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Payroll is one of the most fundamental aspects of work, and one of the
most powerful drivers of employee trust. When it’s accurate and
seamless in the employee experience, payroll builds confidence and
strengthens the bond between employer and employee. When it fails, it
creates immediate frustration and stress. In today’s workplace, where
financial wellbeing and employee experience are front and center,
payroll has moved beyond a back-office function to become a true
strategic lever.

This report explores how organizations can modernize payroll to deliver
more intelligent systems that build stronger trust. New innovations are
reshaping expectations for both employers and employees. With the
ability to streamline what used to be a tedious project, advancements in
payroll technology are enhancing the user's overall experience. Leaders
now have an opportunity to connect payroll with broader goals around
wellbeing, compliance, and performance, ensuring a foundation for a
thriving workforce.

Drawing from our HR Happy Hour Media Network conversations, H3 HR
Advisors' insights, and real-world innovations from our partners, this
report highlights the critical role payroll plays in creating workplaces
where people and businesses succeed together.

Introduction
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Payroll touches every employee, every pay period, and it has a direct
influence on how people feel about their employer. For employees, the
experience of being paid on time and accurately is the most tangible
interaction they have with their employer. A seamless process
reinforces trust and confidence, while even a small error can create
significant stress and frustrations that leaves a lasting negative
perception.

Despite its importance, payroll remains one of the most complex areas
for organizations to manage effectively. It requires precision in the
details, with compliance with constantly changing regulations. The
margin of error is extremely thin. 

At the same time, payroll professionals are often asked to do more with
less. They often rely on outdated systems and manual workarounds that
increase the risk of mistakes. This combination of challenges places
payroll at a crossroads: embrace the updated and innovative solutions
or continue to struggle with errors and risks with your employees.

Manual processes are costly and confidence-eroding.

As highlighted in The Surprisingly High Costs of Manual HR and Payroll
Processes, the average cost of a single manual point of data entry is
trending up, reflecting persistent inflation and the rising value of
employee time. These costs extend beyond money; when errors creep
into payroll through repetitive data entry, they undermine employee
and leadership confidence in HR and payroll systems. Payroll must be
“right” the first time and mistakes become highly visible and quickly
erode trust.

Compliance complexity continues to escalate.

On the HR Happy Hour podcast episode, Preparing for 2025: What HR and
Payroll Professionals Need to Know, we explored how professionals are
navigating a shifting landscape of year-end requirements, evolving tax 

The State of Payroll Today
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regulations, state retirement mandates, minimum wage increases, and
paid leave changes - all adding layers of complexity to payroll
operations and making the choice of a payroll system more critical than
ever.

This reality is echoed in our analysis of What the Big Beautiful Bill Means
for the World of Work. New legislation is reshaping how organizations
manage tipping income, overtime deductions, and even emerging
issues like AI oversight. These changes are actively impacting payroll
calculations and the way HR teams must respond to regulatory
demands.

Expectation gaps set the bar higher.

Think back across your career and the many times you have received a
paycheck. Can you recall all of the times that your pay was correct and
on time? Do you recall any times when your pay was incorrect or not
paid promptly? 

Employees increasingly expect payroll to be flawless. When it works, it’s
invisible; when it doesn’t, the impact is immediate and deeply personal.
A delayed deposit or error in hours worked can threaten financial
stability and create unnecessary stress in their life. These negative
payroll issues will be remembered longer and stand out more over time.

On HR Happy Hour podcast, conversations often highlight the human
impact of payroll reliability. In the episode Unlocking HR’s Potential in the
AI Revolution, we explored how automation “gifts time back” to payroll
teams, freeing them from routine manual tasks so they can respond
swiftly when something does go wrong. This shift reframes payroll as a
prominent part of the employee experience.

Bridging the expectation gap requires a recognition that payroll sits at
the heart of trust between employees and their employers. When
organizations invest in more intelligent systems and innovative
processes, it's a signal to employees that accuracy and care are non-
negotiable.
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Self-service is the new standard. 

