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Introduction

The public sector, and especially local 
government, has always been under 
pressure to control costs and deliver 
value for money. That is one of the 
cornerstones of public service.

This is especially important in the current 

climate of austerity, which could continue 

for another two years following the Brexit 

vote.[1] Public sector funding has dropped 

with local government income falling 25% 

in real terms from 2010/11 to 2015/16.[2] 

Adding to this, increasing demands on the 

services provided by local government (i.e. 

the introduction of Universal Credit, cuts to 

Housing Benefits, locally defined Council 

Tax Reduction Schemes etc.) mean that 

there is a need to do more with less. 

According to a recent survey conducted by 

iGov on behalf of Arvato of public sector 

organisations in the UK, 73% of respondents 

said that volumes of work had increased over 

the last 12 months. At the same time, 68% 

claimed they had seen staff levels fall.[3] 

The same survey also revealed that improving 

services is a priority across the public sector, 

with 60% stating that their organisation 

explores all avenues to boost efficiency.[3] 

However, 62% of respondents that have 

introduced transformation programmes in 

the last 12 months, felt that one of the top 

three barriers they faced was the mix of 

legacy and new IT systems.[3] 

But not all technology needs to be costly 

or complex and its implementation does 

not always impact on existing systems. 

Robotic Process Automation (RPA)

Robotic Process Automation (RPA) uses 

computer software technology to automate 

high-volume, repetitive tasks that previously 

required a human to perform.[4] It is one of 

the ways that organisations can improve 

productivity and deliver better services 

at lower costs. RPA can also often be 

implemented without major changes being 

required to legacy IT systems.

This White Paper provides information 

on how RPA technology can help the 

public sector, and local government in 

particular, meet its challenges, with real-

life examples of how it is working, where 

it can be used as well as best-practice 

models for implementation. 

What is Robotic Process 
Automation (RPA)?

Robotic process automation (RPA) uses 

computer software to process and automate 

routine, standardised tasks in support of an 

organisation’s knowledge workers.[5] 

This technology has been developing rapidly 

in recent years and, according to research 

company Horses for Sources, “approached 

viral levels of acceptance during 2015”.[6] 

Although most commonly used in the 

private sector, it is now also increasingly 

being deployed by the public sector in 

the UK, due to the potential it offers for 

efficiency gains and service improvement. 

RPA is essentially an automated, virtual 

workforce that mimics human interaction 

with other software or IT platforms. 

Almost any typical rules-based process – 

such as inputting Council Tax direct debits 

– can now be automated and this can 

generate time and cost savings of 80% or 

more.[7,8] RPA is different from “traditional” 

automation, such as self-serve platforms, 

in that software robots interpret the user 

interface of third party applications and 

are configured to execute steps identically 

to a human user. They can be configured 

(or “trained”) flexibly to work across any 

existing platform, using demonstrative 

steps, rather than being programmed to 

perform one specific task. RPA is therefore 

seen as complementary to existing 

automation initiatives.

For example, if an employee was to process 

the setting up of a direct debit, it would 

usually involve opening a document 

management system and a finance 

system and then taking data from one and 

manually inputting it into the other. Upon 

completion, the task would need a quality 

check, to make sure there have been no 

mistakes, before a report is produced. 

RPA can be used to perform exactly the 

same tasks without human intervention, 

with greater speed and accuracy. Another 

example is with Council Tax documents. 

These have to be scanned and then 

manually indexed to the relevant customer 

account. An RPA system can pick up the 

scanned documents and automatically 

index them to the right account, with 

reference information included.

As a result, RPA allows employees to 

spend less time on these administrative 

tasks and focus on more complex or 

strategic activities. As Colin Rowe 

(Head of Business Strategy, Arvato UK 

& Ireland), explains: “It is about taking 

people away from repetitive, mundane 

tasks and investing these employee 

resources back into higher-value tasks”. 

Within the private sector there have 

been notable successes, with Telefonica 

O2 achieving a 650-800% three-year 

return on investment after using RPA to 

process transactions.[9] But there have also 

been significant results within the public 

sector. University Hospital Birmingham 

delivered the first ever self-administration 

kiosk in a NHS Trust hospital. This 

used RPA to collect information from 

different systems and databases, to 

enable patients to register using the 

kiosks. This implementation led to a 50% 

improvement in employee efficiency.[10] 
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Typical areas for the deployment of RPA

If a task can be described by an “if…then” 

model, it can probably be handed over 

to robotics. RPA works especially well for 

repetitive, clerical work, which makes it 

a very good fit for back-office functions 

that require manual uploading or the 

scanning of documents.

