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ONE OF THE 
biggest fears 
and greatest 
promises of 
automation is 
its potential 
for taking over 
jobs occupied 
by humans. 
While once 
this was lim-
ited to more 

mundane, repetitive action jobs, 
advances with ML and AI have 
allowed more advanced roles to be 
attempted.

I’ve seen a lot of writers con-
cerned about the potential for AI 
to take over, so as an experiment I 
signed up for a trial at one site that 
promises “high-quality content in 
under 60 seconds.”  

Here’s what I got when I 
plugged in “automation” as a 
primary keyword and “workflow” 
as a secondary:

Workflow Automation is simply 
defined as the designing, creat-
ing, deploying and automation of 
business procedures based upon 
predefined rules wherein work-
related tasks are easily routed and 
automatically carried out between 
individuals, technology and data 
at the point of origin. The process 
of workflow automation helps in 
reducing the operational costs and 
thereby increasing the efficiency of 
an organization. However, without 
any manual support, this automated 
process may become ineffective 
due to lack of communication and 
direction from human resources or 
the lack of a standardized way of 
doing the different works. There-
fore, to increase organizational 
productivity workflow automation 
should be implemented using 
workforce management software, 

which provides easy access, col-
laboration, management, and com-
munication amongst workers and 
managers in an organization. …

Automation has the potential to 
deliver better results for organiza-
tions than human resources and 
human administrators ever could. 
But to ensure its productivity ef-
fects, you must properly apply 
business rules in workflow automa-
tion. If you fail to do so, it may lead 
to a decrease in overall productivity 
because you have failed to an-
ticipate certain events or situations 
that could lead to disproportionate 
actions. Business rules in workflow 
automation are best implemented 
before implementing any tasks in an 
organization.

A 250-word blog was the mini-
mum I could ask for, so I’ve cut a 
paragraph from this for the sake of 
space. 

It’s certainly well-written enough, 
covers the topic, and I don’t have 
any edits to the grammar or punc-
tuation. It’s perfectly adquate. But 
... did you stay awake? Read it all? 
The most egregious flaw, in my 
opinion, is the lack of personality, 
and I’m not sure that’s something 
that can be addressed by automa-
tion. Real, professional writers pride 
themselves on having a voice; one 
that comes through in everything 
they write, no matter the topic. 
Can AI be taught to have a voice? 
Maybe. 

I admit to not digging very deep 
with this experiment — refining key-
words, playing with length or topic 
area. This was enough to scare me - 
but also make me believe that there 
will always be a place for human 
workers. 

EDITOR’S LETTER
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NEXT GEN PROCESS 
AUTOMATION:

THE RIGHT TOOLS AT THE RIGHT TIME
By  Neal Gottsacker and Zoe Clelland, Nintex

Imagine you’re an orchestra conductor and you want to lead your musicians in 
a symphony. They all have their instruments and you have your baton, but the 
sheet music only contains the melody. Each section will have to improvise, and 
the result is not exactly harmonious.

This has been the traditional approach to process automation, which has 
typically been in the hands of an IT team offering one-size-fits-all solutions. 
When automation was in its infancy, the approach was acceptable, but as 
more business processes become automated, a more individualized and 
collaborative approach is necessary.  
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While businesses are 
ramping up their adoption 
of automated processes 
to better serve customers, 
increase efficiency and boost 
productivity, prospective 
employees are sizing up 
possible employers based on 
these very same processes. 
Particularly among younger 
generations, workers want to 
work for companies that use 
their time efficiently — and that 
means automation.

If this all sounds a little 
bit like yesterday’s hit song, 
hang on. We’re talking 
about a more sophisticated 
process automation: Next 
gen, which enables fast, agile 
and solution-driven end-to-
end process automation and 
digitization.

NOT YOUR PARENTS’  
AUTOMATION

Not too long ago, if you wanted 
to automate a process, you 
went to your IT team and 
explained what you wanted to 
do. They’d come back with an 
in-house or external solution, 
and then build it out as well 
as they could. Sometimes the 
result wasn’t exactly what you 
needed and you often couldn’t 
optimize it to evolve with the 
process it was meant to serve, 
but you made do.

Next gen automation 
solves many of these issues, 
leveraging the cloud to allow 
end users to use no- or low-
code solutions that don’t 
necessarily require assistance 
from professional developers 
in the IT department — thus 

resulting in better, faster and 
more flexible automation 
solutions with a dramatically 
higher return on investment. 
Next gen also gives the line of 
business and less technical 
stakeholders a seat at the 
table, empowering them 
to drive automation and 
optimization of processes 
alongside the IT teams. Though 
next gen encompasses a range 
of technologies, from robotic 
process automation (RPA) to 
artificial intelligence (AI) and 
intelligent process automation 
(IPA), at its core it’s as much a 
methodology as the harnessing 
of technology.

IT’S NOT ABOUT  
BUYING TOOLS

Next gen automation is about 
enabling and empowering 
employees to make and 
execute automation decisions 
focused on significant 
improvements at the line of 
business level. It also confers 
those employees with the 

ability to quickly respond 
to market developments 
or changes in the external 
environment.

This shift has allowed 
innovation around integration 
with process mapping and 
process definition, where 
the latest innovation is 
leaning toward collaborative 
environments and tools. This 
enables users to look at how 
the processes are being 
executed today and how they 
can be optimized for the future. 
Crucially, next gen goes a 
step beyond, not only taking 
repetitive tasks out of the hands 
of humans, but cutting time-
to-market dramatically — all 
while continually improving the 
process through AI and IPA.

WHEN THE REVOLUTION-
ARY BECOMES DE  
RIGUEUR, IT’S TIME FOR 
A NEW REVOLUTION

Remember when the PDF 
was revolutionary? That static 
form doesn’t seem so cutting-

NEXT GEN AUTOMATION 
IS ABOUT ENABLING AND 
EMPOWERING EMPLOYEES 
TO MAKE AND EXECUTE 
AUTOMATION DECISIONS 
FOCUSED ON SIGNIFICANT 
IMPROVEMENTS AT THE LINE 
OF BUSINESS LEVEL.
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edge compared to the auto-
populating forms today. Next 
gen automation embraces the 
idea that just as technology 
evolves, so too does the 
application of that technology.

It's a continuum of complexity 
with respect to where we’ve 
been and where we’re 
going Automation started 
as simplistic point-to-point 
integration, but increasingly 
sophisticated technology can 
now be applied to automate 
and/or digitize entire processes.

For instance, AI can take 
that static PDF form, interpret 
the data on it to automatically 
build a form specifically 
tailored to a business need 
— or extract business-
relevant data and information 
that can then be used in 
other AI-enabled analytics, 
decision engines, etc. AI can 
also detect anomalies in the 
form’s inputs and outputs and 
recommend improvements.

This ability to continue to 
use existing artifacts — like 
a PDF form — in conjunction 
with next gen technologies, is 
critical for highly compliant or 
regulated industries, such as 
insurance. In these industries, 
the language and even the 
fonts on the forms have been 
approved by a regulatory 

body, so they must be 
retained. But now we can take 
that PDF form and generate 
an interactive web or mobile-
based experience to collect 
the necessary information 
and put it back on the form. 
The end result is the same, 
but the user didn’t have to 
print out a form or fill it out 
online and scan it back into 
the computer. Also, the risk of 
errors in the form has reduced 
exponentially. So it's merging 
the physical and the digital 
worlds.