Leading platforms are redefining how employees interact with payroll.
Through mobile apps, real-time updates, and self-service features,
employees can now review pay statements and make adjustments
before payday. These tools reduce uncertainty and shift payroll from a
hidden process to a transparent part of hte everyday employee journey.

Payroll and the Employee Experience
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Forward-thinking HR leaders now view payroll as a foundational pillar in
both employee experience and in HR function credibility, reputation, and
strategic presence. In other words, Payroll is not just about the paycheck
any longer. Modern HR technology enables a paradigm shift which
positions payroll as a strategic component and essential partner.

Think about a new employee’s early interactions with the processes and
technologies in place at your organization. Very often the first, or
certainly among the first, encounters the new employee has with “how
things get done” at the organization are with your payroll system.
Whether it is setting up their banking information, submitting their W4
form or enrolling in the company 401(k) plan, these are the critical steps
the employee undertakes to formalize their connection with the
organization.

Get these steps right - and with an easy-to-use, accessible, and
personalized system, and the organization takes a massive step
towards making the employee feel secure and cared for. Get them
wrong and it’s quite likely that the employee will begin to feel like they
made a mistake signing on with the organization. And don't forget the
overall importance of payroll in employee retention. Some reports show
that just two payroll errors will cause 47% of people to seek a new job. 
Payroll truly is one of the keys for HR in the end-to-end delivery of care
and service to employees and in driving HR function respect and
credibility throughout the enterprise.



Accessibility supports financial wellbeing.

Our Financial Wellbeing Collection underscored how financial stress is
one of the leading drivers of disengagement and burnout. Payroll
accessibility helps to reduce that stress by giving workers clarity into
their income, deductions, and in some cases, flexible access to earned
wages before payday. When employees can see and manage their pay
information easily, payroll becomes a direct contributor to their sense of
financial security.
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Evolving technology through the years has reshaped every aspect of
work, and in 2025 it’s no different. The payroll process, once seen as
primarily a transactional process is now becoming more intelligent and
integrated into other HR systems, driven by automation and AI.

Automation and AI are eliminating repetitive work.

Payroll teams once spent hours on manual calculations and error-
checking. Today, automation handles many of these routine tasks with
greater speed and accuracy, dramatically reducing the rish of costly
mistakes. AI is also emerging as a powerful took, surfacing potential
errors before they reach employees and ensuring compliance with
changing regulations. On our HR Happy Hour episode, Unlocking HR’s
Potential in the AI Revolution, we explored how automation “gifts time
back” to payroll teams so they can reinvest in resolving exceptions
quickly and enhancing the employee experience.

Integration is breaking down silos.

Payroll is most effective when it works in concert with HCM, time and
attendance, and benefits systems. Modern platforms are moving
toward a single source of truth, where data flows seamlessly across HR
functions. With this integration, organizations gain efficience and also
confidence that their payroll processes are accurate, compliant, and
transparent.

Technology Transforming Payroll
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Payroll Tech in Action

Automation & AI 
Reducing errors and freeing time for higher-value
work.

Seamless Integration
Connecting payroll to other systems for one source
of truth.

Actionable Insights
Using payroll data to support workforce planning.



Case insights highlight real-world value.

Leading providers are demonstrating how technology is transforming
payroll in practice:

Paycom’s IWant uses a command-driven AI engine to give
employees and managers fast, intuitive access to payroll and HR
data.

Oracle’s AI Agents represent the next wave of intelligent workflows,
linking payroll with learning, feedback, and employee support to
create a more personalized HR ecosystem.

Paychex is streamlining payroll and HR processes for small
businesses, showing how even resource-constrained organizations
can benefit from integrated payroll solutions.

Together, these advancements show that payroll technology is a
valuable and complicated function. Automation, AI, and system
integration are elevating the payroll process into a trusted and strategic
function that directly supports organizational success.
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Small and Medium-Size Business (SMB) 

Paychex  
The Paychex Flex platform delivers a modern, scalable payroll and HCM
experience tailored for SMBs. With AI-enabled workflows, on-demand HR
advisory support, and flexible configuration, the platform helps
businesses streamline payroll administration while preparing for growth. 

