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A practical framework for finding time drains, documenting

workflows, and uncovering automation opportunities
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1. Identify Your Time Drains

Time drains are activities that consume significant effort without creating proportional
value. They are often accepted as “part of the job,” which makes them difficult to notice.
Identifying them requires teams to look beyond individual frustration and examine

frequency, duration, handoffs, waiting time, and rework.

A useful starting point is to track work for one or two typical weeks. Team members can
record the task, how often it occurs, the time required, the systems involved, and
whether the work depends on another person. The goal is not to monitor employees; it

is to expose process friction.

Look for warning signs such as:

High-volume tasks completed in the same way every day or week.

e Information copied between email, spreadsheets, forms, and business systems.

e Work that pauses while someone searches for information or waits for a

response.

e Repeated corrections caused by missing, inconsistent, or outdated data.

e Processes that depend heavily on one person’s knowledge.

Example: A project coordinator spends 20 minutes every morning collecting status

updates from five team members, consolidating them into a spreadsheet, and emailing a
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summary. The task appears small, but it consumes more than 80 hours per year. A

standard update form and automated dashboard could reduce this effort substantially.

1.1 What Repetitive Tasks Take Up the Most Time?

Repetitive tasks follow a predictable pattern and use similar inputs, rules, and outputs
each time. Because each instance may take only a few minutes, teams often
underestimate the cumulative impact. Measure both the time per task and the number

of times it occurs.

Questions to ask:

Which activities are performed daily, weekly, or at every reporting cycle?

e Which tasks use the same checklist, email template, or calculation?

e Where do employees repeatedly download, rename, organize, or upload files?

e Which reports are produced regularly with only minor changes to the data?

e What work could be described using clear “if this, then that” rules?

Examples:

e Preparing a weekly project status report from several trackers.

e Sending standard reminder emails for overdue actions.

e Creating recurring invoices or purchase-order summaries.
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o Checking service tickets and assigning them according to category.
o Formatting the same data for different stakeholders.

Prioritize repetitive tasks that are frequent, rules-based, stable, and low in judgment.
For example, automatically reminding action owners about approaching deadlines is
usually a better first automation candidate than resolving a complex stakeholder

dispute.
1.2 Which Tasks Require Frequent Manual Data Entry?

Manual data entry occurs when people type, paste, reformat, or re-enter information
that already exists somewhere else. It creates delays and increases the risk of spelling

errors, duplicate records, incorrect values, and inconsistent formats.

Investigate activities where employees:

Copy customer, employee, vendor, or project details between systems.

e Transfer information from email attachments into spreadsheets.

e Re-enter approved form data into finance, HR, CRM, or service-management

platforms.

e Manually update multiple trackers after one event.

e Convert unstructured information into standard fields or categories.
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Example: HR receives new-joiner details through email, enters the same information
into an onboarding tracker, sends it to IT, and later updates the HR system. A
standardized intake form connected to a workflow can validate required fields, create

the tracker record, and notify IT without repeated entry.

When assessing a data-entry task, document the original data source, destination
system, required fields, validation rules, error rate, and sensitivity of the information.
Automation should include controls for privacy, access, exception handling, and human

review where needed.

1.3 Where Are Teams Repeatedly Chasing Updates or

Approvals?

Follow-up work is a major hidden cost. Employees may spend hours checking whether
requests were received, reminding approvers, asking for revised dates, and updating
stakeholders. The underlying issue is often unclear ownership, poor visibility, or the

absence of escalation rules.

Look for processes where:
e Requests are sent through email with no central status view.
e Approvals depend on one person and stop when that person is unavailable.
e Team members send several reminders before receiving a response.

e Requesters do not know who currently owns the next action.
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e Deadlines pass without automatic alerts or escalation.

Example: A procurement analyst emails a purchase request to three approvers and
manually follows up every two days. A workflow can route the request in sequence,
show its current status, send timed reminders, and escalate overdue approvals to a

designated backup.

Record the average waiting time as well as active working time. A task may require only
15 minutes of effort but remain open for five days because of approval delays. That
difference is essential when deciding where process redesign will have the greatest

impact.
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2. Map Your Current Workflow

A current-state workflow map shows how work actually moves from request to
completion. It creates a shared view of the process before any automation or redesign
begins. The map should capture actions, decisions, handoffs, systems, delays, and

exceptions—not merely the ideal procedure described in a policy.

Build the map with people who perform and receive the work. Start with a clear trigger
and end point, then walk through one recent real example. Validate the completed map

with stakeholders to identify missing steps and informal workarounds.

Suggested mapping approach:

Define the process boundary and intended outcome.

List each step in the order it occurs.

Identify the owner, tool, input, output, and time for every step.

Mark decisions, handoffs, waiting periods, rework loops, and exceptions.

Confirm the map using actual cases and available process data.

Example: For an employee access request, the workflow may start when a manager
submits a form and end when the employee confirms access. Between those points, HR
validates employment data, the manager approves the access profile, IT creates

accounts, and security reviews privileged access.
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2.1 Process Name

Give the workflow a specific, outcome-oriented name. A clear name keeps the mapping

exercise focused and prevents several related processes from being mixed together.

e Use averb and object, such as “Approve Vendor Invoice” or “Onboard New

Employee.”
e Avoid broad labels such as “Finance Process” or “Customer Work.”
o Ifuseful, state the trigger and end result below the name.

Example: “Resolve Customer Refund Request” is clearer than “Refunds.” Its trigger is
receipt of a valid customer request, and its end point is confirmation that the refund has

been processed or declined with a documented reason.

2.2 Current Steps

Document every action in the order it really occurs. Include formal activities, informal
workarounds, decision points, validation checks, handoffs, and rework. Begin each step

with an action verb so that the map is easy to follow.
Example sequence for invoice approval:

1. Receive the supplier invoice by email.

2. Save the attachment to a shared folder.

3. Enter invoice details into the finance tracker.
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4. Match the invoice to the purchase order.