But the whole point of next 
gen is meeting and empowering 
people where they work. Next 
gen also includes RPA of 
course, but RPA is principally 
for automating manual tasks. 
These are typically related to 
on-prem legacy applications — 
behind the firewall — that don’t 
lend themselves to API type of 
orchestration.

Accordingly, it’s not just AI 
or just RPA; it’s both — plus 
workflow, plus document 
generation, plus process 
mapping, plus process mining. 
It’s all of those things, and 
then you have to have your 
cloud workflows and cloud 
process automation integrating 
seamlessly with the ability to 
reach the desktop or server. It 

all has to converge together as 
an end-to-end process.

THE POSSIBILITIES  
ARE ENDLESS

And once you’re in the next 
gen space, you’ve got a 
huge surface area to work in. 
Let’s look at a very simple 
application that’s relevant in 
today’s environment: signing 
guests into a facility. Pre-
COVID, you might have had 
a paper form with a pen that 
100 people touched with 
their fingers. Now, we want to 
digitize the form. But where 
do we put it? We can put it 
on an iPad, but now you’ve 
got everyone’s dirty fingers 
on the iPad.

What if, instead, as your 
guest enters the building, 
they get a prompt on their 
phone to sign in or fill out 
a short form? “Hey, here’s 
who I am. I’m checking in.” 
Now you’ve got their info in 
your system and it can be 
disseminated and used in 
other processes.

Not only are you meeting 
people where they are, 
but you're getting a wide 
opportunity of places to 
engage with them, and the 
technology just works. So 
the people who might have 
been using some automation 
or were thinking about next 
gen before COVID, are able to 
come up with — and execute 
on — these extremely 
innovative solutions in real 
time that would have been 
difficult to even imagine if 
you hadn't started down the 
digital process automation 
path.

NEXT GEN AUTOMATION 
EMBRACES THE IDEA THAT 
JUST AS TECHNOLOGY EVOLVES, 
SO TOO DOES THE APPLICATION 
OF THAT TECHNOLOGY.
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GETTING EVERYONE  
ON BOARD

One way for organizations 
to get started is to start 
small and clearly identify the 
problem or the problem space 
you're trying to address. 
Getting some early wins 
will build confidence in the 
organization and start to 
create tailwinds.

What we see in many 
organizations that have 
successfully adopted next gen 
in a large way is to establish 
a centralized authority or 
a center of excellence with 
respect to understanding 
the toolsets and the 
methodologies. This also 
instills confidence.

Each small success 
can build on itself and by 
leveraging cloud computing, 
next gen allows for highly 
scalable solutions at an 
attractive ROI.

Next gen empowers 
employees to create solutions 
tailored to their needs, but 
with empowerment comes 
accountability, which is 
why it’s important to build 
in controls. Without these, 
you can end up with chaotic 
implementation and confusion 
across the organization — not 
to mention possible security 
risks. The trick is to balance 
empowering your citizen 
developers with necessary 
guardrails.

If properly designed, next 
gen is autodidactic. So with 
the right collection of data in 
the analytics you'll be able 
to look at the patterns that 
evolve. And you can discern 
the patterns in terms of 

figuring out how you operate 
as a business with respect 
to those different sets of 
variables and the relationships 
between them.

For example, if the process 
is slowed down when 
decisions have to be made, 
and the data tells you that 
given a certain set of variables 
the decision is going to be 
the same in 100% of cases, 
AI could stand in to make that 
decision. Now you’ve further 
improved the process and 
accelerated decision making.

Remember though, action 
must follow the analysis — 
whether through machine 
learning or AI or something 
else. It’s not enough to 
use automation to change 
something and then walk 
away. For instance, analytics 
can tell you that you ran seven 
automation projects. Now 
what? Is that good? Is that 
bad? Who's engaged? Where 
are you saving time? Analytics 
can not only tell you what 
to do next but how to do it 
better and how to leverage the 
analytics and AI in the next 
design. And the next.

Now you’re harnessing the 
analytics to implement internal 
and external benchmarking.

Because analytics for the 
sake of analytics is just trivia.

BE THE DISRUPTOR,  
NOT THE DISRUPTED

Still not convinced that you 
need to make the leap into 
next gen? Many of your 
competitors are already 
adopting it. Your customer 
base is expecting you to 
operate more fluidly, more 
quickly and to deliver a better 
user experience. If you don't 
provide that experience, be 
prepared to lose customers 
over time. You will be 
disrupted.

Your employees and 
potential employees might 
expect even more than 
your customers. We live 
in a digitized world and 
(particularly younger) 
employees expect processes 
to be as seamless at work as 
they are at home.

Next gen automation 
means having the right tools, 
functionality and technology 
working in harmony to solve 
the right problems at the right 
time.  

Neal Gottsacker is Chief 
Product Officer and Zoe 
Clelland is VP of Product & 
Experience at Nintex.

YOUR EMPLOYEES AND 
POTENTIAL EMPLOYEES  
MIGHT EXPECT EVEN MORE  
THAN YOUR CUSTOMERS.

  09 | 21 workflowOTG.com  11



TRANSITIONING 
TO A HYBRID OFFICE

By  Ken Neal, Canon Business Process Services

The COVID-19 pandemic motivated enterprises to adopt new approaches 
for operating in a “hybrid office.” There’s been much discussion about the 
concept of the hybrid office — what it is and how the pandemic and other 
business trends are driving its emergence. But there is little guidance on 
how to effectively manage a hybrid office.  
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A key characteristic of a 
hybrid office is that it relies 
on an office services support 
team, as well as automated 
workflow processes and 
technology solutions, to enable 
employees to work efficiently 
either in the office or remotely. 
Employees need support 
wherever they are, especially 
during times when the 
business environment is in flux 
and there are many unknowns. 
This article identifies several 
key strategies that can help 
support your remote workforce 
with a special focus on safety, 
flexibility, adaptability, and 
efficiency.

AN ACCELERATED  
USE OF TECHNOLOGY

Many companies either began 
or ramped up their digital 
transformation efforts in recent 
years, including an accelerated 
use of technology in these 
transformations. For example, 
mobile applications give users 
the ability to submit and track 
their work-related requests, or 
track the status of business 
documents in transit, anywhere, 
anytime. Digital mail processing 
services provide businesses 
with electronic versions of hard 
copy and soft copy documents 
that can be easily accessed 
when business needs arise. 
Digital intake center services— 
hybrid mailroom and scanning 
services — unify converted 
physical mail and email into a 
common digital format. These 
documents can be delivered 
to employees, departments, or 
enterprise content management 

workflow to optimize document 
delivery and reduce the time 
required to access information.

