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At A Glance  
Robotic process automation (RPA) is going to have a profound impact across most organiza-
tions. A joint assessment by Arvato and A.T. Kearney found that RPA is set to automate 
41 percent of finance back office processes within five years and 53 percent within a decade.

RPA solutions will employ artificial intelligence (AI) to learn and improve, enabling them to 
handle virtually all back-office processes from end-to-end. RPA bots will be used to carry out 
repetitive tasks faster and more accurately than human beings. 

The global RPA market is set to accelerate beyond 
the current 50 percent CAGR, taking the total value 
to more than US$ 5 billion in 2020. 

A decade from now 
By 2023, back 
office RPA 
solutions will be 
using cognitive 
capabilities 
to automati-
cally take 
decisions. In 
ten years time, 
RPA solutions at both the front end and back 
end of organizations will be making full use 
of AI to learn and improve. A decade from 
now, robots will also be carrying out most 
back-office processes from end-to-end, 
with minimal human interaction in cases 
where no judgment is required, and self-
learning features of AI will continuously 
improve solutions.

RPA as a value maximizer
RPA has the potential to deliver value across 
the entire organization, not only in performing 
back office processes, but increasingly in 
supporting the front office. There are six 
factors that will increase the likelihood of 
an RPA project success: from “process 
optimization” to “prepare for scale”. If done 
correctly, RPA bots 
will take over many 
of the routine 
tasks carried out 
by human beings 
in the back office, 
freeing up staff to 
add value in more 
meaningful ways 
and to act more 
strategically.

RPA will be generating a return on investment of 
between 300 percent and 1,000 percent over a 
three-year period.

RPA will replace finance
back o�ice
within 5 years     within 10 years  

Sources: A.T. Kearney, Arvato

41% 53%

Sources: A.T. Kearney, Arvato, Mindfields 
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Introduction
Having transformed manufacturing, robots 
are now taking over repetitive tasks in 
services industries. Banks, airlines, telecoms 
companies, utilities and other service 
providers are increasingly applying robotic 
process automation (RPA) solutions. RPA 
bots copy the way people interact with 
applications, following simple rules to make 
decisions and complete routine business 
processes. They can automate repetitive, 
rule-based tasks, such as data entry, that make 
up either a part or the whole of a process. 
These bots are designed to perform tasks in 
a specific order with 100 percent reliability 
and much faster than human beings. For 
example, RPA can increase efficiency in order 
management, pre-sales support and other 
processes by automatically creating invoices, 
entering data and generating reports.

Jointly developed by Arvato and A.T. Kearney, this paper assesses the impact of RPA on finance-
back office functions in the next 10 years. It considers how recent advances in artificial intel-
ligence (AI), as well as conventional data analytics, are enabling RPA solutions to become 
increasingly capable and suitable for tomorrow’s finance back-office processes, thereby 
realizing great efficiency gains for organizations.

Arvato has significant experience in developing and implementing RPA solutions for clients 
globally across various industries, based on its process transformation and automation 
expertise developed in various labs globally. A.T. Kearney, as a leading global management 
consultancy, has developed numerous automation strategies and supported strategic trans-
formations with a focus on automation for clients globally, supported by its strong RPA/AI 
partner network.

To assess the impact of RPA and build a deeper understanding of the future of RPA, Arvato and 
A.T. Kearney interviewed more than 20 technology partners and players in the field. The inter-
views helped to identify key trends and future application areas for the next 10 years. 

The evolution of RPA
Today, RPA is primarily used in the financial service industry and health industries, accounting 
for approximately 40 percent of total RPA spend globally in 2016, while other industries and 
the public sector are lagging behind in RPA adoption rates. Most of today’s RPA adopters 
(69 percent) are large enterprises, while RPA has not yet fully arrived in small- and medium-
sized enterprises, providing significant opportunities for the industry. Adoption rates are also 
significantly higher in North America compared to Western Europe (34 percent) (54 percent of 
all companies in North America already deployed RPA solutions, whereas in Western Europe 
only 34 percent). While still in its young adulthood, the global RPA market is set to accelerate 
beyond the current 50 percent compound annual growth rate, taking the total value to more 
than US$ 5 billion in 2020.