5. Send the invoice to the budget owner for approval.

6. Return mismatched invoices to procurement for correction.
7. Post the approved invoice in the accounting system.

8. Notify the supplier of the expected payment date.

For each decision, record the rule used. For instance: “If the invoice exceeds 500,000,
route it to the finance director.” Explicit rules help distinguish automation-ready steps

from tasks requiring judgment.

2.3 People Involved

Identify roles rather than relying only on individual names. Roles make the workflow
reusable and reveal unclear ownership, duplicated review, and overdependence on one

person.

Process owner: accountable for the end-to-end result.

o Task owner: performs a specific activity.

e Approver: authorizes a decision, cost, or exception.

e Contributor: supplies information or specialist input.

o Recipient: receives the final output or service.
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Example: In a new-employee onboarding workflow, the hiring manager initiates the
request, HR validates employment details, IT provisions access, information security

approves privileged permissions, and the employee confirms successful access.

Also record backup owners and escalation contacts. This prevents the process from

stopping when the primary owner is unavailable.

2.4 Tools Used

List every tool that supports the workflow, including applications, spreadsheets, shared
folders, email, messaging platforms, paper forms, and personal notes. Note where data

enters or leaves each tool.

Capture details such as:

System or file name and its purpose.

e Who has access and who maintains it.

e  Whether information is transferred manually.

e Available integrations, APIs, exports, or workflow features.

e Security, licensing, and audit requirements.

Example: A sales handoff may use a CRM for opportunity data, email for approval, a
spreadsheet for implementation planning, Teams for discussion, and a ticketing system
for delivery. Mapping these tools reveals repeated entry and opportunities to create an

integrated handoff.
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2.5 Time Spent

Measure both active processing time and elapsed time. Processing time is the effort
used to perform a task; elapsed time includes waiting, queues, and delays. The

distinction exposes problems that effort estimates alone may hide.

Record average, minimum, and peak processing times where possible.

e Measure how long work waits between owners.

e Note task frequency and seasonal volume changes.

e (Calculate rework time separately.

e Use system timestamps, samples, or short time studies instead of relying only on

estimates.

Example: An expense claim takes 12 minutes to check, but it waits an average of three
days for approval and another day for payment scheduling. The best improvement may
therefore be faster routing and escalation rather than automating the 12-minute

review.

2.6 Common Bottlenecks

Bottlenecks are points where work accumulates, slows down, or repeatedly returns for
correction. They may result from limited capacity, unclear rules, poor-quality inputs,

excessive approvals, disconnected tools, or avoidable dependence on individuals.
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Typical bottleneck patterns include:

A single approver handling a large queue.

e Incomplete requests that must be returned for missing information.

e Manual reconciliation between systems with different records.

e Batch processing that delays urgent items.

o Frequent exceptions without clear decision rules.

e Multiple reviews that add little risk control or value.

Example: A service desk receives access requests through free-text email. Analysts
repeatedly ask for the application name, access level, manager approval, and business
justification. A structured request form with mandatory fields removes the recurring

clarification loop.

Rank bottlenecks by business impact, frequency, effort, risk, and ease of improvement.
Begin with a narrow, measurable opportunity. For example, a team might aim to reduce

approval waiting time from three days to one day or cut incomplete requests by 50%.

Quick Workflow Assessment Template

e Process name: What outcome does the workflow produce?

e Trigger and end point: What starts and completes it?

e Current steps: What actions and decisions occur?
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People involved: Who performs, approves, contributes, and receives?
Tools used: Where is information stored and transferred?

Time spent: What are the processing and waiting times?

Common bottlenecks: Where do delays, errors, queues, and rework occur?

Improvement opportunity: What measurable change would create the most

value?
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3. Identify Automation Opportunities

Once the current workflow is visible, the next step is to identify tasks that could be
automated, partially automated, or supported with better digital controls. The objective
is not to automate every activity. It is to remove avoidable effort while preserving

human judgment, accountability, security, and service quality.

Assess each task against five practical criteria: frequency, repetitiveness, rule-based
nature, error potential, and time-saving potential. Score each criterion from 1 to 5,
where 1 represents a weak opportunity and 5 represents a strong opportunity. A high

total score suggests that the task deserves closer feasibility analysis.
Before selecting an opportunity, confirm that:

o The process is sufficiently stable and understood.

o Therequired data is available, accurate, and accessible.

o Exceptions and escalation paths can be clearly defined.

o The solution will comply with privacy, security, audit, and regulatory

requirements.
o A process owner is accountable for performance after implementation.

Example: A service team receives hundreds of password-reset requests each month.
The requests are frequent, highly repetitive, governed by clear identity-verification

rules, and time-consuming for agents. A secure self-service workflow may be a strong
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automation candidate, while unusual identity exceptions remain with a human

specialist.
3.1 Frequency

Frequency measures how often a task occurs. A small task performed hundreds of times
can consume more capacity than a long task performed once a year. Capture both

normal volume and peak-period volume so that the assessment reflects actual demand.
Measure frequency using:

o Transactions, requests, cases, or files processed per day, week, or month.

Seasonal peaks, such as payroll cut-offs, financial closing, or annual enrollment.

The number of employees who perform the same activity.

Expected future volume as the organization grows.

Example: Renaming and filing one document takes two minutes. If 1,500 documents
are processed each month, the activity consumes approximately 50 hours. Automated

naming rules and folder routing could therefore create meaningful capacity.

A useful scoring guide is: 1 for annual or exceptional work, 2 for quarterly work, 3 for
monthly work, 4 for weekly work, and 5 for daily or high-volume work. Adjust the

thresholds to suit the organization.
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3.2 Repetitiveness

Repetitiveness evaluates how consistently a task follows the same sequence, inputs, and
outputs. Highly repetitive work is easier to standardize, test, and automate. Tasks with
many unpredictable variations may require process redesign or human support rather

than full automation.
Indicators of strong repetitiveness include:

The same fields are captured in every case.

o The same template, checklist, or calculation is used.

o Employees follow nearly identical steps regardless of who performs the work.

e Outputs have a standard format and destination.

e Exceptions form a small, identifiable portion of total volume.

