limits are breached. While this is some-
times a process of deliberate, incremental 
change, it’s often spontaneous mutations 
or initially unrelated breakthroughs that 
reconfigure what is possible.

Consider the invention of the steam en-
gine, which upended animal and wind 
power transportation, giving birth to the in-
dustrial revolution. More recently, we see 
an acceleration in the pace of such trans-
formative breakthroughs. For example, 
electron microscopes not only enable a 
much more exceptional level of resolution 
than compound light-based ones; they also 
allow users to determine the composition 
of the material being examined. Semicon-
ductors replacing vacuum valves drove the 
miniaturization of machines and ushered 
in the digital age. And the application of 
solid-state technologies has enabled signifi-
cant increases in data storage capacity, 
helping drive the feasibility of ever-larger 
data sets, which are now transforming in-
dustries from retail to energy production.

In organizations over the past two decades, 
the traditional process reengineering vastly 
increased performance and efficiency. But 
its potential to drive further improvements 
is limited. Instead, separate developments 
in technology are creating the next frontier 
of potential process improvements. And 
these new technology-enabled capabilities 
are pushing several areas to the forefront 
of opportunity and competition.

With more companies able to demonstrate 
how customer experience drives retention, 
lifetime value, and revenue growth, this 
topic increasingly dominates C-suite discus-
sions. 81% of businesses view customer ex-
perience as a competitive differentiator. 
And customers expect outstanding service 
– 96% say that their experience plays a role 
in their choice of and loyalty to a brand, 
and 54% say that their service expectations 
have increased over the past year1.

Internally, demands for cost reduction, 
greater efficiency, and higher productivity 
continue to rise. From a macroeconomic 
perspective, we see this push toward ev-
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er-greater efficiency through specialization 
and economies of scale in industry concen-
tration trends. In 2015 the 100 most profit-
able firms earned 84% of total public-
ly-traded company profits, up dramatically 
from 48% in 19782. Today, we look to tech-
nology to fuel the productivity increases 
that are widely seen as indicators of eco-
nomic health at both country and company 
levels. Moreover, CTOs confirm that Total 
Cost of Ownership (TCO), in particular for 
Telco’s network, can be reduced 5-10%  as a 
result of better utilization of resources, op-
timized capacity management, and en-
hanced configuration and deployment of 
assets.  All these through advanced net-
work automation.

The third area of innovation and competi-
tion is an accelerated product or service de-
velopment. Fast companies can enjoy 
first-mover advantages, including technologi-
cal leadership, access to scarce assets, and 
avoidance of switching costs. They can take 
advantage of new opportunities, generating 
increased revenue, profitability, and market 
share. And they can experiment in ways that 
bring them closer to their customers.

Robotics Process Automation (RPA) is a rap-
idly expanding technology that has been 
hailed as a game-changer by COOs and CIOs 
in industries from financial services to me-
dia to energy production, as it super-charges 
the ability of simple processes to drive real 
competitive advantage. RPA is one part of 
the broader automation ecosystem that will 
be briefly discussed in this article. But how 
exactly do RPA impact customer experience, 
efficiency, and speed to market?

Robotic Process Automation 
(RPA)
RPA is a technology used to automate busi-
ness processes. It does not involve physical 
robots, of the kind we picture in manufac-
turing settings or sci-fi films. Instead, it al-
lows an organization to configure software, 
creating a virtual robot that connects with 
a range of applications in order to process 
a transaction, process data, respond to is-
sues or queries, and communicate with oth-
er technologies. 

RPA systems interact with existing process-
es through a user interface. Where tradi-
tional workflow automation tools relied on 
typically a software developer to list the ac-
tions required to automate a task and cre-
ate system interfaces, RPA systems can de-
velop the action list by recording users as 
they perform the task, and then replicating 
those steps. RPA can also work with 
non-user interface-based systems, where 
automation is programmed with specific 
tools, not recorded from user interaction.

Processes such as data entry, account han-
dling, invoicing, and contract validation 
typically combine digital tools and human 
involvement. But people also mean more 
errors, slower workflows, and inefficiencies. 
Some processes work better when they are 
entirely digital. 