Figure 1
RPA adoption across industries
% measured as total RPA invest

Sources: A.T. Kearney, Arvato, RPA CoE
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Several new players are disrupting the RPA technology vendor landscape, using natural 
language processing and AI to challenge the market leaders, which include BluePrism, 
Automation Anywhere and UIPath. However, the incumbents have also entered into 
technology partnerships, enriching their solutions with AI. Over the next decade, the role of 
AI will become extremely important, as cognitive capabilities enable automation solutions 
to become smarter and more effective over time, a development that has already started.

RPA is likely to automate all high volume, repetitive and rule-based tasks in both front-end 
and the back-end processes in the next three years. Within this timeframe, RPA solutions will 
routinely retrieve and enter information across platforms and begin to use analytical skills. 
By 2023, back office RPA solutions will also be using cognitive capabilities to automatically take 
decisions on next steps from a fixed menu of options, meaning RPA will also take over tasks that 
are less rules-based.

In ten years time, RPA solutions at both the front end and back end of organizations will be 
making full use of AI to learn and improve. A decade from now, robots will also be carrying out 
most back-office processes from end-to-end, with minimal human interaction in cases where no 
judgment is required, and self-learning features of AI will continuously improve solutions. 

Even though RPA is a success story, its development is being held back by an increasingly acute 
shortage of people with the skills to design, develop and deploy RPA at scale, especially in the 
case of solutions that seek to harness AI. In some cases, there are also cultural barriers, such 
as a wariness of innovation or a failure to take a structured and shared approach to implement 
technological solutions. Although vendors are increasingly addressing technology interoper-
ability and process uncertainty challenges, these issues can also hold back some deployments.

Sources: A.T. Kearney, Arvato, Mindfields 

Figure 2
The RPA market is growing at a CAGR of 56% per year and the trend is accelerating
Development and key market drivers of RPA market
Global RPA market in US$ million
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Since 2012 the global RPA market has grown significantly and is expected to continue growing 
in the years to come. By 2020 the total RPA market is expected to reach a volume of USD 5bn, 
translating into a CAGR of 56% since 2012 (see figure 2). This growth is driven by a intensified 
roll-out of RPA solutions, a further development of the breadth of existing solutions, and the 
introduction of smarter RPA solutions, which will be enriched by AI. 
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Implications for finance back-office processes
Although technology has not progressed to the point where it can take over jobs in their 
entirety, it can be used to perform many of the tasks involved in administrative roles. To fully 
understand the potential impact of RPA, organizations need to consider which individual 
activities can be automated, rather than which occupational roles. In aggregate, the net impact 
of automating all these activities could lead to enormous efficiency savings, as well as enabling 
human beings to be spend far more of their time on the more challenging (and rewarding) 
aspects of their jobs.

In fact, many organizational functions will see radical change. In the finance function, for 
example, RPA and other new technologies, is set to reduce the headcount between 28 percent 
and 41 percent within five years and to between 48 percent and 53 percent within 10 years 
(see Figure 3). Although most of this impact (about three quarters) will be from conventional 
RPA, machine learning technology will begin to displace some staff roles over the next decade. 
Of the total full time roles in this sector, 68 percent could ultimately be taken over by RPA, 
supplemented by AI freeing up employees to perform higher value tasks.

Some processes are better suited to RPA automation than others. In finance back-office 
processes, for example, the impact of RPA and related technologies will be most apparent in 
activities related to order management, aging and collection, and pre-sales support. In order 
management, for example, RPA solutions will enter data, create reports and validate data. In 
aging and collection, pre-sales support and treasury and risk management, RPA bots can take 
over more than 40 percent of full-time roles (see Figure 4).

