
Workflow Automation: 
Accelerating Enterprise 
Productivity
How automating 
mundane processes 
expedites improvements 
in efficiency, employee 
engagement and ROI.
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OVERVIEW: DISPROVING THE PRODUCTIVITY PUNDITS 

E
conomist Robert Gordon1 made a name for 
himself over the past several years by insisting 
the great boom in corporate productivity was 
over. His premise? That the most significant 

technology breakthroughs had already happened. 

Jet travel had slowed since 1970, and personal 
computing and mobile communication are now 
available in everyone’s pocket or purse. There’s not 
much more in the futurist pipeline that would seem to 
fuel a rise in productivity.

It’s true that total productivity growth was much higher, 
at 1.89% yearly2, from 1920 to 1970 than from 1970 
to 2015, when it fell to .57 % annually. There was a 
productivity pop from 1994 to 2004 as businesses 
digitized; then it subsided. 

So is this the foreseeable future, then, with productivity 
growing at a crawl?

We think that’s a pretty pessimistic calculus, because 
pundits like Professor Gordon appear to have 
overlooked workflow automation in their declarations. 

Shattering the productivity ceiling

Workflow automation can reduce the time and cost of 
completing a process by 20% – 45% or even more. 
Since most of what happens in a large organization, 
whether a business, NPO or governmental body, 
involves repeatable processes, the productivity 
implications are huge. In fact, a 2015 report published 
by Forrester Research3 pegged the ROI of a workflow 
solution at 176% over three years.

Across nearly any organization, you’ll find high-value 
opportunities to automate workflows. The typical drivers 
for that transformation?

• Risk exposure, liability and the need to reduce both

• Compliance and high stakes, with penalties for 
mistakes / delays

• High frequency, repeatable processes with numerous 
steps that are vulnerable to frequent errors

• The need to scale up high-volume processes by 
making them faster and easier

• Competitive and customer pressures to deliver 
greater agility

Workflow automation is the enemy of mistakes and 
failures in operational processes. It enforces standards 
on processes, simplifies use by hiding complexity from 
users, increases transparency, greatly lowers risk, and 
combines centralization with self-service. 

It drives nearly immediate efficiencies, and thereby 
creates immediate ROI. 

Thanks to these benefits, workflow automation is a 
‘when, not if’ decision for any enterprise that aims to 
stay effective and competitive. 

1Economists Duel Over Idea That Technology Will Save The World, Wall Street Journal, June 14, 2014
2Goodbye, Golden Age of Growth, Bloomberg, January 26, 2016
3Forrester Research, January 2015.
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WHY ORGANIZATIONS NEED WORKFLOW AUTOMATION

In virtually every type of organization, you’ll find 
departments or teams working with processes that are:

• Confusing to the uninitiated

• Paper-based or Excel-based

• Subject to high failure or incompletion rates

• Non-standard and lack controls

You’ll find these in legal operations, human resources, 
contract management and purchasing, and other areas. 
All of them functions that are critical to nearly every 
organization, no matter their size or type of work.

But draconian consequences can arise just for sending 
the wrong form, and small mistakes caused by fallible 
memory and confusing paper forms can easily balloon 

into costly delays. Non-expert employees are often 
asked to complete every stage of complex workflows, 
yet don’t know the implications and consequences 
of an error, or simply aren’t familiar with the required 
steps and paperwork.

Moreover, many of these workflows exist in silos, 
closed off from communication and collaboration with 
other parts of the organization. This drives up costs and 
redundancies. 

Combine this with potential liabilities that might result 
from a lack of coordination, and you understand why 
centralization, oversight and transparency are driving 
factors in adopting workflow automation in nearly every 
type of organization.

Workflow Efficiency Facts:

 According to a study by IDC, the time spent finding lost documents or handling other document-related 
challenges adds up to a productivity loss of over 21% per worker.  Think about that: a fifth of employees’ 
time is spent wrangling old-school document process problems.

 PricewaterhouseCoopers says finding a single lost document costs an enterprise an average of $122. Yet 
7.5% of all documents are lost completely, but the only way an organization realizes they’re lost is after 
wasting time and money searching for them. 

 If an employee making $50/hour writes just 5 notification or update emails a day, even if they take only 
half an hour to write all of them, it still adds up to $6000 a year paid to one person to send manual 
notifications. Imagine the costs of having 20 or 100 workers doing it.
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WHAT PROCESSES ARE IMPROVED?

Nearly every department in a large organization 
has processes that can be upgraded with workflow 
automation. Let’s look at one example:

Human resources (HR) recruitment and onboarding are 
high-frequency, relatively complex workflows. Some of 
the issues they confront using old-school workflows?  
Getting documents hand-signed, chasing down 
approvals via emails, scheduling stakeholder meetings 
to nail down signoffs, and relying on paper forms that 
easily go astray. 

Improving these workflows via automation can reduce 
errors, accelerate the overall process, and deliver 
quick ROI. Moreover, it makes the process far more 
palatable for new employees and HR staffers alike.

