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Executive 
summary

What is the global growth 
blindspot? 
When expanding across geographies, many businesses focus 
on obvious challenges such as strategy, leadership and market 
conditions. But when growing internationally, HR matters. 
Controlling costs, managing talent and developing skills all 
matter. Yet many miss a huge hidden advantage.

When HR systems and processes are implemented properly 
across geographies, they can offer a strategic contribution to 
the direction of the business. Overlooking this causes a global 
growth blindspot.

What challenges are HR 
professionals facing today? 
Our research with The Economist Intelligence Unit, Growing 
pains: The HR challenges of international expansion, shows 
when it comes to growing internationally, HR departments 
are concerned with three key areas: 

• Recruiting suitably skilled staff
• Maintaining local compliance 
• Understanding cultural differences and their 

HR implications

The annual ADP ReThink Global Human Capital Management 
Conference presented some of the answers to help solve 
these issues, particularly when it comes to the impact global 
payroll can have on HR challenges, helping to transform 
the way companies operate efficiently, grow and engage 
employees globally. This report will delve into examples 
of companies who attended, sharing lessons on how 
they challenged traditional thinking to implement payroll 
internationally to its best advantage — and changed the 
way they worked for good. 

The report also offers ways to help lessen HR’s burden, 
engage employees, and remain resilient in a constantly 
evolving payroll landscape. Our three main themes will cover:

• How to understand different geographies to get payroll right
• How innovative thinking can help HR
• Why you should put your people first for true engagement
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Introduction 

For three days in Rome in January 2020, global and regional 
HR, finance and IT leaders came together to discuss how HR 
systems and processes can help businesses be more efficient 
and grow.

The annual ADP ReThink Global Human Capital Management 
Conference offered a space to challenge traditional ideas of 
what HR can do, with out-of-the-box thinking on every topic 
from cyber security to lessons in innovation from Disney 
World. An invitation to be more innovative and creative, 
ReThink offered real-world solutions to the challenge many 
HR leaders face from disparate systems, complicated data 
and employees who are not effectively plugged in to their 
organisation’s purpose.

Our report delves into international payroll, innovation, 
and employee engagement, uncovering what lessons can be 
learnt from leading thinkers such as World Economic Forum 
speaker Dr Dambisa Moyo and former Head of Innovation 
and Creativity at the Walt Disney Company Duncan Wardle. 
The report also offers case studies from companies such as 
PayPal and FedEx who have implemented payroll globally 
and learnt how to do so with great success.

While ReThink inspired discussion around the constantly 
changing landscape of payroll, it also offered an opportunity 
to think beyond the back office. We may operate in the 
world of Human Capital Management, but we’re also in 
the business of people, productivity, and purpose — and 
harnessing this is the key to success.
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Part 1:  
HR goes global:  
what you need to know 
A truly international outlook is essential when introducing 
a centralised payroll system to new markets, but is often 
missed in the rush to roll out new technology and processes. 
Balancing a global approach with local sensibilities is no easy 
task, but one that pays off when trying to gain buy-in in new 
geographies. 

The following case studies offer insights into how to 
future-proof your organisation and what to look out for 
when you’re moving beyond domestic operations.

1.1 What does the future of HR 
hold? 
Dr Dambisa Moyo, global economist and author, gave us an 
overview of key geopolitical trends not to be overlooked when 
planning the HR of the future at ReThink 2020. Returning from 
a mood of ‘risk mitigation’ in Davos, she shared what will be 
impacting global growth in the coming years.

1. Technology and the risk of job losses
Some forecasts say by 2030 half of Americans will 
be displaced from their jobs by technology, running 
the risk of creating a whole class of people who are 
under-educated and without work. With more people 
moving away from sectors like agriculture and into 
technical work, their roles are increasingly replaced 
by machines. Balancing the need for new technology 
with the changing roles of employees is something 
corporations should prepare for.