Example: Creating a weekly project report from standard task, risk, milestone, and
budget fields is repetitive. Writing a recovery strategy for a severely delayed project is

not, because it requires context, negotiation, and judgment.

When variation exists, separate the routine path from the exception path. Automating
the predictable 80% of cases while routing the remaining 20% to a person can still

deliver substantial value.
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3.3 Rule-Based Nature

A rule-based task can be expressed through clear conditions, decision tables, thresholds,
or validation rules. The more explicit and stable the logic, the easier it is to automate
reliably. If two experienced employees reach different outcomes using the same

information, the task may not yet be sufficiently defined.
Questions to test rule clarity:

Can the decision be written as “if, then, else” statements?

e Are approval limits, categories, deadlines, and required fields documented?

e Does the task use objective data rather than personal interpretation?

e Are exceptions known, measurable, and routed to an authorized person?

e Do rules change frequently because of policy or regulatory updates?

Example: “If an expense is within policy, includes a valid receipt, and is below 325,000,
route it to the manager; otherwise send it to finance review.” This is clearer and more

automation-ready than “Approve reasonable expenses.”

Rules must have an owner and review cycle. Automating outdated or ambiguous rules

makes errors happen faster, so policy validation should precede implementation.

www.gsdcouncil.org 17



http://www.gsdcouncil.org/

@'GSDC

Global Skill Develop

3.4 Error Potential

Error potential considers how likely mistakes are, how difficult they are to detect, and
what impact they create. Automation can improve accuracy by validating data,
enforcing required fields, applying consistent calculations, and maintaining an audit
trail. However, poor source data or incorrect rules can also scale errors, so controls are

essential.

Look for error-prone activities involving:
e Manual copying, rekeying, calculation, or classification.
e Long reference numbers, account codes, dates, or currency values.
o Different templates or naming conventions across teams.
e Frequent corrections, duplicate records, or reconciliation breaks.
o Compliance-sensitive steps where evidence must be retained.

Example: A finance analyst manually transfers invoice values from email attachments
into a spreadsheet. An automated capture and validation process can compare totals,

check required fields, flag duplicates, and route uncertain records for review.

Score activities higher when errors are frequent or costly, but do not automate solely
because the risk is high. High-risk decisions may require maker-checker controls,

approval thresholds, logging, and human review.
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3.5 Time-Saving Potential

Time-saving potential estimates the capacity that could be released after
implementation. Calculate current annual effort, expected future effort, and the realistic
percentage of work that can be automated. Include time spent on handoffs, follow-ups,

corrections, and reporting—not only the visible task.
A simple estimate is:

Annual hours saved = task volume x average minutes per task x expected reduction +

60.

Example: A team processes 400 requests each month at 10 minutes per request. If
automation reduces effort by 70%, the estimated saving is 560 hours per year. The

calculation is: 400 x 12 x 10 x 70% + 60.

Translate time savings into a business outcome, such as faster customer response,
greater transaction capacity, reduced overtime, improved compliance, or more time for
analysis. Avoid assuming that every saved minute becomes a cash saving; the primary

value may be capacity, quality, or speed.

Prioritization tip: Compare the annual benefit with implementation cost, licensing,
maintenance, training, control activities, and expected adoption. A modest opportunity
with fast payback may be preferable to a larger opportunity that requires extensive

change.
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4. Find Your Quick Wins

Quick wins are improvements that deliver visible value with manageable effort, risk,
and disruption. They help demonstrate momentum, build confidence, and produce
lessons for larger initiatives. The most useful prioritization method places each

opportunity on an impact-versus-effort matrix.

Assess impact using:

Hours saved, delays reduced, and additional capacity created.

e Error reduction, compliance improvement, and risk exposure.

e Customer and employee experience.

o Number of users, teams, or transactions affected.

e Contribution to strategic goals.

Assess effort using:

Technical complexity and number of system integrations.

e Datareadiness, security review, and control requirements.

e Processredesign, testing, training, and change management.

e Licensing, vendor support, and ongoing maintenance.

e Dependency on other projects or decisions.
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Use consistent scoring, such as 1 to 5 for impact and 1 to 5 for effort. Validate estimates
with process owners, technology teams, risk specialists, and end users before

committing resources.

4.1 High Impact / Low Effort

These opportunities are the strongest quick-win candidates. They create meaningful
benefits without major investment, integration, or organizational disruption. Prioritize

them for early pilots, provided that risks and dependencies are controlled.

Typical examples include:

Automated reminders for overdue approvals or action items.

e Standard forms with mandatory fields and validation.

e Reusable email, report, or document templates.

e Automatic routing of routine requests by category or value.

e Scheduled dashboard refreshes using reliable source data.

Example: A PMO manually emails weekly reminders to project managers who have not
submitted status updates. A scheduled workflow can identify missing submissions, send
reminders, and escalate persistent delays. The change is relatively simple but improves

reporting timeliness across the portfolio.
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Define a narrow pilot, baseline the current performance, and select one or two success
measures. Useful measures include hours saved, turnaround time, completion rate,

defect rate, and user satisfaction.

4.2 High Impact / High Effort

These initiatives may be strategically valuable, but they are not immediate quick wins.
They often involve several systems, large data sets, policy redesign, significant change
management, or strict regulatory controls. Treat them as structured transformation

projects.

Recommended approach:

Develop a business case with quantified benefits, costs, risks, and dependencies.

o Break the initiative into phases or smaller reusable capabilities.

e Test critical assumptions through a proof of concept.

o Establish executive sponsorship and cross-functional governance.

o Plan for data migration, security testing, training, support, and adoption.