What type of activities lends 
themselves to RPA?
Like other forms of automation, RPA works 
best when the process is already optimized, 
and activities are:

 • Repetitive and mechanistic, with a 
routine and clearly defined flow. It is 
homogenous and easily replicable. Any 
deviations can be predicted and defined.

 • Rule-based. There is a set of steps and 
rules that exhaustively cover the 
workflow. These rules must be tight 
enough that only one route through the 
process is possible, and no human 
judgment is required.

 • Digital input-based or supported. 
RPA is designed to bridge the human 
element in a digital flow. Inputs must 
be digital, or possible to digitize. (Note 
that RPA can also assist with digitizing 
inputs, e.g., through optical character 
recognition.)

 • Short. This allows a higher volume to 
be processed and reduces the opportu-
nity for exceptions or errors.

 • Clearly defined with respect to the 
number and type of apps involved. 
The fewer applications used in an 
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activity, the more stable the robot will 
be. (Note that self-managed applica-
tions may be more difficult or costly to 
integrate with a robot than outsourced 
ones.)

From a holistic view,  what is the 
nature of processes that uplifts 
realizable value?
Several process characteristics boost the 
value a company can realize from convert-
ing to RPA. Leaders should look for mea-
surable processes that are:

 • Employee intensive. More employees 
redeployed as a result of RPA means 
more significant efficiency savings in 
the process as well as higher capacity 
elsewhere in the organization.

 • High volume. The high volume enables 
full robot utilization and leverages cost 
reductions.

 • Prone to human error. Robots can 
consistently follow even the most 
complex logic flow, and they “remem-
ber” rare exceptions, giving them a mas-
sive advantage over people where 
human errors are an issue.

 • Variable inflow. Processes with fre-
quent, unpredictable, inflow highs and 
lows require many FTEs on stand-by. A 
robot, in contrast, can handle variations 
at no added cost.

 • Overnight. Processes that can be 
performed at night maximize robot 
license utilization as well as reducing 
night-shift overtime costs. 

 • Non-customer facing. Processes with 
limited or no interactions with people 
follow more predictable steps and are 
more error resistant.

With RPA, repetitive, tedious tasks are shift-
ed from humans to machines. Benefits in-
clude higher accuracy, more consistent 
quality, better customer experience, dra-
matically increased productivity or capacity 
for the same headcount, and faster process-
ing. Many firms also report greater employ-
ee satisfaction, as people are redeployed to 
more interesting, higher-value work.

While many companies have begun to use 
robotic process automation and reap the 
benefits, relatively few have achieved scale. 
Common challenges include:

 • Discovering that the processes being 
automated are more complex or 
variable than initially believed

 • Ongoing changes to the applications 
with which the robots interact, when 
flexibility to adapt isn’t configured into 
the bot

 • Challenges in handling unstructured 
data formats

 • Lack of executive buy-in, senior-level 
sponsorship, and alignment

 • Issues related to stakeholder engage-
ment and business vs. IT bot ownership

Successfully deploying RPA at scale starts 
with a strategic direction on the most critical 
results to be achieved, a clearly defined ro-
botization plan, and rigorous attention to 
stakeholder involvement and work practices.
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A recent study found that technology, 
telecommunications and media, and fi-
nancial services firms lead RPA adop-
tion, with more mature or advanced ca-
pabilities. They are followed, at some 
distance, by healthcare, manufacturing 
or distribution, and consumer products. 
Energy and utilities organizations have 
been the slowest to adopt, with most in 
the planning or implementation phase 
of their conversions. The study also 
showed stark differences in annual RPA 
spend across the different maturity lev-
els, with leaders averaging $10 million, 
intermediates $3.9 million, and begin-
ners somewhat less than $1 million3.

We should view adoption numbers with 
some caution, however, as lower adop-
tion may sometimes point not too lag-
ging, but to a more advanced or inte-
grated application environment. 
Nevertheless, companies across a broad 
spectrum of industries have begun to 
leverage RPA. 

