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Foreword

Too many digital exercises within GBS focus on 
organization, services scope and processes, demoting 
digital as an enabler, or a tool layered on top of the 
existing operating model. That is where we see most 
digital projects go wrong. Digital strategy needs to 
be incorporated as a vital component of your GBS 
operating model. In this digital age, you need to embed 
digital DNA in your GBS organization holistically.

This paper is based on Deloitte Consulting GBS 
practitioners' practical experiences helping global and 
Chinese clients adapting to the digital age. It looks at 
the drivers, trends and some leading practices that are 
unique to the China market. Whether you are wondering 
what a digital GBS organization looks like or whether 
you are just planning to add a robot or two in your 
future workforce, this paper offers practical perspectives 
on how to rethink your digital strategy for your GBS 
organizations.
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1.1 What is Global Business 
Services (GBS)
For more than two decades, 
organizations around the world 
have been using shared services 
and outsourcing to improve service 
delivery and reduce costs within 
defined parts of their businesses. Now, 
leading organizations are taking next 

steps. Instead of operating numerous 
shared services centers and managing 
outsourcing vendors independently, 
shared services has evolved to Global 
Business Services (GBS) and it has 
been used by businesses extensively. 
GBS, which is applied to a wide variety 
of models that attempt to coordinate 
service delivery across multiple 

functions, such as Finance and HR, 
ultimately helps to drive collaboration 
and efficiency to improve service 
delivery. There are many flavors of 
GBS in the market, however there are 
five essential characteristics most GBS 
organizations share: multi-function, 
multi-region, multi-location, multi-
sourced and multi-business1. 

1. What is digital GBS? 

Figure 1

1 Multi-function
GBS organizations are multi-function in scope and have significant integration 
across those functions, for example finance, HR, IT, customer service, 
operations and more

2 GBS organizations support all business regions within an organizationMulti-region

3
Shared services often start with multiple centers in each region for each 
function. Progressively, GBS organizations consolidate multiple centers in each 
region to fewer locations, relying on a regional delivery model while some 
enterprises choose a hub-and-spoke approach, with the bulk of work typically 
performed in an Asian hub

Multi-location

4
Some organizations combine both shared services and outsourcing, some 
rely on either of them, and the most mature GBS organizations hold GBS 
accountable for service levels, with SLA's set by internal GBS service delivery 
standards

Multi-sourced

5 GBS organizations typically serve more than one business unit, applying the 
best, and most sophisticated practices to the entire organization  

Multi-business 
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1.2 Digital GBS
The business world has become 
very good at squeezing every last 
bit of value out of GBS during the 
last few years. Now, with the rise 
of accessible, widespread digital 

capabilities, many are anticipating 
the next wave of efficiency in GBS 
capabilities2. Disruptive forces such 
as robotics, internet of things and 
machine intelligence offer the potential 
to automate a wide range of tasks that 

are currently performed by humans— 
anywhere, anytime, without the need 
to establish new facilities around the 
world. All these forces will have an 
impact on how GBS organizations will 
be digitalized.

Figure 2: 8 digital forces that impact GBS

Access to storage and 
processing power at 
speed and scale. GBS 
organizations are moving 
toward cloud-first landscape 
to reduce costs and improve 
performance at the same 
time

Cloud Robotics Collaborative 
Innovation

Design Thinking & 
Agile Delivery

Robotics is rapidly turning 
into table-stakes for many 
industries, with GBS 
organizations adapting 
software robots that 
automate rule-based 
processes

New ways of collaboration 
such as crowdsourcing and 
open source offer superior 
ways to access outside 
knowledge and use it to 
innovate faster and smarter 
(also see section 3.1)

Using Design Thinking 
to reduce unnecessary 
complexity by putting 
customer experience first 
and Agile methods to 
respond faster to changing 
customer demands, GBS 
organizations are improving 
their service levels

IoT means all things 
connected to the internet. 
Although the adaption of IoT 
is still in an early stage, there 
are some instances where 
it enabled GBS to become 
more digital. For example, 
RFID chips are being used 
to either track assets or 
documents  and directly link 
them to management or 
ERP systems on the cloud

Internet of Things
(IoT)

Machine Intelligence
& Big Data Architecture

Everything-as-a-Service 
(XaaS)

