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THE MARKET SPEAKS

RPA: the state
of the nations
Robotic process automation and artiﬁcial intelligence have
attracted a lot of hype. Andrew Burgess of Symphony
Ventures cuts through it.
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rguably, the biggest technology
trend in the world of outsourcing right now is robotic process
automation (RPA). This is software
that replaces a human being doing the
repetitive, rules-based work that has
historically been the bread and butter
of business process outsourcing (BPO)
ﬁrms. Like any new technology, it is on a
journey along the hype curve. But, if this
technology is to realise its full potential, it
is in everyone’s interest that information about it is presented in a clear and

informative manner.
Unfortunately, not everyone seems to
share that ideal. Because of the sector’s
newness, the excesses of marketing hyperbole and a smattering of ignorance,
much of what is written and published
on RPA only serves to confuse and
complicate matters.
We are all used to the IT sector getting
carried away with its own hype, but
the danger now is that because such
technologies are game-changers, the
need for clarity is crucial. Buyers need
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to understand whether they are getting,
for example, a genuine RPA capability,
or a macro-driven piece of software
that has been rebadged as RPA. They
need to understand whether the artiﬁcial
intelligence (AI) software really does selflearn, or whether it is some convoluted
logic dressed up as AI. Knowing these
things will make the difference between
a project’s success or failure, and whether that investment that was worked on
so hard to secure will actually deliver the
promised beneﬁts.

ROBOTICS

“In my work as
an advisor on
RPA and AI I am
constantly
frustrated by
the level of
misinformation.”

We had more than 100 responses
from buyers and users of RPA software.
Our respondents were a diverse group
of people – they had 17 different job
roles in six different industry sectors
from 18 countries around the world.
Their levels of experience of RPA,
both personally and corporately, were
similarly wide-ranging: from “I’ve read or
heard some stuff about RPA” to “I’ve led
an RPA project”. We felt conﬁdent, then,
that the results from the survey would
reﬂect the wide community of people

with an interest in RPA.
RPA has a wide range of beneﬁts for
organisations, beyond simply saving
costs – these include creating the ability
to focus on the core business, reduced
dependency on a BPO provider, scalability, improving customer service, reducing error rates and ensuring compliance.
So the ﬁrst question we asked looked at
why people are interested in, or are implementing RPA. We asked respondents
to rate the key beneﬁts of RPA in order
of importance for their organisation.
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In my work as an adviser on RPA and
AI, I am constantly frustrated by the
level of misinformation being put out by
companies and consultancies alike. And
the people I speak to – potential and
actual clients – are equally disheartened
and confused. Symphony Ventures, a
transformation consultancy where I am
consulting director, wanted to ﬁnd out if
everyone shared this frustration with us.
So, during the ﬁrst quarter of 2016, we
conducted an extensive survey on the
world of RPA.
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WHY PEOPLE ARE INTERESTED IN, OR ARE IMPLEMENTING RPA

“A software robot
can cost as little as
a ninth of the cost
of an onshore full
time equivalent
(FTE).”

Ability to focus
on core business
Reduce dependancy
on BPO
Ability to scale
Customer service
improvement
Error reduction
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Compliance
Cost savings
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IS RPA AN “ENHANCEMENT TO BPO” OR AN “ALTERNATIVE TO BPO”
Nothing to do with BPO
Enhancement to BPO
Alternative to BPO
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HOW MATURE IS THE RPA MARKET, EXACTLY
Mature: the
technology services are
readily available, with
plenty of competition
Arrived: the technology
and services are available,
if you know where to look
Immature: it’s early
days but there are few
credible vendors
Very immature: it’s very
early days with no credible
vendors
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WHEN WILL RPA TECHNOLOGY BE SEEN AS “BUSINESS AS USUAL”
Way off in the future
Within 5 years
Next year
This year
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Unsurprisingly, cost reduction came
out on top: 94% of respondents rated
it as extremely or very important to
their organisations (a software robot
can cost as little as a ninth of the cost
of an onshore FTE). This was followed
very closely by error reduction (89%);
because the robots will do the trained
task in exactly the same way again and
again, they are extremely accurate in
their work. But, the key ﬁnding from this
question was that all of the RPA beneﬁts,
apart from BPO dependency reduction,
were rated as extremely or very important by more than 70% of respondents.
This demonstrates a healthy understanding of RPA’s broad capabilities and
advantages – an encouraging start.
But what about RPA’s relationship
with BPO? In Question 1 only 41% of
respondents said that reducing their
dependency on a BPO provider was an
advantage of RPA. Question 2 actually
gave us more insight into this. It asked
whether RPA is an “enhancement to
BPO” or an “alternative to BPO”. Most
respondents (65%) saw RPA as an
enhancement rather than a replacement. This is reﬂected in what we see
in the market. Most clients implement
RPA alongside their outsourced services,
primarily to maintain control of the
project but also because there are very
few BPO providers that are actively promoting and implementing RPA as part of

