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Introduction: A need for data

A growing requirement for cost reduction combined with the need for service continuity 
and resilience, is encouraging service leaders to implement capabilities like analytics, 
process excellence, programme management, reporting, and especially Robotic Process 
Automation (RPA).

Indeed, over half (54%) of business service leaders have accelerated their automation 
initiatives as a result of COVID-191.

However, priorities are shifting as the economic situation stabilises and teams start 
returning to the office. Intelligent automation leaders are eager to promote greater 
standardisation and drive less siloed approaches to extend the reach of their automation 
initiatives.

Meanwhile, there are growing expectations from business owners that change must 
create business value. Cost reduction remains important, but it has to be balanced with 
priorities to improve process standardisation and customer experience while driving 
profit growth.

1. SSON, One Year In: Did COVID-19 Stop GBS & Shared Services’ Evolution In Its Tracks?, June 2021 

The pandemic has acted as a catalyst for digital 
transformation and intelligent automation across core 
business functions and services.
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Successful intelligent automation begins 
with insight and analysis. Identifying the 
most valuable and impactful automation 

opportunities is key.

Increased pressure is being put on the heads of change, innovation and business 
transformation. Intelligent automation needs to deliver sizable, positive change at scale, 
while also adding value to the business through new services that help employees 
work better and more efficiently. This comes at a time when many of the most valuable 
automation opportunities seemingly have already been realised. Change leaders will 
need to go outside of their comfort zone, finding new ways to uncover more valuable 
transformation opportunities while also getting more out of existing automations.

Successful intelligent automation begins with insight and analysis. Identifying the most 
valuable and impactful automation opportunities is key. Change leaders need to be 
prepared to look at every business workflow - starting with the most costly - for data that 
can help inform their decisions. They should leave no stone unturned, no matter how 
difficult data extraction is perceived to be for a given channel.

However, this is where current approaches are failing. The existing technology 
stack around intelligent automation is blind to manual, email-based processes 
that don’t leave behind a data trail. Considering that email is one of the most 
expensive and inefficient processes - costing up to £10,000 per employee each 
year2 - this is a major limitation.

2. International Journal of Internet and Enterprise Management, Vol. 7, No.2, Optimising e-mail communication: the impact of seminar- and 
computer-based training, 2011
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Mind the intelligent 
automation gap
Intelligent automation has driven considerable improvements in process efficiency and 
cost reduction. There are clear gaps in efficacy, however, and success isn’t being shared 
evenly between shared services and GBS organisations. Almost three-quarters (72%) 
of these organisations have implemented RPA solutions, but nearly half (46%) are only 
achieving less than 10% in savings3.

For those struggling to achieve significant savings, siloed automations (41%) and 
process technical complexity (43%) are the biggest challenges. Transformation 
leaders lack insight and visibility into their end-to-end processes, leaving little choice 
but to automate the more obvious but lower-value workflows. There’s a clear gap in 
analysis, with process mining and monitoring tools unable to source the really valuable 
automation opportunities. The objective of large-scale improvement at speed and at 
scale can’t be realised under this model.

The fundamental flaw is that the most popular intelligent automation tools all require 
structured data to process. Indeed, there’s an overwhelming reliance on structured data 
for insights and decision-making. Eight-in-ten (78%) shared service leaders depend on 
data analytics tools that focus solely on structured data, compared to only 32% who use 
digitalisation tools like OCR to ingest and structure data. Even fewer use AI (24%) and 
machine learning (8%) technologies for data insights4.

Structured data is relied on so greatly because of its convenience. It offers valuable 
insight but can become a limiting factor when unstructured data - which represents 80 
to 90% of all data in the average enterprise - is excluded from analysis5.

3. Deloitte, 2021 Global Shared Services and Outsourcing Survey Report, 2021

4. SSON, One Year In: Did COVID-19 Stop GBS & Shared Services’ Evolution In Its Tracks?, June 2021

5. MongoDB, Unstructured Data, last accessed September 2021
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Unstructured data has long been a blind spot for intelligent automation, as change 
leaders have traditionally lacked the tools to make sense of it. Analytics can’t understand 
it, nor automation tools process it. What makes this a challenge is that the vast majority 
of workflows rely on unstructured data at some point. Often the entire opening phase of 
a workflow is managed through conversations, offering only unstructured data to 
draw from.
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Email: The elephant 
in the room
To understand the scale of the challenge, it’s useful to consider the most pervasive and 
time-consuming unstructured workflow - manual email processing. Email represents 
the source of all work, where service requests and support tickets are received and 
responded to by shared services agents.