2. The demographics of a changing workforce
By 2075, half of the world’s population will be from 
Africa. The world’s population is growing by 16 million 
people every year. The vision of today’s workforce 
could alter completely in the next few decades, with 
companies needing to adapt their ways of working to 
turn this into a positive development. For example, by 
2050, minority groups in the United States will be the 
majority, but the underinvestment in education for these 
groups could put the US in a permanent recession unless 
action is taken for inclusivity.

3. Income inequality
Oxfam reported this year that the top 8% of wealthiest 
men in the world have more wealth than the bottom 
50% of the world’s population combined. Pushes to solve 
income inequality in the coming years could include a 
universal basic income, but employment opportunities to 
improve social mobility could also play a large role.

4. National resource scarcity
While countries such as China experience rapid 
economic growth and an increasingly westernised 
lifestyle, the pressure on scarce resources increases. 
But, countries within Africa and South America still 
do not have a reliable form of energy. Balancing the need 
to bring poor countries into the global economy with the 
effects of climate change is a responsibility borne not 
just by governments, but also organisations.

5. The problem of debt
According to the Federal Reserve, 40% of Americans who 
work would struggle to pay a $400 bill in an emergency. 
Global debt may have helped bail countries out during 
the financial crisis, but the need to prepare in a world of 
negative interest rates is a very real concern.

6. Productivity and growth
Productivity has declined across developed countries in 
the last 10 years, but no one truly understands why in an 
era of technology. One answer is there may be a time lag, 
and we could see latent benefits from new tech in the 
years to come. But in the meantime, organisations need 
to prepare for a lack of efficiency.

Dr Dambisa Moyo
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1.2 Case study: GPA’s digital 
transformation in a global world

“If it didn’t go well, I was 
just as responsible for the 
failure of the project”
At ReThink 2020, Antonio Salvador, former chief digital officer 
at Brazil’s largest retail and distribution group GPA, discussed 
how he pushed for a global digital transformation of HR in just 
18 months. 

With 150,000 employees across 2,000 locations, the company 
had an average of 40% staff turnover, meaning they were 
hiring and losing around 5,000 people a month. With complex 
data and disparate systems, Antonio took the ‘big bang’ 
approach when it came to the HR overhaul, and implemented 
everything new at once. So how did he ensure best practice 
globally at this scale?

“We didn’t have the concept of the HR business partner and we 
didn’t have the concept of strategic HR. We had to go through 
a major transformation for HR to be a good partner of the new 
environment and of the new system,” he said.

“One thing we developed together with ADP was an app for 
every employee. Only 30% of our workers had access to a 
computer, so we needed to provide them with information on 
their own app.” He also invested heavily in robotics, with “18 
robots doing a lot of stuff for the project.”

A constant focus to keep things simple helped build out a 
centralised HR function. “Today we have one shared service 
centre with 50 staff down from 500, and 50% of all requests 
are handled electronically.” Now, setting up a new employee 
takes a matter of hours rather than the previous 10 days, 
saving the organisation a lot of time and money. GPA are now 
running the whole HR function with 500 people, a reduction 
from close to 2000 people at the start of the project.

So what’s the one thing Antonio took away from his 
digital transformation that other people might miss when 
consolidating? Work in partnership with your provider. “If it 
didn’t go well, I was just as responsible for the failure of the 
project,” he said. “That and have honest conversations. It’s hard, 
but if there’s one thing I learned, it’s stick to simplicity and 
have open communication.”

1.3 Case study: How PayPal fulfilled 
its international brand promise 

“Ask for what you need, don’t 
leave something on the table”
After a large number of unsatisfactory data audits, payment 
provider PayPal decided to centralise payroll globally across 
31 countries in 18 months, which required a truly global 
mindset. Traci Memmott, Global Payroll Lead, PayPal said at 
ReThink she recognised the need for a full global provider 
and one payroll system of record across all countries, and saw 
ADP’s service delivery as a “key differentiator”. 

