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Ongoing trends towards globalisation 
are resulting in companies expanding 
into new geographies. In 2020, the 
number of companies dealing with 
payroll requirements in additional 
countries was exacerbated by the 
global pandemic, leading many 
individuals to work in countries other 
than their traditional place of work. This 
in itself caused further complications 
for Global Payroll Managers and HR 
beyond overarching business expansion 
plans. 

To identify a positive in the past year, 
COVID-19 pushed the payroll function to 
the forefront of businesses and made 
companies recognise the strategic 
value of the function; for the first time 
in some cases. However, adapting 
to the ‘new normal’ wasn’t easy as 
payroll teams were put under huge 
pressure to generate the data required 
to assess whether they would survive 
and to ascertain what financial support 
employees might be entitled to receive 
from their respective governments. For 

many, gathering the information, under 
such pressure, and ensuring accuracy 
goes far beyond a simple click of a 
button.   
 
In this most recent GPA survey, we 
wanted to discover the extent to which 
the global payroll function is currently 
setup to impact businesses more 
broadly, both operationally and from a 
strategic point of view. 
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In 2019 it was predicted that the global payroll, HR, and 
services market value would reach $42bn by 2026, doubling 
the projected 2020 figure.1 With such a high valuation, it’s no 
wonder that the current global payroll industry is becoming 
increasingly competitive and diverse. 

1 - Transparency Market Research - July 2018

https://www.transparencymarketresearch.com/pressrelease/payroll-hr-solutions-services-market.htm
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Demographic: 
In understanding our demographic and to add some background context, 206 respondents 
took part in this year’s survey, of which over 75% were Payroll Manager or higher.

What is your level within 
the organisation?

Over 55% of participants 
represented organisations 
of over 2,500 employees. 

Approximately how 
many employees do you 
currently have globally?

Where does payroll 
report to within your 
organisation?

The payroll function 
reporting line was almost 
evenly split between 
Finance and Human 
Resources.
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Payroll and COVID-19  
It is important to recognise that since the 
COVID-19 pandemic began, payroll has 
assumed a critical role in the survival of 
organisations and - for the first time in a 
lot of cases - now occupies centre stage. 
Additionally, payroll professionals had 
to contend with the new challenges of 
working remotely while simultaneously 
ensuring their providers and systems 
were adequately set up to continue 
providing the same level of service.

Although payroll professionals provided 
working from home guidelines, they also 

had to contend with understanding and 
implementing a large volume of statutory 
instructions, many of which were 
sanctioned by governments across the 
globe in an accelerated manner to tackle 
the ongoing impact of the pandemic on 
people and employment.  
 
Dealing with the urgency of the 
pandemic did not lend itself to making 
progress and some of the survey results 
bear witness to this especially in the area 
of digitisation and implementing newer 
forms of technology.  

To begin with, we see that less than 
10% of respondents are using RPA 
to support their payroll operations, 
although just over 27% are 
considering it.

Is your organisation considering 
the use of robotic process 
automation (RPA) to support 
payroll operations?

On average, what are 
the top activities from 
those listed that you 
and/or your payroll team 
spend the majority of 
time each month?

The consequences of this 
are highlighted by the top 
three time-consuming 
activities: running payroll, 
reconciliations and 
audits, and completing 
data entry - all areas 
where RPA would have a 
beneficial impact.

Already in use
9.76%

No
38.54% Yes, but timing is

undefined or not
known
23.9%

Not sure
24.39%

Yes, and we 
have a defined 

timeframe
in mind

3.41%

Running payroll

Reconciliation, audits,
and controls

Data entry

Process
improvement activities

Other 

Answering employee
and other inquiries

Technical support and 
file management .
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Some years ago, RPA was the subject 
of great discussion and the benefits to 
payroll became evident. For example, 
an automated chatbot for handling 
employee queries results in time savings 
for payroll personnel as they no longer 
need to deal with the repetitive nature of 
frequently asked questions. 