Another approach gaining 
traction is online portal-
based and cloud-based 
systems that are used to 
create, distribute, and store 
documents. These are often 
referred to as document 
management systems, 
and they are expected to 
gradually eliminate paper files. 
According to a recent report 
by Mordor Intelligence, the 
global document management 
system market was valued at 
$4.89 billion in 2019. By 2025, 
it’s expected to reach $10.17 
billion, a compound annual 
growth rate of more than 13% 
in just five years.

BENEFITS OF OUTSIDE 
ASSISTANCE

To fully benefit from the power 
of these and other technology 
solutions, companies are 
increasingly seeking outside 
assistance. Almost every 
industry is experiencing a 
massive shift from office-
based activities to a combined 
onsite and work-from-home 
strategy. This trend is likely to 
be the predominant approach 
for some time to come. That 
is why it’s essential to partner 
with expert managed services 
providers that can support 
onsite and virtual office 
operations. The right partner 
can also help you create and 
deploy best practices, which 
can be a crucial element 
when you are transforming 
past or current business 

processes. As you consider 
this partnership, it’s important 
to know what you should look 
for in a managed services 
provider.

THREE KEY ATTRIBUTES 
TO CONSIDER

Based on years of experience 
working with some of the 
nation’s biggest corporations, 
I’ve highlighted a few key 
attributes that companies 
should focus on when engaging 
a managed services provider:

1. Financial stability. 
Financially stable 
service providers can 
invest in developing the 
subject matter experts 
crucial to providing their 
business clients with 
top-quality consulting, 
implementation, and 
other services. Financial 
stability also allows service 
providers to invest in 
training and developing 
outsourced support 
services employees. These 
employees can be deployed 
onsite, offsite, offshore 
or in any combination to 
support your operations 
with solutions ranging 
from document scanning 
and print/mail center 
management to discovery 
services and more.

2. A holistic approach. 
Organizations often need a 
managed services partner 
that can provide more 
than just labor. The most 
effective partners use a 
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holistic approach that 
spans people, processes, 
analytics, and technology. 
Business transformation 
requires a complex 
orchestration of critical 
factors: the right people 
using the right technology 
to advance the right 
business processes at 
the right time. Successful 
initiatives can drive costs 
down. Anything short of 
this holistic approach 
limits the ability to deliver 
the widespread support 
and maximum business 
value that companies 
need.

For example, it is a 
huge benefit if a services 
partner can deliver 
operational excellence by 
providing Six Sigma black 
belts to analyze current 
processes and develop a 
customized solution that 
can be delivered onsite, 
offsite, or offshore. Ideally, 
your partner understands 
the importance of your 
organization’s culture, 
collaboration, innovation, 
and the right technology 

when implementing a 
solution. This could mean 
saving money, paying 
invoices faster, reducing 
risk and more. Look for 
a provider that can also 
offer comprehensive 
transition plans, expertise 
in quality management 
methodologies and tools, 
and an integrated service 
delivery model that 
enables you to run your 
business processes more 
efficiently.

Strong quality 
management capabilities 
are also a critical part 
of the equation. The 
best providers have 
extensive expertise in 
quality management 
methodologies and 
tools. They can call upon 
trained professionals to 
monitor internal business 
processes to uncover 
and eliminate waste 
and defects as well as 
continuously improve 
performance.

3. Virtual and onsite 
expertise. The right 

partner should be able 
to integrate a range 
of services to support 
your workforce. This 
might include taking 
a holistic approach to 
office services that 
encompasses anticipating 
business support needs 
including mail, shipping 
and receiving, copy and 
print services, managing 
office and pantry supplies, 
office space turnovers, 
conference room services 
and printer equipment 
support.

BUSINESSES AT  
A CROSSROADS

Business leaders across the 
country are at a crossroads, 
challenged by volatile 
market conditions, increased 
customer expectations, 
legacy systems with limited 
capabilities and a sense of 
urgency to digitally transform 
business processes to survive 
this challenging business 
environment. What seems 
certain for at least the short 
term is that to succeed, 
businesses need to leverage 
new approaches and adopt 
some form of a hybrid office 
strategy. Doing so can help 
nurture a flexibility and 
resilience that can enable 
your company to thrive in the 
days, weeks, and months 
ahead.   

STRONG QUALITY MANAGEMENT 
CAPABILITIES ARE ALSO 
A CRITICAL PART OF THE 
EQUATION. THE BEST PROVIDERS 
HAVE EXTENSIVE EXPERTISE 
IN QUALITY MANAGEMENT 
METHODOLOGIES AND TOOLS.

Ken Neal is director of 
corporate communications 
for Canon Business Process 
Services.
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IS ENHANCED AUTOMATION 
IN YOUR FUTURE?

By  Christina Robbins, Digitech Systems

As a mature technology, business process automation is well-known 
and well-understood by your potential customers. However, the spike in 
remote workers over the last year or so has spotlighted a few holes in 
this decades-old product offering. Are you positioned to enhance your 
automation offering to suit the hybrid workplace of the future?   
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HYBRID WORK IS  
THE NEW NORMAL 

It’s become impossible to 
ignore: work-from-home 
(WFH) during the COVID-19 
pandemic has accelerated the 
need for businesses to offer 
a work-from-anywhere (WFX) 
option for knowledge workers. 
Also called remote work 
(working from any location 
other than a traditional office), 
hybrid work (dividing work 
time between traditional 
offices and alternate 
locations) is likely to become 
the dominant work location 
strategy. The statistics below 
paint a compelling picture 
that encourages companies 
to implement hybrid and WFX 
policies in order to hire and 
retain top talent in the future.  

•  A survey conducted by 
analysts at Valior showed 40% 
wanted full-time WFH last 
spring versus 70% expecting 
it as of April 2021. 

•  A PwC study showed 94% 
of employees expect to WFH 
at least one day per week. 

•  A Zapier survey shows a 
surprising 3 out of 4 of us will 
leave a job that doesn’t offer 
WFH to find one that does. 

WHAT IS ENHANCED  
AUTOMATION? 

Business process automation 
has been around for decades 
as companies offered basic 
workflow to route information 
from step to step, but the 

process automation needs 
of businesses have shifted 
into a higher gear thanks to 
remote work. Simple routing 
will provide some benefits 
to customers, but if that’s all 
you’re offering, you’re leaving 
money on the table and you’re 
shorting your customer’s 
potential benefit. An enhanced 
automation technology 
solution includes all of the 
following capabilities: 

ELECTRONIC ROUTING 

The core of process 
automation, electronic 
routing moves digital records 
automatically through 
business processes by routing 
documents and information 
from one person to the next 
until a process is completed. 
It’s also referred to as 
workflow technology. When 
choosing a product to offer 
electronic routing, look for one 
that includes pre-configured 
templates for common 
business processes, so you 
have a place to start when 
helping new customers define 
what they’ll need. You’ll also 

want one that offers extensive 
customization capabilities, 
because every business 
does things a little differently. 
However, make sure that 
flexibility is simplified with a 
graphic workflow interface 
that enables you (and your 
customer) to quickly assess  
a process and make changes 
as needed. 

