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HR transformation is a change journey: 
the process of implementing fundamental 
shifts in the way an organization delivers 
HR. Reconfiguring the HR function involves 
dramatic rather than incremental alterations 
and key stakeholders need to be on that 
journey from the start. In decades past, 
efficiency and cost reduction were driving 
forces behind transformation projects; 
contemporary HR transformations also 
prioritize the contribution that people make to 
organizational goals. Attracting, inspiring and 
keeping talent is crucial to overcoming the 
economic uncertainty of the current business 
landscape.

Technology has a central role in the HR 
transformations of today. HR transformations 
aim to strategically integrate multiple 
technologies by digitizing data and 
information, automating processes, applying 
analytics and enabling digital interactions and 
communications. With the growing adoption 
of remote working both demanding and 
enabling global expansion, consistency is more 
important than ever. New HR technologies 
allow the standardization of HR processes 
around internal and industry best practices, 
revisions to HR function structure and the 
development of analytic and consultative skills 
among HR staff. 

It takes a considerable investment of time and 
money to implement an HR transformation. It 
is a change not only to how HR operates but 
to how everyone within the company from 
the C-suite down carries out their role and 
accesses HR services. For an HR transformation 
to be successful, every change must be 
judiciously managed and the appropriate 
voices heard. However, one vital voice is too 
often absent from the conversation: payroll. 
If today’s HR transformations have people - 
their recruitment, motivation, retention and 
wellbeing - at their core, shouldn’t the people 
who pay those people be heard?
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The Role of Payroll

To put it simply, payroll teams sit on a wealth of data. Each payroll department is a 
knowledge-rich resource that could and should be tapped before every significant human 
capital decision an organization makes. Knowledge is power and capitalizing on the 
knowledge your payroll department or global payroll provider holds is just good common 
sense. 

With the benefit of technology, HR transformation projects aim to put an end to manual 
and administrative work by leaning on a cohesive stack of technology and processes. 
HR should be able to give the C-suite timely, data-driven support with decisions, boost 
collaboration and productivity within the company, keep pace with legal and regulatory 
requirements and quickly adapt to evolving demands for talent and its supply. Staff 
shortages are currently making headline news, making the ability to act swiftly and 
decisively a game-changing advantage.

These are all areas where you will find the fingerprints of payroll. There is a common 
misconception, outside the industry, that delivering reliable, compliant pay is a matter 
of a button click; but payroll professionals are specialists and the things they know can 
accelerate an HR transformation, just as the standards they must adhere to can derail one. 
There can be a ‘too many cooks’ take about who should have a seat at the transformation 
table but there are some very good reasons to allow payroll a dedicated chair.

If we imagine a transformation project as a restaurant, with HR as the Maître d’ presiding 
over the front of house and the C-suite the executive chefs with a vision for the food and 
restaurant design; the payroll department would be behind the closed doors of the kitchen 
ensuring that the delicious food promised by the menu is delivered. And that each plate 
is consistent and hot, so customers get exactly what they ordered and it is delivered in a 
timely fashion.

The Chef de Cuisine and their Sous Chef remain in the kitchen to take delivery of 
ingredients, oversee prep, participate in the cooking and watch each meal go out for 
service. Every member of the kitchen team has a role in ensuring those two essential 
factors: consistency and timeliness. If the executive chefs want to make a sudden change in 
the cuisine the restaurant serves, its presentation or even its opening times, it is the kitchen 
that will execute the change.

If payroll is part of the transformation conversation from day one, future flexibility suddenly 
becomes possible. Payroll can compliantly accommodate the changes you want to apply 
in six weeks, months or years if it is part of the core team that anticipates and plans for 
them. As soon as you begin to talk about paying someone, moving someone or employing 
someone who will need to be paid, payroll must be part of the conversation. HR and the 
C-Suite can decide that global expansion is the way forward but bringing payroll into the 
fold allows you to embrace the global possibilities and pool of talent that remote and 
flexible working opens up because payroll creates the infrastructure to enable it. 



Payroll Speaks Up

One payroll professional who had 
been part of a transformation from 
day one - with the support of the 
CFO - had still struggled with this 
issue. They described payroll as the 
bridge between finance and HR, 
explaining that it is the function 
that understands the needs and 
demands of both. Our experts believe 
payroll should communicate its wins 
to the entire organization, creating 
company-wide awareness of how it 
intersects with other functions and 
boosting recognition. 

Source: Kronos: New Hire Momentum report
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The GPA - together with Safeguard Global - recently hosted a roundtable to explore HR 
transformations from a payroll perspective. We assembled a diverse group of leading 
payroll professionals with a broad variety of experience in the industry. Each had their own 
singular experience of transformations but there were common themes which united 
them across the board. First and foremost was the absolute necessity of clear and open 
communication.

Our payroll experts were from household name companies across an interesting cross-
section of industries, giving us a good overview of the transformation process. All shared 
the opinion that the complexities of payroll are simply not understood within the wider 
world. We discussed the recent headline-making payroll department walkouts at Twitter 
and the online response; assuming that a huge tech company’s employees could be paid 
at the push of a button.

While automation and innovations in technology have transformed payroll, tech is not a 
magic wand. Remaining compliant in a flexible working world is an ongoing challenge, 
with shifting regulatory and legislative requirements appearing for every new territory your 
talent calls home. Failing to take advantage of the global talent pool could be detrimental 
to your future growth and success but minimizing the risk of non-compliance demands 
foresight and precision.

Transformation projects offer an expansive vision of how to deliver HR. However, they are 
just as much about maintaining continuity; something which is a make or break for today’s 
employees. In this competitive market staff retention is a priority and accuracy in pay has a 
massive part to play in making sure employees are happy enough to stick around. 