Blockchain

A collection of advances in 
machine learning and data 
analytics help organizations 
move from retrospective 
data analysis to making 
inferences and predictions. 
GBS play an important role 
as they collect large amount 
of data across functions and 
business lines

Transforming existing 
processes, platforms and 
systems into a collection 
of services provided by 
third parties can make GBS 
organizations more cost-
effective and flexible. For 
example Business Process 
Outsource (BPO) companies 
deliver BPaaS to drive cost 
efficiencies and minimum 
upfront investment. However, 
adaption is still limited 
as GBS organizations are 
not comfortable for BPO 
resources to be shared 
across competitors 

Shared ledger technology 
that removes intermediary 
in a contractual agreement, 
Blockchain is assuming 
the role of trusted 
gatekeeper and purveyor 
of transparency and 
GBS organizations are 
testing the technology 
to reduce intercompany 
reconciliations, reduce 
cycle time and transaction 
security



4

Digital GBS in China  | 1. What is digital GBS?

The future of GBS lies in its ability to 
support companies to produce even 
more with less by leveraging data 
and knowledge from across multiple 
businesses, functions, and geographies 
to transform customer and employee 
experiences with predictive insights 
at unparalleled speed.

For example, a global beverage 
company reduced $300 million in 
deductions through a machine-
learning algorithm that analyzed 

10,000 deductions within just eight 
hours. This is one illustration of gaining 
real-time insights from the depths of 
unstructured data to help accelerate, 
reactive and proactive decision 
making. It’s about creating capabilities 
to connect, automate, and integrate.

A global retailer doubled its revenues 
in six years by fundamentally 
embracing digital and transforming 
its end-customer experience. The 
objective was to deliver a personalized 

and consistent experience to every 
customer no matter where or how they 
accessed it. This required integration 
across the enterprise to demonstrate 
value for employees and customers at 
every touchpoint, including the GBS 
organization. The employees needed a 
similar digital experience in their work 
that aligned with their personal needs 
and could be translated into seamless 
servicing the end-customer. 

Figure 3

Accessibility 

Personalization

Collaboration

Analytics 

Innovation

Proactive decision 
making 

Integration
Automation

Agility
Customized user-centric 
experience

Strong analytics
capability leveraging
central view of 
organization data

Predictive analysis to 
drive decisions across 
the organization

Multi-channel 
access with intuitive 
interface

Effective engage-
ment mechanisms 
and governance 
processes Performance of 

increasingly strategic, 
value-added services

End-to-end integrated 
ways of working

Streamlined 
processing via a 
combined human 
and digital workforce

Use of agile 
methodology and 
flexible talent to 
pivot and adjust

Experience Insights Speed
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1.3 How to digitalize GBS?
In order for an organization to 
digitalize their GBS, it’s important to 
understand and determine the state 
of the GBS in terms of digitalization. 
Clearly defining the level of maturity 
will help determine the kind of 

journey to undertake to achieve the 
envisioned state of GBS through 
Digital Transformation. Digital Maturity 
Model, developed by Deloitte and 
TM forum, provides a holistic view to 
assess the digital maturity level of the 
organization3. 

The GBS transformation journey to 
reach to a targeted digital maturity 
level can be divided into the following 
key steps: 

Figure 4: Key steps for transforming into Digital GBS

Assess Imagine Deliver Run

Setting a clear goal to achieve 
through transformation that 
forms the reference point for 
measuring the level of 
maturity of GBS

Develop a roadmap that 
defines activities and their 
timeframe to make the plan 
reality and aligned with the 
overall enterprise digital 
direction

Architect and implement 
digital solutions as planned, 
while providing "quick-wins" as 
a key to gain momentum for 
the organization to change

Enable further integration of 
enhanced processes 
through a digital platform to 
continuously transform the 
organization

Define ambition Define strategy Create experience Build platforms

Identify specific capabilities 
of GBS to focus on for 
improving the performance 

Develop ideas to innovate 
the business model and 
operations processes of GBS 
by leveraging available 
technologies

Reengineer the operating 
model of GBS to make the 
most out of the transforma-
tion rather than merely 
implementing technology to 
enhance current processes

Deliver data protection, ID and 
asset management solutions 
to take required measures to 
protect corporate assets as 
well as the brand and 
reputation.