E-FORMS AND  
E-SIGNATURES 

When thinking in terms 
of electronic processes 
(e-processes), it’s 
important to understand 
how information enters the 
process and what is done with 
it once it’s received. To create 
fully automated processes, 
businesses must eliminate 
the need to complete forms 
in person as well as the need 
for hand-written signatures. 
Electronic forms (e-forms) 
collect information online by 
sending a secure link to the 
individual who must provide 
the information, enabling 
them to type directly into the 
form in their web browser and 

A SURVEY CONDUCTED BY 
ANALYSTS AT VALIOR SHOWED 
40% WANTED FULL-TIME WFH 
LAST SPRING VERSUS 70% 
EXPECTING IT AS OF 
APRIL 2021.
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retaining a digital version of 
the form within an enterprise 
content management 
application. Most e-forms 
products embed the ability to 
also collect or add electronic 
signatures (e-signatures) as 
well. For example, medical 
providers move away from the 
clipboard filled with a stack 
of forms handed to patients 
when they check in before 
an appointment, to instead 
sending a patient the link to 
access the appropriate forms 
online prior to their visit. 
What’s the benefit? You’re 
cutting down expensive 
data entry for the healthcare 
provider who is your customer 
and their patient is happier 
because their appointment 
is focused on the reason for 
their visit rather than updating 
the provider’s files. 

If your customer is still 
using paper forms, they’re 
falling behind competitors 
who offer fully electronic 
interactions with customers. 
Encourage them to 
move toward enhanced 
automation by converting 
all forms to e-forms that 

simplify collection and data 
management.  

AUTOMATIC DATA  
COLLECTION DRIVEN  
BY AI 

Speaking of data entry, did 
you know artificial intelligence 
(AI) technology has advanced 
to the point where you can 
virtually eliminate data entry 
for your customers? To enable 
enhanced automation that 
minimizes data entry, look 
for capture technologies that 
use AI to embed the ability 
to extract information from 
documents as they’re being 
scanned. For example, when 
invoices are received, many 
businesses still hand-sort 
them and then a finance 
clerk types the important 
details into the accounting 
application. With enhanced 
automation, the process is 
streamlined. When the invoice 
is scanned, the capture 
application “scrapes” details 
such as invoice number, date, 
vendor, and amount and uses 
it to populate not only fields 

in the document management 
application, but also to 
complete the same data in 
the accounting application via 
integration or robotic process 
automation (RPA).  

HOW IT REALLY WORKS 

As you begin talking about 
enhanced automation with 
your customers, you might 
choose to start by asking 
them which processes 
were most affected/slowed 
during the pandemic. Really 
dig into what caused the 
slowdown, so that they begin 
to understand how hardcopy 
forms and signatures, paper 
records, and the need to 
physically handle documents 
compromises their ability 
to be effective in the hybrid 
workplace model. Sharing 
existing customer stories can 
help them see the potential 
to increase their automation 
benefit by adding these 
enhanced capabilities.  

LIKELY CANDIDATES  
FOR AUTOMATION 

Known as horizontal 
industries, some business 
functions are common 
across all organization types 
and sizes. For example, 
all (successful) companies 
need to pay bills and collect 
revenue, so accounts payable 
and accounts receivable 
(AP and AR) are common 
candidates for automation. 
In addition, companies need 
to hire and pay workers, 
so human resources (HR) 
also benefits from process 

IF YOUR CUSTOMER IS  
STILL USING PAPER FORMS, 
THEY’RE FALLING BEHIND 
COMPETITORS WHO OFFER  
FULLY ELECTRONIC 
INTERACTIONS WITH 
CUSTOMERS.
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automation. Finally, as 
businesses interact with one 
another, they typically use 
contracts to document the 
terms of their relationship. 
Contracts get passed back 
and forth between businesses 
many times and they require 
signatures, so e-forms 
and e-signatures offer a 
significant simplification 
over the traditional paper or 
pdf contract management 
process. 

EXAMPLE 

How does it really work? Let’s 
look at a contracts-intensive 
process from the real estate 
industry. As buyers retreated 
to virtual showings and online 
interactions, the real estate 
industry is one especially 
affected by the stay-at-home 
orders of the 2020 pandemic. 
Some providers were already 
well-positioned to weather 
shifting customer preferences, 
because they leveraged 
enhanced automation to 
streamline interactions for 
customers and staff.  

Located in Vancouver, 
Washington, Real Property 
Management Vancouver 
(RPMV) is a full-service 
property management 
company that had optimized 
processes prior to the 
pandemic. Managing both 
commercial and residential 
properties, they create 
listings for rental properties, 
check potential renters, and 
negotiate leases for owners. 
Setting up new properties is 
especially complex, because 
each owner packet contains 

dozens of pages and nine 
contracts, including property 
contracts, all of the rental 
agreements for each tenant, 
and potentially marketing, 
utilities, and maintenance 
information. RPMV converted 
the forms in the packet to 
eforms that owners could 
complete online. Now they 
simply send a new owner the 
links for the forms, the owner 
fills them out, and automated 
routing notifies RPMV so they 
can review the information and 
sign the forms electronically 
with esignatures. Enhanced 
automation allows them 
to setup new properties in 
about 30 minutes versus the 
3-4 hours it used to take, 
which saves them more 
than $100,000 annually. 
The owner, Bob Butterfield, 
credits these enhanced 
automation capabilities for 
enabling remote and hybrid 
work arrangements. He 
said, “Business is operating 
at normal speed. It hasn’t 
hindered our processes in any 
way to have people working 
remotely.” 

ENHANCED AUTOMATION 
ALSO ENHANCES YOUR 
REVENUE 

As you shift your thinking from 
providing imaging services or 
document management to a 
perspective that emphasizes 
business efficiencies through 
enhanced automation of 
processes, you’ll discover 
that your revenue from each 
customer and sale grows. 
Now, in addition to digitization 
services and ECM, you’re 
adding process automation, 
e-forms, e-signatures, and 
data extraction technologies 
and services, and each 
layer adds licenses and 
professional services revenue. 
Just be sure to leave room in 
your prices for your customers 
to enjoy the additional 
financial rewards as well!  

Christina Robbins is director 
of strategic communications 
at Digitech Systems LLC.

E-FORMS AND E-SIGNATURES 
OFFER A SIGNIFICANT 
SIMPLIFICATION OVER THE 
TRADITIONAL PAPER OR PDF 
CONTRACT MANAGEMENT 
PROCESS. 
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THE AUTOMATION OF 
UNSTRUCTURED BUSINESS 

INPUTS NEEDS ANOTHER PUSH
By  Petra Beck, Infosource

The automation of business processes has been a common business goal for 
the past decade. Implementation has come a long way, moving from projects 
focused on reducing the cost involved in back-office processes to improving 
the efficiency of front-office processes responding to the ever-increasing 
expectations for customer experience. Yet there remains significant opportunity.