For example, it is ideal for revenues and 

benefits tasks within local government. RPA 

can automatically cross check information 

inputted by citizens against records held in 

any number of other back-office systems 

and databases. If the data matches, the 

RPA can complete the task and, if not, it 

can create an exception report for human 

intervention. This is especially useful in 

processes such as checking the data inputted 

by customers for setting up Council Tax 

direct debits and for applications for Council 

Tax Reduction Schemes. With RPA, people 

are still required at times when the process 

cannot be completed or where there is a 

requirement for judgement, but, even in 

these instances, most of the processing is 

done by the robotics.

The benefits of RPA

According to Arvato’s recent public sector 

survey, 96% of respondents said that of 

those organisations that had introduced 

automation, one of the main reasons was to 

allow employees to be more efficient and 

focus resources and time on more business-

critical tasks.[3]

These results, and other examples in the 

public sector, show that there is the potential 

to help improve processing times and 

accuracy while also increasing service levels.

Greater accuracy

It is not surprising that RPA offers greater 

accuracy as it has been shown that “out of 

every 100 steps, a human is likely to make 

10 errors”.[5] This is common, even with 

well-trained employees, and the situation 

is even more pronounced with mundane 

tasks where it’s easy to lose concentration. 

By contrast, RPA can perform the same 

task, the same way, every time, without 

error or slowdown in the processing time, 

and can easily be up-scaled.

Time and cost savings

RPA can process large volumes of work, 

quickly and efficiently. The scalability of the 

software also makes it ideal where there 

is a sudden peak in demand. One recent 

successful trial of this technology within 

Figure 2. What processes are best candidates for RPA?

Figure 1. Ways that RPA can help local authorities:
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local government involved Council Tax direct 

debits. After the annual notifications were 

sent out in early March, there was a sudden 

peak of 800 direct debits, which all had to 

be set up on the system. By using RPA, these 

were processed in 19 hours. It is estimated 

that the task would have taken around five 

times longer if processed manually. 

As well as saving the overall time taken, 

the turnaround was much quicker and 

the direct debits were processed within 

24 hours, as opposed to 5-10 days 

under a manual system, reducing the 

risk of missing direct debit dates and so 

potentially improving revenue flows.[7] 

Employee satisfaction

RPA can have a positive impact on the 

lives of staff members as it takes away 

mundane processing and frees up their 

time to work on more interesting tasks. 

Indeed, the results of Arvato’s recent survey 

showed 78% of public sector respondents 

either agreed or strongly agreed with the 

statement: “Staff time would be better 

focused on more business-critical tasks”. At 

the same time 81% of respondents claimed 

that improving customer services was either 

“essential” or a “high-priority”.[3] 

The reaction of employees to RPA was 

also investigated by the London School of 

Economics,[11] which sought to challenge 

some of the myths about RPA. The main 

two were that “RPA is only used to replace 

humans with technology” and “business 

operations staff feel threatened by RPA”. 

The results found that RPA did not replace 

humans, but was used to do more work 

with the same number of people, and that 

business operations staff welcomed the 

robots as valued “new hires”.

The thought process of employees, 

and the acceptance journey, often runs 

through the steps seen in Figure 3.

Speed of deployment

With an experienced partner, who knows 

the technology and understands the 

common processes within the sector, RPA 

can be implemented relatively quickly. 

For example, an RPA solution can go from 

conception to launch in as little as 30 

days, depending on the complexity of the 

process.[7] Such a short time frame can help 

to keep costs down and prevent undue 

disruption. One reason for these efficient 

timescales is that introducing RPA typically 

doesn’t require making changes to existing 

tech architecture. The mix of existing and 

new IT systems can be a major barrier to 

introducing transformation programmes[3] 

but RPA bypasses this barrier: it sits on top 

of any newly implemented or indeed old 

legacy systems and works across them.

Effective RPA 
implementation

An important point to understand is that 

RPA implementation is as much about 

process as it is about technology. According 

to Mike Stewart (Acting Head of RPA, Arvato 

UK & Ireland), a typical RPA deployment 

involves around “80% process mapping and 

20% technical work”. An example of process-

mapping methodology is shown in Figure 4. 

