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SUMMARY

In 2017, the State Centre for Human Resources and Organisation Management (CGPO) developed and 
deployed a human resources business intelligence competency center (HR BICC), which enabled it to 
build a comprehensive HR data infrastructure and framework to plan and monitor HR in the government 
of Luxembourg. The solution developed was large in scale, involving multiple data sources and HR 
specialists. This analytics center, developed over the course of a year, had important transformational 
consequences for the way HR was conducted.

INTRODUCTION

A seemingly narrow question—how much does the government spend on personnel?—requires integrat-
ing human resources (HR) data from multiple modules. Which employees (position), types of payment 
(payroll), and government agencies (organization module) should be included in the wage bill? Policy mak-
ers require immediate answers to these questions to make informed personnel decisions. However, a human 
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resources management information system (HRMIS) often reacts to ad hoc queries rather than proactively 
offering a system of answers. This project sought to change that.

In Luxembourg, the State Centre for Human Resources and Organisation Management (CGPO) 
developed a human resources business intelligence competency center (HR BICC) to provide an integrated 
overview of HRMIS data in accessible dashboards. This case study shows how this complex technology 
was developed. The comprehensive scope of the project meant that it integrated a variety of modules, from 
payroll to talent management. This contrasts with the more tailored approaches of Brazil (case study 9.2) 
and the United States (case study 9.3). It also provides the clearest example of what chapter 9 describes as an 
analytics module, the use of HRMIS for strategic and operational decision-making.

A few key lessons emerge from this project. First, quality assurance is paramount to the integrity of 
the analytics module. The team iteratively cleaned the data and established control protocols to protect its 
integrity. Second, it is important to reduce the burden of visualization on users. Ensuring visual coherence 
across dashboards and providing different choices of visualization reduces confusion and increases 
accessibility. Finally, it is important to provide users with additional support outside the dashboard itself. 
A helpline can guide users in the proper use of the dashboard as well as generate feedback on whether it is 
functioning as intended.

This case study is structured as follows. Section 1 provides institutional context on the HRMIS and its 
management. Section 2 describes the initial challenge and gives an overview of the solution itself. Section 3 
explains the project’s rollout strategy and reform sequence. Section 4 outlines the lessons learned in the 
project. Section 5 outlines the impact of the solution. Finally, we conclude.

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

The CGPO is a central government administration in Luxembourg, located in the Ministry of the Civil 
Service. Its mandate spans multiple responsibilities, including:

●● Management of the entire life cycle of personnel, including candidate selection, onboarding, and 
professional development

●● Calculation and management of remuneration and the careers of active state officials

●● Management of retired state officials and pension beneficiaries

●● Strategic workforce planning management, as well as HR data dashboard publication.

Alongside these responsibilities, the CGPO also provides consulting services. These include 
business process management and optimization, organizational development, digitalization, and project 
management. To manage HR data, the CGPO uses an integrated HRMIS, customized to suit its needs. Before 
the deployment of this solution, the system included information on the careers and salaries of civil servants 
in Luxembourg. HRMIS data were already centrally managed and stored. Regular and ad hoc extraction 
routines were executed to provide data insights to CGPO users as well as other public institutions.

INITIAL CHALLENGE AND PROPOSED SOLUTION

In 2016, the CGPO faced growing demand and daily follow-up needs from internal HR specialists and deci-
sion-makers in the government. As the volume of demands increased, the CGPO decided to design and deploy 
an HR BICC. The purpose of the center was to facilitate a comprehensive overview of HRMIS data through the 
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development of dashboards. This would reduce the burden on the CGPO to respond reactively to demands and 
would empower consumers of HRMIS data to formulate questions and search for answers within each dashboard.

User orientation was an important principle in the project and was reflected in the development of 
interactive dashboards (an example is given in figure 9.8). The dashboard included two components: a more 
general data analysis perspective and an operational HR perspective including key indicators for HR spe-
cialists to track. In contrast to the previous reactive approach, the project generated a set of readily available 
visualizations to inform policy making by HR specialists and other agencies in Luxembourg’s government.