Prioritize Ignite innovation Reinvent the core Secure cyber

Measure the extent to which 
digital technology is able to 
support the operation of 
GBS in order to achieve the 
envisioned role or mission

Perform market and 
competitive analysis to 
define the direction of the 
GBS transformation

Change the mind of the 
organization using digital 
solutions and disseminate a 
strong message from leader-
ship to maximize the outcome 
of the transformation

Continuously support the 
deployment of organizational 
changes of GBS to drive value 
realization and sustain the 
momentum of transformation

Assess the level Derive insights Lead the change Sustain and optimize



Digital GBS in China  | 2. Drivers of GBS digitalization in China 

6

2.1 Customer centricity  
In 2018, the value of China's digital 
economy reached 31 trillion yuan4. 
Supported by years of development 
and investment in the Internet, big 
data and technologies, China has 
gradually shifted from being an 
industrialized economy to a digital 
economy. At the same time, China's 
market is changing from productivity-
oriented to consumer-oriented. 
The booming consumerism favours 
those who can constantly develop 
and launch value-added products 
and services and can capture the 
changing customer needs. Hence, to 
survive this volatile market, more and 

more enterprises are speeding up the 
process of digitalization and adopting 
customer-centric business models.

Undoubtedly, digital GBS, embedded 
with numerous emerging technologies, 
positively impacts enterprises' 
competitiveness in this consumer-
oriented market. On one hand, digital 
GBS enables access to integrated 
customer data gathered from all 
business units over the world; on 
the other hand, the implementation 
of technologies such as cognitive 
computing and AI in digital GBS 
allows for a more comprehensive 
and in-depth customer analysis. 

Consequently, more and more 
enterprises are embracing GBS 
digitalization to deliver a personalized 
and unique customer experience. 

2.2 Emerging Technology and 
Digital Trend in Regulations
The rise of disruptive technologies 
itself is another major external driving 
force for GBS digitalization in China. As 
more and more emerging technologies 
are ready to be implemented into 
GBS, enterprises, especially those with 
GBS in place, are actively driving the 
process of GBS digitalization. 

Figure 5: Examples of fast-growing technologies in China

2. Drivers of GBS digitalization in 
China

Robotic Process 
Automation (RPA)

Cognitive 
Computing

Cloud 
Computing

Blockchain

Use robots that are 
capable of mimicking user 

actions such as logging 
into different websites 
and scraping data from 

the web

Provide an internet-based 
sharing of resource and 

data to parties on demand

Employ algorithms to 
extract concepts and 

relationships from data

Enable a distributed, 
immutable and real-time 

data record
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While emerging technologies make 
GBS digitalization achievable, the 
digital trend in government regulation 
further smoothens this process. For 
example, the Chinese government 
introduced the "Internet Plus" initiative 
in 2015 and made heavy investment 
in building an e-governance system, 

which enables government agents to 
use information technology, Internet 
and automation to perform daily work 
and provide services to the public. 
The e-governance system makes it 
possible for an enterprise to connect 
its internal system with certain 
government information databases.

In this way, new technologies such 
as cognitive computing and machine 
learning, both of which run on large 
and structured data sets, can be 
utilized in GBS with less barriers. 

2.3 Pursuit of Operational 
Excellence
China's economic restructuring 
gives rise to the high level of market 
volatility and competition. Operational 
excellence becomes more important 
than ever for Chinese enterprises to 
thrive in this fast-changing economy. 
Cost control and risk control are the 
two perennial topics for enterprises' 
internal operations management. 

China's rising human capital cost 
has gradually diminished traditional 
opportunities for cost arbitrage 
which in turn is putting pressure on 
enterprises that are seeking cost 
effective ways of delivering operational 
excellence. Digital GBS offers short-
term and long-term options to 

achieve cost control. For example, 
enterprises can quickly lower labour 
cost by using RPA to release labour 
force from manual processes. In the 
long run, enterprises can implement 
crowdsourcing solutions or Blockchain 
technology to enable new operating 
models and lower operating costs. 

The increased regulatory burden, 
especially for China's SOEs and public 
companies, intensifies the needs 
for risk control. Since GBS is usually 
established and managed directly by 
the head office, its interest aligns with 
the overall organization's interest the 
most. To avoid conflicts of interest 
and ensure regulatory compliance, 
many enterprises are migrating certain 
sensitive corporate functions, financial 
department in particular, to GBS.