A telling report from Kronos and the Human Capital Institute revealed 49% of US workers 
will start looking for a new job after only two problems with their paycheck. That figure 
demonstrated how easily employee engagement is damaged when employers fail to carry 
out core business functions. And the global cost of living crisis has only exacerbated that 
fragility.

https://www.kronos.com/resources/new-hire-momentum-driving-onboarding-experience-research-report
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Roundtable Findings

Nobody’s 
bothered about 
payroll until it 
goes wrong!

An experienced consultant in our group had been through a number of instances where 
private equity firms ignored the back office completely until problems arose and seemed 
oblivious to the bigger picture until it impacted their bottom line. This reiterated the 
group’s opinion that the C-suite would sit up and take notice if payroll could signpost the 
compliance and liability risks and how payroll participation can safeguard companies 
against penalties and reputational damage.

The subject of recognition was a throughline. Our consultant said recognition of the 
invaluable role payroll can and should have, allowed them the space to create gap analysis 
and change impact analysis, lay out the business case and RFX and take the team through 
these so the organization can pinpoint the right vendor for its needs. Our experts were too 
often called in when things had begun to fall apart because the fundamentals had not 
been considered and the global model lacked the foundations to underpin it.

Taking egos out of the equation was another tip for transformation success. Company 
hierarchy can push payroll professionals out of the very rooms they need to be in and prove 
costly in the long run, when demands cannot be met because there was no one present on 
the ground floor of the project to put a framework in place for evolving needs. If impressive 
titles outnumber key players at the table, it might be time to rethink the guest list.

A proactive way to get people engaged with the change journey and appreciate the merits 
of their payroll team is to help them understand that doing things correctly at the outset 
- and anticipating future needs - prevents future problems. By demonstrating the risks 
and utilizing audit, our experts believe that the executive team could come to appreciate 
the value of payroll because “Nobody can argue with something that’s failing in audit and 
nobody can argue with critical risks!”
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Recipe for a Successful Transformation

Our roundtable devised a list of ‘cake ingredients’ - the recipe for a successful 
transformation - based on the experiences, good and bad, of these industry leaders who 
have overseen many.

Carefully consider your:

With all these things 
in mind, make sure 
everyone is aligned 
and you’ve got a 
decent business case 
before you approach a 
global payroll vendor.

The ingredients you’ll need: 

Preparation:

Method:

Technology Business 
process

People Service Controllable 
data

Orderable 
data

Deliverable 
data

Controls Leadership

Mission

Strategy

Vision



Our payroll experts cautioned against vendors selling clients a ‘golden unicorn’ and 
claiming they can do it all. These industry leaders want payroll professionals taking on a 
transformation project to know that they too are driving this change and that having the 
confidence to take ownership in the planning stage means they can determine their aims 
and see them through.

Considering all of the above, payroll professionals in an HR transformation should:

• Be clear about what your inherited obstacles are and how you can overcome them. 

• Communicate your limitations and what you need from other functions in order to get 
the job done.

• Identify blockers and get them involved; engage them by articulating the reasons you 
need the things you need. 

• Give specific deliverables to HR and show how full and accurate data aids everyone’s 
journey.

Vendors should:

• Never be afraid to offer clear advice and guidance.

• Never overpromise: honesty is always the best policy.

• Address any imbalance between operational and implementation teams in the room.

• Ask sales to take a step back and allow more practical stakeholders to have the earliest 
possible opportunity to participate. 

We acknowledge that the payroll industry itself has plenty of work to do. In order for others 
to recognize the integral role we play, we must first draw attention to it ourselves. Payroll 
professionals do not need to stay unsung heroes; in this social media age, we can become 
influencers and self-promoters, singing our own praises until payroll’s worth is understood. 

Payroll can tangibly prove our value by using the wealth of data we have access to: here is 
where the pitfalls are, here is how we prevent them, and this is the saving you will make if 
you do as we say.

To return to our earlier restaurant analogy, the most exclusive and sought-after place to 
dine in a high-end restaurant is inside the kitchen at the chef’s table. If it’s taking too long 
for the decision-makers at your company to give your payroll team the credit and the seat 
at the table that they deserve, take inspiration from this. Drag a chair into the kitchen and 
show the C-suite exactly how effective you are. 

Our roundtable observed that all too often HR initiates a transformation project and then 
when it bursts into flame and the fire starts to spread, hands it to the nearest payroll person 
so they can ask the practical questions and find the solutions that will extinguish the blaze. 
It would be safer for everyone if we could help companies take the necessary precautions 
from the outset so every transformation project runs smoothly and successfully and no one 
gets burned.

Major Findings
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About
Safeguard Global

About Global 
Payroll Association

Safeguard Global is a future of work company that 
builds adaptive workforce management solutions 
for organizations seeking to thrive in the global 
economy. Safeguard Global enables success 
through smarter, more efficient global employee 
management, recruitment, payroll, onboarding, 
expense management and more, all powered by 
industry-leading data, technology, services and 
local market expertise.

Want to learn more?

The Global Payroll Association is a one-stop-shop 
for global and in-country payroll professionals. Our 
expansive range of resources offers everything 
from interactive training courses to comprehensive 
directories and in-depth country resources. Join us 
to connect with world-leading payroll experts and 
network with other like-minded professionals.

We are passionate and dedicated champions of 
all things payroll and, most importantly, we are 
champions of the people in payroll.

Reach out at safeguardglobal.com/
interact/contact-us

https://safeguardglobal.com/interact/contact-us/
https://safeguardglobal.com/interact/contact-us/
https://safeguardglobal.com/interact/contact-us/