Before the project’s implementation, the legacy HRMIS only considered the management of careers 
and salary computation. The project expanded the set of modules in the HRMIS, including performance 
and training modules. The simplified diagram presented earlier in figure 9.5 shows the main applications and 
the workflow of the solution. The HR BICC integrates multiple databases and dashboard applications, each 
tailored for different use cases, including HR specialists, employees, and citizens.

Note that in figure 9.5, the DataRH portal (in orange) is fed by multiple databases beyond the HRMIS 
itself. Its data pipeline includes more strategically oriented databases, such as the strategic workforce 
planning application. This tight integration between databases designed for strategic workforce planning 
and the HRMIS data promotes a strategic orientation for the HR BICC.

ROLLOUT STRATEGY AND REFORM SEQUENCE

In mid-2016, the initial decision was made to develop the HR BICC (table 9.2). In October of the same year, 
the project was formally launched. The first step was procurement and the launch of data warehouse deploy-
ment. The CGPO identified a business intelligence (BI) team that would be responsible for the implementa-
tion of the dashboard. After completing the selection process, the CGPO opted to hire an in-house team that 
had developed a similar solution in another, non-HR area within the government. It therefore opted against 
procuring the BI tool externally, in contrast to the Brazil HRMIS case study.

FIGURE 9.8  Sample Dashboard from Luxembourg’s HR BICC

Source: Screenshot of HR BICC dashboard, CGPO.
Note: CGPO = State Centre for Human Resources and Organisation Management; HR BICC = human resources business intelligence competency center.
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The main consideration was that the solution that had previously been deployed by the BI team would 
not only fit the CGPO’s initial needs but would also be scalable in the future. The skills developed by the 
in-house team were transferrable: they had already developed data infrastructure and a previous version of 
the dashboard tool in another area. This procurement strategy allowed the CGPO to capitalize on previous 
experience and substantially accelerate the deployment of the solution. As a result of this decision, dash-
board production was initiated shortly after the BI tool was selected, in March 2017. In the same month, the 
redesign of the data warehouse architecture for the HRMIS commenced.

The legal framework was an important consideration for the project. The General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) impacted both the source side of the data export routines as well as user access manage-
ment. Monitoring technologies were built into the BI tool to address security concerns. Plug-in tools tracked 
user activity, tracing how apps, sheets, and data were used or visited by users. This allowed the CGPO both to 
understand how the HR BICC was used and to ensure that user access was carefully monitored.

The implementation team faced several challenges during the rollout of the project. The first was ensur-
ing quality control of HRMIS data. Because the HRMIS was initially built to perform specific operations, 
such as salary computation and career management, HRMIS data were not always complete or consistent. 
As a result, in the initial stages of statistical analysis and dashboard preparation, the team identified missing 
data series and inconsistent results. To overcome this issue, the team designed a data relevance and quality 
review process while, in parallel, training civil servants on how to respect it. This quality review process is 
now part of the CGPO’s daily routines.

The second main challenge was providing technical support and a help desk for CGPO staff. The 
dashboard introduced a new way of working for HR internal specialists. Due to the novelty of the dash-
board, internal teams had to adapt their business activities and processes to benefit from the new sources of 
information and ways of interacting with it. The implementation team also had to respond to new requests 
by users. Their responses ranged from converting legacy worksheets to operational dashboards to improving 
existing dashboards in response to user needs.

LESSONS LEARNED

Valuable lessons were learned in the implementation of the project. The implementation team faced data 
infrastructure constraints as well as pressure to deliver quick results. To address this, the team opted for a 
pragmatic and flexible approach to exporting data from the HRMIS data warehouse. This meant simplifying 
extraction to a few data pipelines that would clean and load the HRMIS data to the HR BICC itself.

TABLE 9.2  Project Timeline for Luxembourg’s HR BICC

Period Main steps

Mid-2016 Decision to put an HR BICC in place

October 2016 HR BICC project kickoff
●● Launch of BI tools procurement process (call for proposals)
●● Launch of data warehouse deployment project

February 2017 BI tool selection and deployment, start of governance process and documentation

March 2017 Setup of data warehouse architecture

March 2017 Start of dashboard production

Source: Original table for this publication.
Note: BI = business intelligence; HR BICC = human resources business intelligence competency center.
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Another lesson was the importance of data quality and how to establish processes to protect it. The team 
defined a data glossary to establish a common understanding of expectations regarding data structure and 
shared this glossary with users. It also established data governance practices and quality checks to ensure 
the integrity of data fed into the HR BICC. The team implemented automated controls and routines for 
data entered and managed by HR departments and also conducted regular trainings and communication to 
increase awareness of data quality concerns.