Avoiding a phased approach, Traci decided to go for one 
consolidated project plan with the help of a global project 
team that had resources in seven geographies around the 
world. There were bumps along the road, however, with 
turnover of staff who “didn’t want to take part in this whole 
process”. Despite a change management team, Traci explained, 
some people just couldn’t visualise what was going on.

This was a crucial part of delivering on the project, she said; 
working with someone who understands your vision. “Ask for 
what you need, don’t leave something on the table if you think 
it will really make a difference to your project.” For Traci, this 
was asking for a specific ADP project manager who she knew 
she could develop a strong relationship with.

Another key success factor when working on a project of this 
scale was communication. “We set up weekly communications 
to keep us all on the same page regardless of the time zone.” 
This was important, she said, when working across different 
countries, because morale can be affected if people can’t get an 
answer quickly on a decision.

The result has been one global vendor, a redesigned payroll 
organisation and improved employee experience with 99.9% 
of employees being paid by ADP and a significant increase in 
employee engagement and work/life balance of payroll staff. 
On top of that, PayPal is now 90% compliant with all of their 
country requirements, all of which enables their brand promise 
of making safe and secure payments on the internet. Traci 
continues, “We can feel proud that we are supporting the 
financial health of PayPal employees with accurate and on-time 
pay. Up next for us is on-demand pay or earned wage access 
and furthering our aim to bring financial stability, not just to 
our customers, but to the employees of PayPal.” Antonio Salvador

Traci Memmott
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Part 2:  
An innovative approach to payroll 

Many organisations have an HR blindspot when they’re taking 
payroll global. A key thing to let slide is out-of-the-box thinking, 
as it’s easy to forget that a new approach to systems, processes 
and people is paramount when putting new structures in place. 

At ReThink 2020, delegates were encouraged to focus on 
innovation when transforming their payroll, from embracing 
change, to getting to grips with new technologies.

2.1 What can we learn from  
the Walt Disney Company?
Disney’s former head of innovation and creativity, Duncan 
Wardle, encouraged us to think differently about creativity 
and consumer insight. Beginning his session with the declaration 
that everyone is creative, he reflected on what he’d learnt 
from many successes and some mistakes during his time at the 
entertainment company.

Duncan suggested that in order to come up with big ideas and 
think outside the box, employees need to experiment with how 
inspiration strikes — that could mean anything from going for 
a walk or taking a nap, as long as it’s not sitting at your desk. 
“The biggest barrier to innovation is you,” he said. This also 
necessitates a move away from ‘groupthink’, a room of like-
minded people trying to come up with ideas, and using ‘naive 
experts’. “Their success criteria is that they don’t look like you. 
They don’t work in your industry and they don’t think like you.” 

One example of this was when Duncan was designing a new 
retail, dining, and entertainment complex for Hong Kong 
Disneyland. The team brought in a Chinese chef, not an 
architect. When asked to draw a house during one exercise, 
all the architects drew similar looking structures, while the chef 
drew a round bamboo dish with dim sum in it and a chimney. 
“Everybody laughed because we realised we stayed in our river 
of thinking about what a house should look like.” Seven years 
later that audacious architecture gave way to the strategic 
brand position for the Shanghai Disney resort: ‘Distinctly Disney, 
authentically Chinese.’

Similarly, after recognising the biggest pain point at Disney 
World is the queues for the rides, Duncan invested in technology 
to create the Disney Magic Band, providing a seamless customer 
experience of restaurant and ride reservations, slots for 
Disney character meet and greets, and the ability to purchase 
merchandise instantly. “The biggest single revenue-generating 
idea since 1955 required no capital investment,” he explained, 
as people were using the time gained from not queuing to 
make more purchases. In addition, the data the company were 
collecting from the Disney Magic Band — of what the visitors 
like and don’t like — means that every product and service they 
create for the future is being informed by the consumer.

So, what did Duncan recommend for innovating in HR? Re-
express the challenge in order to solve it. “Get out of the human 
capital management business, and into the people business.”