Example: Automating end-to-end customer onboarding across CRM, identity
verification, document management, risk screening, and core systems could
significantly reduce cycle time. However, its many integrations and compliance
requirements make it a high-effort program. A sensible first phase might automate

document completeness checks or status notifications.
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Keep these opportunities on the strategic roadmap, but do not allow them to consume

all available capacity before simpler improvements demonstrate value.

4.3 Low Impact / Low Effort

These opportunities are easy to implement but deliver limited standalone benefit. They
can be useful as learning exercises, employee-experience improvements, or additions to
a broader automation package. Avoid spending excessive governance or development

effort on them.
Consider proceeding when:

e The change can be configured by the process team without specialist

development.
e Itremoves a persistent irritation for many employees.
e Itsupports alarger workflow or shared standard.
e It provides a safe environment for learning and testing.
e Several small improvements can be bundled for cumulative value.

Example: Automatically creating a standard folder structure for each new project may
save only a few minutes per project, but it improves consistency and can support later

document-governance automation.
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Use a lightweight approval path and implementation timebox. If a supposedly simple
improvement begins to require complex integration or extensive customization,

reassess its position in the matrix.

4.4 Low Impact / High Effort

These opportunities should normally be deferred, redesigned, or removed from the
automation backlog. They consume substantial resources while producing limited value

and can distract teams from stronger candidates.

Common warning signs include:

A rare task requires a custom integration or bespoke solution.

e Extensive data cleansing is needed for a very small user population.

e The process changes frequently and would require continuous rework.

¢ Automation would save little time but introduce new control or maintenance

costs.

o The proposed solution exists mainly to preserve an inefficient process.

Example: Building a custom application to automate a complex report produced twice a
year for one stakeholder may cost more than the manual effort it replaces.
Standardizing the report, simplifying the requirement, or retaining a controlled manual

process may be more appropriate.
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Before rejecting the opportunity, ask whether the process can be eliminated, simplified,
combined with another initiative, or supported by an existing feature. Reassess it if

volume, risk, technology, or strategic importance changes.

Quick-Win Decision Checklist

[s the problem clearly defined and supported by baseline data?

e Does the opportunity have a named owner and measurable outcome?

e Canitbe delivered without automating a broken process?

e Are security, privacy, audit, and exception controls understood?

e Can a small pilot prove value before wider rollout?

e Are adoption, training, support, and maintenance included in the effort

estimate?

A balanced portfolio usually combines a few high-impact, low-effort quick wins with
selected strategic initiatives. Review the matrix periodically because changing volumes,
technologies, policies, and business priorities can move opportunities from one

quadrant to another.
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5. Where Can Al Add Value?

Artificial intelligence can add value where work involves large volumes of information,
recurring patterns, language-based tasks, or decisions that benefit from
recommendations. Unlike traditional automation, which follows fixed instructions, Al
can interpret unstructured content, identify patterns, generate drafts, and estimate

likely outcomes.

Al should be introduced to solve a defined business problem rather than simply to
demonstrate new technology. Start with reliable data, a clear process owner,

measurable success criteria, and controls appropriate to the risk of the use case.

Useful questions before adopting Al include:

What decision, delay, or workload problem will the Al address?

o What data will it use, and is that data accurate, authorized, and representative?

o How will outputs be checked for accuracy, bias, security, and appropriateness?

e What level of confidence is required before an output can be used?

e  When must the Al stop and route the case to a person?

o How will performance, errors, user feedback, and business value be monitored?
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Example: A project office may use Al to summarize weekly status submissions, identify
emerging schedule risks, and draft a portfolio update. The PMO still validates the source

data, reviews material conclusions, and approves the final communication.

5.1 Summarising Information

Al can condense lengthy documents, meeting notes, emails, service records, research, or
status updates into a shorter, structured summary. This is especially useful when people
need to understand the main points, decisions, risks, and actions without reading every

source item.

Common applications include:

Producing an executive summary from a detailed project report.

o Extracting decisions and action items from meeting notes.

e Summarising a long customer-support history before an agent responds.

e Comparing recurring themes across employee or customer feedback.

e Creating a short briefing from policies, procedures, or technical documents.

Example: After a weekly project meeting, Al can draft a summary organized into
decisions, completed work, current risks, dependencies, and next actions. The meeting

owner reviews the draft against the source notes before distribution.
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Summaries can omit qualifications or overstate uncertain points. Provide the relevant
source material, request a defined structure, retain links to source records, and require

human verification when the summary informs a decision or external communication.

5.2 Predicting Risks

Al can analyse historical and current data to identify conditions associated with delay,
failure, cost increase, service disruption, or other adverse outcomes. The result should

be treated as an early-warning indicator rather than a guaranteed prediction.

Potential uses include:

Identifying projects with a rising probability of schedule slippage.

e Detecting transactions that differ from normal patterns.

o Forecasting demand that may exceed staffing or inventory capacity.

o Highlighting suppliers with emerging delivery or quality concerns.

o Estimating which service incidents are likely to breach response targets.

Example: A project-risk model may combine overdue milestones, unresolved
dependencies, team capacity, scope changes, and prior delivery patterns. It can flag a

workstream for review before it formally turns red.

Prediction quality depends on relevant, representative data and clearly defined

outcomes. Teams should monitor false positives, missed risks, data drift, and uneven
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performance across business contexts. A person should investigate the evidence and

decide the response.

5.3 Assigning or Recommending Tasks

Al can recommend the most suitable queue, team, workflow, or available role for a new
task by considering category, urgency, required skills, workload, location, and service
targets. In low-risk environments, approved rules may allow automatic assignment;

sensitive or ambiguous cases should remain recommendations.

Al-assisted task routing can:

Send service incidents to the appropriate support group.

e Recommend an owner for a project action based on role and responsibility.

e Route invoices to the correct cost-center approver.

e Match customer enquiries to specialists with relevant expertise.

e Prioritize work queues using urgency, impact, and due date.

Example: An IT service desk can use the request description, affected system, location,
and incident history to recommend the correct resolver group. Low-confidence or

security-sensitive cases are routed to a triage analyst.