The team also learned that standards and development guidelines improve user experience and accessi-
bility. It designed uniform layouts, chart types, navigation practices, and colors, while documenting dash-
board-development requirements. However, it also learned that end users should not be tasked with devel-
oping dashboards. Even with proper documentation, developing a dashboard is a complex task. Although 
BI tools can convey and promote a self-service approach, end users rarely master dashboard development 
without proper training. Different users may not follow the guidelines for building dashboards, resulting in 
heterogeneous dashboards.

A final lesson was that, while limiting the scope for end users, the dashboard development team has to 
remain flexible and respond to user needs. Responsibilities for the implementation team include developing 
new dashboards, modifying existing analyses, and generating reports. The team should consult with clients 
until dashboards meet end users’ expectations. Finally, support systems for users are strongly recommended. 
A helpline proved particularly useful, with a service-desk phone number and an online form to receive and 
answer user questions and requests.

IMPACT OF THE SOLUTION

As a result of the project, the HR BICC provides a comprehensive and detailed view of HRMIS data across 
the government (ministries and administrations/agencies) of Luxembourg. It includes multiple dashboards 
to visualize HRMIS modules, such as career management and pensions (see figure 9.6). This dashboard eco-
system keeps growing. As of today, the HR BICC maintains over 56 streams containing 157 HR dashboards 
with over 2,600 sheets.8 In addition, it hosts 320 active users with more than 20,000 connections per year.

The HR BICC accommodates a variety of use cases. Active users are, on the one hand, internal HR 
specialists for whom dashboards provide a new tool to monitor and verify HRMIS data. Other users include 
HR managers and members of HR teams within ministries and agencies. For these users, the dashboards 
offer a better overview of their own HR, better control over the key dates in their HR processes, and better 
follow-up on their personnel.

The overall benefits of such an approach are, for all users, a gain in the quality of HRMIS data and a clear 
and guided HR data journey. This journey ranges from a broad overview of the HRMIS to deep dives into 
a particular topic, such as compensation. One example of a key daily benefit is the use of aggregated trend 
data to project new HR initiatives, orientations, decision-making, and negotiation arguments at the ministry 
level. Additionally, the HR BICC provides users with accurate and fast information, accelerating business 
processes and decision-making. Because some of the dashboards are shared with decision-makers at the 
ministry level, it helps build, improve, and adapt laws and regulations. Overall, this also increases the data 
literacy of government organizations.

CONCLUSION

This case study has described how Luxembourg’s CGPO developed an integrated dashboard system to 
inform policy making. The project included both the development of a dashboard ecosystem and the nec-
essary data infrastructure to maintain it. The solution has grown considerably since its launch, hosting over 
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150 applications, each with its own set of dashboards. Together, these applications cover a variety of topics, 
from career management and pensions to recruitment.

The dashboard ecosystem has had a considerable impact on the way HRMIS data are consumed and ana-
lyzed. It provides immediate access to information on HR that allows policy makers to make better-informed 
decisions. It establishes quality controls and trains civil servants to better use the platform. Dashboards also 
increase data literacy within ministries and among HR specialists. However, it is important to note that the 
CGPO relies on an in-house team with experience in developing and deploying dashboards. This means that 
the project rollout and implementation were both fast and sustained over time. This experience contrasts 
with other cases, such as Brazil, more common in developing contexts, where solution maintenance and 
improvement were constrained by dependency on external actors.

