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How Mid-Market CFOs Are Using 
Automation to 

Offset the Labor Shortage



2Thoughtful® Case Study 2022

If global markets have taught us anything 
since the spring of 2019, hedging your bets 
on a remote and fully digital workforce is 
essential to your company’s survival and 
longevity. But over the last two years, we’ve 
witnessed an exponential leap forward in 
digital transformation. Our past projections 
were meaningless in the face of the forced 
movement towards digital and remote 
work. Now, in the front of even greater 
struggles within talent and supply chain, 
there’s only one thing we know for sure: 
companies can’t afford to think on their 
feet regarding their technology investments.

In this whitepaper, we’ll recount the 
numerous shifts that led to the acceler-
ated adoption of automation and how the 
compounding effects on the market have 

forced companies to take a new approach 
to hiring, scaling, and thriving in the face of 
the unpredictable. 

The shift to automation is moving forward 
rapidly. Ten years ago, automation’s im-
plications for operational efficiency were 
only realized in physical settings, such as 
assembly lines and warehouses. Today, 
however, the digital landscape realizes the 
benefits of robotic process automation to 
help them scale their digital outputs.

Change isn’t 
just inevitable – 
it’s accelerating.
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But what is RPA?
Robotic process automation, or RPA, is 
automation software that handles tedious, 
manual digital tasks and transfers the work 
of a human worker to a digital one. RPA 
saves dental teams time and money while 
enhancing productivity by allowing billing and 
coding specialists to put more face-time into 
human-to-human billing support and patient 
services and less into software and billing 
dashboards.

What is a bot?
A bot is a software robot that never sleeps, 
never takes time off, and never gets burned 
out. These workers are custom programming 
that lives inside your systems, logging in, 
importing data, sending emails, and even 
reading documents, with absolute precision.

How automation is 
addressing the skilled 
labor shortage

In the face of an ever-dwindling labor 
market, more CFOs are changing their 
strategy from rapidly hiring to help their 
company grow to partnering with more 
technical stakeholders to address where 
automation can help fill the gaps. Just 
like curbside pickup and other digital 
experiences, the transformation into a 
programmable workforce has been accel-
erated by the factors that changed busi-
nesses worldwide in the last two years. 
Though RPA has been around for nearly 
two decades at the time of this writing, 
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comes in, labor market analysts can see 
that the pandemic only accelerates an 
already looming problem: we won’t have 
enough human workers to fill open jobs 
for at least another ten years. The global 
workforce shortage is predicted to last well 
into 2030, with more than 85 million jobs 
expected to go unfilled. Due to a combina-
tion of factors, ranging from accelerated 
retirements to slowing birth rates, coupled 
with a labor market that doesn’t match 
the skills needed in many jobs, hiring and 
employee retention is poised to be one of 
the most significant long-term obstacles 
to business resiliency for at least another 
decade.

global worker shortages have forced more 
companies to adopt this technology more 
aggressively. 

Low-level but skilled workforce demands 
are being met by teams of digital workers, 
enabling these companies to seek out a 
competitive edge, even as the human capital 
resources continue to dry up.

The talent shortage is a long-term problem.
Events that coincided with the pandemic 
have forced a shift in the workforce that 
many economists still need to understand. 
At the time of this writing, 69% of businesses 
reported difficulties in hiring and retaining 
qualified talent. The job market is flush with 
opportunities, but skilled talent runs dry.
As the dust starts to settle and more data 
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The challenges of RPA implementation in 
the middle market Historically, the central 
market has proven to be the heavy hitter 
in the economy. Though these companies 
make up only 3% of US businesses, they 
play a significant role in the health of the 
American economy, accounting for nearly 
a third of the GDP and employment.

Despite this, middle-market companies 
need help to fill the gaps between their 
growth and their available resources, often 
working with limited technological capabil-
ities due to budget issues. Often, an SMB 
outgrows its systems, but the next leg up is 
an enterprise solution that is out of reach 
cost-wise. The result is usually a series of 
cumbersome workarounds to make simple 
or archaic software solutions that are no 

longer a fit (but are none theless required) 
continue to work for the company.