ROBOTICS

WHAT YOUR EXPERIENCE OF RPA MARKETING HAS BEEN SO FAR
Not seen much at all
Reliable
and trustworthy
Pretty reliable, but
some hype
Lots of hype, but
some exceptions
It’s all hype

t

the services to their clients. However,
as RPA matures we expect this number
to ﬂip – not because it will be adopted
wholesale by BPO ﬁrms, but because
companies will look to automate their
processes ﬁrst, then outsource anything
that remains. This is the huge disruptive
potential that RPA brings to the outsourcing market.
And how mature is the RPA market,
exactly? In answering our next question
on this subject, the majority (58%)
thought that RPA was “mature” or “had
arrived”. However, 42% thought that it
was still “immature” or “very immature”. It certainly seems that RPA is at a
transition point in its ongoing development – perhaps the top of that hype
cycle?. In my view, these two data points
show clearly that this is the “end of the
beginning” for RPA. We are not yet at
full acceptance, but this will come soon.
It is “how soon” that was the subject of
our next question.
We wanted to know when people
thought RPA would reach its tipping
point, i.e. when will the technology be
seen as “business as usual”? While some
(23%) thought it would be 2016, the
biggest percentage (40%) thought it
would be 2017. The remainder (37%)
hedged their bets and said that it would
be within ﬁve years. Luckily for everyone who is vested in the RPA market,
no one thought it would take longer
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WHAT RPA MARKETING WILL BE LIKE FOR THE REST OF 2016
Much more credible,
dependable advice
More credible, good
case studies
Same, mainly just hype
Even more hype
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WHAT IS IMPORTANT FOR RPA IN 2016
Advice on how to manage RPA
Advice on how to integrate RPA
Advice on how to implement RPA
Advice on how to contract for RPA
Advice on how to select RPA
Advice on how to assess RPA
Much less hype
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WHAT ARE THE IMPORTANT SUCCESS FACTORS FOR RPA IN 2016
Outsourcing providers supporting RPA
Credible service providers to implement RPA
Established vendors moving into RPA
More RPA software vendors
Automation standards
AI capacity
Enterprise-level security
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“One of the key
beneﬁts of RPA
software is that it
can work across
most types of
systems so, in
effect, it is the
‘standardising’
layer.”

than that. This is a fundamental point
that BPO providers and buyers need
to fully appreciate; within 18 months
maximum, RPA will be the primary way
that organisations will transform their
back and front ofﬁce processes.
But this will only happen if the industry
can get the messaging and information
accurate and clear for buyers. Our
next question in the survey sought
to understand how RPA was being
marketed right now and through this
year. We asked respondents what their
experience of RPA marketing has been
so far; most (48%) thought the marketing was “pretty reliable” but a signiﬁcant
amount (42%) thought there was still
“lots of hype”. Depressingly, only 2%
thought the general RPA marketing they
had seen was “reliable and trustworthy”.
This, I believe, is the single biggest threat

to RPA delivering the value that it is able
to achieve. Over-zealous marketing only
serves to confuse buyers, when what
they actually need is clarity.
Encouragingly, though, for the rest of
2016, 60% thought it would be “a little
bit more credible” and 31% thought it
would be “much more credible”. This
would be driven through the availability
of good case studies as more and more
success stories are reported. There is
still the challenge, however, of many
organisations being reticent about publicising their RPA achievements. This is
understandable because of the potential
impact on jobs, but the outsourcing
sector itself went through the same
soul-searching only to realise that it’s
generally better to talk about success
than not. At the other end of the scale,
only 9% (perhaps these were the mar-
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keters themselves?) thought it would still
be mainly hype by the end of the year.
We wanted to get people’s views on
what they saw as important for RPA in
2016. What services and information
would they like to have so that they
could make informed buying decisions?
We gave the respondents a choice of
advice on various aspects such as how
to assess, select and contract for RPA,
and how to implement, integrate and
manage RPA. From the answers it would
seem that most people (more than
60% of all respondents) want practical
advice on how to implement RPA, how
to integrate it with their existing systems
and how to adapt their organisations to
manage it. They are also keen to know
how to select and assess RPA software
and vendors – this will become a more
important factor as more RPA vendors
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