Even as email use declines in our personal lives, it has rarely been more central to 
operations. Employees spend over 3 hours a day processing work emails, considerably 
more time than they did only a couple of years ago6. Indeed, the average employee 
sends or receives 126 emails a day, with 40% of their time spent in Outlook alone7. Yet 
agents who spend their day responding to inbound requests and queries likely spend 
even more of their time in email.

Email is embedded in almost every process, but it’s also highly inefficient. Emails are 
regularly sent to the wrong mailbox and need to be manually triaged to the right team. 
Similarly, when a request without a clear owner lands in a shared mailbox, time-poor 
agents will ignore it until someone else picks it up.

6. Adobe, Email Usage - Working Age Knowledge Workers (US Trended Results), August 2019

7. Re:infer, What is Communications Mining?, March 2020

Employees spend over 3 hours a 
day processing work emails. Email is 

embedded in almost every process, but 
it’s also highly inefficient.
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Manual email processing provides many such opportunities for latency, increasing 
request handling times and therefore costs. The constant, repetitive nature of email also 
makes it a serious driver of staff turnover - 30% of employees consider their inbox to be 
the biggest distraction from valuable work, and almost a quarter (22%) say they want to 
quit their current role due to email volumes8.

These factors combined should make manual email processing a clear candidate for 
automation. But the prevalence of unstructured data prevents it. The business-critical 
information contained in emails is expressed in freeform natural language, creating a 
barrier to most intelligent automation solutions. Traditionally, only humans have been 
able to safely and reliably understand the conversational language used in emails, so 
service agents have had little choice but to handle their processing manually.

Similarly, with little scope for intelligent automation, change leaders have tended to 
work around email rather than address the process inefficiency at its core. As a result, 
they lose access to countless new automation opportunities and have no visibility over 
the processes hidden in emails. Instead more visible automation opportunities are 
prioritised, trapping change leaders in a cycle of only improving the structured tail-end 
of processes. This is the root cause of diminishing returns in many RPA deployments. 
It’s the unstructured, email-based processes where the greatest inefficiencies and 
automation opportunities are hidden.

8. Superhuman, The state of your inbox in 2021: email burnout and browsing in bed, April 2021

It’s the unstructured, email-based 
processes where the greatest 
inefficiencies and automation 

opportunities are hidden.
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The evolution of NLP
The opacity of email has long prevented intelligent automation from reaching its full 
potential. However, over the last few years important technological advancements have 
been made which finally allow transformation leaders to analyse and automate their 
comms-based processes.

Natural language processing (NLP) is a subset of artificial intelligence that enables 
machines to understand and process human language. It takes data that is unstructured 
- such as emails or support tickets - and converts it into structured data that is machine-
readable, enabling analytics and downstream processing. NLP enables organisations to 
process massive amounts of unstructured data at speed and at scale, providing many 
potential use cases for shared services.

NLP certainly isn’t a novel technology, but it’s only very recently become viable for 
critical back office functions. Traditionally, the problem with old NLP technology has 
been the accuracy of the models used and - especially where the solution is built in-
house - the large amounts of time, data and resources needed to properly train them. 
This has led to many NLP projects being scrapped before they can even be deployed.

However, in the last few years NLP has undergone considerable technical advances, 
making now the ideal time for a reappraisal. In the early 2010s, the development of the 
word2vec algorithm transformed how NLP models understand human language. By 
mapping distinct words onto strings of numbers called vectors, word2vec allowed NLP 
to understand the relationship between words in a message - not just what they mean, 
but how they link together to create meaning.
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More recently, recurrent neural networks (RNN) have become a widely used 
architecture for NLP. Unlike traditional neural networks, an RNN takes individual words 
rather than entire samples as its default input. This allows NLP models the flexibility 
to work with varying sample lengths, and enables the sharing of features learned 
across different positions of text. An RNN creates a sort of internal memory for a model, 
enabling previous inputs to inform subsequent predictions. This has greatly improved 
the accuracy and consistency of predictions, especially at the level of word recognition.

The emergence of transformer architectures has also revolutionised how NLP models 
process information, while also radically reducing training times. These models have 
become so advanced in their understanding of the relationships and sequences of 
words, that transformers now routinely outperform humans in advanced reading 
comprehension. They provide NLP developers with training data sets of unprecedented 
size and scope, creating more sophisticated models that surpass humans at tasks like 
question answering and text generation.
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Transformers now routinely outperform 
humans in advanced reading 

comprehension.

Ultimately, the advances which have made NLP models more accurate than human 
employees are proving that the technology is now safe, reliable and effective to roll out 
across mission-critical business services. Failure rates are constantly decreasing as 
models become more accurate, leading to better automated decisions that can be easily 
scaled across the entire business. NLP solutions have become so sophisticated that 
they can even tell when relevant information is missing, heading off potential 
future challenges.