Analyst firm Infosource has analyzed the intelligent information capture market 
for several decades. It has reported on the increase in front-office applications 
that have driven the growth of the capture market prior to and during the 
pandemic. Going forward, Infosource expects capture to be integrated even 
more tightly with customer facing B2C transactional processes as the shift 
to cloud and the increasing incorporation of AI, and machine-learning based 
technology transforms the capture market.   
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ADVANCED CAPTURE 
IS A STEP CHANGE 
FOR THE AUTOMATION 
OF UNSTRUCTURED 
BUSINESS INPUTS
Unstructured business inputs 
have remained a major 
hurdle for the automation 
of business transactions. 
Most inputs for business 
transactions are unstructured, 
and the volume continues 
to grow exponentially. In an 
industry survey conducted 
by AIIM, respondents 
reported an average of 
57% of their information 
is unstructured — emails, 
documents, text messages, 
etc. The respondents expect a 
continued growth of incoming 
information; on average, they 
expect their current volume 
of incoming information 
to increase by a factor of 
4.5. While not all incoming 
information is relevant for 
business transactions, there 
is a clear trend for increasing 
digital inputs. See Figure 1.

The automation of workflows 
involving semi-structured 
documents, with invoices 
being the most common 
across all industries, has been 
an important step forward. 

Invoice processing continues 
to be a large and increasing 
target market for capture 
vendors. Intelligent capture 
has evolved to handle nested 
tables that are common to 
line-item extraction across 
accounts payable and accounts 
receivable documents and 
enabled their broader adoption. 
Recently, robotic process 
automation (RPA) vendors with 
intelligent document process 
(IDP) capabilities have identified 
this large and still growing 
opportunity for their solutions.

The ingestion of unstructured 
inputs in critical business 
processes, like the onboarding 
of new customers, can 
involve many different types 
of documents combined with 

other data that are received 
through different channels and in 
different formats. See Figure 2.

The integration of artificial 
intelligence-based capabilities 
in information capture solutions 
marked a step change for 
the automated ingestion of 
unstructured inputs. Leading 
capture software vendors have 
added features like intelligent 
classification and machine 
learning to their established 
recognition and extraction 
capabilities. In addition, a 
new breed of vendors entered 
the capture market and 
applied their AI technology to 
unstructured information inputs.

INTELLIGENT CAPTURE 
AND RPA ARE AT  
AN EARLY STAGE  
OF MATURITY
While advanced capture 
solutions have advanced 
the automated ingestion of 
unstructured business inputs, 
the market is far from mature. 
Infosource estimates the 
overall global opportunity 
for information capture is 
$34 billion, with less than 
20% of this total having 
been addressed. Infosource 

Source: AIIM 2021 State of the Intelligent Information Management Industry

Figure 1

Source: Infosource 2020 Capture Software Market Assessment

Figure 2
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considers part of the current 
capture market to be at level 
2 of the majority curve, with a 
larger portion between Basic 
and Advanced Capture, and 
a small portion to be further 
advanced. See Figure 3.

Many business processes 
are partially automated, and 
still involve manual process 
steps for approvals, validation, 
and manual transfer of data 
from or to legacy systems. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has 
exposed these manual steps 
as hurdles for mission critical 
workflows during lockdown 
periods. The pandemic also 
surfaced a high correlation 
between business success 
and the level of digitalization. 
Success criteria include 
the level of end-to-end 
automation, ability to ingest 
multi-channel inputs and 
systems that support remote 
work of knowledge workers.

A recent survey conducted 
by AIIM validates that 
organizations consider 
their competencies in RPA 
particularly low, machine 
learning and intelligent capture 
capabilities scored just slightly 
better. See Figure 4.

RPA IS MOVING 
FROM HYPE TO REAL 
BUSINESS VALUE
The fact that many well-
trained employees spend a 
significant portion of their time 
on repetitive, routine tasks 
fostered the emerging market 
of RPA. It started with basic 
use cases involving screen 
scraping — extracting data 
from websites and screens of 
legacy systems. Over the past 
four years, this technology 
segment has experienced 
explosive growth supported 

by significant funding provided 
by VC firms, the backing 
of leading SI firms, and in 
some cases overstated end 
customer expectations.

RPA solutions have 
addressed the important step 
of analyzing and documenting 
manual tasks and associated 
business processes. 
Bots record keystrokes 
of knowledge workers, 
which identifies processes 
with significant manual 
steps and presents key 
opportunities for automation. 
This is very valuable for 
organizations, as previously 
this foundational effort 
involved time-consuming 
and cost-intensive process 
analysis. The applications 
range from use cases that 
bridge siloed business 
repositories like business 
analytics and compliance 
reporting, to the automation 
of internal workflows like 
expense reporting, to external 
transactions like invoice 
processing and employee 
onboarding.

Figure 3

Source: AIIM 2021 State of the Intelligent Information Management Industry

Figure 4
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The global RPA market grew 
at a compound annual growth 
rate of over 100% from 2016 
to 2019. In 2020, despite the 
challenges during lockdown 
periods, the RPA market 
increased by over 50% to $2.3 
billion. Infosource estimates 
the capture-related portion 
of the RPA market to account 
for $440M in 2020, with half 
of this being IDP applications. 
See Figure 5.

PRIMARY USE CASES 
FOR TRADITIONAL  
CAPTURE SOFTWARE 
APPLICATIONS
OVERLAP WITH IDP 
SOLUTIONS
The examples of use cases 
in Figure 6 indicate whether 
they present established 
applications for traditional 
capture and RPA solutions. It 
illustrates the overlap of classic 
intelligent capture use cases 
like invoice processing and 
customer onboarding with IDP 
type RPA solutions. 

Business objectives related 
to information capture have 
started to shift from a focus 
on cost savings in back-office 

operations to improving the 
customer experience in front-
office workflows. This has 
driven an increasing demand 
to automate case management 
applications, which both 
traditional capture software 
vendors and RPA vendors have 
fulfilled. There is a broad range 
of case management-type 
use cases including customer/
patient/employee onboarding 
and claims/mortgage 

applications, which present a 
significant future potential.

In addition to IDP type 
solutions, major RPA target 
markets include customer 
support applications, internal 
workflow automation like IT 
operations management,  
and reporting-focused use 
cases such as journal entries. 
See Figure 7.

In 2020, the two major 
application groups in the 

Source: Infosource 2020 Capture Software Market Assessment

Source: Infosource 2020 RPA Market Assessment

Figure 5

Capture Use 
Cases

RPA Use 
Cases

Records management, compliance +++ ++

Invoice Processing +++ ++ (IDP)

Onboarding  
(of customers, employees, 
patients, students, etc.)

+++ ++ (IDP)

Claims processing +++ ++ (IDP)

Other accounting applications, 
e.g., record to ledger, PO 
processing

++ ++

Analytics + ++

Customer support management +++

IT operations management ++

System to system data transfer  
and reporting

++

Figure 6

Figure 7
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traditional capture market 
were accounting and 
case management, each 
representing about a third 
of the global market value. 
In the capture-related RPA 
technology segment, IDP use 
cases accounted for over half 
of the end customer market. 
Case management applications 
represent the largest IDP 
application. Customer 
experience management (CEM) 
related applications account for 
almost a quarter of the capture-
related RPA market segment.

EXPECTED CONVER-
GENCE OF THE RPA  
AND THE TRADITIONAL 
CAPTURE MARKETS
As RPA vendors increasingly 
target business applications 
that involve unstructured 
business inputs, they 
recognize the need for capture 
technology. For their IDP 
solutions, they have partnered 
with capture vendors or 
licensed their technology. 
Some have even developed 
their own capture. Capture 
vendors have identified the 
opportunity for expanding 
their workflow capabilities 
and acquired RPA startup 
companies, established 
partnerships with major RPA 
vendors or developed RPA 
technologies themselves.