Let’s look at three examples, which il-
lustrate the variety of places and ways 
RPA can be used and the range of bene-
fits it provides.

Telefonica de Espana (Spain) – 
Service centers automation
Telecommunication companies have 
massive call centers, processing a stag-
gering number of calls. An efficient and 
effective call center delivers a positive 
customer experience, reducing attrition, 
and lower operational costs. 

Like many telcos, Telefonica was under 
pressure to improve customer satisfac-
tion, minimize errors, and reduce oper-
ating expenses. The company decided 
to leverage RPA on its high volume, low 
complexity front, and back-office pro-
cesses. They aimed to leverage existing 
IT assets to avoid complex and 
time-consuming development projects 

while taking advantage of robots’ speed 
(4-5 times faster than an employee). 
One challenge they faced was to ensure 
that the automated processes and 
throughput were fully scalable.

Telefonica saw its greatest benefits in 
Service Center Operations and Custom-
er Experience. It was able to save € 1.5 
million per year while minimizing er-
rors and increasing customer satisfac-
tion. They learned that, compared to 
their previous IT-based integration solu-
tion, RPA provided the same quality for 
a much shorter payback cycle, as opera-
tions shifted from cost-intensive IT in-
volvement (coding, testing, etc.) to a 
typically simpler configuration-like ap-
proach. This allowed robotic process au-
tomation to be implemented by trained 
back-office staff.

Because RPA required a thorough re-
view of its processes, Telefonica also en-
joyed additional unplanned benefits, 
like establishing the foundation for the 
second round of automation and de-
ployment of advanced tools like AI-
based campaign management.

Core Digital Media (US) – Automation 
of the data extraction process
Core Digital Media wanted to reduce 
the time invested in low-value activities, 
not only to potentially reduce costs but 
to free up as much capacity as possible 
for added-value creative work. Core Dig-
ital used RPA to automate data ex-
traction for 29 of its publishers. This 
new process recorded customer insight 
data identified qualified leads, and cap-
tured subsequent performance related 
to each one.

RPA enabled Core Digital to save 300 
person-hours per month or approxi-
mately $150,000 per year. More impor-
tantly, it allowed the company to rede-
ploy resources toward more productive 

RPA IN ACTION
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activities, like launching 3,000 addition-
al ads for one key publisher in a single 
month. It also enabled transparent, re-
al-time analysis of consumer behavior, 
facilitating faster decisions, and better 
follow-up. Finally, Core Digital found 
that removing tedious tasks and replac-
ing them with more engaging, stimulat-
ing work, resulted in happier, more mo-
tivated employee teams.

Wirtek (Nokia networks) – Automated 
troubleshooting in mobile networks
For mobile network providers, fast and 
accurate troubleshooting is a critical 
customer service activity and driver of 
satisfaction. Wirtek wanted to improve 
the effectiveness of its troubleshooting 
while also reducing the substantial re-
sources involved. By combining RPA 

with AI, the company built a process 
employing Bayesian Network analysis 
to identify the presence of a fault, calcu-
late probabilities of different error 
symptoms, and provide an accurate di-
agnosis of the issue.  

The resulting solution provides more reli-
able communication in real-time for cli-
ents’ handheld devices, audio equip-
ment, and data networks. It has also 
dramatically increased productivity, 
translating into a 25-50% resource-saving.

Wirtek is a fairly typical case of AI ap-
plication, utilizing robots plus AI ad-
vanced troubleshooting on the network, 
learning from the symptoms, and re-
solving them as needed.

Strategic direction
Of course, all businesses want to reduce 
costs, improve quality, speed time to market, 
and delight their customers. But the magni-
tude of the effort required to map, optimize, 
and automate all their processes mean that 
choices must be made. What will create real 
competitive differentiation? What will pro-
pel your business to the next level? Is there a 
problem you urgently need to address? 
What currently limits your growth? A clear 
strategic direction allows a business to focus 
on large-scale RPA initiatives where they will 
generate the most significant benefit and 
guides the inevitable trade-off decisions. 