Here’s a list of some (but by no means all) of the 
processes and tasks that workflow automation can 
optimize:

• Document signing, including electronic signatures

• New employee onboarding

• Onboarding for e-vendor billing

• Disclosures and comments contained in mandated 
financial reporting

• Board of Directors approvals

• Loan agreements for product evaluation

• Contract management

• IP licensing and patent applications

• Non-disclosure agreements (NDAs)

• Legal matter management

What a Workflow Automation 
platform should deliver:

 A workflow automation software solution 
ideally addresses several areas: 

 It provides a secure yet collaborative 
workspace/environment to build workflows

 It supplies self-service forms for users to 
access these workflows

 It has a central repository of existing 
workflows and documents, as well as data 
on their utilization

 It delivers process visibility/transparency for 
tracking workflows

 It provides performance/auditing data on 
these processes

 It integrates as needed with electronic 
signatures. 

 Its dashboards fit seamlessly with the users’ 
legacy platforms and infrastructure

WHITE PAPER



© 2017 ThinkSmart | All rights reserved. • www.thinksmart.com 5

AUTOMATING WORKFLOWS FOR LEGAL OPERATIONS

A LONG LIST OF BENEFITS

Workflow automation is part of a broader discipline, 
digital transaction management (DTM), the successor 
to business process management. In a world of 
distributed workforces, high liability, complex 
compliance requirements, and hyper-fast business 
dealings, DTM allows organizations to achieve 
efficiencies and faster growth.

Workflow automation accomplishes its part in that by 
delivering a broad range of benefits to every process it 
touches:

• Centralization and process standardization now 
work hand-in-hand, providing a framework for 
control and tracking.

• Core data alignment from a single source of truth, 
making it far easier for employees anywhere to 
locate, manage, share and report on any project.

• Efficiency is increased, now that users always follow 
a predefined work path.

• Verifiable execution of each process, with near- 
complete transparency into any workflow.

• Higher completion rates (process success) for even 
simple workflows.

• Clarity, visibility and reportability for every process.

• Scalability – with workflow automation, if the 
process is correctly established in workflow, it can 
run as well one thousand times as it does once.

• Self-service productivity boosts; by using automated 
notifications to remove the job of chasing down 
colleagues to sign off or provide information, major 
productivity upticks can happen.  

• Minimization of managerial engagement in 
mundane/repetitive tasks.

• More precise data inputs, since the most accurate 
source is often the individual served by the workflow 
or the employee closest to the process, whose 
performance is judged by its outcome; giving them self-
service access to the workflow drives input accuracy.

• Compliance rates increase as liabilities are 
minimized. One simple example: an automated 
workflow won’t forget a deadline, so late penalties 
can be lowered or eliminated.

• Improved auditing for SOX or other regulatory 
purposes.

• End-to-end process support, as we replace the 
limited process knowledge that each individual 
participant along the chain may (or may not!)  
possess.

• Seamless ease of integration with the right SaaS 
workflow automation platform, eliminating the 
need for costly rip-and-replace installation or for 
consulting with IT or developers.

• Improved customer relations/retention thanks to 
increased agility, accuracy and reduced costs, as well 
as potential integration with customer-side systems.

The superiority of self-service

Allowing employees or stakeholders in a workflow to 
complete their part in the process on their own is a 
major advantage of SaaS-based workflow automation 
systems, especially those that allow collaboration or 
access from mobile devices.

New hires, for example, can complete H.R. onboarding 
paperwork on their own, led through the process by 
form wizards, with automated time limits. Approval 
notifications for their paperwork are automatically 
sent to the right parties, without the need for manual 
followups on the part of H.R. staffers.
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A CASE STUDY IN COMPLEXITY: AN NDA WORKFLOW

NDAs are a good illustration of how workflow automation can transform a process for the better. NDAs, especially 
in a mid-to-large-sized organization, are usually high frequency/low risk tasks, and most users probably perceive the 
process behind them as being relatively simple. 

But as the flow chart below demonstrates, there are multiple steps involved in processing an NDA. If done manually, 
using paper-based processes, this workflow would be tedious, time-consuming, and full of opportunities for error.

Self-Service NDA Workflow

REQUEST INITIATED
APPROVALS AND 

SIGNATURES
DOCUMENT ARCHIVAL 
AND MANAGEMENT

Signers receive 
signed copies 
via email

Package Sent

Package Review

Document 
repositories 
updated

Package Created
Final Document 
Signed & Sealed

E-Signature Form

Smart Form

Select Geography

Select Country

Select Team

Signer Name

Signer Email

Select Business Unit

• Automation of this process eliminates the potential 
for errors and delays at every step in the process, 
effectively compressing the time needed to 
accomplish a task like this.

• Since automation now allows self-service access on 
the part of users and can allow standardization and 
quality control across the entire enterprise, it also 
eliminates the need to have managers involved in 
review of documents like this, or otherwise involved 
in costly engagements with the process.