It does appear that payroll professionals 
want improvements but either they, 
or the organisations they work for, are 
resistant to embracing the technology 
that enables these changes to happen. 
There are many factors influencing why 
these technological capabilities are not 
being implemented. It could be due 
to company budget restrictions, that 
the business case for such change has 
not been adequately showcased to 
senior management, a knowledge gap 
concerning the technology, or perhaps 
some hesitancy relates to fear around job 
losses due to automation.  
 
Setting up automation routines within 
software can be daunting for non-
technical employees. Fortunately, there 
is an increasing movement towards low 

code/no code in automation software, 
ensuring that everyone, regardless of 
their coding skills, will be able to leverage 
this technology. 
 
Where are the gaps ?

The three areas that were highlighted for 
improvement by providers were:  

1 Compliance (50%) 

2 Accuracy (45%)  

3 Reporting capabilities (32%)  
 
Both compliance and accuracy of payroll 
are essential but it is in the reporting and 
workforce data that payroll’s value to the 
business can have the greatest impact. 

As far as the value of the data in payroll 
reports is concerned, we should note that 
over 60% of respondents have a cut-off 
date of seven days or more before the 
pay run, meaning that reporting cannot 
be delivered in real-time.  
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It is worth noting that the payroll cut-off 
dates indicated can result in more work 
for the department, showcased earlier 
in the finding that 48% considered 
answering employee and other queries 
among their top three time-consuming 
activities. Early cut-offs can mean 
that items such as overtime that were 
expected to be in the current payslip 

didn’t appear, thereby generating such 
queries and equating to more work. 

New technology would seem to be the 
key to more progress in areas such as 
this, although costs (28%), staffing (14%), 
and the presence of legacy systems (20%) 
are given as the three biggest barriers to 
introducing it.

If you are looking to introduce newer technologies to support global payroll, which of 
the following do you see as posing the biggest barrier to technology implementation 
and adoption?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Dealing with 
change

Lack of executive
level support

Does not apply to me, we 
have the latest technology

Other 

Sta�ng

Costs

Legacy systems
integration capability

28.29%

20.49%

13.66%

14.15%

8.78%

8.29%

6.34%

It appears the initial investment in 
newer software is an issue but it must 
be remembered that this cost is, for the 
most part, static and the long-term return 
on investment must be considered. 
Companies should check if the provider 
will produce the payroll to the standard 
expected, evaluate the calibre of staff 
and the expertise on the provider’s team, 
and look at the level of research and 

development going into the technology 
to meet current payroll complexities and 
future requirements. 

Shaving costs at the front end of a 
contract can lead to a lot of essentials 
being supplied as chargeable ‘extras’ at 
a later date and combine to defeat the 
original purpose of your project, which 
was to achieve all-around improvement.  
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Taking into account the other barriers 
to technology adoption, it should be 
noted that staffing is only an issue when 
ramping up the project, while legacy 
systems - if they have to be retained for 
the time being - can be automated to 
migrate data to other platforms. 
 
Is one of the real barriers to progress 
contained in payroll’s reporting line? Or 
is there a general reluctance to change 
because of possible risk and disruption 
to what needs to be a well-grooved and 
trouble-free operation? 
 

Lack of integration  

It’s clear that improvement in 
integration capability is necessary. 
Although two-thirds of respondents 
have a cloud-based Human Capital 
Management (HCM) system deployed in 
their organisation, just under 15% report 
seamless integration between their 
payroll and HCM solutions. There are 
clear drawbacks that come with a lack 
of integration. Among other challenges, 
it means more work in ensuring that 
the data is correct in both systems and 
opens the possibility of error and data 
breaches during manual interventions.

7

Yes
66.67% No

33.33%

Does your organisation use a 
cloud based Human Capital 
Management (HCM) solution?