2.4 Pursuit of Valuable Insights 
Besides cost and risk control, an 
organisation's agility in the face of 
market changes becomes another 
essential criteria in assessing 
enterprise's viability in this fast-
changing market. While traditional 
shared service center can improve 
the quality and efficiency of services 
provided to front-line business units, 
it has limited impact on quickening 
the decision making process from top 
management teams. With large data 
sets and intelligent algorithms, digital 
GBS can take on strategic roles in 
business by offering valuable insights 
to guide future business development.
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As technologies continue 
to evolve, amplifying the 
positive effect of GBS in 
business expansion, GBS 
digitalization will be driven 
by the continued overseas 
expansion of Chinese 
enterprises. 

2.5 Surge of Overseas 
Expansion 
For many years now we have seen 
large-scale Chinese SOE enterprises 
pursue overseas expansion to seek 
out new markets and grow revenues. 
Stimulated by a series of government 
initiatives, including the Belt and Road 
Initiative and the Silk Road Fund, more 
and more Chinese enterprises are 

embarking on a journey of overseas 
expansion.  

GBS is regarded by many as a strong 
enabler in facilitating mergers and 
acquisitions (M&A) as it enables 
uninterrupted services to customer 
and other business units during the 
stages of the deal. However, for either 
M&A or setting up new subsidiaries, 

the consolidation process of each 
expansion approach often takes 
an extensive amount of time and 
resources to complete, and this holds 
true for even firms with shared service 
centers to support the process. 

Digital GBS can significantly smoothen 
the consolidation process. 

Figure 6

Figure 7

Digital GBSRPA
Using RPA to mimic 

manual actions, 
and can perform 

transactional tasks 
24/7 if needed

Parent Firm or 
Acquirer

New Subsidiary or 
Acquiree

Consolidate Consolidate

Cloud Computing
Put acquisitions on a 
cloud environment 
providing for easy 

spin-offs to achieve a 
two- tiered ERP 

solution

Information Needed In-memory Computing

Real time data

Real time data Deliver the request

Universal Journal
Can store real-time 
financial data and can be 
closed at anytime

Decision making 
Decision 
making 

Financial information 
Needed

Information 
gathering 

Subsidiary A

Subsidiary A

Subsidiary B Subsidiary BSubsidiary C

Subsidiary CDeliver the request

Deliver the information

Traditional approach usually takes longer time to gather 
firm-wide information, which in turn slows down the 

overall decision making process…

Digitalized GBS can use in-memory computing, which 
allows management to get firm-wide information 
instantly, to fasten the decision making process
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In-memory Computing

In recent years, businesses in 
China have led the way in adopting 
innovations and digital technologies 
in their shared service organizations. 
Deloitte has worked with different 
entities across the China market 
supporting their GBS transformation 
which were strongly driven by 
digital technologies and trends. 
We have listed three examples of 
how technology enabled the GBS 
transformation process for Chinese 
organizations:

3.1 Crowdsourcing as a shared 
service solution
Crowdsourcing is a sourcing model 
in which individuals or organizations 
obtain goods and services, including 
ideas and finances, from a large, 
relatively open and often rapidly-
evolving group of internet users. This 
concept was utilized by a China based 

life insurance company who has 
introduced a crowdsourcing platform 
for its finance shared service center. 
For unrecognizable and unreadable 
information on 'fapiao' such as 
paper receipts, Value-added Tax 
Special Invoices and Value-added Tax 
Invoices, even latest Optical Character 
Recognition (OCR) technology is 
struggling to offer a solution. This is 
where crowdsourcing comes to play 
and adds value to the procurement 
process. On the basis of large 
internet users in China, the insurance 
company mainly partners with Chinese 
universities and distributes tasks 
through its platform to crowdsourced 
users. These users in return will 
receive a certain amount of fees based 
on the number of tasks completed. 
On top of that, the platform develops 
a community among the users to 
increase stickiness and loyalty. Users 

are categorized into multiple ranks, 
which are linked to different task 
complexities and monetary return. 

To minimize risk, the task allocation 
process is designed to be selective: 
only tasks with a value below a 
certain threshold will be distributed 
to the crowdsourcing platform. Also, 
information which is regarded as 
highly confidential will be processed 
internally. Any particular confidential 
data will be hidden on invoices by 
adding mosaic layers before uploading 
to the crowdsourcing platform. On top 
of this, different invoices under the 
same claim request will be allocated to 
different crowdsourced users.