The case study highlights the benefits of a systematic approach to HRMIS analytics, supported by a civil 
service with the capacity to implement and maintain it. Not all governments have access to these human 
capital resources. As a result, their dashboard ecosystems may require a more limited approach. Yet beyond 
the technical expertise, a valuable lesson can be learned from CGPO’s methodical approach. The CGPO 
carefully developed a systematic array of protocols and documentation to protect the integrity of HRMIS 
data and dashboard visualizations. This requires not a group of IT experts but a careful consideration of the 
bureaucratic protocols necessary to both maintain and grow the solution. This approach could certainly be 
replicated in government agencies elsewhere.

CASE STUDY 9.2 HRMIS CASE STUDY: FEDERAL PAYROLL CONTROL AND 
COMPLIANCE (BRAZIL)

Luciana Andrade, Galileu Kim, and Matheus Soldi Hardt

Luciana Andrade is a senior regulatory agent with Anvisa. Galileu Kim is a research analyst in the World Bank’s Development Impact 
Evaluation (DIME) Department. Matheus Soldi Hardt is a partner at EloGroup. 

SUMMARY

In 2019, a public-private partnership between a federal payroll auditing team and a consulting firm 
resulted in the development of a novel payroll irregularity detection system. The solution included an 
integrated data pipeline to train a statistical model to detect irregularities as well as automated identifi-
cation of violations of payroll regulations. The fraud detection system was used to assist payroll auditors 
in their daily work. This complementary approach enabled auditors to better detect irregular payroll 
entries, increasing savings and improving efficiency.

INTRODUCTION

Governments are responsible for the accurate and timely disbursement of payroll to civil servants. As the 
volume and complexity of payroll increase, manual approaches to quality control are not sustainable. 
In 2019, the Department of Compensation and Benefits (DEREB), a federal agency in Brazil, was responsible 
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for overseeing over 80 million paychecks annually. To improve the process, DEREB introduced a new tech-
nology to support payroll analysts in their quality checks, which combined machine learning and automa-
tion. The Federal Payroll Digital Transformation project ultimately increased recovery rates on inconsistent 
paychecks and is used daily by payroll analysts in Brazil’s federal government.

This case study describes how the project improved the workflow for control and compliance in payroll, 
a foundational module in a human resources management information system (HRMIS). Although the 
project had a narrow focus compared to the case of Luxembourg (case study 9.1), this limited scope enabled 
the development of a highly specialized solution to payroll management, analogous to the case of the United 
States (case study 9.3). This specialization allowed for the relatively quick and low-cost deployment of the 
solution. However, it also meant that the project was context specific and not necessarily scalable to other 
modules in the HRMIS.

Here are the key lessons from the case. First, the foundational steps of problem definition and scope 
were conducted through extensive dialogue with end users. Payroll analysts who would ultimately use the 
technology were consulted and offered input to the solution itself. Second, an iterative approach reduced 
risk aversion and secured buy-in from leadership in public administration. Because the payroll system was 
complex and the analysts themselves did not have complete knowledge of it, the team opted for gradual 
refinement of the solution. Finally, reliance on external actors allowed for rapid implementation, but due to 
this external reliance, the solution was not further developed once the intervention was finalized. In-house 
technical capacity was never built.

The case study is structured as follows. First, we provide institutional context about the federal payroll 
system. Section 2 outlines the solution. Section 3 highlights the rollout strategy for the solution. Section 4 
describes risk aversion in bureaucratic organizations and how iterative disruption overcame it. Section 5 
outlines the impact of the solution. Section 6 draws some lessons and cautionary observations about the 
external implementation of digital solutions. Finally, we conclude.

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT OF THE FEDERAL PAYROLL SYSTEM

Brazil’s federal government disburses over R$150 billion (US$30 billion) in the federal payroll every year, 
accounting for 1.4 percent of the national GDP in 2019. Of the total paychecks issued, over 43 percent are 
fully automated, meaning that payments are automatically disbursed according to pre-established rules and 
procedures (figure 9.9). However, 5.7 percent are still manually submitted entries, amounting to 9.3 million 
manual entries in 2018. While payroll data are centrally stored and managed by the Ministry of Finance, 
disbursement and deductions are submitted through claims by human resource (HR) departments in 
different federal agencies.

