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What is a ‘Global Payroll Model’?  
It can mean different things to 
different organisations; and for 
some, the desired Global Payroll 
Model is a distant dream. Employees 
are essential to all organisations, 
yet payroll, which connects the 
employee to the company, and 
which is often a material cost in the 
P&L has historically been construed 
as an overhead. 

Now, with the ever-increasing role of 
technology and the growing complexity of 
global workforces, Global Payroll Models 
are at the forefront of HR and Payroll 
professionals’ minds.

A Global Payroll Model is a strategic 
framework typically developed to realise 
a desire for a single global payroll process, 
provider or system. An organisation’s payroll 
model should reflect its strategy, governance 
stance and the wider organisational 
operating model. On average, 80% of payroll 
processes should be the same regardless 
of location, with the remainder linked to 
specific country requirements. However, 
many organisations lack a consistent payroll 
model that underpins a global strategy, 
which, particularly post-pandemic, needs to 
support agile hybrid working scenarios.  

There is no singular correct approach 
for operational payroll management, but 
organisations need to be confident that the 
model they select delivers a high-quality payroll 

output across the workforce. Employees 
expect to be paid on a consistent basis, and 
delays can create workforce challenges (60% 
of employees have identified mistakes on 
their payslips and 21% of UK workers have 
changed jobs after being paid late(1)). Sub-
optimal payroll processes can impact both 
reputation and employee morale, often 
leading to longer-term consequences(2). 

This article considers some of the options 
available to organisations that are reviewing 
their own Global Payroll Model or looking to 
establish one for the first time.

What Is A Global Payroll Model, 
And What Are The Options?
To echo an oft-cited phrase, ‘no one-size fits 
all’. There are numerous payroll models to 
accommodate a range of specific requirements. 

Organisations will be able to plot their 
operational model on a graph (Figure 1), 
showing: 
•  Y Axis – where the global payroll sits on 

the trajectory of being fully outsourced 
to a Business Process Owner (BPO) or 
managed internally (In-House Payroll)

•  X Axis - the level of harmonisation of 
the global payroll itself, for example, 
are multiple countries’ data operated 
separately (Aggregated) or is there a 
unified global payroll model (Unified)?

There is no absolute correct model, but it is 
important to first understand the status quo 
and why this is the case.

The pros and cons of in-house versus 
outsourced have long been debated. For 
example, it may be argued that an in-house 

team preserves flexibility and allows for 
shorter payroll turnaround times. Conversely, 
an advocate of outsourcing may say that this 
gives the organisation access to the latest 
technologies and removes the perceived 
key-person risk of an in-house environment.  

The pros and cons of an aggregated model 
versus a unified global model are equally 
debated. For example, being able to view 
all data in one system under an aggregated 
model is powerful, but this does not allow 
the user to effect change for local payments. 
On the converse side, a unified system will 
give access to the local calculation, but this 
may be in a different report format meaning 
different gross to nets in different languages.

It’s horses for courses in determining the 
optimal position on the Operational Model 
graph. However, what is critical in assessing 
a change to a global model or, indeed, the 
inception of a new global model, is knowing 
the drivers for that change. 

Features of the various model approaches 
are summarised in Figure 2.

Why Is Change Needed 
And How Will This Fit In 
The Organisation?

Driving Change In Your 
Global Payroll Model
There are three key considerations when deciding 
on a revamp of your Global Payroll Model: 
1. Design and governance
2. Drivers and triggers for change
3. Global payroll maturity. 