49.27%

Yes, there is some level
of integration but

manual intervention
is still required 14.63%

Yes, 
our systems

integrate
seamlessly

36.1%

No, we don’t have the 
technologies in place 
to make integration 

possible

Is there integration between 
your organisations current 
HCM and global payroll 
solution?
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Cloud Technology 
Utilising cloud technology for payroll 
has been adopted by just over 36% of 
respondents and another 14% are at 
some stage in its implementation and 
adoption. This technology enables access 
from anywhere in the world and will be 
a critical component of a post-pandemic 
initiative as remote and hybrid working 
become the norm. In some parts of the 

world, the quality of internet access will 
pose potential problems as companies 
look to faciliate work from home 
measures and could prove unsuitable for 
managing files of high density. COVID-19 
highlighted the digital divide and, even 
in developed countries, internet access is 
often lower than you might think.2

Historically, concerns over data security 
were one of the main objections to 
working in the cloud. This problem has 
almost been eliminated, therefore the 
cloud would seem to be the best option 
and is the only option delivered by many 
vendors and providers. 
 

The fact that the current technology 
many organisations are using is not 
performing is borne out in the knowledge 
that just over 71% report having to use 
Excel for processing and/or analysis 
during the payroll cycle. 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

No

Yes, and we have a defined 
timeframe in mind

Yes, the implementation is 
in progress

Not sure

Already using cloud 
technology

Yes, but timing is 
not known

36.59%

26.83%

12.2%

9.76%

8.78%

5.84%

71.21%

16.59%

2.44%

9.76%

Frequent use for 
both payroll 

processing and 
analysing

Sometimes, for 
some steps during 

processing and 
analysis

Sometimes, but 
only for analysis

Never, everything 
happens in our 

system

Is your 
organisation 
considering the 
use of cloud 
based technology 
to support global 
payroll?

How often do you use 
Excel in your payroll 
process?

2 - World Economic Forum April 22, 2020

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic-digital-divide-internet-data-broadband-mobbile/
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A deeper analysis into the use of Excel is 
required in order to fully understand this 
statistic but it can be acknowledged that 
the percentage is higher than expected. Are 
payroll professionals using Excel because they 
do not trust their payroll provider or because 
they cannot get the reports they require? 
Perhaps the number of providers being used 
means that it is the only option to combine 
information. These activities should fall within 
the system scope or a provider’s remit, and, 
again, the moving of information outside of a 
system gives rise to the risk of error and data 
management issues, as well as impacting data 
security. Providers also need to up their game in 
terms of facilitating better reporting to payroll 
departments.  

24.88%

By contacting  a 
member of the 

Payroll or HR team

8.78%

51.71%

Via self-service 
capabilities of the 
company payroll 

platform

14.63%

Other 

Via a  dedicated 
mailbox for such requests

When required, how 
do employees currently 
update their payroll related 
information?

Employee Self-Service Options

Nearly 52% of respondents have employees updating information through self-service 
portals, although one-third still have employees contacting payroll or HR teams directly or 
through a mailbox. Exploring the implementation of self-service capabilities for employees 
has all-round benefits for the broader workforce and payroll or HR teams. It enhances 
overall employee experience, giving employees control of their data while internal teams 
tasked with managing such queries and manual updates are given this time back. 
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Payroll Providers
Payroll is the absolute source of truth of the total salary cost as other sources such as HR 
are largely static and based on annualised data. However, collating this data is not as easy 
as it might seem. 
 
Nearly 22% of respondents have over ten different providers, and 70% need more than a day 
to put together a global report. 30% have to consolidate reports manually, although there 
has been a small increase of users with real-time dashboards (up 3% from 2019).
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25.49%
30.39%

22.55%

13.24%

4.41% 2.94% 0.98%

More than 1 day
41.38%

1 week+
18.72%

Instant access
16.26%

1-3 hours
11.82%

4-8 hours
11.82%

7.32%

30.73%

Manual consolidation
of reports from 

multiple systems

30.73%

Service provider
delivers as part
of the service

31.22%

Real-time
 dashboard and 

access to relevant
reports

Service provider
delivers when requested

How many 
payroll providers 
do you currently 
use?

How long does it typically 
take to produce global payroll 
related reports?

How do you currently access 
payroll reports and analytics?
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The importance of having a single truly global payroll provider is reflected by 86% of 
respondents. This has to be the ultimate goal for every payroll specialist. Through a single 
vendor, they could achieve compliance, reporting accuracy, and save time; using this time 
saving to provide management with the workforce analytics they require. 