There are three main steps in the 
procurement process that are enabled 
by crowdsourcing:

3. Examples of GBS digitalization 
practices in China

Figure 8: Key steps in procurement process enabled by crowdsourcing 

1 Send unstructured 
information to participants

Insurance company uploads paper invoices and fapiao in picture or scanned 
format (i.e. unstructured and unreadable information by OCR) to the 
crowdsourcing platform

Crowdsourced users can select the tasks to do by accessing the platform 

2 Based on required standards, crowdsourced users input the information, e.g. 
invoice amount. This can even be done by mobile phone

Extract the information 
and input to the system

3
After claim information is input to the system, the system verifies and approves 
the claim request based on pre-set rules, and proceed to payment

System completes the claim 
process based on input data  
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Benefits
The combination of crowdsourcing 
with GBS introduces a new way 
of working to the enterprises that 
benefits collaboration, analytics and 
automation. A crowdsourcing platform 

establishes an online community 
which continuously supports the 
service operation in transforming 
unstructured data to standardized 
data for the finance function. It has 
streamlined the process and reduced 

human efforts in solving repetitive and 
time-consuming tasks. Ultimately, the 
transformed data builds a foundation 
for data analytics, which helps to make 
better business decision and internal 
reporting. 

3.2 Robotic Process Automation 
(RPA)
Robotic Process Automation (RPA), 
often referred to as ‘robotics’ or 
‘robots’, is defined as the automation 
of rule-based processes with software 
that utilizes the user interface and it 
can run on any software, including 
web-based applications, ERP systems 
and mainframe systems. Most 
organizations have embarked upon 
their RPA journey and it is no surprise 
to see the adoption of RPA in shared 
services centers, which help to drive 
improved productivity across the 
enterprise continuously. 

A Chinese conglomerate with 
business in insurance, banking 
and financial services has one 
of the most sophisticated Finance 
Shared Service Centers (FSSC) globally 
given its complex operations across 
various entities. Under the FSSC, the 
business has multiple work streams 
that cover expenses, general ledger 
management, capital management, 
tax, valuation and more. The finance 
operation team maintains extensive 
manual work on data input, data 
download and reconciliation, which 
leads to low efficiency with high 
costs. This is evident in its fund 

valuation department for example, 
where valuation of trust products is 
conducted on a daily basis. Since this 
activity is highly manual this can lead to 
calculation errors and low efficiency. 

To solve these types of issues, the 
conglomerate has successfully 
embarked on an RPA transformation 
automating a wide range of Finance 
processes.

Figure 9

Experience SpeedInsights

Collaboration AutomationAnalytics 

Creating an online community 
using an enterprise platform 
with crowdsourcing partici-
pants increases stickiness and 
incentives for them to 
participate in the tasks 
continuously 

Build a foundation of data 
analysis and management 
through high quality data input 
from controlled crowdsourcing

Automating the verification 
and payment process through 
a combined human and digital 
workforce reduces operation 
error and increases process 
efficiency 
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Benefits
The implications that RPA is bringing 
to workplaces may be as profound 
as those that industrial automation 
brought to manufacturing. GBS 
organizations could gain accessibility, 
analytics and automation by leveraging 
RPA. Take analytics as an example, 
RPA is conducive to analytics – it 
contributes to better reporting and 

helps to aggregate data instantly 
and accurately, because robots are 
seamlessly linked to the database 
and can summarize information in 
real-time. For example in the invoicing 
process in GBS, businesses are able to 
know immediately how many invoices 
are outstanding, where discounts 
have been given and taken, what 
the payments terms are, and how 

accurate reconciliations have been. 
In a traditional model, this data has 
to be assembled manually, and it 
can take weeks to produce reports, 
which is often too late to support 
managerial decision-making. However, 
if summary of data can be generated 
and consumed in near real-time, it 
can be used to improve business 
performance.