• A 2011 study by LegalFutures found that taking 
instructions and drafting one of three types of 
common legal document manually required an 
average of 86 minutes, but an automated solution 
could save 46 minutes. By manually producing just 
three documents a week, a senior attorney could 
be wasting $1,350 per month in lost billable time 
versus using automation.
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IMPROVING EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

Employee engagement is a pressing concern for organizations. In 2016, Gallup found only 32% of U.S. employees 
felt engaged with their jobs. And manual workflows and mundane processes are among the chief culprits:

• ServiceNow study found managers spend an average of 2 days a week on administrative tasks, preventing them 
from doing strategic work. 

• Four out of 5 said these routine processes caused significant delays.

• Three-quarters of them wanted “simple, self-service support processes that are as easy to use as Amazon or 
FedEx.”

Workflow automation frees employees to focus on higher-value work, and helps them be more productive. That 
helps them feel more fulfilled in their jobs, providing them with a greater sense of purpose and work-life balance.

Finally, they’re more generally satisfied when using state-of-the-art tools. In a 2016 Adobe study, 81% of U.S. office 
workers ranked technology as being one of the most significant factors in keeping them happy at work, ahead of 
more swanky perks.

Workflow automation frees employees to 
focus on higher-value work, and helps them 
be more productive. 
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EXPEDITING ROI

Here’s a model of how quickly the right workflow automation solution can deliver payback for an organization.

Based on data from ThinkSmart customers using our ThinkSmart Automation Platform, the average cost of 
completing an NDA was determined to be $129.81 in terms of employee time.  

Based on that, workflow automation delivered these efficiencies:

Employee time devoted to workflows 
was reduced by 75%, saving $97.36 

every time an NDA is initiated. 

If an organization executes 1,000 NDAs 
annually – about four per  workday – it 
would see an ROI of just over 100% 

on its investment in the platform.

ROI climbs with the number of 
NDAs; at 2,000 annually, the ROI 

is over 300%.

Another key metric? NDA completion 
time is cut 95%, meaning  the average 

NDA is completed 20 times faster 
when the workflow is automated.
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PLATFORM BENCHMARKS FOR LEGAL WORKFLOW 
AUTOMATION

There are key deliverables you should look for from any prospective workflow automation platform that’s meant to 
meet organizational needs. It should…

 Be integrated with widely-used electronic 
signature solutions such as Adobe Sign and 
DocuSign.

 Use a graphical IU that allows easy mapping and 
design of workflows.

 Be customizable to meet your exact requirements.

 Provide simplicity of operation for administrators 
and end users, with a minimal learning curve.

 Require little or no involvement from IT or 
developers.

 Utilize a Cloud-based/SaaS architecture for ease 
of adoption and quick scalability.

 Be device-agnostic, accessible from any device, 
including smartphones and tablets.

 Deliver transparency across multiple platforms, 
and the ability to pull in data from a range of 
ERP, CRM, and electronic signature software 
applications.

 Allow centralization of all information on 
workflows held in a single data repository.

 Provide high visibility into each individual 
workflow, as well as groupings and aggregates 
of workflows, for authorized users; this can be 
provided through reports and dashboard.

 Enable auditing, with secure tracking of changes.

 Provide out-of-the-box integrations that are 
ready to use immediately, both with your own 
systems and with third party platforms or tools.

 Supply security to protect existing processes, 
preventing them from being hijacked or 
inadvertently damaged.
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SUMMARY: MEETING NEW MANDATES

Workflows are the lifeblood of any organization, and assuring their efficiency and accuracy is critical to performance 
and efficiency. 

As an organization becomes larger and more diverse, the need to make these processes as efficient and error-free as 
possible becomes even more important…even as the challenges involved in doing so get more complex.

Moreover, it’s not just internal stakeholders who are in need of better tools to get their jobs done. External 
stakeholders, like stockholders, customers and constituents, are increasingly demanding about better efficiency and 
smarter, faster response. 

Workflow automation is the best possible means of meeting all these mandates. It allows processes to 
be accomplished in a fraction of the time as traditional processes, but with much higher precision and cost-
effectiveness, reducing the potential for problems. And, as we’ve seen, offering immediate ROI benefits.

In the end, law firms and legal departments are going to be held to many of the same standards for efficiency, agility 
and performance that other businesses are measured by – either by their clients, or by the competitive pressures of 
the marketplace. 

To sum up? To meet the demands of the marketplace and its stakeholders, an organization needs to free its 
processes from the “pain of the mundane” by jettisoning manual and paper-based processes in favor of workflow 
automation.
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888-489-4284
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ABOUT THINKSMART

At ThinkSmart, we free your workplace from the “pain of the 
mundane” by providing workflow automation solutions that 
liberate people from outmoded, repetitive, error-prone manual 
workflows, so they can focus on being truly productive and 
engaged with their jobs. 

Our customers testify about how the ThinkSmart Automation 
Platform (TAP) has transformed their workflows and business 
processes so they’re faster, more efficient and error-free. TAP 
provides you with easy-to-use drag-and-drop form and process-
building tools, seamless API integration with other systems, 
customization to your exact needs, and support from the most 
collaborative support team imaginable. 

By using ThinkSmart, you wind up with smarter workflows, 
centralized control of your optimized business processes, and 
immediate ROI. 