Duncan Wardle
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2.2 Case study: How FedEx lightened 
the payroll load by taking a new tact

“Don’t underestimate the time you’ll 
need to win hearts and minds”
In 2016, Natascha Moore was asked to review FedEx and TNT’s 
payroll setup, as well as time and attendance. With “extremely 
localised staff” in 220 countries, many were resistant to 
change. But the current payroll setup was spread over 68 
different providers and 100 teams worldwide, meaning best 
practice was limited. With the revelation that 60% of FedEx 
employees didn’t have access to a modern time and attendance 
solution, despite most being paid hourly, Natascha knew there 
needed to be a change, and the way to implement it required 
a new way of thinking.

With 490,000 employees, the shift from a localised approach 
to a modernised global one was no mean feat. When starting 
out on this new project, FedEx and ADP representatives came 
together in the Netherlands and “locked themselves in a room 
for two weeks”. They figured out they needed to approach the 

local compliance in each geography on a country-by-country 
basis, and set up payroll with that in mind. This meant they 
were able to cut down their payrolls by half, and solve the 
logistical nightmare of disparate data. 

Although the business case for the new systems was 
approved quickly, Natascha realised once presenting it to 
international senior management that she had approached it 
from a European perspective, and so many of the basics had to 
be questioned again. “Don’t underestimate the time you’ll need 
to win hearts and minds,” she said. 

Natascha also wanted to be very hands-on and take the 
pressure off local payroll teams, but soon realised that she 
needed a shift in thinking. “I’ve learned to encourage our 
local teams to take on their fair share,” she said, as well as 
appreciate the cultural differences in each country. “You have 
to be willing to adapt your communication style and think 
about this in advance.”

With the new global payroll solution already live in 17 
countries, FedEx can now report on its employees’ payroll 
information inside the ADP dashboard and to date has 23,000 
employees live on the project — resulting in a “payroll system 
that calculates exactly what it promised to do”.

Natascha Moore 
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If your global growth blindspot is your people, your 
international expansion will suffer. At the ReThink 2020 
event, employees were front and centre. They were the focus 
of everything from harnessing a multi-generational workforce 
to using teams to protect against cyber crime. The following 
case studies show how you can succeed only when you make 
the most of your employees’ individuality.

3.1 Are generational differences 
a myth?
“We’re all watching AI, we’re all watching blockchain,” Duncan 
Wardle said during his talk at ReThink. “We’re all watching 
data and investing in it. But who is watching Generation Z?” 
He called this the generation that will change the way you 
do business — young people who don’t trust big companies, 
and want to get satisfaction from work. “Most people don’t 
understand purpose,” he said, “If you ask your employees and 
they all give you a different purpose, you have a real problem.”

Ahu Yildirmaz and Marcus Buckingham from the ADP Research 
Institute similarly emphasised the importance of engaging the 
new generation of employees in order to keep the best people 
in a very tight labour market. Their research into engagement 
showed a correlation with productivity — not just showing 
up to work, but “blowing past their quota.” But how do you 
work out if your people are actually engaged? “Don’t ask 
people to rate the company or the team leader in an employee 
survey, ask them to rate themselves.” This is because, Marcus 
explained, 60% of someone’s rating reflects them, not the 
company. “We are only capable as human beings of rating our 
own experience.” And, he suggested, it’s best to keep things 
simple. “Any item you have in your survey that doesn’t feel like 
you could say to somebody over a coffee is bad.”

But, they emphasised, none of this is driven by age. 
“We need to be really appealing to millennials, but they’re 
not less engaged at work, and people 61-plus are not more 
engaged.” Generational expert Dr Alexis Abraham echoed this 
sentiment in her talk at ReThink. She cited ‘millennial hysteria’ 
for companies putting a huge amount of resources into “the 
complete lens of looking only at generations” rather than 
diverse individuals, or geographic context. “The one-child policy 
was put into place in China in 1979, just as millennials hit, so 
how can we compare millennials in a family of four to a family 
of one child?”