Infosource expects the 
traditional information capture 
market and the capture-related 
RPA market to converge as 
traditional capture solutions 
and RPA solutions often target 
the same use cases. These 
opportunities will either be 
fulfilled by capture vendors 
through their expanded 

portfolios or RPA vendors 
providing IDP type offers or 
partnerships with capture 
vendors.

Organizations should 
carefully analyze the level of 
automation of critical business 
workflows that have a material 
impact on the success of 
their organization. Identifying 
hurdles and challenges 
identified during the pandemic 
should augment this analysis.

When assessing end-to-end 
workflows, like order to cash 
or an entire claims process, 
this analysis will likely identify 
partially automated process 
steps, or disconnected 
processes for different input 
channels. A priority list for 
addressing the most critical 
gaps should be established 
as well as a list of selection 
criteria.

Where the business workflow 
involves a large number of 
manual steps that absorb 
valuable time of knowledge 
workers, RPA capabilities 
should be considered. 

For workflows that involve 
document intensive business 
transactions with unstructured 
inputs, advanced capture 
capabilities should be a critical 
selection criterion.

There are many vendors 
to choose from, including 
traditional capture vendors, 
RPA vendors and specialized 
providers of process 
automation. As partnerships 
and mergers and acquisitions 
continue to progress, 
an increasing number of 
vendors will offer multiple 
capabilities. It is key to 
evaluate proven installations 
with similar requirements and/
or go through a POC phase 
to ensure that the solution 
aligns with specific business 
requirements. 
  

Petra Beck is a senior 
analyst in the Infosource 
Software division.

AS RPA VENDORS 
INCREASINGLY TARGET 
BUSINESS APPLICATIONS 
THAT INVOLVE 
UNSTRUCTURED BUSINESS 
INPUTS, THEY RECOGNIZE 
THE NEED FOR CAPTURE 
TECHNOLOGY.
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GOING WITH THE FLOW OF 
THE NEW WORKFLOW 

By  Bill Nicholson, Conduent

The sudden (and ongoing) shift to a work-at-home workforce over the 
past year and a half has left many organizations scrambling to keep up 
with some of the everyday back-office functions that previously worked 
seamlessly. One of these is managing the common business mail received 
at a company’s corporate or regional locations each day — often exceeding 
10,000+ pieces of mail or more per month.  

LEVERAGING DIGITAL MAILROOM SOLUTIONS 
FOR TODAY’S VIRTUAL WORKFORCE
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Organizations have had to 
quickly adjust to meet these 
challenges, sometimes 
implementing a band-aid 
approach to solving issues as 
they arise. Whether it’s a legal 
notice that requires a timely 
response, a complaint letter 
from a customer, payments sent 
to the corporate office in error, 
c-suite-level notifications, or any 
sort of documentation that must 
be received in a timely fashion 
— the significant delays that 
result when physical mailrooms 
are paired with “virtual” mail 
recipients can have costly and 
serious consequences.

TRANSITIONING FROM A 
LEGACY MAILROOM TO A 
DIGITAL SOLUTION

In industries such as retail, 
manufacturing, healthcare, 
insurance financial services, 
utilities, transportation and 
telecom, there may be 
sophisticated technology and 
process innovation when it 
comes to the back office — but 
modernizing the mailroom to 
manage common business 
mail, specifically, had not been 
prioritized. Fast forward one year, 
and that’s changed.

With the “new normal” of a 
work-at-home/remote workforce, 
companies are under new 
pressure to ensure their business 
can meet the needs of today’s 
increasingly remote workforce. 
The difficulty legacy mailrooms 
face in keeping pace with the 
volume, velocity and density of 
incoming information — and their 
ability to navigate the physical 
mail/virtual recipient landscape — 
has become more pronounced. 

Here are five important 

reasons organizations decide 
to transition to digital mailroom 
solutions to handle their 
everyday business mail needs:

1. Streamlined mail 
distribution: Despite our digital-
enabled world, a significant 
volume of physical mail is still a 
reality and, in many cases, critical 
to business operations. Turning 
physical mail into digital content 
whenever possible accelerates 
the delivery of important letters, 
notices, contractual documents 
and other mail. Allowing recipients 
to customize their “digital 
mailbox” helps ensure engaged 
users pay close attention to their 
incoming mail and respond or 
take action in a more timely and 
effective manner.

2. Faster, better access 
and data sharing: A digital 
document is much easier to 
share with required parties 
than a document that’s only 
in physical form — and it’s 
more searchable. With a 
digital document, a business 
stakeholder can easily route 
important documents through 
an organization using the proper 
chain of custody. Workflow 
rules can be built to automate 
manual processes such as 
creating distribution groups 
and work queues based on the 
document’s properties. All of this 
facilitates efficiency in business 
processes and communication. 

3. Lower costs: Implementing 
a digital mailroom solution has 
many cost benefits such as 
reducing or even eliminating 
staff and office space, as well 
as reduced shipping costs from 
bundling and bulk-shipping mail 

to employee homes or other 
office locations.

4. Business continuity: 
Reduced reliance on physical 
operations ensures more 
mail can be delivered without 
disruption during times of crisis, 
pandemic or natural disaster.

5. A more connected 
enterprise: Overall, a digital 
mailroom can help organizations 
share data more quickly and 
feed it into other systems. 
For example, if a customer 
payment is accidentally mailed 
to a corporate address, it can 
be quickly digitized and routed 
to the accounting department. 
Legal notices or insurance 
documentation can be swiftly 
reviewed and processed straight 
into relevant systems and 
databases. 

DEFINING YOUR PATH 
FORWARD

Organizations that rely mostly 
on physical mailrooms and 
traditional distribution of mail 
have experienced challenges 
over the past year. But defining 
a path forward — and how to 
transform mailroom operations — 
requires a considered approach. 
No matter how mailroom 
resources are structured, 
automation of key processes and 
unlock data is crucial to moving 
your business forward in a world 
that is forever changed.  

Bill Nicholson is General 
Manager, Document 
Management and 
Automation at Conduent. 
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IS YOUR MIDDLE MANAGEMENT 
TEAM SUFFERING FROM MANUAL 

TASKS AND OUT-OF-DATE 
WORKFLOWS? 

By  Rajat Mishra, prezent.ai 

Corporate culture suffers when corporate teams do. Bogging down teams 
with out-of-date requirements to develop manual and time-intensive 
presentations, reports, meetings and other corporate data kills anyone’s 
drive and stagnates internal workflows. Calling these tasks part of the 
“creative process” is an insult to actual value-driven creative processes 
that enhance the brand and the work being done to support the brand. 
It’s like saying data doesn’t matter for the health of the organization. 
Automation of these manually driven tasks is now within reach, as the final 
backwater of middle management business processes get some relief, 
support, new ideas and energy (and maybe a bit of empathy).  
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PRESENTATIONS TAKE  
UP MANAGEMENT TIME 

Every organization with 
management up to the 
executive level must account 
for their team’s success and 
overall quarterly performance. 
For upper management, 
knowing progress of 
projects and overall team 
performance helps determine 
if more resources are needed, 
validates necessary current 
and future budgets, and 
ensures the future for the entire 
organization. Communication 
is often done using business 
presentation documents that 
can be passed around in email 
and shown on projectors 
internally or during public 
conferences and meetings. 

