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Workflow automation not only 

improves organizational efficiency, 

but it can also deliver a customer 

experience that keeps buyers coming 

back for more. It all starts with 

replacing documents with digits.

When purchasing from a world-class 

online retailer, clicking the “buy” 

button kicks off a complex sequence 

of events — all thanks to workflow 

automation.

The retailer’s inventory system finds 

the most closely located item of the 

kind you ordered and generates a 

pick request. Meanwhile, a shipping 

application selects the most 

appropriate means of delivery and 

creates a shipping order. The clock 

starts ticking down on your refund 

window. Inventory levels adjust and, 

if they fall below a certain threshold, 

trigger a replenishment order while 

the website notifies customers of 

limited availability.

You probably receive a receipt 

within minutes of placing your 

order. You also get updates as your 

item proceeds through the delivery 

process. Your loyalty program totals 

are updated, and you may receive 

promotional offers if you’ve reached 

certain milestones. The website has 

already suggested similar items you 

might want to buy.

All this happens because of workflow 

automation — technology that 

streamlines processes through 

programmatic decision-making. It 

underlies the operations of all of 

today’s best web-scale businesses, 

but the principles can transform 

any organization. The digital 

transformation starts with rethinking 

some assumptions.

Workflows that were designed for 

the days of paper documents, fax 

machines and phone calls are too 

slow for today’s pace of business. 

The new approach assumes that all 

data is digital, which has some key 

implications:

 > Digital data can be acted upon 

by multiple people and processes 

simultaneously. Tasks that were 

once performed serially can 

be redesigned to happen in 

parallel. Each process involves 

the same core data, which 

minimizes confusion and the 

risk of error. Changes in the data 

can initiate new processes.

 > Digital data can interact 

programmatically. This is a critical 

element of automation. Whereas 

paper processes require constant 

human intervention, digital 

workflows respond automatically 

to changes in the data. For 

example, sales promotions may 

correlate with shopping cart 

sizes or shipping dates may 

shift depending on inventory 

levels or demand. The same can 

apply to internal processes, such 

as providing a new employee 

with a desk and a computer.

 > Digital data can be shared globally. 

There is no need for people and 

processes to wait for information 

to become available. Once data is 

created, everyone who needs it 

can access it. When you request 

a lift from a ride-sharing service, 

your location information is 

simultaneously shared with the 

dispatch server, the driver, the 

pricing configurator and the 

transaction log. Response is 

instantaneous, which improves 

customer experience.

 > Digital data can be easily stored, 

combined and analyzed for 

continual process enhancements.
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Workflow automation benefits businesses on 

both the revenue and cost sides. Streamlined 

processes not only reduce time and expense but 

also boost customer satisfaction. One reason 

e-commerce sales are expected to total $4.5 

trillion in 2021 is that shoppers appreciate the 

convenience, responsiveness and speed of 

placing orders online.

Automating workflows begins with taking stock 

of your data assets and deciding what to keep, 

what to discard and what to digitize. A strong 

information governance program facilitates this 

task, although significant effort may be needed 

to establish necessary rules, permissions and 

metadata structures.

Data that is currently on paper can be converted 

to machine-readable formats to save space, 

enable quick retrieval and support analysis. 

Paper records that aren’t worth converting can 

be scanned, stored in a secure offsite facility 

or safely destroyed. A professional records and 

information management firm can shoulder the 

burden of document discovery and classification.

A specialized workflow automation firm can 

also partner with you to identify the areas of 

your organization that could most benefit from 

process redesign. Often these areas include 

human resources, accounts payable, accounts 

receivable, contracts management and mail 

management. Professional firms not only offer 

extensive experience, but they also know the best 

practices of other companies in your industry or 

business function.

Whether or not your organization is an 

e-commerce firm, you can take a page from their 

playbook to improve efficiency and customer 

experience. Workflow automation is a great place 

to start.
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