The processes need to be looked at in this 

way as, according to a case study by the 

London School of Economics, RPA “...is one 

tool along with process elimination, process 

improvement, and other business process 

tools”.[9] Process reviews are a key part of 

getting the most from RPA and achieving 

the maximum benefit for the organisation.

RPA service models

RPA can be deployed and serviced in a number 

of different ways depending on requirements. 

� End-to-end

RPA can be implemented as a complete 

end-to-end, fully outsourced, service. This 

can include the RPA partner providing 

staff, management, process analysis and 

technology infrastructure on an ongoing 

basis. In essence, this means going far 

beyond merely providing the RPA tech. It 

also involves the partner conceptualising 

and mapping out the tasks and processes 

Figure 3. Typical employee thought process about RPA
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the RPA will complete as well as completing 

the technical implementation and managing 

the entire service going forward. In some 

cases, it can involve re-designing processes 

so they are more efficient.  The result is 

a more complete delivery, with fewer 

operational issues to overcome, coupled with 

the ability to expand the service to other 

areas if needed. Pricing models for this type 

of service tend to work on a percentage of 

the savings generated against the baseline 

cost of service provision. As service models 

mature, this might also evolve towards 

transactional pricing.

� Service component only

Under this model the client still runs the 

service, with the RPA partner providing only 

those processes that are subject to RPA. 

This includes setting up the technology 

infrastructure and deploying the process and 

managing the RPA systems on an on-going 

basis. Pricing tends to be a combination of 

fixed cost, plus the cost of robot utilisation.

� Build and deploy

This involves implementing the RPA solution 

with no ongoing service component. Once 

deployed, the client will have responsibility 

for running and monitoring the RPA. The 

pricing for this type of delivery is usually 

based on a day-rate for consultation. 

Employee engagement is crucial

A successful RPA implementation must 

embrace the human side of the process. 

Mark Barry (Head of Revenues, Arvato 

UK & Ireland) was keen to emphasise the 

importance of staff engagement in any 

RPA implementation. “Employees need to 

understand what the project is and how it 

will affect them”. This level of engagement 

needs to be maintained throughout the 

entire process. Not only does this help to 

reduce potential anxiety in existing workers, 

but it allows those staff members with the 

greatest level of knowledge to help craft 

how the new processes should work. 

In fact, employees are often keen to 

help identify more processes that can be 

automated to help them free up even more 

time. Making sure staff are engaged and 

excited about the project from the start 

can help to create even more opportunities 

for improvement down the line.

Conclusion

The public sector is under greater 
pressure than ever to achieve more 

with less. RPA can help deliver extra 
productivity and better accuracy 
whilst freeing up employees for 
higher level tasks.

RPA has now reached a level of maturity 

where it has become mainstream in the 

private sector. Implementation does not 

require changes to existing systems and 

so avoids the time, cost and disruption 

that those changes would require. 

RPA can complete tasks with 100% 

accuracy, removing clerical errors that 

can occur when processed manually. By 

handling much of the tedious administrative 

tasks, it also frees up employees’ time for 

areas where their skills can make a greater 

contribution, which will ultimately help to 

improve services for citizens. 

Provided the processes and workflows are 

mapped with accuracy and foresight, RPA 

can have huge benefits for many types of 

organisations including the public sector. 

As Mark Barry said of RPA, “It allows 

you to meet the gap between increasing 

workload and reduced funding”.

Figure 4. RPA Implementation Methodology
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Delivering major 
transformation for 
Sefton Metropolitan 
Borough Council:

How back-office process automation 
is increasing efficiency, productivity 
and strategic focus. 

Challenge: to empower the Council 
to deliver more for less

Mounting spending cuts, coupled with 

the introduction of the Welfare Reform 

Act, resulting in higher volumes of more 

complex enquiries from citizens, are placing 

increasing pressure on front-line public 

services across the UK. With the low-

hanging fruits already picked as part of their 

10-year partnership, Arvato worked with 

its client Sefton Council to explore new 

approaches to further increase efficiencies 

and drive transformation.

In 2015, Sefton Council became the first 

local authority in the UK to trial Robotics 

Process Automation (RPA) in its revenues 

department. The pioneering project 

was designed to automate repetitive, 

transactional processes and prove that the 

technology lends itself to being used in 

local government, where a high proportion 

of administrative tasks currently take up 

valuable employee time.