Automation solves these problems, one 
of its many value props being that it’s an 
excellent stopgap to extend the lifespan 
of small business technologies until the 
organization is ready to invest in enterprise 
software. But RPA is usually out of bud-
get or beyond the team’s capabilities for 
mid-market companies. Many solutions, 
particularly in the automation category, are 
designed to be accessible for enterprise 
use, requiring six and even seven-figure 
annual budgets and lengthy timelines, often 
more than 18 months, that make these 
technologies untenable for middle-market 
use.



6Thoughtful® Case Study 2022

So how are mid-market 
CFOs and decision 
makers shifting their 
workforce into automa-
tion despite this fact?

By turning to open-source robotic 
process automation providers like us. 

The automation licensing scheme
To understand why automation technology
is suddenly more accessible to middle- 
market companies, you first need to know 
how these solutions were sold previously.

Currently, most major RPA vendors seldom 
offer solutions on the supply side of things, 
which means they’re effectively working 
as a middleman between a team of costly 
developers and consultants and licensing 
the digital workers, their companies create 
to their customers.

This software license pricing means that 
your digital worker is never truly an au-
tonomous, fully functioning product but 
a bespoke system that requires constant 
maintenance and ancillary costs that prove 
almost impossible to predict.

As it stands now, the costs for robotic pro-
cess automation look something like this:

• RPA technology provider license fee:  
   $8,000 per digital worker
• RPA technology orchestrator fee: $1,500  
   per digital worker
• Server costs: $12,000 per digital worker

Note that the above does not include the 
ongoing maintenance costs or the internal 
costs associated with managing and 
maintaining a bespoke automation system. 
Factor in an additional one-to-three-person 
full-time team of engineers at the very 
least, and you’re looking at an added salary 
cost of at least $100,000 per year. 
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The result has been such that most RPA 
solutions, while revolutionary in alleviating 
bottlenecks caused by labor shortages 
have only been accessible to enterprise 
organizations with the capacity, talent, 
and financial resources to take on those 
programs and projects.

Finding and hiring automation talent 
creates another challenge.
The response from the market to the above 
services model has been to continue to 
fill the needs of automation-seekers with 
pockets deep enough to support it. But 
even those service models are facing a 
problem. The engineering industry has not 
been left unscathed by the talent crisis. 
Organizations are more hard-pressed than 
ever to find, and source qualified technical 
professionals to maintain these programs 
in-house.

Experienced RPA professionals are costly, 
increasingly challenging to find, and often 
more apt to work independently as contrac-
tors than on-call as full-time employees. 
This then begs the question: how can any-
body, least of all middle market companies 
with limited financial resources, leverage 
automation to fill the labor shortages in 
their companies?

The automation-as-a-service model
The automation-as-a-service model takes 
what used to be slow to implement and 
costly solution for digital process automa-
tion and turns it into a viable, sensible busi-
ness decision that any middle market and 
beyond company can reasonably take on.

Providers like this make automating a process 
a one-stop-shop solution and one that does 
not require an internal development team or 
even a trained IT professional to oversee.

Robotic process automation-as-a- service 
(RPAaaS) providers provide the structure for 
process documentation, platform environ-
ment, servers, development, and engineer-
ing. They fully manage those automated 
processes continuously so that no internal 
hires are needed to manage and run the 
automations themselves.

Because the RPAaaS model keeps all of these 
stakeholders working together under one 
organization, projects move exponentially 
faster so that companies can reduce their 
time to deployment from 18 months down 
to as little as six weeks.
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Using open-source 
technology to build 
more transparent 
automation solutions

Instead, robotic process automation-as-a- 
service (RPAaaS) providers provide the 
structure for process documentation, 
platform environment, servers, development, 
and engineering. They fully manage those 
automated processes continuously so that 
no internal hires are needed to manage 
and run the automations themselves.