1. Design And Governance
The design and governance of the payroll 
model must reflect the organisation’s general 
corporate vision: 
•  The payroll strategy should have strong 

objectives, a purpose statement with clear 
goals and a team that can support delivery. 
It is essential that all employees are guided 
by common principles to ensure global 
objectives are met

•  GDPR and compliance obligations must be 
placed at the forefront of all operations. 
The payroll governance model must be 
robust and enable high standards (it is 2.71x 
more costly to be non-compliant rather 
than compliant with mandates(3)). There 
must be a clear understanding of the 
difference between processes and controls

•  Compliance regulations are ever-changing, 
and companies must adopt different 

Shaping Your Global Payroll Model
To Align With Strategic Objectives

Figure 1: Global Payroll Model – operational approaches
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methods to prevent data breaches. This 
can be supported with rigorous controls 
that are updated and tested regularly to 
ensure processes are compliant

•  The payroll operating model is pivotal 
to the efficient and accurate delivery of 
payroll. Companies should use technology, 
via use of data-driven analytics, to enable 
efficient and accurate payroll delivery. 
This will allow organisations to create an 
integrated payroll operations system which 
can deliver a high-class payroll process, for 
both employees and the organisation.  

2. Drivers And Triggers
In order to trigger a global payroll change, 
there are several hurdles to overcome. 
Addressing clear pain points such as a lack of 
integration between existing organisational 
technologies is a good start. Utilising shared 
services and common tools across teams 
will allow tasks to be streamlined and enable 
uniform output. 

Three of the biggest triggers for companies 
are (i) standardisation, (ii) allowing for organic 
headcount increase, and (iii) expansion into 
new territories. These drivers can be catalysts 
to propel an average payroll process into one 
that can be representative of a truly global 
payroll model. 

In addition, the following four drivers have 
developed in recent years. 
• Organisational Agility - organisations 

are often in need of a payroll system 
that can be readily available to respond 
to ever-changing requirements. As the 
world changes, as seen with the COVID 
pandemic, the payroll department is 
required to make fast actioned changes 
to accommodate new legislation such as 
furlough pay or winter energy support 

• Query Management - the existence 
of an effective and integrated query 
management system is pivotal, especially in 
a period of change when there is the need 
for real-time information and innovative 
solutions to business challenges. As 
illustrated in Image 1, having a traditional 
multi-tiered query system simply doesn’t 

suffice for many organisations, as this 
reduces the employee experience by 
leaving their query between the tiers for 
days or even weeks

• Technology - if your chosen methodology 
is an outsourced payroll model, it is 
imperative that there is an agile technology 
platform underpinning service. Equally 
important is the expertise and knowledge 
of the supporting team, helping drive 
real change in employee experience 
and looking towards future technology 
provision for both employees and the 
business - such as on-demand pay, app 
single sign-on or direct communication, 
when GDPR and other privacy rules allow

Figure 2: Global Payroll Model approaches

Image 1: Tier 1-3 Query Management
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• Analytics - the need to have uniform 
reporting has become increasingly 
important. As organisations seek to 
globalise their payroll systems, output 
must also be consistent and harmonised. 
Having a global data management and 
analytical system will allow for more 
detailed and robust reporting of payroll 
activity, enabling real-time reporting 
of not just employee level information 
but also organisational finance data, 
providing items such as gender gap 
information or trends on resignations of 
the employee base.                
 

3. Global Payroll Maturity
Many existing payroll models sit between 
‘Immature’ and ‘Reactive’ (see Image 2: Payroll 
Maturity Level). These two typically lack 
automation (say, between the HR and payroll 
systems) and therefore the ability to integrate 
data and effect change is limited. This is a 
common feature of payroll model failures, 
as teams often become overwhelmed with 
the volume of work, and the level of manual 
intervention leads to an overall higher risk 
profile. In order to mature, the payroll model 
must evolve to reflect the strategic vision of 
the organisation.  Subject to that vision, this 
might be achieved in numerous ways:
•  Creating and implementing a robust 

operating framework, whether in-house or 
outsourced

•  Deploying high-capability technology 
and integrations through the vendor and 
technology ecosystem

•  Developing highly skilled teams, and
•  Enabling smart data reporting back into 

the organisation.

Driving Value
Payroll is an often undervalued, yet critical 
function. There are many ways in which to 
achieve a highly functioning Global Payroll 

Model. At the core is the baseline need 
for payroll to be efficient, accurate and 
compliant. Those charged with leading 
the Global Payroll Model must achieve 
these three objectives at a minimum, and 
then progress onto defining and finessing 
a function that delivers in line with 
organisational strategic objectives, thus 
driving added value back into the business. 
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