Assignment logic should not rely on protected personal characteristics or opaque

assumptions about an individual. Use role-related criteria, make recommendations
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explainable, provide an override mechanism, and monitor whether work is being

distributed fairly and effectively.

5.4 Generating Reports

Al can transform approved source data into a structured first draft of a recurring report.
It can describe notable changes, explain trends, organise sections for different
audiences, and convert technical information into plain language. This reduces drafting

effort but does not replace data validation or final approval.

Suitable reports include:

Weekly project and programme status reports.

e Service-management trend summaries.

e Budget-versus-actual commentary.

e Operational performance reports.

e Risk, issue, and dependency summaries.

Example: A reporting assistant can use approved milestone, budget, risk, and action
data to draft a leadership update. It may explain that delivery remains on plan while
noting that a critical dependency has moved. The project manager verifies every figure

and adjusts the narrative before publishing it.

Use controlled data sources, fixed reporting definitions, and clear prompts. Generated

reports should preserve source references, distinguish fact from interpretation, avoid
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inventing missing values, and receive additional review when they are client-facing,

financial, regulatory, or executive-level.
5.5 Classifying Requests

Al can read unstructured requests and assign standardized categories, priorities, tags,
or workflows. Classification helps organizations reduce manual triage, improve

reporting quality, and direct work more quickly.

Examples include:

Categorizing IT tickets by service, issue type, and urgency.

e Sorting procurement requests into sourcing, contract, invoice, or supplier

queries.

o Identifying the topic and sentiment of customer feedback.

e C(lassifying documents by type, department, or retention category.

e Routing HR enquiries to payroll, benefits, recruitment, or policy support.

Example: A service desk receives the message, “The payroll portal rejects my login and
salary processing closes today.” Al may classify it as an access incident affecting a time-
critical finance service and recommend elevated priority. An analyst confirms the

impact and priority before escalation.
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Define a controlled category list and minimum confidence threshold. Monitor
misclassification rates, especially for rare, urgent, or sensitive requests, and give users a

simple way to correct the category.

5.6 Flagging Potential Issues

Al can continuously review transactions, documents, communications, or workflow data
for anomalies and warning signs. Its role is to focus attention on cases that may require

investigation, not to assume that every flag represents a confirmed problem.

Potential issues Al can highlight include:

Missing approvals, documents, or required fields.

e Unusual payment values, duplicate invoices, or inconsistent account details.

e Dates, costs, or statements that conflict across reports.

e Repeated service failures or emerging complaint themes.

e Policy language, contractual clauses, or commitments that need specialist

review.

Example: While reviewing a project status pack, Al detects that the narrative describes
the budget as green even though the forecast exceeds the approved baseline. It flags the

inconsistency and links the reviewer to the relevant values.
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Every flag should include the reason, supporting evidence, confidence level, and
recommended review path. Track how many alerts are useful; excessive false alarms

can cause alert fatigue and reduce trust.

5.7 Creating Stakeholder Updates

Al can draft audience-specific updates from approved project, operational, or service
data. It can adjust the level of detail, organise the message, and produce consistent

communications for executives, delivery teams, customers, or partners.

A useful update usually includes:

Current status and progress since the previous update.

o Key achievements, decisions, risks, and dependencies.

e Changes to scope, schedule, cost, or service impact.

e Actions required, owners, and due dates.

e The timing of the next update.

Example: During a service disruption, Al can turn validated incident notes into a
concise stakeholder draft covering impact, actions underway, workarounds, and the

next update time. The incident manager confirms the wording and approves release.

Communications should be grounded only in approved facts. Remove confidential

details that the audience is not authorized to receive, avoid unsupported assurances,
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and require human approval for client-facing, public, legal, regulatory, or crisis

communications.
Al Value Assessment Checklist

[s there a measurable business problem and defined user?

o Isthe necessary data authorized, relevant, and sufficiently reliable?

e (Can the output be checked against source evidence?

e Are confidence thresholds, exceptions, and escalation paths defined?

e Does the benefit justify monitoring, governance, and maintenance?

o Will users understand that the output is Al-assisted and how to challenge it?
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6. Keep Humans in the Loop

Human-in-the-loop controls ensure that a responsible person reviews, approves,
overrides, or investigates Al-supported work when the consequences are significant.
The level of oversight should increase with the financial, legal, operational, reputational,

or human impact of the decision.

Human review should be meaningful rather than ceremonial. Reviewers need enough
time, expertise, authority, evidence, and context to challenge the output. They should
understand the system’s intended use, limitations, confidence indicators, and escalation

process.

Core controls include:

Defined decision rights and approval thresholds.

e C(Clear separation between recommendations and final decisions.

o Source evidence, reasoning, and uncertainty visible to reviewers.

e Audit logs showing inputs, outputs, overrides, approvals, and changes.

o Fallback procedures when the Al or underlying data is unavailable.

e Periodic testing for accuracy, drift, security, and unintended outcomes.
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Example: Al may identify that a project is likely to exceed its budget and suggest
options. The project manager and sponsor review the contractual, delivery, quality, and

stakeholder implications before approving any budget or scope change.

6.1 Major Budget Changes

Al can detect budget variances, forecast cost pressure, model scenarios, and recommend
corrective actions. It should not independently authorize major changes to funding,

contingency, scope, or financial commitments.

Human review should confirm:

The accuracy and completeness of actual, committed, and forecast costs.

The assumptions behind the forecast and any sensitivity scenarios.

The effect on scope, schedule, quality, benefits, and contractual obligations.

The correct approval authority and funding source.

How the change will be recorded and communicated.

Example: Al forecasts a 12% project overrun and suggests reducing a testing phase.
The project manager should not accept the proposal automatically. Finance, quality,
delivery leads, and the sponsor should evaluate alternatives and approve a controlled

change through the formal governance process.
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6.2 Client Escalations

Al can summarize client history, identify commitments, assess urgency, and draft a
response. A person should own the final decision and communication because
escalations often involve relationship context, contractual interpretation, commercial

sensitivity, or reputational risk.