Leadership must also consider the strategic 
implications of a successful RPA implemen-
tation. If employees are no longer needed 
in their current roles, how and where will 
you redeploy them? If you can bring prod-
ucts more quickly to market, do your R&D 
pipeline and customer relationships sup-
port this new capability?

Robotization plan
RPA is easy to deploy in a limited way, to 
capture quick, targeted wins. But defining a 
business-wide robotization plan is a major 

undertaking (Exhibit 1). It demands de-
tailed process identification and mapping 
and close collaboration between business 
managers and IT.

1. Identify all processes  
A company first needs to identify and under-
stand its actual processes, with emphasis on 
those that further its strategic priorities. 
What are the processes, and who owns 
them? What happens when they cross-func-
tional or geographic lines? What are the 
level 1, level 2, and eventually level 3 tasks? 

With processes identified, the next step is 
to assess their cost and composition with 
RPA in mind. Which has the highest vol-
ume? Which are the most labor-intensive? 
What extent of manual vs. digital input?

Finally, it’s essential to look at each process 
in the context of the organization overall. 
Are there regulations or other external fac-
tors that might influence the process? Are 
any business plans or change initiatives 
likely to impact it?

2. Define RPA prioritization matrix 
The prioritization matrix is a structured 
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assessment that identifies the next best 
candidate for robotization (example in 
Exhibit 2). It is driven by two dimensions: 
benefits and feasibility. When quantifying 
possible benefits, consider the number of 
FTEs involved in the process, its error rate 
and consequences, length of time it takes, 
and how volume fluctuations are re-
sourced. Feasibility reflects a range of 
factors, including the number of process 

steps, the number of decision points and 
variations, the number of different applica-
tions involved, and the structure of input 
data. Earlier in this paper, we identified 
specific characteristics that make a process 
suited for RPA and likely to generate the 
highest value.

To correctly assess these dimensions re-
quires a mix of IT, process, and business user 

Exhibit 2 | RPA PRIORITIZATION MATRIX

Exhibit 1 | DEFINING ROBOTIZATION PLAN
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expertise. Placing different processes on the 
matrix involves both analysis and judgment.

3. Construct a robotization roadmap 
The detailed robotization roadmap in-
cludes the list and assessment of relevant 
processes, their prioritization according to 
benefits and feasibility, a realistic imple-
mentation schedule and plan, a resourcing 
plan, and a stakeholder training/engage-
ment/change management plan. The 
roadmap should reflect close collaboration 
among the relevant stakeholder groups. 
Though these will vary based on organiza-
tional specifics, IT, HR, and the business 
must always be centrally involved.

As with any major change initiative, the 
RPA roadmap should be vetted with all de-
partment heads, and have the unqualified 
support and appropriate sponsorship of se-
nior leaders. 

Stakeholder involvement and 
work practices
We have identified several principles 
and practices that lead to more successful 
robotization: 

 • Multifunctional / multidisciplinary 
teams. Robotization – both design and 
coding – should be conducted by 
multifunctional teams with representa-
tives of business (process owner), IT, 
and other involved areas.

 • Shared responsibility for results. The 
business process owner and technical 
development team share responsibility 
for planning, pace, implementation, and 
results.

 • Clear shared timeframe. Set realistic 
timeframes for robotization and value 
delivered. Then adhere to them, 
adjusting resourcing or scope as 
needed. Testing, reviews, and business 
needs should be built into the timeline 
and plan.

 • Appropriate the Ways of Working 
(WoW). Ways of working that prioritize 
close cooperation between the business 

operations and IT delivery teams, as well 
as fast, flexible iteration, will support 
effective RPA deployment. We recom-
mend daily 15 to 30-minute team meet-
ings to monitor work progress, possible 
risks, and interdependencies. Agile and 
BOT are two delivery methodologies that 
fit well with RPA implementation.