As noted in chapter 9, one of the foundational modules in an HRMIS is payroll compliance and control. 
In Brazil’s federal government, payroll quality control is the responsibility of DEREB, which is overseen by 
the Department of Personnel Management and Performance (SGP). While it does not have the mandate to 
punish infractions, DEREB flags paycheck inconsistencies prior to disbursement, which must be addressed 
by HR departments in federal agencies.

The task is challenging. The case volume is large, with tens of thousands of individual disbursements 
transacted daily. Additionally, a complex set of regulations governs how payments should be disbursed. To 
enforce these rules and detect inconsistencies, a team of payroll analysts individually verify each paycheck. 
Over the course of a day, analysts check hundreds of entries to verify whether the values are in accordance 
with the existing rules, whether the amount issued is too high, and whether the public servant that would 
receive the value has the actual benefit, among other inconsistencies.

Before project implementation in 2019, payroll monitoring was done through a combination of 
selecting the highest-value paychecks and random sampling. At this stage, DEREB first determined the 
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number of manual entries to be verified based on the productivity of each payroll analyst multiplied by 
the number of payroll analysts working that day. DEREB would then select payroll entries according to the 
following rules: 90 percent of the sample was selected from the highest-value entries and the remaining 
10 percent was randomly selected. This approach was designed to reduce workload and maximize fund 
recovery since large entries were overrepresented in the sample.

Although this legacy approach represented an initial attempt to automate the sampling of entries for 
monitoring, it identified few inconsistencies. In total, only 2 percent of entries were notified for corrections, 
and of those, 40 percent were corrected. In total, inconsistencies that represented less than R$10 million per 
year were corrected, less than 0.1 percent of the total amount disbursed by the federal payroll. Management 
at DEREB wanted to improve this process and opted for an HRMIS reform project in collaboration with a 
consulting firm.

THE SOLUTION: FEDERAL PAYROLL DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

The Federal Payroll Digital Transformation project changed the workflow for payroll quality control through 
the implementation of new technologies. The project was a public-private partnership between DEREB 
and the consulting firm EloGroup. At its core, the solution generated flags and rankings for federal payroll 
analysts in their effort to detect and notify agencies of potential inconsistencies in their payrolls. The solu-
tion was open source and deployed through cloud technology. The development cycle took approximately 
eight months to complete.

The solution relies on two complementary approaches: qualitative flagging of regulations governing pay-
roll and quantitative analysis through anomaly-detection statistics. The development of the business-rules 
module relied on translating regulations governing payroll into automated flags indicating whether an 
infraction has occurred. The quantitative approach adopts statistical techniques developed by credit card 
companies to detect anomalies in payments. Payroll values that are far off from a predicted value are 
assigned a greater risk score and prioritized for payroll analysts.

The solution is executed daily. The first step in the pipeline is the extraction of data on paychecks created 
in the previous working day, reduced to the subset of manually imputed disbursements (figure 9.10). The data 

FIGURE 9.9  Brazil’s Federal Payroll, 2018

Automatic disbursement, 43.7% (71.8 million paychecks)

Manual disbursement, 5.7% (9.3 million paychecks)

Automatic deductions, 21.7% (35.7 million paychecks)

Manual deductions, 28.9% (39.3 million paychecks)

Source: Original figure for this publication.
Note: Payroll excludes the municipal government of Brasília (GDF) and state-owned enterprises.
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are fed directly from the payroll database into a virtual machine (VM), which receives and stores the 
daily payroll data. The data are then transferred to a computing cluster in the cloud, where a set of tasks 
is performed. The data are first cleaned and then go through a rules-infraction module, where they are 
flagged for potential violations. For example, one rule may be that civil servants are not allowed to claim 
over 1,000 reais in reimbursement for travel expenses. If the rules-infraction module detects claims 
that exceed that threshold, it would flag that paycheck and send it directly to the payroll analyst team, 
indicating that this rule has been violated. If no rule infractions are detected, the paycheck is fed into a 
machine-learning model that classifies paychecks as anomalous, attributing to them a risk score.