Productivity tools used to 
present this information include 
spreadsheets and presentation 
software. These productivity 
tools offer several templates 
and design assets, but they 
take time to learn. The process 
of generating and designing 
presentation documents also 
takes a tremendous amount 
of time for employees. Studies 
show that 60% of the time 
management spends working 
is on presentations, which 
means that a majority of time 
is spent creating files that 
discuss productivity rather 
than focusing on actual 
productivity and project design 
and deployment. Although 
presentations are an important 
part of business day-to-day 
life, projects need attention 
from management so that they 
can move forward. Designing 
and creating presentations take 

away from this valuable time 
and could lead to delays. 

The 60% of employee time 
spent translates to four to 
six hours per week or 200 to 
300 hours every year making 
business presentations. 
Multiply this time spent by the 
number of managers making 
presentations throughout the 
organization, and you can see 
that the cost to create these 
documents can potentially cost 
millions of dollars in time spent 
focusing on presentations 
rather than product design 
and deployment. This time 
and cost do not include the 
rework necessary after a 
presentation goes to review 
and must be revised. In 
some organizations, the legal 
department must review any 
presentations that will be 
publicly disclosed or used to 
drive business meetings. This 
adds to the time taken away 
from the legal department, 

but it’s not unusual for the 
legal department to ask for 
revisions. The manager who 
put the presentation together 
must then make revisions 
to the content and design, 
which could mean several 
more hours to complete 
the presentation. Even after 
revisions are completed, 
another round of reviews from 
the legal department are likely 
necessary. More revisions 
mean even more time spent. 
Between the initial draft 
and the final presentation, 
a manager could potentially 
spend days before it’s 
complete. This time translates 
to money spent and wasted 
on presentations that describe 
productivity rather than actually 
performing necessary steps to 
complete a project. 

To put the monetary value 
of a presentation in more 
concrete terms, consider that 
a management employee 

STUDIES SHOW THAT 60% 
OF THE TIME MANAGEMENT 
SPENDS WORKING IS ON 
PRESENTATIONS, WHICH MEANS 
THAT A MAJORITY OF TIME IS 
SPENT CREATING FILES THAT 
DISCUSS PRODUCTIVITY RATHER 
THAN FOCUSING ON ACTUAL 
PRODUCTIVITY AND PROJECT 
DESIGN AND DEPLOYMENT.

  09 | 21 workflowOTG.com  29



fully loaded (employee salary 
and a benefits package) 
might cost the organization 
roughly $100 per hour. If the 
management employee spends 
200 hours a year creating 
presentations, the hours and 
money calculated to support 
presentation generation results 
in $20,000 per year for just this 
one employee’s non-productive 
presentation hours. For large 
enterprise organizations, 
there could be dozens of 
managers, middle-managers, 
executives, and other people 
creating presentations. 
In some departments 
such as IT operations and 
development, employees 
must create spreadsheets and 
presentations to convey their 
status reports for the week, so 
the money spent is in addition 
to other department managers.  

For a large enterprise 
organization, it’s not 
uncommon to have hundreds 
of employees generating 
presentation documents. 
As a simple example, take 
100 employees that spend 
200 hours per year creating 
presentations. At $100 per 

year for each employee, the 
total calculation for money 
spent is $2 million. This lost 
value accumulates as more 
employees and resources are 
added to the business. 

The $2 million is a lowball 
estimate for total enterprise 
businesses. Research shows 
that the total wasted time on 
non-content tasks is between 
$480 billion and $1,260 
billion (over $1 trillion) with 
the average costs totaling 
$870 billion. The money lost 
across organizations takes 
considerable time away from 
the creative process that 
results in company growth, 
better products delivered to 
customers, and improved 
internal procedures. 

PRESENTATION  
CREATION TAKES  
AWAY FROM CREATIVITY 

It takes a team working 
together to create a 
successful product, including 
management. Design teams 
often need months to 
brainstorm, design, build, and 

finally deploy a product. These 
products could be for internal 
users or external customers 
and consumers, but they all 
require extensive creative time. 
While some people have the 
misconception that managers 
only organize and train 
employees, they in fact have a 
valuable place on the team and 
will often jump in and be a part 
of the hands-on development 
and design process. 

More than just design teams 
are involved in presentations 
and development of 
products. In large enterprise 
organizations, developers 
and operations people 
are asked to create status 
reports. An organization 
could have hundreds of 
developers and operations 
people coding applications, 
building tools, maintaining 
infrastructure, monitoring 
systems, and updating servers. 
All these day-to-day tasks 
are necessary to keep the 
organization afloat and ensure 
that all employees can stay 
productive. 

These employees feel 
obligated to make their status 
reports as attractive as 
possible, which means that 
presentations are often a part 
of the process of building 
a document with charts, 
graphs, and images illustrating 
their productivity. These 
presentations might take all 
day to complete, which takes 
away from a developer’s time 
coding an application. For an 
operations employee, a status 
report presentation might 
take away from important 
maintenance and updates 
to infrastructure. These 

RESEARCH SHOWS THAT 
THE TOTAL WASTED TIME 
ON NON-CONTENT TASKS 
IS BETWEEN $480 BILLION 
AND $1,260 BILLION (OVER $1 
TRILLION) WITH THE AVERAGE 
COSTS TOTALING $870 BILLION.
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employees no longer spend 
five days a week on productive 
creativity and building 
products. They spend four 
days in the creative process 
and an entire day generating 
status reports. 

Another aspect of lost 
creativity is that many 
employees are not familiar 
with building and designing 
presentations. Managers don’t 
always have the skillset to build 
a presentation that effectively 
communicates their ideas. This 
means that they need help or 
must designate the task to other 
people within the organization, 
so not only is time taken away 
from the manager’s creative 
process, but it’s also taken from 
the secondary employee who 
must also design and generate a 
presentation. 

TECHNOLOGY CAN MOD-
ERNIZE THE PROCESS 
AND FREE UP TIME 

Artificial intelligence (AI) has 
already saved time in many 
industries for thousands of 
business processes, and 
it also can help with the 
business presentation process 
as well, leaving managers 
and employees with more 
time to focus on creativity 
for new products and other 
activities that better benefit 
the organization. It might seem 
like an algorithm could not 
design something as creative 
as a presentation, but the 
technology leverages current 
data and designs and applies 
them to the learning process 
coded into algorithms within 
the technology. 

At the start, the AI is fed data 
from the organization’s internal 
data and current presentation 
information and then “learns” 
to design documents similar 
to existing ones. The learning 
can be done from department 
to department so that each 
team gets an individualized 
presentation design that 
matches their own preferences 
and templates. The data builds 
over 50 storylines with over 
35,000 slides maintained in 
a library that focuses on the 
organization’s own brand 
format and strategy. 