 • Proactive change management. 
Robotic process automation has a direct 
impact on people’s jobs. Positions may 
change substantially or be eliminated. 
The work itself may require new 
activities or skills. Organizations can 
expect uncertainty and confusion as 
new processes are rolled out, and 
people adjust to a new normal. In this 
situation, proactive change management 
is essential to lifting employee morale 
and getting the full benefits from RPA.

 • A guiding coalition. Transformation 
on this scale needs a guiding coalition 
of leaders who will own and drive it. 
This group defines and communicates 
the strategic rationale for the change, 
sponsors specific initiatives, and makes 
the necessary resources available.

Looking Ahead: Building the 
Company of the Future

Development pathways
The company of the future is a place where 
people will invest less time on manual ac-
tivities, repetitive routine driven actions, or 
data analysis that can be easily done by ro-
bots via RPA. Increasingly, we will focus on 
value-added activities requiring creativity, 
empathy, and judgment.

How do we get there from here? As dis-
cussed above, one immediate priority is 
helping companies to deploy robotic pro-
cess automation on a larger scale. This 
means building ever more flexible robots, 
able to adjust to changes in connected 
apps, and handle unstructured and new 
types of data. It also means helping organi-
zations to develop their ability to manage 
this type of transformation.
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Exhibit 3 | ROBOTICS & AUTOMATION IS THE NEXT STEP IN INCREASING PROCESS EFFICIENCY

The second major area of innovation links 
RPA to cognitive computing and machine 
learning (Exhibit 3). This combination will 
let companies automate higher-order tasks, 
currently requiring human perceptual and 
judgment capabilities. It will facilitate 
adaptive algorithms capable of designing 
and automating new processes. For the 
most part, combining the two technologies 
is at an experimental stage of develop-
ment, but as the Wirtek example showed, 
early efforts are already underway.

To fully leverage RPA at a larger scale and 
in more complex ways, we need to under-
stand and address its current limitations. 
From the programming perspective, tradi-
tional RPA requires a constant and predict-
able set of steps or tasks. Adding AI capa-
bilities can potentially endow the robot 
with a more “human” decision-making pro-
cess, allowing it to alter its original rigid 
programming and respond to a wider range 
of situations while maintaining the same 
speed and accuracy. Including ML capabili-
ties will provide the platform to add in-
creasingly complex scenarios, enabling ro-
bots to make more nuanced decisions, 
“remember” their experience and keep im-
proving their algorithms.

Where should companies focus the 
efforts?
Given the rapidly evolving nature of the 
field, where should companies focus their 
RPA efforts? Should they develop  Smart 
RPA (RPA+AI/ML) solutions? To answer 
these questions, we recommend analyzing 
options along two dimensions: maturity of 
the technology – which speaks to multiple 
dimensions of financial and implementa-
tion risk – and the value that can be gener-
ated. Combined, they offer a roadmap of 
where to invest, maintain, experiment, and 
divest (Exhibit 4).

Quadrant A: Developing Opportunity 
(high value / low maturity) 
These opportunities offer the possibility of 
generating substantial value uniquely, 
creating a competitive advantage for early 
adopters. Think of them as a few strategic 
“big bets” that can propel the firm forward 
in critical performance areas. 

One example is unmanned RPA (with or 
without AI). This allows RPA to run in the 
background, performing non-value-added ac-
tivities. Combining RPA with AI can enable 
more complex rules execution and resolve 
more transactions during the execution pro-
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Exhibit 4 | RPA INVESTMENT DECISIONS

cess. Although the technology is well-known, 
relatively few companies have adopted it to 
date. It holds particular promise for banks, 
insurance companies, and supply chain pro-
cesses, where the robots can handle repeti-
tive, low-value back-office tasks like respond-
ing to complaints, and processing payments 
and expenses. As well as increasing speed, 
efficiency, and accuracy, unmanned RPA re-
duces the risk of human tampering or other 
fraudulent behavior.

Quadrant B: Sustaining Efforts 
(high value / high maturity) 
While no longer new, these tested, high-val-
ue technologies form the essential back-
bone of a firm’s RPA investment. They 
minimize the risk of failure while increas-
ing value and maintaining critical capabili-
ties. They are the “must-dos” the invest-
ments that allow a company to secure its 
market position, competing and perform-
ing at the level customers expect.