The human owner should:

Verify facts against the latest approved records.

e Understand the client’s business impact and desired resolution.

e Coordinate technical, commercial, legal, and leadership input when required.
e Approve commitments, deadlines, remedies, or compensation.

e Maintain an empathetic, accountable, and appropriate tone.

Example: Al may draft a response after a missed delivery milestone, but the account
lead confirms the cause, negotiated commitments, recovery plan, and next-update

schedule before the message is sent.

6.3 Compliance Decisions

Al can search policies, extract obligations, compare evidence, and highlight possible
gaps. Final compliance interpretations, exceptions, regulatory filings, and enforcement

decisions should remain with authorized professionals.
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Required safeguards include:

Use of current, approved policies and authoritative sources.

e Clear citations or links to the evidence supporting each finding.

e Review by compliance, legal, privacy, security, or audit specialists as

appropriate.
e Documented rationale for approvals, exceptions, and remediation.
o Escalation when requirements conflict or the evidence is incomplete.

Example: Al may flag that a vendor assessment lacks required data-processing
information. A compliance or privacy specialist determines whether the gap blocks

approval, can be remediated, or qualifies for an authorized exception.

6.4 High-Impact Risks

Al can surface emerging risks, estimate likelihood, model scenarios, and recommend
response options. Risks that could materially affect safety, customers, critical services,
finances, legal obligations, or organizational reputation require accountable human

judgment.

Human review should consider:
e The quality of evidence and uncertainty behind the risk rating.
o Worst-case impact, risk appetite, and interdependencies.
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e  Whether immediate containment or escalation is necessary.
o The feasibility, cost, and unintended consequences of each response.
e The owner, target date, contingency plan, and residual risk.

Example: Al identifies a pattern suggesting that a critical ERP service may fail during
payroll processing. The service owner, security team, continuity lead, and business
representatives validate the warning and decide whether to increase capacity, activate a

workaround, or invoke incident-management procedures.

6.5 Team or Performance Decisions

Al may organize work evidence, summarize agreed objectives, identify workload
patterns, or help managers prepare neutral questions. It should not independently
decide hiring, promotion, compensation, discipline, termination, performance ratings,

or access to development opportunities.

Responsible human oversight requires:

Decisions based on job-related, documented, and verifiable criteria.

o Review of context that may not appear in system data.

e Checks for incomplete data, unequal treatment, and inappropriate proxies.

e An opportunity for the affected person to provide relevant information.

e Approval through established HR policy and authorized management channels.
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e C(Clear documentation of the human rationale rather than reliance on an Al score.

Example: Al may summarize completion of agreed goals and highlight missing
evidence, but the manager must review the underlying work, consider documented
context, apply the organization’s performance framework consistently, and conduct the

conversation personally.

Human-in-the-Loop Decision Checklist

What is the potential impact if the Al output is wrong?

e Who has the authority and expertise to make the final decision?

e (Can the reviewer see the source evidence, assumptions, and uncertainty?

e Isthere enough time for meaningful review rather than automatic approval?

e (Can the reviewer override the recommendation and record a reason?

e Isthere an escalation or appeal route for disputed outcomes?

e Are decisions and controls monitored for accuracy, fairness, and unintended

consequences?

The goal is not to remove Al from sensitive workflows, but to use it in a supporting role.
Al can increase speed and consistency; accountable people must retain control where

context, rights, risk, or organizational judgment matters.
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7. Choose Your Automation Approach

The right automation approach depends on the problem, existing technology, data
sensitivity, integration requirements, user skills, scale, and level of governance required.
Organizations should begin by checking whether their current tools already provide the

needed capability before purchasing or building something new.

A practical selection process compares each option against the same criteria: business
fit, implementation effort, security, integration, scalability, maintainability, user
adoption, and total cost of ownership. The simplest suitable approach is usually

preferable to unnecessary custom development.
Questions to guide the choice include:

e Isthe workflow contained within one existing system or spread across several

systems?
e Does the process require fixed rules, Al capabilities, or both?
e What data will be accessed, transferred, generated, or stored?
e (Can business users maintain the automation safely?
e What monitoring, audit, resilience, and support will be required?

e Will the solution remain suitable if volume or complexity increases?
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7.1 Existing Project Management Automation

Project management platforms often include built-in rules, templates, reminders,
recurring tasks, status changes, notifications, dashboards, and approval features. These
capabilities are usually the fastest and lowest-risk starting point because they work

within a tool the team already uses.

Suitable uses include:

Creating recurring project tasks and review checkpoints.

e Sending reminders before milestones or actions become overdue.

e Changing status when defined conditions are met.

e Notifying stakeholders when risks, issues, or approvals change.

e Generating standard dashboards from current project data.

Example: When a project task becomes overdue, a built-in rule can notify the owner,
copy the workstream lead, and flag the task on the weekly dashboard. This removes

manual follow-up without introducing a separate platform.

Use native features when the process is relatively simple and remains within the project
management environment. Confirm permission controls, notification volume, audit
history, and ownership of each rule so that automation does not create duplicate alerts

or hidden dependencies.
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7.2 No-Code Workflow Tools

No-code and low-code tools allow business and technology teams to connect
applications, trigger actions, apply conditions, and move information without building a
full custom system. They are useful when a process crosses tools but follows

understandable rules.

Common patterns include:

Creating a task when a form is submitted.

e Routing approvals according to value, department, or category.

e Saving attachments to an approved repository.

e Updating records when a milestone or status changes.

e Sending reminders, escalations, and completion notifications.

Example: A new-project request form can create a project record, generate a standard
task list, notify the assigned project manager, and route higher-value requests to a

portfolio board.