Moreover, because the RPAaaS model 
keeps all of these stakeholders working 
together under one organization, projects 
move exponentially faster so that compa-
nies can reduce their time to deployment 
from 18 months down to as little as six 
weeks.

Automation ensures consistent security 
compliance. Arguably even more compelling 
than RPA’s ability to help CFOs address 
labor shortages is its ability to mitigate 
cyber security risks. Security breaches are 
almost always the result of human error 
or vulnerability; the risk of infiltration due 
to phishing or poor security practices with 
human workers remains the most common 
source of infiltration for bad actors.

When it comes to automation, though, 
security threats are nearly always thwarted 
because there is no human on the other 
side of the process to be convinced to 
share an OTP link or MFA code. Secure 
access best practices are coded into the 
process so that no matter how convincing 
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a phishing scam may be, a smart bot  
will never be distracted or coerced into 
diverting from security best practices. 

The capabilities are nearly limitless.
Is RPA dynamic and customizable enough 
to be of practical use within an organization 
that needs it?

Most of the work that RPA automates is 
inherently complex. Multistep processes 
with several variables and requiring access 
to multiple disparate systems are ideal 
candidates for robotic process automation, 
mainly when those processes are built on 
logic-based decision-making, not creative 
or strategic thinking.

As such, this leaves the door for use 
cases wide open to various applications. 
Functionally, a digital worker can do many 
things a human would typically do:

• Log in and out of multiple applications/
   portals
• Copy and paste information between 
   documents and software
• Read and send emails with customizable  
   content
• Read and process PDFs, and even  
   handwritten documents
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Cross-department reporting
Accessing data across multiple systems 
creates a lot of work to generate the reports 
you need to assess your company’s financial 
health and well-being. Couple that with the 
requests to department heads for access, 
and you’re looking at a long process for a 
repetitive and entirely manual procedure.

Digital workers easily compile monthly, 
quarterly, and annual reports by accessing 
the necessary systems, setting any filters 
needed, and copying that data into their 
makeshift system. Power BI is a great tool, 
but automation is an excellent and excellent 
stopgap for companies without the budget 
to grow into it.

The only things digital 
workers can’t do very 
well are activities that 
are well-suited to their 
human counterparts:

• Creative thinking and decision-making
• Communicating human-to-human
• Non-digital processes that require human  
   interactions or work with paper
• Strategic decision-making based on 
   experience rather than set rules or logic

We like to see this as a higher outcome of 
the technology: robotic process automation 
opens the door for teams to pursue creative 
and strategic work, leaving the struggle of 
dumbed-down and repetitive processes to 
the digital workers who excel at it.

Accounts payable/receivable
RPA uses optical character recognition, or 
OCR, to read handwritten or typed documents 
and PDFs. Using this technology, digital 
workers can read invoices in various formats 
and either process them automatically or 
submit them for a human to review when 
an anomaly is detected. RPA is well-suited 
to handle many accounting and finance-re-
lated tasks, from processing payments to 
generating and paying invoices to reconcile 
accounts and other bookkeeping activities.
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Recruiting
On the heels of a labor shortage comes a 
somewhat darkly ironic problem: recruit-
ers are getting burned out. Automation is 
perfect for doing the manual, tedious work 
of vetting and qualifying, shortlist candi-
dates, conducting LinkedIn messaging, 
and screening resumes – even scheduling 
and setting up interviews.

In the wake of so much turnover and 
workforce upheaval, automation may not 
replace human-to-human interaction. Still, 
it’s a strong propulsion tactic for organi-
zations looking to accelerate their hiring 
process in the wake of fewer available 
resources.

Payroll
Error-prone and yet critically important 
work is almost always an excellent candi-
date for robotic process automation 
because this type of effort will consistently 
execute correctly and on time, every time.

Smart bots are excellent at conducting 
payroll augmentations, stepping in to 
update records across multiple systems, 
and ensuring that every employee gets 
paid the correct amount on time every time.
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skilled human workers with the experience 
necessary to take on things that are bot-
tlenecking on the data entry side of busi-
ness processes.