Alexis also dispelled common myths around the millennial 
generation. Namely that they need ‘constant feedback’, 
as opposed to recognition for their work, that they want 
to work with only young people, when in reality 71% said 
multi-generational workforces are an asset, and that they only 
want to communicate via technology. In reality, 67% said they 
prefer real-time communication, by phone or in person.

“So I don’t want you to put all your eggs in one basket,” 
she urged. “I don’t want you to just flip through the 
generational lens. Make sure you look at your employees 
as unique individuals.”

Part 3:  
Mind the ‘personal gap’ in HR 

Dr Alexis Abraham

Marcus Buckingham Ahu Yildirmaz 
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3.2 Cyber security is a people game
Cyber security expert John Sileo said that the greatest 
blindspot we have is thinking cyber security is about software 
and tools. His talk at ReThink reaffirmed the view that “at its 
heart, cyber security is not a technology game,” it’s more about 
people and culture. 

But how do you solve the ‘personal gap’ in security that leaves 
companies open to risks? You can start, urged John, by telling 
stories. It’s easy to be blinded by shiny new technology and 
dismiss what seem like complex threats, but if you can’t tell a 
simple story to your employees about why security matters, 
they won’t engage with it. “If it ain’t personal, it ain’t working. 
Stories are how we learn,” John said, “and it’s my belief that 
they are the greatest untapped weapon in your cyber arsenal.”

John explained that to avoid risk, companies need a cultural 
change, and this starts by being aware of the number 
one business activity that you feel is at risk inside your 
organisation, and empowering your people to be the cyber 
heroes to protect against it. 

He suggested training should be engaging so that it’s 
memorable, and to teach based on their reflexes to fraudulent 
activity, rather than just security awareness. Something 
as simple as consistently training people to hover over a 
link before clicking on it to check the URL can save valuable 
company data.

The companies who are getting this right, John explained, 
are those that test and reward people who gain a certain 
security level. “People also love incentives, they love to be 
recognised,” he said. “Build a strategic action plan, and not just 
for IT. Educate them over and over, update and update.” But, 
he said, there’s never just one story, or one chance to get it 
right. “Then you have to take what you’ve learned and go back 
to the start and prepare for the next thing.” 

But the best security of all? “Our resilience. Our ability to take 
the losses that occur and not just bounce back, but bounce 
forwards and make ourselves better,” John said. “That is what’s 
going to keep your organisation on the right storyline.”

John Sileo
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Sunita Cherian
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3.3 Case study: Wipro’s 5-step 
transformation journey

“The results have been clear, with 
a 300% productivity improvement 
for onboarding”
Sunita Cherian, chief culture officer and senior vice president 
corporate HR at IT consultancy Wipro, outlined her 5-step 
process of HR transformation in the ‘people arena’. The following 
journey details how the company went through a big systems 
overhaul while retaining its core values of a connected, diverse 
workforce, taking the pressure off the HR team and helping them 
“define the way forward for an even better future”.

1. Simplify your processes
The first step for Wipro in their transformation journey 
was understanding how to consolidate and standardise 
after numerous mergers and acquisitions. “We believe 
that simple processes are clearly more agile,” said Sunita, 
“they’re easy to understand and they’re easy to transform.”

2. Digitise
Wipro went paperless for claims and onboarding, ensuring 
their cycle time came down and employee satisfaction 
increased as HR processes were made easier. This allowed 
more time for personal conversations and understanding 
the needs of individual people. 

3. Automate
“At Wipro, we’ve embraced bots, and we’ve implemented 
AI machine learning…it’s made us much more efficient and 
able to respond consistently at any time of day or night.” 
This has had a positive effect on employee perception 
of technology, where they believe they can coexist with 
automation to learn and deliver better work together.

4. Contact centres
Sunita wanted to solve challenges such as different 
time zones, language and personalisation over multiple 
countries without compromising on a personal touch. 
The answer to this was global contact centres that provide 
an individual service to all employees.