Solution: delivering transformation 
in partnership

RPA uses software to create an agile 

virtual workforce which mimics 

human interaction by following rule-

based processes to complete tasks. 

The RPA implementation at Sefton 

forms part of a combined, end-to-end 

solution involving Arvato’s back-office 

transformation expertise and robotic 

software from automation specialists 

Blue Prism. 

At the beginning of the project, 

Arvato automated three processes 

in Sefton’s revenues department to 

ensure the solution was accurate, 

robust, auditable and scalable, 

before extending it to cover a number 

of high-volume tasks across the 

department. These vary in complexity, 

from signing up people to direct 

debit payment for Council Tax and 

processing discount applications, to 

indexing documents and assigning 

them to specific workflows.

To ensure success from the outset, 

Arvato created an ‘Agility Team’ to 

run the design, development and 

implementation of each process. 

This included a Project Lead Manager 

assigned to work directly with Blue 

Prism to create a certified automation 

capability, which enables governance 

and change management to be set 

up and compliance with security and 

audit regulations. Existing Arvato 

employees were also trained to 

become accredited Blue Prism RPA 

developers; they are supported by 

Process Designers who create the 

process flow charts – a vital step 

in identifying the tasks within the 

department that RPA could easily 

replicate. The IT team also set up 

the virtual unit and ensured that all 

security requirements were met.

Throughout the project, Arvato 

involved employees from the Revenues 

department and the wider organisation 

to help them understand the project 

and how it will affect them. Not only 

did this help to address any reservations 

surrounding RPA, but it allowed those 

staff members with the greatest level 

of knowledge to help craft how the new 

processes should work. 

Sefton Council -
RPA Case Study 
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Success: a scalable, best-practice 
solution that created significant 
benefits for Sefton

Through successfully automating 

processes in revenues, the combination 

of Arvato’s back-office expertise and Blue 

Prism’s technology has created a scalable, 

best-practice model that could help 

reshape the future of back-office service 

delivery in local government. 

The programme has created significant 

back-office efficiencies for Sefton Council:

� Council Tax direct debit payment input 

times have been reduced by 80%. For 

example, 800 direct debits received in a 

three-week period were completed in 19 

hours compared to a 92-hour manual process

� Cost per transaction has been cut from 

£1 to 20p

� Single person discount handling times 

have been halved

Releasing resource for business-

critical work

Council employees can now dedicate more 

time to focus on complex tasks or reallocated 

to deliver front-line citizen services:

� Improving Council Tax processing has 

freed up two full-time staff to focus on 

more strategic work

� Removal of repetitive tasks has improved 

job satisfaction for back-office employees

Improving services for citizens

The pilot showed that RPA can handle 

back-office processes more quickly and 

with 100% accuracy. This reduced the 

need for follow up contact with residents. 

E.g. Council Tax direct debits are now 

processed on day of receipt.

Simple, compliant technology

� No integration with legacy systems, 

reducing setup costs

� The technology makes each process 

auditable, ensuring compliance with all 

statutory and legal regulations

Quotes:

Cllr Paulette Lappin, Cabinet Member 

for Regulatory, Compliance and 

Corporate Services: “We’re very 

excited about the efficiencies and 

improvements already delivered 

through RPA, and are looking forward 

to further transforming our back-office 

functions, allowing employees to focus 

on more complex tasks and ultimately 

improving services for our residents”.

Alastair Bathgate, CEO, Blue Prism: 

“We believe there is huge potential 

for RPA to make a difference in local 

government thanks to the large 

number of repetitive back office tasks 

which can be automated. Combining 

our leading RPA software with 

Arvato’s in-depth knowledge of local 

government processes and expertise in 

delivering back-office transformation 

provides a unique offering to help 

councils realise new efficiencies and 

service improvements”. 
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With more than 50 years of experience in 

outsourcing, Arvato combines expertise 

in business process outsourcing (BPO), 

financial solutions, customer relationship 

management, supply chain management, 

cyber security and public sector and 

citizen services to deliver innovative, 

individual solutions. Arvato has long-

term partnerships with some of the 

most respected companies in the UK 

and globally, as well as innovative public 

sector clients. Internationally, Arvato is 

a leading BPO provider with over 70,000 

people employed across almost 40 

countries worldwide. Arvato has annual 

revenues of €4.8bn contributing over a 

quarter of the Bertelsmann group annual 

revenues of over €17.1bn. For more 

information, visit: www.arvato.co.uk.
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