Automation moves data quickly between 
applications and at a fraction of the cost of 
human workers, thanks to innovative and 
disruptive models making this technology 
more affordable than ever.

Automation is perfect for specialized 
high-volume work
Automating departmental tasks seems easy, 
but what about industry-specific processes? 
The nuance of working within industry ver-
ticals with special technology requirements 
has necessitated RPA that’s adaptable and 

Benefits administration
Many middle-market HR information systems 
create complex requirements for updating 
and administering benefits, such as paid 
time off, sick leave, or health insurance 
coverage.

HR teams are using digital workers to manage 
those adjustments automatically so that they 
can focus their efforts on the anomalies of 
their work rather than day-to-day low- 
impact activities.

Expense reimbursement
Automation is a vital asset, particularly for 
organizations with many travel requirements 
and sales teams. Using a smart bot, HR 
and finance teams can automate the expense 
reimbursement process from end to end, 
allowing them to focus only on the exceptions 
as they come in, and getting their teams 
paid back faster.

Data entry
Moving data between systems and processes 
is a tedious and manual task that falls into 
the category of critically important work 
that does little to add value to the company. 
As such, it’s hard to justify (or, if we’re being 
honest, stomach) the rising costs of this 
type of labor. Not only does this type of 
work come at an increasingly high price, 
but it’s becoming increasingly hard to find 
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functional within existing systems, not a 
stand-alone. Use cases have sprung up in 
manyindustries where stakeholders are ac-
countable to the industry standard systems.

Custom process automation means that 
companies are free to use the same systems 
and processes they’ve always used, with 
software that adapts to their needs instead 
of adapting their strategies to whatever a 
solution requires.

Legal administrative work
New case entries, document scrubbing, 
regulatory change monitoring, and even 
processing docket updates are all great 
activities for a digital worker. For firms 
struggling to scale past their current client 

workload due to back-office bottlenecks, 
RPA spells the competitive edge of the future 
that so many firms are rapidly starting to 
adopt.

Supply chain management
Managing data sets across disparate billing 
and inventory systems creates an admin-
istrative headache for companies in the 
manufacturing and retail industries. With 
RPA, specific bots work within different 
vendor systems to automate inventory
management, accounts payable, and 
accounts receivable and translate those 
supply chain shortages into automatable 
action steps to help teams recover quickly 
and find replacement vendors.
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Medical billing and coding
Billing errors are one of the number one 
problems plaguing the healthcare industry, 
and with so many complex processes for 
processing claims with insurance providers, 
it’s little wonder. RPA allows healthcare 
providers to manage their internal billing 
systems and automates interaction with 
insurer platforms to read explanations 
of benefits, file primary and secondary 
claims, apply patient responsibility, and 
even control and flag Medicare refusals.

Insurance claims management and 
customer service
Insurance companies leverage automation 
regularly to help them manage vast the 
complexities of their work processes 

without the need to hire additional (hard-
to-come-by) support staff. Using robotic 
process automation as a form of digital 
assistance, customer service teams can 
more easily handle their work volume, and 
digital workers can even pull from and 
link to EOBs within those customer-facing 
communications.

Leveraging your middle market company’s 
unique advantage: agile adaptivity
Where middle markets struggle to compete 
with their more dominant enterprise com-
petitors in budget resources, these smaller 
organizations are also moving faster to 
adopt new technologies when the price is 
right, and the resources are available for 
their teams.
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The economic slowdown won’t be going 
away anytime soon, and globally CFOs are 
taking an approach to strategic planning that 
will be hyper-focused on addressing shrinking 
margins due to increased labor costs and 
supply chain shortages. As the labor problem 
continues to heat up, agility and a willingness 
to lean into automation technology will be 
vital to staying competitive and meeting the 
demands of customers.

As such, 27% of middle-market executives 
focus on operational efficiency in the coming 
year, emphasizing hiring and retaining human 
talent while simultaneously doing more with 
less.