5. Evaluate constantly
Many analytic tools such as Microsoft Power BI have 
helped provide the framework for Wipro to continue to 
look at performance and service. “It helps us make better 
decisions for our employees,” Sunita said, and the results 
have been clear, with a 300% productivity improvement 
for onboarding and 50% efficiency improvement for 
background verification, enabling 4,300 hours per month 
of effort optimisation.
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Key takeaways 

What’s the best way to solve your global growth blindspot?
1. Prepare for a globalised future
A truly global outlook means keeping up-to-date not only 
with cultural differences and local compliance, but also factors 
that may impact different geographies in the coming years, 
including new technologies, workforce demographics, and 
natural resource scarcity.

2. Reframe the challenge to solve it
Innovative thinking is often just looking at a problem in a 
different way. Get people in a room who don’t work in your 
sector, or have a different outlook. Get to the root of your 
company purpose and you might see where you can gain 
employee and customer buy-in.

3. Focus on individuals, not generations
While you may want to attract millennials to your workforce, 
grouping them together as a stereotype won’t help you 
understand them. The same goes for your payroll team — 
understanding individual differences and getting the most 
out of people helps employee engagement soar.

4. You can’t communicate enough
Working globally across different time zones means managing 
communication is tricky — but paramount. If people can 
visualise the benefit of change, they’ll be more engaged to 
implement new processes. Tailoring your communication style 
and message to local nuances can do more for your business 
case than anything else.

5. Think about people, not technology
It’s easy to be blinded by complex data and technologies, 
especially when met with a cyber security challenge. 
But the main barrier to growth may in fact be your people. 
Training them to respond in the right way consistently can 
do more for security and compliance than any piece of tech.

Key learnings from our delegates
We invited everyone at ReThink 2020* to share their views on 
the world of payroll, from the role of technology to the biggest 
challenges facing HR. Here’s what they said: 

• 45% said technology innovation will have the biggest impact 
on global payroll in the next five years, followed by data 
security and compliance

• 13% were concerned a global economic downturn could have 
an impact in the future

• 46% of leaders thought digital transformation was the 
toughest challenge facing HR, but others believe talent 
(13%), wellbeing (13%) and people analytics (13%) would 
be of concern in the next five years

• When it comes to the future of technology, HR leaders were 
most focused (50%) on AI and machine learning as potential 
disruptors to the industry, with 18% saying blockchain 
would be the most revolutionary to the future of work.

“I feel that employees should have the same experience at 
work as they do at home on their mobile devices. So employee 
experience should be the same as Amazon on my iPad.”

“The difficulty for many HR leaders is to innovate assertively. 
The challenge is first to develop a better understanding of 
what technology is available and how that interacts with other 
business systems.”

“For innovation you need a lot of tools, and analytics and 
reporting is one of the greatest tools that software nowadays 
is providing.”
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ReThink 2020: global leaders, transforming the way 
the world works
Over 200 of the world’s leading business professionals, 
designers, thinkers and change agents came together to 
take on the challenge — exploring how innovation in Human 
Capital Management (HCM) is helping organisations to grow, 
be more efficient, and effectively engage their employees 
around the world.

• 200+ global and regional HR, payroll and finance leaders
• Representing 10 million employees
• From 25 countries
• Over half attendees director-level
• Over a third C-suite and VP

“I love coming to ReThink, and in particular 
understanding better where ADP sees the future 
in the marketplace.”

“I’m here to understand the new technology 
and tools that ADP is bringing to us. Things are 
evolving and it’s interesting to see that analytics 
and reporting can be done on global payroll data.”

“I’m here to understand what the trends are, what 
the technology is, and how we can fold that into 
our recruiting, new hires, talent and payroll. We 
could be doing a lot more with technology in order 
to advance our goals and initiatives in 2020.”

“The concept of why I work and what I’m working 
for really resonates with me and my company.”

*Attendance to ReThink is extended to global and regional 
HR, payroll and finance leaders by personal invitation only.
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