Once the business rules and the statistical model classification are applied, paychecks that are con-
sidered most likely to be inconsistent are ranked first and sent to the analyst team. The format in which 
the data are exported is a simple worksheet, with predetermined labels identifying the risk score and 
the rule-infraction flags, as well as usual paycheck fields, such as issuing agency and beneficiary. Payroll 
analysts have discretion over which paychecks to verify and can rank paychecks according to priority, 
regardless of the classification exercise. It is only at this stage that paychecks are verified and flagged for 
additional verification by the issuing agencies. Note that the decision to issue a flag remains under the 
jurisdiction of the analyst.

As a result, the workflow from the analyst’s perspective has not changed significantly. The value added is 
curated information for the analyst, through automated rule-compliance flags and risk scores to facilitate the 
analyst’s decision-making process. Each step in the solution workflow outlined in figure 9.10 is an additional 
layer of verification, which transparently encodes how the data are cleaned and classified before reaching 
the analyst’s visual dashboard. This choice of design was agreed upon by the monitoring team and the data 
science team, who opted to make insights from the solution accessible and easy to use. Figure 9.11 compares 
the new approach with the legacy one.

The machine-learning model and the rules classification do not replace the monitoring team—rather, 
they enhance its workflow by automating procedures before the data even reach the individual analyst. 
This complementarity between analog and digital processes is what enabled the new workflow to be well 
received and adopted by analysts, in contrast to other experiences of technological innovation in which 
human decisions are eliminated. This hybrid solution provides a more gradual approach toward the goal of 
digital transformation, accommodating the need for preserving human autonomy while increasing humans’ 
productivity through the use of technology.

FIGURE 9.10  Brazil’s Solution Workflow

Analyst team Virtual machine

 Irregular paycheck data stored in virtual machine

 Daily payroll data

1. Data input and cleaning
2. Rules infraction

3. Anomaly detection
4. Data output 

Cloud computing

Monthly update

Daily payroll dataDaily payroll data

Payroll database

Source: Original figure for this publication.
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ROLLOUT STRATEGY AND SEQUENCING

The director of DEREB decided to improve the existing monitoring system by leveraging the use of digital 
technologies. Given the agency’s capacity constraints and lack of familiarity with technological innovation, 
the director outsourced the implementation and rollout strategy for the solution to an external consulting 
firm. The initial legal groundwork was crucial. The director of the consulting firm EloGroup leveraged 
its experience in the development of digital technologies for other government agencies and guided the 
drafting of the proposal. The General Coordinator for Special Projects of the Secretariat of Public Policies 
for Employment was familiar with the regulatory process and provided guidance on obtaining legal approval 
and initial funding for the solution.

The political environment was favorable for the project. Senior leadership was committed to fighting 
inefficiency and possible cases of corruption, and the federal payroll was under scrutiny due to its large 
size and perceived inefficiency. The SGP leadership team gave wide discretion to DEREB regarding the 
HRMIS reform to be enacted. This autonomy allowed the director of DEREB to make difficult decisions 
regarding personnel, who initially resisted modifying the existing monitoring process. To obtain funding 
for the project, the team submitted a project proposal to a technology company that provided seed funding 
for the project.

The monitoring system was developed by a small but agile team of technology consultants at the consult-
ing firm EloGroup. The initial goal was to design a prototype of the workflow outlined in figure 9.10 to detect 
inconsistencies that would validate the approach. An intensive consultation process preceded the implemen-
tation of the technical solution. Workshops and open discussions with federal agencies highlighted what data 
would be available to develop the prototype, what unique identifiers there were for merging the data, and 
what kinds of variables would be available to the machine-learning algorithm. An initial workshop covered 

FIGURE 9.11  Comparison between Brazil’s Legacy and New Payroll Workflows
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problem definition and project scoping, defining how the solution would be embedded into the monitoring 
tasks performed by the auditors.

Once the project was launched, it faced resistance from staff. Personnel within the monitoring team 
at DEREB expressed concern regarding the proposed solution because they feared displacement and the 
disruption of existing procedures. Staff also worried that the digital update would lead to a technological 
dead end, as had occurred in previous collaborations with external consulting firms. Anecdotally, there 
was a perception among participating Brazilian public servants that private initiatives introduced off-the-
shelf solutions without considering the needs or opinions of public servants who had worked for years in 
the area.