Sources: A.T. Kearney, Arvato

Figure 4
Automation impact by task (in 5 years)
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Figure 3
The impact of RPA technology on finance back-o�ice processes
Tech impact by automation scenarios in %
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Case study: How RPA can streamline validation

Under a managed service model 
agreement, Arvato processes 
90 percent of the revenues of a 
global IT and high-tech company. 
Under this agreement, over 
1,500 people in six international 
locations work together to 
process revenue from hundreds 
of thousands of orders and 
agreements. 

To create a more agile business 
that can efficiently deliver an 
improved customer-partner 
experience, speed and accuracy 
are paramount. However, in a 
global business with multiple 
touchpoints and locations 
this can be challenging.  For 
example, Arvato found that 
each agent executed validation, 
a non-standard process, 
slightly differently. Validation 
involves an agent reviewing the 
case information and making 
over 50 different validations 
and decisions to confirm the 
readiness of that case to be 
handled and progressed to the 
next stage of the process. Agents 

were using selfbuilt check-
lists and process steps mostly 
dominated by tribal knowledge. 
Due to the lack of process 
adherence, training agents took 
a long time, was complicated and 
often ineffective.

To address this challenge, Arvato 
implemented an agent augmen-
tation tool which was interfaced 
into the Arvato Optical Character 
Recognition (OCR) and data 
viewer. Agent augmentation 
is RPA software running on the 
desktop that complements the 
agent in their everyday tasks: 
control is passed to and from 
the user depending on the 
complexity of the task, providing 
hints and tips to help the agent 
complete the process correctly.

For this project, Arvato built over 
50 validation rules which were 
automated to make decisions on 
behalf of the agent. It created a 
dynamically-built static checklist 
based on case type, removing 
the individual and unapproved 

rules, scope creep and check-
lists. A staging area enables 
the agent to view any required 
fields for input into an enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) or host 
system. This staging allows the 
agent to review and approve the 
auto-populated fields prior to an 
automated entry into the ERP – 
improving the quality of all cases. 
The solution has reduced agent 
handle time by 20 percent, while 
significantly reducing error rates.

Following the RPA implemen-
tation, Arvato was able to 
create an accelerated training 
program, which no longer 
needs to impart deep process 
knowledge and tribal knowledge, 
resulting in a more efficient 
standardised process. The 
training and onboarding time 
has been reduced from 12 weeks 
to 6 weeks.  Deployment of the 
RPA solution has also increased 
agent availability to work on more 
value added tasks, while reducing 
cross-training efforts.

The automation for certain processes, such as credit management are already today to a large 
extent automated and therefore the impact of RPA is rather low. However, once technology 
develops to a point where machines can learn unsupervised or undergo difficult supervised 
learning in which inputs are reasonably complex, a further, more significant automation 
potential can be achieved.

RPA not only ensures increased quality, accuracy 
and speed but also frees up employees to perform 
higher value tasks.
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The multiple benefits of RPA
Why is RPA being embraced so whole-heartedly by service organizations? Although efficiency is often a 
major driver behind a RPA deployment, there are many other immediate benefits, as listed below and 
shown in Figure 5:

Figure 5
The benefits of RPA go far beyond e�iciency

Benefits of RPA

Sources: A.T. Kearney, Arvato
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•  Economic: the payback on a RPA implementation 
is typically less than a year, while the return on 
investment over a three year period is generally 
between 300 percent and 1,000 percent. 

•  Accuracy: A RPA solution will complete the same 
task in the same way every time, ensuring 
100 percent consistency and eliminating data 
inconsistencies across applications

• Speed: A RPA solution can complete a process 20 
times as fast as a human. As well as boosting 
efficiency, this increase in speed reduces waiting 
times, improving the customer experience. 

• Transparency: A RPA solution will be able to 
generate a complete audit trail for every process, 
giving the business full transparency on what 
happened when.