One benefit of AI is that it’s 
always learning, so should 
the organization’s managers 
change elements and 
information, the AI technology 
used to generate presentations 
also learns that data has 
changed. The technology to 
build and design presentations 
is not static. It can change as 
the organization changes and 
grows. Additional products, 
brand elements, data, and 
other design assets can be 
changed at any time and fed 
into AI algorithms that will 
then use these new assets 
to recreate and generate 

documents. 
Leveraging this technology, 

an organization can save 
thousands of hours across all 
departments and millions of 
dollars every year. Managers 
no longer need to focus 
a majority of their time on 
building presentations. 
Instead, they can generate 
presentations on the fly in only 
a few minutes. Communication 
of important business 
information can be generated 
in presentation templates 
within a few minutes instead of 
hours, and these presentations 
are built on data fed to AI 
algorithms so generation is 
repeatable and eliminates 
potential human error. 
Managers and the organization 
will benefit from the technology 
so that focus can be on design 
and improving products rather 
than the presentations that 
communicate overall status 
and department productivity.  

Rajat Mishra is founder and 
president of prezent.ai

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE (AI) 
HAS ALREADY SAVED TIME 
IN MANY INDUSTRIES FOR 
THOUSANDS OF BUSINESS 
PROCESSES, AND IT ALSO CAN 
HELP WITH THE BUSINESS 
PRESENTATION PROCESS.
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LET BUSINESS PROCESSES 
GUIDE AI RESEARCH 

By  Dr. Gregor Joeris, SER Group

In the new normal, enterprises are focused more than ever on optimizing 
business processes, supporting employees, recognizing risk as early as 
possible, and shoring up resilience. Organizations are looking to get a head 
start in addressing these issues using artificial intelligence (AI), but there 
are other challenges to address, including complexity.   
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This is where academic 
and industry collaboration is 
essential, feeding off each 
other to overcome challenges, 
address real-world business 
cases and smooth the journey. 
For example, Professor Dirk 
Krechel and Professor Adrian 
Ulges and their team at the 
RheinMain University of 
Applied Sciences are exploiting 
a unique opportunity to work 
on scientific and technical 
problems in direct cooperation 
with industry to look at the 
business challenges of AI. 

GETTING UNDER  
THE HOOD OF DEEP 
LEARNING AND  
CONTENT ANALYTICS

Currently, the team at 
RheinMain University is 
taking a deep dive into where 
there is a problem with AI 
approaches and how they can 
be solved. The “Deep Content 
Analytics” (DeepCA) project 
is a combination of deep 
learning and content analytics. 
The latter aims to harvest 
knowledge from heterogeneous 
data sources. In a business 
context, sources can be found 
in databases and applications. 

DeepCA is funded by the 
Federal Ministry of Education 
and Research in Germany, 
and both sides — industry and 
academia — profit from this 
collaboration. Students learn 
about the real-world mandates 
and typical development 
processes found at a software 
vendor and at the same time, 
gain professional experience. In 
return, companies benefit from 
extensive academic research 
to support the development 

of next-generation software 
systems.

Within DeepCA, professors, 
students and researchers 
are primarily examining the 
AI algorithms which make 
it possible to look at data. 
In contrast to structured 
data, natural language texts 
cannot be searched and 
evaluated so quickly using 
conventional methods. This 
is where deep learning in 
the form of natural language 
processing (NLP) comes in 
and where intensive research 
is currently taking place. 
Academia aims to improve 
the search, classification, and 
categorization of documents 
for a corporate environment.  

WHY THE NEED FOR  
ANALYTICS?

Why is it essential for 
enterprises to utilize 
technologies such as deep 
learning and content analytics? 
As the world becomes 
increasingly smarter, every 
enterprise needs a data and 
analytics strategy to deal with 
growing volumes of data and 
gain valuable insight and a 
competitive edge.

Enterprises are amassing 
vast amounts of data, but it is 
stored in an unstructured way, 
making it almost impossible to 
find centrally, let alone analyze 
for any real business value. 
Often this data isn’t adequately 
secured, leaving it wide open 
to data breaches. 

As Professor Krechel 
explains, they have a large 
amount of data literally lying 
dormant. As a result, his team 
is exploring processes that 
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allow data to be “easily tapped 
in an ECM environment and 
actively used in workflows.”  

HOW DOES THIS WORK IN 
PRACTICE?

There are classic extraction 
scenarios, for instance, where 
metadata is mined from 
unstructured information. 
Or there is semantic search, 
which enables companies 
to explore and tap into their 
internal document pools. 
The system can significantly 
improve the results of searches 
for similar documents relating 
to a specific business process, 
according to Professor 
Krechel.

Take searching legal 
documents as an example. 
Company lawyers often 
have to trawl through court 
judgments to find arguments to 
back a specific legal position 
to apply to their case. Search 
engines can help, but then the 
lawyer has to work through 
the documents. Paraphrasing, 
sentence structure and other 
factors all affect whether a 
passage from the text supports 
the argument. A similarity 
search allows texts to be found 

without the extra manual effort. 
Part of DeepCA’s research 

revolves around investigating 
how the proximity of certain 
words to one another can 
be used to recognize similar 
documents. In a business 
context, this system allows 
users to search through 
existing contracts for specific 
clauses and retrieve all 
instances where the clauses 
have been superseded, making 
them invalid, for example. 

So why aren’t more 
companies using AI in 
their processes? Professor 
Kerchel’s research has 
indicated that this is because 
of the amount of work involved 
in training AI models with the 
relevant data. Currently, a 
sufficiently large amount of 
data needs to be available for 
training to begin with. However, 
during his team’s research, 
they have shown limited 
sample data can still produce 
good results. 

Models begin by learning 
from conventional research 
machines, such as using Okapi 
BM25, a ranking function used 
by search engines. The models 
can be refined using feedback 
from employees searching 

documents, for example. This 
approach allows enterprises 
to exploit the intelligence of 
significant search engines and 
adapt it to individual business 
needs. 

Team members can define a 
business process via a small 
volume of documents and have 
the ECM system display similar 
processes from which they 
can take over responsibilities, 
for example. This saves 
substantial time on research 
and organizing workflows 
and provides intelligence for 
reliable decision-making, 
maintains Krechel. 

NURTURING COLLABORA-
TION BETWEEN UNIVER-
SITIES AND INDUSTRY

Digital technologies and 
AI are creating enormous 
opportunities for industries. 
Collaboration between industry 
and academia is central to 
accelerating innovation and 
speeding up access.

Professor Krechel and his team 
are already working on follow-up 
applications for the project and 
plan to investigate concrete use 
cases for specific sectors, such 
as banking and insurance. 

These two-way partnerships 
have much to offer. Industry 
and university collaborations 
such as DeepCA can help 
share knowledge and stimulate 
innovation, leading to accelerated 
advances in technology.  

COLLABORATION BETWEEN 
INDUSTRY AND ACADEMIA IS 
CENTRAL TO ACCELERATING 
INNOVATION AND SPEEDING 
UP ACCESS.

Dr Gregor Joeris is CTO of 
SER Group
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