A collaborative design aimed to assuage these concerns. During the kickoff workshop with multiple 
federal agencies, staff from different areas within DEREB were able to express their views on the flaws and 
strengths of the payroll system. On more than one occasion, a public servant in one area identified that 
his challenge was shared across departments. These open conversations made even the most reluctant 
employees of the project express interest, or at least not boycott the initiative. In making these concerns 
transparent and sharing them in an open forum, the team included payroll analysts in the development 
of the project. Obtaining buy-in within and across departments proved crucial to the success and 
sustainability of the solution.

Buy-in was necessary not only for personnel but for upper management as well. Due to budget con-
straints, Brazil’s federal bureaucracy had only limited access to cloud resources, for which agencies needed to 
petition. As a result, after the initial seed funding was spent, it was necessary to secure access to cloud com-
puting through a formal project proposal. To do this, the team presented the results of the initial stage of the 
solution, highlighting the benefits of the approach and how it could assist the government in saving money. 
This effort was ultimately successful, securing additional funding to complete the solution.

RISK AVERSION AND ITERATIVE DISRUPTION

Bureaucratic agencies are risk averse, and with good reason: they perform key roles in government and, 
while doing so, comply with rules and regulations. A task executed improperly or failure to abide by existing 
norms can have severe consequences, both for the general functioning of the state apparatus and for the indi-
vidual careers of civil servants. The solution for this project was not to revamp the regulatory framework or 
standard operations. Instead, the reform team identified small opportunities to improve the workflow of the 
analyst team through multiple cycles of disruption.

Coordination was key to this approach. The consulting team was responsible for implementing the solu-
tion in terms of software and data engineering. Meanwhile, the payroll analysts and the management team 
at DEREB provided feedback and prototyped beta versions of the solution. To strengthen this partnership, 
communication channels between both teams were reinforced. The method deployed for the development of 
the solution was short but agile.

One of the main challenges in implementing the solution was a mutual lack of knowledge between 
DEREB and EloGroup regarding the other’s area of expertise. For the consulting team, the payroll data and 
governance structures of Brazil’s federal bureaucracy were so complex that most of their initial effort focused 
on learning how the payroll system operated. To address this, the consulting team had to communicate 
extensively with the monitoring team at DEREB to ensure that relevant data were extracted and that regula-
tions were incorporated into the automated rules and statistical model.

On the other hand, the monitoring team at DEREB had limited exposure to statistics and software devel-
opment and therefore needed to be introduced to novel techniques without prior knowledge. Conversations 
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revolved around how to formalize the substantive knowledge of analysts in software, but ultimately, analysts 
had to rely on the consulting team to implement the solution. Lack of familiarity with software development 
and the platform meant that when bugs in the operations were identified, the consulting team had to address 
them, and workflow was interrupted.

With the initial data pipeline designed, the business rules and the statistical model were put into produc-
tion. Anomalous paychecks were sent directly to the monitoring team for validation. The initial results were 
positive, with the algorithm-empowered monitoring consistently outperforming the previous approach, 
based on the size of paychecks. As additional resources were necessary to expand the project, the director of 
DEREB presented the results to government leadership as promising evidence that the approach was correct. 
This initial buy-in proved key: having an actual solution in production and demonstrating results reduced 
uncertainty in higher levels of management.

The deployed solution combines two key insights: first, it formalizes existing laws and regulations 
governing payments in an automated pipeline. This means that the analyst no longer has to verify whether 
a paycheck complies with regulations; the business-rules module does this automatically. Second, the 
anomaly-detection algorithm relies on statistical modeling to leverage information about public servants, 
their departments, and their payment histories. This process fully leverages the information methodically 
collected by the Brazilian government on its payroll and public servants without imposing additional 
burdens on the analyst team.

Additionally, the current algorithm is designed to reduce workload and help analysts prioritize 
paychecks with higher risk. This complementary approach to improving payroll analysts’ workflow is key: 
after initial resistance regarding these changes, the monitoring team realized the benefits of the new digital 
approach over previous approaches. This hybrid model, incorporating both analog and digital processes, can 
provide a template for public sector technological innovations.