However, only 42% of respondents believe that there is a single vendor capable of meeting 
all their demands and business needs. That number has risen by 6% since 2019. 
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45.85% 40.49%

13.66%

Yes
42.44%
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57.56%

How important is 
achieving global payroll 
delivery through a single 
vendor?

Do you believe there is 
a single vendor who can 
handle all of your payroll 
needs globally?
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To provide complete global coverage, 
many providers use in-country partners 
(ICPs), an effective method of gaining 
access to local expertise, and a new 
trend is for global payroll providers to 
partner with each other to offer one 
service, one contract. Some providers 
are stronger in certain regions and 
have the reporting capability to allow 
consolidation of information. This is ideal 
if it allows compliance, single reporting, 
and offers the payroll department access 
to essential payroll reports at the touch of 
a button. 
 
Some global payroll vendors who claim 
to be a single vendor still have issues 
producing a single global report as they 
can’t take the data feeds from local 

engines. In one case, a GPA member 
was expecting a single report and was 
provided with multiple reports with 
several individual company names on 
them. This is unacceptable and the 
payroll community must be alert to these 
errors and capability gaps.
 
On a positive note, just over 70% of 
respondents would recommend their 
current payroll provider, although nearly 
47% report that their payroll provider 
has failed to deliver on their service at 
some point, a 7% increase from 2019. 
The responsibility for this needs to be 
analysed further, as it could be due to 
errors by the payroll department, the 
provider, or a failure to manage the 
vendor relationship. 

Yes

No

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

46.8%

53.2%

Yes
70.44% No

29.56%

Has your payroll service 
provider(s) ever failed to 
deliver on their service?

Would you recommend 
your current payroll 
provider (s)?
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Local Legislative Compliance

Nearly 39% of respondents say their provider is responsible for keeping them updated 
on legislative changes and other updates, while 42% rely on third-party advice. Why the 
provider figure is low is a subject for conjecture. Is it a question of trust? Is the provider 
unable to get the information needed, or is it simply that such a service is costly?  `

Understanding payroll legislation and 
complying with it is essential for the 
payroll to be correct, and to reduce 
employee queries and corrections. As 
many payroll providers rely on third 
parties, they too may find it hard to 
acquire this information and to pass it 
onto their customers. 
 
Some departments assume that their 
payroll provider will inform them of any 

changes but if this is not a contractual 
arrangement, it is dangerous to assume. 
Some companies fell down on complying 
with key filing dates for this very reason 
and some GPA members accumulated 
fines in certain countries as they were 
not aware of what was due, when, and 
received a nasty surprise. 
 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

b

Third party
advice

Our service provider 
keeps up up-to-date and 

our payroll technology 
highlights country 

specific requirements 
that impacts payroll

41.95%

Internal experts 
in each country 19.51%

Our service provider
keeps us up-to-date 20.98%

17.56%

How does your 
company stay up-
to-date on country 
legislative changes 
that impact payroll?
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Payroll processing 

Managing the responsibility for payroll 
processing is a truly mixed picture. The most 
favoured solution was to manage multiple 
countries from one central location at 40% 
followed by a regional structure (24%). 

One drawback with an internal central setup 
occurs where the department is working 
across several international time zones, 
possibly requiring a near 24/7 operation. 
Internally staffing such a service demands 
multiple language skills, leading to talent 
demand outstripping supply. Such a situation 
occurred in Ireland after so many companies 
centralised their EMEA payrolls in Dublin and 
a bidding war for candidates arose. Salaries 
increased and there was a high employee 
turnover. At some GPA meetings, we observed 
that many payroll staff had worked with each 
other before indicating the size of the talent 
pool. As companies move toward more central 
setups, a global managed payroll service and 
working with such a provider may be a more 
cost effective approach and give access to the 
talent needed.

Reporting and Analytics 

The really good news is that 50% of 
respondents provide data of value 
to other teams in their organisation 
and it is to be hoped that this figure 
will increase with time. A further 
37% reported that, although they do 
provide data, it is time-consuming 
to produce, and the scope of this 
data is limited. 