3.3 Service Operations Platform 
For shared service centers which cross 
functions and locations, most of the 
enterprises are using an integrated 
platform to manage resources and 
tasks. With a shared service platform 
in place, most of the GBS organizations 
are now using a top to bottom task 
allocation approach to distribute tasks 
among employees. Together with 

Chinese corporate organizations we 
have developed an integrated platform 
for shared service operations: the 
Service Operations Platform (SOP). This 
platform not only provides a one-stop 
solution to shared services across all 
functions, also supports organizations 
to realize the GBS transition from a 
'non-sharing' resource management 
mode to a sharing mode and helps to 

identify the pipelining patterns of fast 
matching shared jobs.

The SOP is consisted of five main 
functions: shared service management, 
tasks management, performance 
management, quality management and 
operation overview:

Figure 10

Experience SpeedInsights

Accessibility AutomationAnalytics 

Enhancing the customer 
experience of GBS by imple-
menting bots and Virtual 
Customer Assistants (VCA) can 
help to solve problems from 
customers around-the-clock

Assisted by RPA to aggregate 
data instantly and accurately,  
businesses could generate 
data insights and reports in 
real-time

RPA replaces repetitive tasks 
once performed by humans. It 
leads to higher operation 
efficiency with reduced 
overtime work and less 
operation error and releases 
human efforts to be used in 
more strategic tasks 
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Benefits 
Adoption of SOP provides enterprises with advantages in collaboration, proactive decision making and integration, lowers the 
entry barrier of shared service transformation, and helps organizations to transform to a digital GBS organization.

Figure 11: Function overview of Service Operation Platform

Figure 12

Shared service 
management

Service Operation Platform (SOP) 

 • Service entity: Support multiple entities in one system 
 • Issue tracking registration: Register different types of issues or tasks
 • Issue completion process: Standardize the process of completing tasks 

 • Task pool: Consolidate to-be-completed tasks in a pool, easy for management 
 • Task assignment mechanism: Tasks could be assigned from the top or task handler could grab 
orders from the bottom 

 • Tasks control management: Support admin mode in the system, provide control of unusual 
situation or error 

 • Performance evaluation: Provide an instant feedback and evaluation system, quantify 
performance and increase the transparency of performance evaluation

 • Performance dashboard: Present data in different perspectives, e.g. ranks, department, period

 • Provide an overview of task owner and completion status, facilitate random work check which 
ensures the quality of the tasks

 • Consolidate and present data of task completed in the shared service center, achieve 
data visualization, provide instant snapshot of changes and fulfil requirement of different 
departments

Performance 
management 

Task management 

Quality 
management 

Operation overview 

Experience SpeedInsights

Collaboration IntegrationProactive decision making 

A centralized platform enables  
collaboration between task handlers 
and providers. It increases the 
efficiency and quality of work, and 
improves customer satisfaction

Consolidate and present instant 
snapshots of tasks, data and reports, 
which helps supporting business 
decision making through data 
visualization and analysis

Integrating different functions into 
one centralized platform helps to 
accelerate parts of the enterprise’s 
value chain. With the support from 
multiple functions, the platform helps 
to guarantee faster and higher quality 
service delivery
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4. Challenges of digitalizing GBS 
in China

Figure 13: Four major challenges of digitalizing GBS in China

Benefiting from heavy investment 
focused particularly on Internet-
enabled businesses, Chinese 
enterprises are now getting more 
and more advanced in terms of 
digital technology. Certain areas 
such as cognitive technologies have 

experienced remarkable development 
in recent years. However, advantage in 
technology does not mean everything 
in the journey of digitalization. 

As China has its unique economic 
and political macro environment and 

has been developing with distinctive 
characteristics, several China-specific 
challenges, both externally and 
internally, are faced with Chinese 
GBS leaders when taking actions in 
digitalization.

4.1 Vision and Strategy
China is now the second largest 
digital economy in the world and 
more than 30% of its GDP is made 
up of digital economy5. 80% of the 
Chinese enterprises are trying to 
generate business growth and 

operate with higher efficiency via 
digital technologies, but only 4% of 
them have really benefited from this. 
According to Deloitte China's Digital 
Transformation leader Li Jiaming, lack 
of a well-defined digital strategy is one 
of the important reasons.

