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RPA offers a range of business 
benefits, including higher quality 
and compliance, improved service 
responsiveness and customer 
satisfaction, and more flexibility to deal 
with changing demand.

Gartner have recently published (July 
2021) their updated ‘Magic Quadrant for 
Robotic Automation’ 3rd ed. They report that 
Robotic Process Automation “remains 
the fastest-growing software market, as 
RPA is one of the most popular choices 
for improving operational efficiency with 
tactical automation”.

So what is RPA? There is no single definition, 
but it can be broadly described as the use 
of easily programmable software (robots) to 
handle high-volume, rule-based, repeatable 
tasks that previously were manually performed 
by humans, interacting with digital systems 
and software. Tasks like filling in the same 
information in multiple places, or copying and 
pasting. RPA may partially or fully automate a 
process, at significant speed; and it’s potentially 
available 24/7/365 and doesn’t get sick. We 
think there are opportunities to benefit from 
RPA in Social Care, and we suggest some 
specific examples later in this paper

RPA typically uses the same ‘front-end’ system 
(user interface or UI) interactions as a human 
end-user; although potentially the process 
may happen in a different order. Perhaps, 
disappointingly for sci-fi fans, there aren’t any 
physical robots involved.

It is also worth noting that RPA is not the same 
as intelligent automation (IA), which intends to 
mimic human behaviour, such as perceiving, 
gathering evidence or reasoning, and making 
judgements. It is best for processes which 
involve unstructured data from non-standard 
sources and/or interacting with humans (e.g. 
chatbots). With RPA, there may still be a role 
for humans in the process, to make judgement 
calls, final decisions, and to provide oversight.

https://www.gartner.com/en/documents/4004033-magic-quadrant-for-robotic-process-automation
https://www.gartner.com/en/documents/4004033-magic-quadrant-for-robotic-process-automation
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RPA offers a range of potential business 
benefits. These include: higher quality and 
compliance (error rate should be zero, and 
typically there is an inbuilt audit function); 
improved service responsiveness and 
customer satisfaction; and more flexibility 
to deal with peaks and troughs in demand, 
without the need to find additional temporary 
workers or, conversely, risk staff being under-
utilised in ‘slow’ periods.

RPA also presents the potential for FTE savings 
and for increased productivity as human staff 
concentrate on more interesting, value-adding 
tasks, which in turn helps elevate employee 
satisfaction and engagement.

Sounds great! What could possibly go 
wrong?

Some of the main risks identified from real-life RPA projects include:

Not considering RPA as business-led, trying to treat it as IT-led. It’s a virtual workforce. Your IT 
and/or Digital function isn’t expected to manage the live workforce that carries out the business 
processes, nor should it manage a virtual one (it’s there in a support role, before and after 
automation).

Targeting RPA at the wrong (complex) processes, rather than simple ones.

Neglecting organisational change management. Employees need to be trained to do more 
interesting, creative, high-level tasks, or risk being let go.

Automating too much of a process or not optimising for RPA.

Assuming skills needed to create a Proof of Concept (PoC) are good enough for production 
automations.

Not establishing a Centre of Excellence (CoE). In our experience, a CoE is key for all organisations 
wanting to successfully implement RPA; it ensures that all staff affected are engaged and fully 
understand RPA and how it can help them.

Deciding which processes are, and aren’t, suitable for RPA is vital. This is typically a two-stage 
process, firstly assessing each process for its potential to automate, and then categorising and 
ranking those processes collectively.

There are a myriad of factors which can influence the potential of the automation of a process. RPA 
is best for repetitive and rules-based processes, with not too many variations (different scenarios) 
within the process and where little or no human interpretation and evaluation is required. Also, 
it has the greatest potential to deliver benefits where most if not all data inputs are structured or 
standardised, and where transaction volumes and variability (peaks and troughs), current (human) 
error rates and average handling times are high. These, and other criteria, need to be considered 
‘in the round’, and weighted appropriately. 
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Tip: It is not usually worthwhile switching a 
process to RPA if the process, and/or the apps 
it uses, are expected to change within the 
next 3 to 6 months.

Duplicated data on multiple systems is usually 
a prime candidate for RPA, often being 
relatively easy to implement, whilst offering 
high potential benefits. In the realm of Adult 
Social Care, we suggest that two areas worthy 
of early consideration in your organisation are:

Cross-organisational Mental Health teams 
that regularly need to duplicate data from 
the NHS electronic patient records (EPR) 
system into the ASC case management 
system (CMS)

Care package dual input, where the social 
care finance system requires the same 
information as the CMS, but the two 
systems are not integrated.

Simply put, both examples remove the need 
for expensive system integration - a massive 
saving in terms of cost and effort.

Conversely, many social care processes have 
low suitability for RPA, often simply due to the 
nature of the majority of inputs, which are not 
digital (e.g. phone calls with a human agent), 
or are unstructured or non-standardised (e.g. 
emails, provider invoices in a range of formats), 
or both.

Another area of social care in which RPA could 
work is data retention and deletion. It’s a 
significant undertaking which all councils need 
to keep on top of, and we know many councils 
find this an ongoing challenge.

A note on Data Migration

Most of the publicly available RPA materials 
concentrate on ongoing BaU processes, 
because this is obviously where most of the 
potential benefits exist for FTE savings, etc. 
Data migration, such as from one CMS to 
another, does not readily lend itself to appraisal 
through typical RPA assessment tools.

However, experience tells us that this could 
be a serious candidate for the use of RPA, 
particularly where all data (both migrated 
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data and new records to be input under BaU) 
needs to conform to the same data quality 
acceptance criteria, and reflecting these rules 
in ‘traditional’ data migration tables and scripts 
is potentially complex, time-consuming, and at 
high risk of error without several iterative test 
runs.

At Socitm Advisory, we are aware of at least one 
supplier of migration support who is applying 
RPA to data migration.

How Socitm Advisory can help...

Socitm Advisory’s Digital, Data and Technology 
(DDaT) Practice can assist you with your 
RPA implementations through the lifecycle - 
starting with Discovery stage (identification 
and selection of processes), through proof of 
value stage (including pilot deployments), and 
onward with ongoing support. We are aware 
of a wide range of public sector processes 
benefitting from the use of RPA right now, 
and we can share case studies from a range 
of local authorities on request.

http://www.twitter.com/socitmadvisory
http://www.linkedin.com/company/socitm-advisory
http://advisory.socitm.net