In addition, the advent of low and no-code approaches to NLP development has also 
made the technology viable from an operations perspective. Traditionally, specialists 
and engineers have been required to properly train and extract value from an NLP 
model. Attracting this kind of talent has been very difficult for businesses and service 
functions - leading to a chronic shortage of AI skills in 61% of organisations9. 
Yet a new generation of intuitive machine learning-based platforms has sidestepped 
this issue, allowing those without any prior technical skills to train and use NLP 
technology in their daily work.

9. SSON, SSON Intelligent Automation Global Market Report 2021, June 2021
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Completing the intelligent 
automation stack
Owing to recent innovations, NLP is poised to transform shared and global business 
services. Indeed, business and intelligent automation leaders are starting to 
acknowledge its benefits, with 67% now viewing NLP as an important investment for 
extracting data from emails10. Leading organisations are already using NLP to drive more 
value from intelligent automation, boosting efficiency, promoting standardisation and 
driving cost-out.

NLP completes the technology stack for intelligent automation. The prevalence of 
unstructured communications across most processes in shared services has long 
prevented end-to-end automation and realised limited returns. Yet NLP provides 
transformation leaders with the capability to turn unstructured information into 
structured data. For the first time, this opens email - one of the most important 
sources of work and most common triggers of workflows - to analytics and continuous 
improvement by the rest of the technology stack.

10. SSON, SSON Intelligent Automation Global Market Report 2021, June 2021

67% of business service leaders consider 
NLP an important investment for data 

extraction from emails.
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PROCESS & TASK MINING

OCR & IDP

RPA

NLP serves as a valuable guide to process mining and task mining tools. 
These rely on structured data to measure the performance of, and find 
breakdown within, key processes. Yet until now, intelligent automation 
leaders were constrained in their ability to understand why inefficiency and 
process failure occurred. NLP enables them to perform Communications 
Mining - the analysis of unstructured email and other communications data 
to understand the needs of the customer. Frequent issues are collated and 
fed back to the change leader, helping them identify potential problem 
areas for deeper analysis by process and task mining.

NLP is an important complement for digitisation solutions like optical 
character recognition (OCR) and intelligent document processing 
(IDP). When working in tandem, these tools provide complete visibility 
over an organisation’s email and comms-based processes. NLP drives 
understanding of the natural language text being used, while OCR and IDP 
digitise email attachments and documents. For the first time, all information 
in the enterprise can be digitised, understood and actioned.

NLP greatly expands the scope of automation opportunities available, as 
well as their success, for transformation leaders. Many of the most simple 
email tasks are also the most wasteful and inefficient. NLP surfaces these 
processes for the first time and enables RPA to automate them in their 
entirety. For example, an RPA software bot can be designed to automatically 
respond to common internal customer queries, using NLP to understand the 
nature of the request and the best response. It’s even able to request extra 
necessary information if the client has failed to provide it.

Additional tools for 
Intelligent Automation
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NLP greatly expands the scope of 
automation opportunities available, 

as well as their success.
When deployed at scale, this integration of NLP and RPA could be transformative for 
efficiency and productivity. Service agents can confidently hand off large portions of 
their caseloads to machines.

This frees them to pick up new value-adding services for the team or focus on only 
the most complex and important requests. Crucially, NLP also raises the potential and 
success of intelligent automation as a whole. Initiatives no longer need to begin where 
structured processes start, or halt when a process enters the tunnel of unstructured 
processes. Instead a process can be streamlined from end-to-end, delivering change 
results that matter.
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Conclusion: Conversational 
Data Intelligence
When NLP and machine learning combine to provide real-time insight and 
understanding over all business communications, we call this Conversational Data 
Intelligence. All critical business processes are based in communications. Relying 
solely on structured data will never give you the complete overview you need to drive 
successful and transformative change across your enterprise. Understanding and 
actioning the unstructured data estate is integral to business success.

Conversational Data Intelligence platforms are starting to emerge which satisfy this 
need. Leveraging NLP, machine learning and deep learning, they generate insights and 
actions for all email and communications-based processes. They’re designed to easily 
integrate and work with existing systems, mining communications data for challenges 
and opportunities to be addressed. Conversational Data Intelligence platforms improve 
constantly, leveraging employee-assisted active learning to give custom machine 
learning models an adaptive understanding of your communications data.

With Conversational Data Intelligence, transformation and intelligent automation leaders 
gain unprecedented insight into the causes of all work and workflows. For the first 
time, manual email processing - long a blindspot for intelligent automation - becomes 
transparent, understandable and automatable from end-to-end. Previously unknown 
automation opportunities are discovered, and the value of existing automations greatly 
expanded by extending them into unstructured processes.

Constantly evolving machine learning models, and the ability to monitor these 
processes in real time, opens many new avenues for continuous improvement.
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