Vision and 
Strategy

 • Many enterprises lack 
a well-defined digital 
strategy to guide the 
digital transformation

Talent and 
Culture

 • Skillsets of GBS staff need 
to be further "digitalized" 
to support the digital 
transformation

 • Many GBS are not 
prepared for organization 
transformation challenges 
associated with the 
digitalization

Regulations

 • Some specific 
requirements set by 
related authorities in 
taxation and finance 
administration could 
sometimes be constrains 
of GBS digitalization

Implementation of 
Technology

 • Implementation of 
particular common 
digitalization tools could 
also be challenging when 
in a Chinese context
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Figure 14: Overview of digital economy size in major countries as of 2016

Digital initiatives, including GBS 
digitalization, should support an 
organization's overall digital strategy. 
A digital strategy is all about business 
transformation and it should start 
by rethinking and redefining what 
value needs to be delivered and 
then working backwards to the initial 
steps. In fact, as studies conducted 
by different researchers and 
organizations have revealed, many 
Chinese companies have not yet 
defined such a clear strategy.

4.2 Talent and Culture
1) Skillsets of the talent within 
GBS organisations need to be 
further "digitalized" to support the 
transformation

Talent is undoubtedly a key element 
when it comes to promoting 
digitalization. On the one hand, highly 
skilled talents are in high demand 
to lead digital transformations 
with a clear roadmap; down to the 
execution level, the implementation 
and maintenance of digital tools in 
GBS also needs experts in technology 
and automation. On the other hand, 

as GBS is becoming more digitalized 
and smarter, major workload for GBS 
practitioners will be transferring from 
repetitive and transactional tasks to 
work that is of more added value such 
as data analytics and RPA governance.

However, according to SSON's survey 
in 20186, the most notable skills gaps 
of existing Chinese GBS staff are in 
innovation, technology/automation, 
and data analytics, indicating that lack 
of talent with proper digital skillset 
might be a hurdle for Chinese GBS 
leaders to promote digitalization.
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Figure 15: Overview of skills deficits in Chinese GBS staff

2) Organization transformation 
challenges associated with the 
digitalization

Organization transformation is a 
critical part of the overall digitalization 
process. As the workforce is released 
from GBS digitalization (e.g. RPA 
implementation), the existing staff 
are faced with changes in their career 
paths and work locations, and thus 
this requires employers to take a 
careful approach.

Under the current legal environment 
(i.e. labour laws) in China, most 
employers, especially state-owned 
enterprises, would not just simply 
lay off those released workforce. 
They must come up with a more 
comprehensive solution to smooth 
the transition for both the enterprises 
themselves and their employees. This 
might include a supportive training & 
development scheme, job rotation, 
and establishment of a culture 
encouraging continuous learning.

However, the fact is that, according 
to a survey conducted by Corporate 
Finance magazine, many Chinese 
companies are not prepared for such 
an organization transformation7, and 
this has resulted in some negative 
impacts, such as failure in labour cost 
savings and ineffective transition 
plans. Chinese employers are still 
on the way trying to find a solution 
that better balances the needs of 
the individual in the workforce with 
the broader picture of operational 
effectiveness.

4.3 Regulations
In the areas of taxation and finance 
administration, some specific 
requirements have been set by 
related authorities, and these could 
sometimes be constrains of GBS 
digitalization, especially when it comes 
to the accounting or procurement 
function within GBS.

A typical example of Tax regulation 
that creates extra obstacle is the 

regulation of VAT invoices in China. 
Input VAT invoices must be verified 
via special interface designed by 
the tax authority for VAT return, and 
issuance of VAT invoices must use 
special hardware (e.g. Golden Tax 
disk) and software (e.g. Golden Tax 
system). Such regulations have added 
much complexity in the design of 
system architecture of GBS, and the 
implementation of RPA or other AI 
technologies.

4.4 Implementation of Technology
Implementation of particular common 
digitalization tools could also be 
challenging in the Chinese context. 
Basic tools such as OCR, and smart 
tools such as intelligent assistant and 
handwriting recognition, have lower 
average precision of recognition 
when used in Chinese context than in 
Latin context8. Therefore, for Chinese 
GBS organizations, the efficiency 
improvement brought by such 
digitalization tools has huge space as 
technologies keep advancing.
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5. What does the future journey 
look like?
5.1 Vision and strategy
As technologies continue to evolve, 
both Chinese government and 
enterprises have already embraced 
the idea that digitalization is a trend 

of strategic imperativeness. According 
to the survey of CIO from Gartner, 
China's IT budget has grown by more 
than 10% annually for five consecutive 
years, while only 2% growth rate is 

expected in global scale9. Joining the 
digital trend as "digital immigrants", 
Chinese enterprises are accelerating 
their integration into the wave of 
digital transformation.