No-code does not mean no governance. Use approved connectors, service accounts,
access controls, environment separation, testing, error handling, naming standards,
documentation, and lifecycle ownership. Avoid creating business-critical workflows that

only one employee understands.
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7.3 Al Assistants

Al assistants are helpful when work involves interpretation, summarization, drafting,
classification, search, or recommendations. They can sit alongside traditional
workflows: automation moves the data and enforces rules, while Al handles language or

pattern-based tasks.

Appropriate uses include:

Drafting a project update from approved status data.

e Summarizing meeting notes and proposed actions.

e C(lassifying incoming requests and recommending a queue.

o Highlighting missing information or inconsistent statements.

e Answering questions using an authorized knowledge base.

Example: A workflow collects weekly updates, and an Al assistant produces a draft
portfolio summary. The PMO reviews the narrative, verifies figures, and approves

publication.

Define what information the assistant may access, whether user prompts and outputs
are retained, how confidential data is protected, and when human review is mandatory.
Test accuracy with realistic cases and provide a fallback when confidence is low or

evidence is incomplete.
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7.4 Enterprise Automation Platforms

Enterprise platforms support complex, high-volume, cross-functional processes that
require robust integration, orchestration, security, monitoring, auditability, and
operational support. They may combine workflow management, robotic process

automation, process mining, integration services, decision rules, and Al capabilities.

They are most appropriate when:

The process spans multiple core systems and business units.

e Transaction volumes or service-criticality are high.

e Strong access, audit, resilience, and compliance controls are required.

e Reusable components and centralized governance are important.

e The organization can provide specialist development and support.

Example: An enterprise onboarding platform may coordinate CRM data, identity
checks, contract documents, approvals, account provisioning, customer notifications,

and compliance evidence across several systems.

These platforms require a clear business case, architecture review, governance model,
support plan, and phased delivery. Avoid using an enterprise-scale solution for a small

problem that can be addressed safely with an existing feature.

Approach Selection Checklist

www.gsdcouncil.org 45



http://www.gsdcouncil.org/

Y 1]
-
X

Start with the least complex option that satisfies the business and control

requirements.

Reuse approved organizational platforms where practical.

Confirm data access, integration, security, audit, and resilience needs.

Assign an owner for design, approval, maintenance, and retirement.

Pilot with real users before scaling.
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8. Create Your First Automation Plan

A first automation plan translates an idea into a small, controlled initiative. It should
define the current state, target problem, proposed automation, Al involvement, human
oversight, priority, owner, measures, and delivery boundaries. Keep the first release

focused enough to test quickly and safely.

Develop the plan with the people who perform the process and those responsible for
technology, security, risk, and business outcomes. Baseline current performance before

implementation so that benefits can be demonstrated later.

8.1 Current Process

Describe the workflow as it operates today, including the trigger, end point, main steps,
roles, tools, volume, processing time, waiting time, exceptions, and controls. Use a

recent real example to ensure that informal workarounds are not missed.

Example: Project managers email weekly updates to the PMO. A coordinator checks
completeness, follows up on missing submissions, copies data into a portfolio tracker,

and prepares an executive summary every Friday.
e Trigger: weekly reporting deadline.
e Inputs: project status, milestones, risks, budget, and actions.

e Owners: project managers, PMO coordinator, and portfolio lead.
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e Current tools: email, spreadsheet, and presentation template.

e Current effort: approximately six hours per week.

8.2 Problem to Solve

State the problem in measurable terms rather than describing the desired technology. A
strong problem statement identifies who is affected, what is happening, how frequently

it occurs, and why it matters.

Example: “The PMO spends six hours each week consolidating inconsistent updates,

and the leadership report is frequently delayed because submissions are incomplete.”

Avoid statements such as “We need Al for reporting.” The problem may be solved
through standardized forms, workflow rules, better data integration, Al, or a

combination of approaches.

8.3 Automation Opportunity

Define which predictable steps can be automated and what event will trigger each
action. Specify the expected output, exception path, dependencies, and systems

involved.
Example automation:
e Collect updates through a standard form with mandatory fields.

e Create or update the portfolio record automatically.
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e Send reminders before the submission deadline.
o Escalate missing updates after an agreed threshold.
e Refresh the portfolio dashboard when data is approved.

Do not automate unnecessary steps. Simplify or remove them first, and document

controls for failures, duplicate records, unavailable systems, and incorrect inputs.

8.4 Al Opportunity

Identify any step where Al provides additional value beyond fixed workflow rules.
Define the source data, expected output, quality criteria, confidence threshold,

limitations, and prohibited uses.

Example: Al drafts a portfolio narrative from approved project data, identifies
recurring risk themes, and highlights conflicting status statements. It does not alter

source data, approve project status, or send the report automatically.

Use Al only when the value of interpretation, language generation, prediction, or

classification justifies the additional testing and governance required.

8.5 Human Review Required

Specify who reviews the automation or Al output, what they must verify, when approval
is mandatory, and how exceptions are escalated. The reviewer must have both the

authority and the information needed to make a meaningful decision.
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Example review points:

Project managers approve their submitted status data.
o The PMO verifies totals, dates, and material risk statements.
e The portfolio lead approves the executive narrative.

e Budget changes, client commitments, and critical risks follow existing

governance.

Document how reviewers can correct outputs, record reasons for overrides, and stop

the process when evidence is missing or the result appears unreliable.

8.6 Priority

Assign a priority using business impact, effort, risk, urgency, dependencies, and
strategic alignment. A simple rating such as High, Medium, or Low is useful only when

the definitions are consistent.

e High: strong measurable value, manageable effort, clear ownership, and

acceptable risk.

e Medium: worthwhile value but dependent on data, integration, policy, or

capacity improvements.

e Low: limited value, high effort, unclear ownership, or unresolved risk.
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Example: Automated reminders and structured status collection may be rated High. Al-
generated narrative may be Medium until data quality and review controls are proven.
Full integration with financial and resource systems may be placed on the strategic

roadmap.
First Automation Plan Template

Process name: Name the outcome-oriented workflow.

e Process owner: Identify the accountable role.

e Current process: Summarize steps, roles, tools, volume, and time.

e Problem to solve: State the measurable pain point.

e Automation opportunity: Define triggers, rules, actions, and exceptions.

e Al opportunity: Define the Al task, data, output, and limitations.

o Human review: Identify reviewer, approval points, and escalation.

o Priority: Record impact, effort, risk, and rationale.

e Measures: Record the baseline, target, data source, and review date.

o Pilot scope: Specify users, duration, support, and exit criteria.
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9. Measure the Results

Measurement confirms whether the automation solved the original problem and
whether it continues to deliver value. Establish a baseline before the pilot, define
targets, identify reliable data sources, and agree how often results will be reviewed.