A good example is the smart process of dig-
italized automation. It starts with RPA, a 
mature and well-known technology. Then, 
through the integration of digitalization 
tools such as OCRs, QR scanners, and IoT 
devices, the robotized processes can be en-
hanced with more and different types of 
data. Companies can further augment their 
initial investment with artificial intelli-
gence, machine learning, and big data. Tel-
cos, oil companies, and factories might 
build upon their existing RPA platforms to 

automate network troubleshooting or cen-
tralize their performance and fault man-
agement systems with unmanned indepen-
dent resolution. These investments will 
reliably increase efficiency, reduce time to 
issue resolution, build knowledge and capa-
bility, and improve customer experience.

Quadrant C: Research and Experiment 
(low value / low maturity)  
For a company with some experience in 
the Smart RPA space, these experimental 
opportunities foster innovation and devel-
op expertise, while offering the possibility 
of more substantial gains sometime in the 
future. For most firms, these form a small 
but potentially exciting part of their RPA 
portfolio.

Consider AI-driven smart chatbots with 
natural language capabilities. Chatbots in 
are not new, but currently deliver only lim-
ited experiences and human connection. AI 
– when combined with natural language 
understanding, processing, and generation 
– could increase decision flexibility and 
make the interaction feel more human. 
The challenge is that each of these technol-
ogies is independently ramping up toward 
maturity, and they have yet to be fully inte-
grated. Yet the solution holds great poten-
tial for improving customer experience and 
reducing FTE expenses in industries de-
pendent on large call centers like banking 
and telecommunications.
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Quadrant D: Divest 
(low value / high maturity) 
Investments in this quadrant offers limited 
financial or technological returns. Most firms 
would do well to avoid them. However, for 
small firms or start-ups taking a first step in 
the direction of RPA, they may occasionally 
offer the chance to gain familiarity with the 
technology and conversion process.

The Imperative for Change
Many companies have already started the 
robotic process automation journey with a 
handful of robots and some early wins. A 
few have learned to deploy these tools at 
scale, or combined them with artificial intel-
ligence and machine learning, transforming 
their organizational processes and results. 

Increasingly, all businesses must learn to 
use RPA in some capacity or risk falling be-
hind in speed, customer service, or cost 
profile. We like to think of successful com-
panies as becoming bionic – seamlessly 
combining human parts and electronic or 
mechanical ones, and leveraging the 
unique capabilities of each. 

The bionic company requires an augmenta-
tion of humankind’s capabilities in a way 
similar to the bionic arm. The idea is to ad-
dress and boost challenges faced with man-
ual interventions, where Smart RPA com-
bines robotics with artificial intelligence 
and machine learning to boost the organi-
zation’s “human role” and processes. 

In the context of COVID-19, the lockdowns 
put in place due to the pandemic have re-
sulted in customer-facing processes being 
transitioned to an entirely new format. 
Hence companies are urged to adopt bionic 
processes, augmenting human-technology 
capabilities through automation as a priori-
ty. The main focus of companies should be 
to develop resilience in challenging periods 
and ensure business continuity. With that 
said, companies are actively developing Ro-
botics Process Automation (RPA) solutions 
to identify innovative approaches to con-
tinue business as usual, while maintaining 
efficiency and efficacy. 

Where does your company stand? If you ha-
ven’t embarked on robotic process automa-
tion, which of your competitors have, and 
what are you waiting for? If you are early 
stages, can you see a way to accelerate and 
capture larger, systemic gains? Are you ready 
to secure your place in the coming decade 
with a bionic organization?

Notes
1.  http://info.microsoft.com/rs/157-GQE-382/images/
EN-CNTNT-Report-DynService-2017-global-state-cus-
tomer-service-en-au.pdf
2. https://hbr.org/2019/01/rethinking-efficiency
3. Protiviti publication Taking RPA to the next level, 
2019.
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