IMPACT OF THE SOLUTION

The clearest gains from the solution were in efficiency: despite the reduction in personnel, performance 
increased. Due to staff attrition unrelated to the project, the team of payroll analysts had been reduced in 
size. Despite this reduction, the reduced analyst team could flag the same amount of resources as inconsis-
tent compared to a larger team, while dedicating less time to each task. This reduction in the cost and main-
tenance of performance was an important selling point to other departments within the federal bureaucracy, 
highlighting the gains in efficiency from technological innovation.

An unintended consequence of the project was an increase in data literacy and a change in mindset. 
Users of the dashboard displayed greater interest in learning how the solution was implemented, with ana-
lysts expressing willingness to learn how to code to better understand the data. This growth in data literacy 
resulted from initial exposure to a set of techniques that had not been available before. Additionally, because 
of data integration, new linkages were formed between DEREB and other departments in the bureaucracy. 
Because the solution relied on data generated in other departments, there was a need for communication 
and transparency to make it work.

Finally, there was a shift in mindset regarding how to monitor payrolls. While previously, analysts had 
relied on their accumulated experience and intuition, the solution complemented this approach by empha-
sizing the use of data and regulatory infractions. The analytical framework of the solution provided a new 
template that analysts could use to assess whether a paycheck was indeed inconsistent. In a sense, the new 
technology changed the way payroll analysts approached their task.
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SUSTAINABILITY OF EXTERNAL IMPLEMENTATION

External solutions are brittle. They introduce dependency on the technical know-how of external actors, and 
once the engagement is finalized, the beneficiary is no longer able to maintain or improve on the external 
solution. In this case, technical know-how—including software and data engineering—for the implementa-
tion of the project remained with the consulting team once it left. The analyst team at DEREB did not acquire 
the necessary skills or capacity to develop the solution further, even though it was open source. Although 
data literacy in the monitoring team increased, the analyst team was not formally trained to modify or fur-
ther develop the software.

Additionally, changes in the management structure of DEREB after the implementation of the 
technical solution put the sustainability and continued development of the project at risk. While the 
previous director locked in the current version of the solution, it has not evolved since. Turnover in 
management and a contract-based approach meant that desirable additions to the solution—such as the 
extension of automation to all HR departments across federal agencies—were never implemented. The 
loss of institutional leadership and the lack of in-house capacity meant that while the product survived, it 
did not continue evolving.

CONCLUSION

Technological innovation is disruptive, but the costs and uncertainty associated with it can be reduced by 
adopting a gradual approach. Risk aversion—an important feature of bureaucracies—can be overcome 
through communication and small modifications to existing workflows. The Federal Payroll Digital Trans-
formation project outlined in this case study showcases this approach. Instead of a complete transformation 
of the payroll monitoring process, the technology focused on complementing existing workflows by payroll 
analysts.

A collaborative approach helped build trust in the relevance of the solution and its applicability to daily 
operations by end users. Iterative cycles of feedback and adaptation ensured that the algorithm proposed was 
appropriate to the use case and understood by payroll analysts. In addition, this reduced resistance to the 
final adoption of the solution. Technological disruption can thus be managed and incorporated into existing 
procedures, giving rise to hybrid solutions that provide a stepping stone for more extensive and intensive 
solutions.

While the current version of the solution has been finalized, its future development is uncertain. Due to 
the project’s outsourcing, the necessary expertise to implement and develop the solution was not developed 
in-house. Technological innovation through a public-private partnership therefore comes with associated 
costs and benefits. There is a trade-off between the agility and rapid gains from outsourcing to external 
agents and the lack of development of in-house expertise to continue growing solutions. External solutions 
therefore generate dependency on external actors for developing solutions, lowering the likelihood of main-
tenance and expansion in the long run.

Finally, the implementation team has emphasized the need for spaces within public administration to 
incubate technological innovation. These spaces would allow for calculated risks—and mistakes—within 
the public sector. While the team identified and opened spaces within which the solution could grow, it is 
important to ensure that those spaces are already set in place. This would incentivize not only managers will-
ing to lead innovations but also staff members, who would prove more willing to engage in changes without 
fear of reprisal. It would also create incentives for agencies to develop the in-house capacity for technological 
innovation and reduce dependence on external actors.