Include quality, risk, adoption, and user experience—not only speed.

A sound measurement plan defines:

The metric and its calculation.

e The baseline period and target result.

e The system or method used to collect evidence.

e The accountable owner and reporting frequency.

e Acceptable control limits and corrective actions.

o Benefits that must be sustained after initial implementation.

9.1 Hours Saved

Compare the active effort required before and after automation. Include preparation,
data entry, follow-up, correction, reporting, and exception handling. Separate time

genuinely removed from time shifted to another team.
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Example: Weekly portfolio reporting required six hours of PMO effort before the pilot
and two hours afterward. The verified saving is four hours per week, or approximately

208 hours per year if the process runs for 52 weeks.

Validate estimates with samples, workflow timestamps, or time studies. Explain
whether the released capacity is used for higher-value work, increased volume, faster

service, or reduced overtime.

9.2 Errors Reduced

Measure errors using a consistent definition, such as incomplete requests, incorrect
values, duplicate records, failed handoffs, rework cases, or audit exceptions. Compare

both the number and severity of errors.

Example: Before standardized data validation, 18% of access requests were returned
for missing information. After implementation, the return rate falls to 5%. The

improvement is a 13-percentage-point reduction.

Monitor whether automation introduces new error types, such as incorrect routing
caused by poor rules or inaccurate Al classifications. Maintain sampling and exception

review even when the headline result improves.

9.3 Faster Approvals

Measure end-to-end approval cycle time, time spent waiting at each stage, and the
percentage completed within the agreed service target. Median time can be more

informative than an average when a small number of cases are extremely delayed.
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Example: Purchase-request approval falls from a median of four business days to one

day after automated routing, reminders, and backup approval rules are introduced.

Check that faster approval does not weaken review quality or bypass required
authority. Track escalations, rejected requests, and post-approval corrections alongside

speed.

9.4 Fewer Manual Tasks

Count manual actions removed, reduced, or standardized across each transaction.
Examples include copying data, downloading files, renaming documents, sending

reminders, updating trackers, and preparing routine notifications.

Example: A new-joiner workflow previously required 14 manual actions across HR, IT,
and the hiring manager. The pilot reduces this to five actions, with people retained for

identity validation, access approval, and exception handling.

Removing steps is valuable only if the outcome remains accurate, secure, and
understandable. Confirm that users have not created unofficial workarounds outside

the automated process.
9.5 Improved Visibility

Visibility means that authorized stakeholders can see current status, ownership, delays,
risks, and next actions without repeatedly asking for updates. Measure the

completeness, timeliness, and usefulness of the information.
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Possible indicators include:

Percentage of cases with a current status and named owner.

e Reduction in manual status enquiries.

e Age of dashboard data at the time of review.

« Number of overdue actions identified before escalation.

o Stakeholder confidence in the reported information.

Example: A shared dashboard shows every approval stage and highlights overdue
items. Status-request emails decrease, and leaders can focus discussions on exceptions

rather than collecting updates.

9.6 Team Feedback

Team feedback reveals whether automation is usable, trusted, and integrated into real
work. Gather feedback from process users, reviewers, support teams, and recipients at

several points during the pilot and after rollout.

Ask users:

e  Which steps became easier or faster?

e Where does the workflow create confusion, extra work, or unnecessary alerts?

e Do users understand Al-generated outputs and when to challenge them?
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e Are exceptions routed promptly to the right person?
e What improvement would increase adoption or trust?

Example: Metrics show that an automated approval workflow is faster, but reviewers
report receiving too many low-value notifications. Adjusting alert thresholds improves

the user experience without weakening control.
Results Review Scorecard

Metric: What is being measured?

o Baseline: What was the result before implementation?

e Target: What improvement was expected?

e Actual: What result was achieved?

o Evidence: Which system, sample, or survey supports the result?

e Owner: Who monitors and responds?

e Action: Scale, adjust, pause, or retire the automation.

Review results during the pilot, shortly after launch, and at regular intervals thereafter.
An automation that initially succeeds may lose value when volumes, policies, systems,

or user behavior change.
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Conclusion

Effective automation begins with understanding work, not selecting technology. By
identifying time drains, mapping the current workflow, assessing automation
opportunities, prioritizing quick wins, and defining where Al can add value, teams can

make improvement decisions based on evidence rather than assumptions.

The strongest initiatives combine simple design with responsible governance. Routine,
predictable steps can be automated, while people retain authority over material
financial, client, compliance, risk, and workforce decisions. The selected technology
should match the scale and complexity of the problem, and every initiative should have

anamed owner, clear controls, measurable targets, and a sustainable support model.
A practical path forward is to:

1. Select one high-impact, low-effort process.

2. Confirm the baseline, scope, owners, rules, data, and risks.

3. Choose the simplest suitable automation approach.

4. Add Al only where interpretation, prediction, classification, or drafting creates

additional value.
5. Define human review, exceptions, and escalation before launch.

6. Pilot with a small user group and measure real results.
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7. Improve the design, then scale only when value and control are demonstrated.

Automation is not a one-time implementation. It is a continuous improvement
discipline. Teams should review performance, listen to users, update controls, and
retire automations that no longer serve the business. When applied thoughtfully,
automation and Al can reduce avoidable effort, improve visibility and consistency, and

give people more time for judgment, collaboration, and higher-value work.
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