It is a good sign that enterprises 
are aware of the great potential 
of digitalization, but the amount 
of benefits that can be ultimately 
achieved through digitalization 
largely relies on a digital strategies. 
All kinds of factors need to be taken 
into account and so the process 
of defining a strategy that best 
fits an organisation is complicated 
by the need to collect substantial 
inputs from across the organisation. 

Through large-scale enterprise 
gatherings and external consulting 
institutions, enterprises can have 
access to numerous advanced ideas 
and valuable information, which 
helps customizing the most optimal 
strategy. What's more, the successful 
cases of GBS digitalization can also be 
inspiring references for enterprises 
that plan to digitalize GBS in the 
future. 

Figure 16
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Example
Huawei has established a 
global alliance to provide a 
series of services from service 
enhancement to operation 
support. Through the 
establishment of eight custody 
centers around the world, Huawei 
has set up a digital ecosystem, 
providing direct settlement, 
revenue sharing, charge per 
usage and pay on demand 
services for telecom operator 
customers10.
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5.2 Technology 
Different from the "Information 
Revolution", which drives the 
transformation of unstructured data 
to structured data, digitalization, 
with new technologies changing the 
way of conducting business, creates 

a profound and multi-dimensional 
subversive impact on the business 
world. 

Today, many technologies, such as 
RPA, are designed for optimization 
purposes such as increasing the speed 

or lowering costs. In the future, more 
technologies will be designed for the 
purpose of exploiting new possibilities, 
fundamentally changing the way of 
achieving things. 

5.3 Talent and Culture
The relationship between individual 
and organisation is key to the 
evolution of GBS organisations. As 
GBS organisations improve and 
develop, they need to nurture talent 
which has multiple skills as well as 
the ability to innovate. Fostering an 
atmosphere that encourages this 
type of talent requires an incentive 

Example
Taking the application of "5G" 
technology as an example, 
with strong transmission speed 
and bandwidth capacity, "5G" 
technology is the enabler of the 
telematics, Internet of things, 
telemedicine and UAV (unmanned 
aerial vehicle), all of which will 
completely change the rule of 
game in automobile, life science 
and many other industries.

Figure 17

structure and culture which enhances 
their daily working lives. In this way 
individuals and enterprises make 
progress together. 

In order to achieve an effective 
GBS digitalization, enterprises must 
choose the best-fitting technologies 
and customize the implementation 
process based on its future 

business development needs. To 
do so, enterprises need talents who 
understands not only technology but 
also the business model being used. 
Talent aggregation, the idea of using a 
platform to gather a group of talents 
and promote mutual communication, 
is used by a number of leading 
enterprises in talent training. 
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Example
Tencent has set up AI labs in 
Shenzhen and Seattle11, both of 
which are places full of talents. 
By providing a settled place 
for technology expert and 
business managers to effectively 
communicate with each other, the 
lab significantly accelerates the 
development and implementation 
of new technologies. In the future, 
GBS practitioners could also be 
provided with such platform, 
promoting mutual progress 
through effective communications 
within the group.

Furthermore, enterprises should 
provide GBS practitioners with 
more cross-functional team work 
opportunities. Serving various 
front-line business units, GBS 
practitioners may encounter 
obstacles such as cultural differences 
and incompliance when performing 
their responsibilities. With cross-
functional team work experience, GBS 
practitioners can better understand 
the overall business and handle the 
conflicts in a more appropriate and 
efficient manner. 

5.4 Process and Governance
Chinese enterprises should learn 
from experience from leading GBS 
organizations at the forefront of 
driving digital transformation to set up 
formal mechanisms in place to engage 
users and customers frequently 
in jointly identifying and validating 
business issues and priorities. 

Traditional Chinese companies are 
used to top-down decision-making. 
With the promotion and development 
of GBS, the end-to-end processes are 
highly automated and standardized 
with rigorous continuous 
improvement and integration 
capabilities. The management of 
GBS should have a broad view of 
their processes and adapt to the 
joint or matrix decision-making 
way. In order to keep the running of 
GBS successfully, a fundamentally 
different talent and rewards model 
is required. In addition to daily KPI 
management, it is more important to 
encourage employees to innovate and 
experiment.

Figure 18

Figure 19
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