•  Scalable: A single RPA solution can be scaled up 
and down in line with demand, as well as being 
applied across distinct unrelated processes.

•  Fewer defects: Where RPA is used to augment a 
human, rather than augment the entire process, it 
can reduce the error rate across the process by 
providing staff with the information they need in a 
timely manner.

•  Control: RPA can make it economic to bring some 
processes back in-house, potentially giving the 
organization more control over the quality and 
ultimately the customer experience. 
 
 

 
RPA can also bring about broader benefits across the organization. By augmenting people with virtual 
resources, RPA enables staff to spend less time on repetitive tasks and more time on adding value and 
improving the end customer’s experience. For the staff themselves, this makes for more rewarding work, 
as well as increasing the organization’s capacity to innovate and differentiate itself. 
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How to implement RPA
The most successful implementations of RPA tend to be conducted as part of a broader revamp 
of processes. In fact, business process outsourcing providers are increasingly incorporating 
RPA into their services, generally via partnerships with RPA vendors. In future, some of these 
partnerships may evolve into mergers.

In our experience, there are six factors that will increase the likelihood of an 
RPA project success.

1. Process optimization: Processes should be optimized using lean principles, six sigma 
techniques and other best practice before being automated: An organization should not 
attempt to address process issues through automation. The digital inputs need to be both 
accurate and structured. Moreover, a RPA project should be focused on the 70 percent to 
80 percent of processes that deliver the most value, rather than trying to automate 
absolutely everything.

2. Engage early: As early as possible, there needs to be a dialogue among stakeholders within 
the organization both to assess their readiness for change and to allay concerns about 
robots, driven by negative media coverage and hype. Early engagement will help to reduce 
resistance to change. 

3. Implement a proof-of-concept: Begin by delivering a RPA proof of concept that rapidly 
generates benefits with minimal investment. This will help to build confidence in the solution 
and similar solutions. On average, a RPA solution can be implemented in just six weeks and 
will deliver a return on investment within a year, rising to between 600 percent and 
1,000 percent over time.

4. Holistic design: A RPA implementation needs to take into the account the entire operating 
model, as the organizational structure may need to be re-shaped and roles engineered. The 
project should consider the impact on teams, rather than discrete processes. The business 
units that will benefit from the RPA should steer the implementation. 

5. Learn while doing: A RPA solution should be deployed using agile development techniques 
in which the software is tested and refined as it is rolled out, through a series of sprints. The 
goal should be to build capability early to ensure that the RPA workforce is managed and 
maintained by a skilled internal business unit. 

6. Prepare for scale: Once RPA has proven its worth, then the solution should be scaled rapidly 
using a detailed rollout plan prepared well in advance. The plan should call for several sprints 
in parallel and emphasize building capacity within the organization both within the expert 
team overseeing RPA and the business units themselves.

Preparation is key: while automation can deliver 
impressive results, it needs to be executed in the 
right way to deliver maximum ROI.



8Robotic Process Automation

Conclusions
RPA has matured to the point where it needs to be adopted by almost every organization with 
significant finance back-office tasks. A failure to make extensive use of RPA could erode a 
company’s competitive position. The implementation of RPA needs to be carefully thought-
through and planned, generally as part of a broader reorganization or transformation program. 
The business, which needs to be fully involved in the implementation, should dictate how RPA is 
deployed and how it should support the work of human staff.   

RPA has the potential to deliver value across 
the entire organization, not only in performing 
back office processes, but increasingly in supporting 
the front office.

Adoption of RPA in the service sector is set to grow rapidly over the next decade. Software bots 
will take over many of the routine tasks carried out by human beings in the back office, freeing 
up staff to add value in more meaningful ways and to act more strategically. In addition to 
boosting efficiency, RPA could increase revenues by enhancing the customer experience and 
enable service organizations to expand and enhance their customer proposition.
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