A situation that needs urgent 
attention from a reporting point of 
view is that over 13% do not have 
access to information or reporting 
capability to answer these requests. 
And of that, just over 4% are unsure 
of what data could be useful for 
other teams in the organisation. 

40%

16.59%

11.22%

7.8%

24.39%

Employees are 
located in one 

country and 
managed from that 

location

Locally, each country
manages its own 

payroll processing

Regionally, each 
region manages 

payroll processing
for its assigned

countries/territories

Centrally, multiple
countries are centrally

managed from one
location

Employees are located
in one country and

managed from 
multiple locations

50%

Yes, there are a number of 
payroll related 

information and analytics 
that we regularly supply 

to other teams

36.76.%

Yes, but it takes a while 
to compile and we are 

limited in the 
information we can 

provide to other teams

8.82%
No, we don’t have 

access to reporting 
that would support

other teams

4.42%No, and not sure 
what reporting we

could provide to 
these teams that
would be useful

How do you manage responsibility 
for payroll processing?

Does your current payroll reporting 
and analytics capability support other 
teams within your business (e.g. HR/
Finance/Regional Teams/InCountry)?
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Looking at reporting from a strategic and future planning perspective, there is room for 
improvement as only 23% are adequately setup with the reporting capabilities needed. 
Over 28% of respondents who provide data for strategic purposes - both departmental 
and organisational - report that, again, it is a struggle to consolidate information and a 
significant number, over 37%, are sometimes able to respond to requests but with limited 
reporting capability. At the complete opposite end of the scale, almost 11% are never 
involved at this strategic level. 

Payroll needs to be positioned to showcase the data that it holds but, to do that, it must be 
both timely, accurate, and easily produced. Only then can it go to the business proactively. 

It is encouraging to see the payroll department and its data are being used in various 
employee led organisational initiatives such as Employee Experience (37%) and Diversity 
& Inclusion (16%). However, almost 28% are not involved at all in any form these employee 
focused areas. In addition, it is interesting to note that only one-third of respondents have 
leveraged pay day and payslip emails as a form of employee communication channel. 
Something to consider for employee experience-focused businesses.

Sometimes, but we 
have limited

reporting capability

Often, data 
consolidation

is a struggle though

Often, we have the 
technology in

place to support 
these requests.

Never, we don’t 
have access to

information that 
would support

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

23.15%

28.57%

37.44%

10.84%

37.25%

15.69%

11.76%

7.36%

27.94%

Employee 
Financial 

Wellbeing

Facilitation of
Remote 

Working

None of the 
above

Improving 
Employee

Experience

Diversity & 
Inclusion /

Gender Equality

Is global payroll 
data/reporting 
currently requested 
and incorporated 
into company/
functional strategy 
and future 
planning?

Are payroll teams and data currently 
used to support any of the following 
initiatives?

Q31 Has pay day (specifically pay slip related emails / pay slips), ever been used as a communication 
channel within your business to communicate more than wage/salary amount?A

Yes
33.17%

No
57.56%

Not sure
9.27%

Has pay day (specifically pay 
slip related emails / pay slips), 
ever been used as an employee 
communication channel within your 
business to communicate more than 
wage/salary amount?
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1. Greater technology adoption 

To bring about meaningful change in payroll’s contribution to business there must be 
greater emphasis on improving the department’s technology. Payroll must make the 
business case to the organisation to invest in these necessary transformations as well as 
demanding better service from the providers so that it can play a bigger part in serving 
vital data.

Having instant reporting allows businesses to make critical business decisions and 
increases the profile of payroll both internally and externally. 

2. Modernize 

Legacy systems should either be phased out altogether or linked to current systems 
using automation routines. Newer systems should be introduced with self-service 
capabilities and more automation possibilities to eliminate low-grade workloads. Single 
providers who can cover wider regions would replace the piecemeal coverage approach 
and give faster data with less usage of payroll resources. 
 
3. Integrate with other business departments  

Payroll needs to alert the organisation to the valuable data that it holds and proactively 
look for internal customers who can use it both operationally and strategically.  

Conclusions 
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