Gusto 
Gusto is frequently rated as a top payroll provider for small businesses
because of its intuitive, full-service payroll, time tracking, and tax filing
capabilities which are offered at transparent pricing and with unlimited
payroll runs. Its user experience and affordability make it a favorite
among SMB leaders. 

Value to HR leaders: 
Both Paychex and Gusto offer SMBs reliable, cost-effective payroll with
strong automation and compliance. Leaders should consider the
balance between scalability and ease of use when choosing their
platform. 

Spotlight: Payroll Leaders and Innovators
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Enterprise 

Oracle 
Oracle Cloud HCM, including its global payroll module, provides a deeply
unified, flexible payroll solution that supports complex global
requirements. Its role-based AI-driven Activity Centers consolidate tasks,
insights, and KPIs for payroll, recruiting, and workforce management into
intuitive user hubs. 

Value to HR leaders: 
Oracle offers tight integration across HR functions and its expanding
artificial intelligence capabilities are driving innovation forward. 
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ADP 
ADP remains a leader in enterprise payroll, known for its broad reach,
compliance automation, and AI features such as ADP Assist, Lyric HCM,
and AI-powered analytics updates unveiled in Innovation Day 2025. With 1
in 6 US employees being paid through ADP solutions, the company has
unmatched payroll and HR data to help customers unlock key
information and insights. 

Value to HR Leaders: 
ADP provides scale, compliance certainty, and AI-driven efficiency that
helps large organizations maintain agility and peace of mind. 

Global Payroll 

Rippling 
Rippling offers a highly integrated global payroll and HRIS solution
designed to simplify international expansion. It enables companies to
pay both employees and contractors across the globe via EOR services
or through their own entities - without the need for separate systems. The
platform handles critical payroll functionality like tax calculations,
mandatory benefits, deductions, and local compliance across multiple
jurisdictions, in real time. Additionally, Rippling’s deep integrations with HR,
IT, benefits, and reporting tools empower businesses to automate
workflows and generate unified, cross-functional workforce reports. 

Value to HR leaders: 
Rippling excels in providing a seamless, all-in-one experience for global
payroll, with real-time processing, strong automation, and rich
integrations across HR, IT, finance, and benefits. 

Papaya Global
Papaya Global specializes in delivering a unified payroll and workforce
payment platform that spans more than 160 countries - supporting
employees, contractors, EOR, and even equity management.
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Its fintech-backed architecture emphasizes automation, global
compliance, and secure payment processing, making it a reliable choice
for complex, high-scale environments. Notably, Papaya offers full liability
coverage for compliance and combines localized expertise with
centralized technology resulting in streamlined global payroll operations
without sacrificing accuracy or control.

Value to HR leaders: 
Papaya Global stands out for its extensive global coverage, compliance
liability model, and streamlined workforce payments, well suited for
enterprises with highly distributed, regulated workforce needs. 

BONUS: Notable Innovations in Payroll Technology

Paycom
Paycom continues advancing its payroll experience with innovations like:
 

IWant™: A command-driven AI assistant enabling users to retrieve
employee or payroll data using natural language queries, bypassing
complex navigation 
GONE®: An automated PTO decision tool using pre-defined rules
reducing manual approvals and providing employee’s greater
flexibility and transparency around their time off requests. 
Value to HR leaders: Paycom’s innovations make payroll more
intuitive, easy-to-use, and drive increased adoption and improved
employee experience.  

Workday
Workday’s Illuminate AI Agents and Agent System of Record (ASR) now
automate routine tasks across payroll, finance, and policy enforcement
with governed, role-based AI agents which leads to improved efficiency
and oversight. 

Value to HR leaders: Workday’s agentic AI offers governance and
flexibility across enterprise workflows, helping to make payroll
smarter, less manual, and more integrated. 



Using payroll data for insights (turnover, overtime, forecasting labor
costs) 

Payroll is one of the richest and most underutilized sources of
organizational data. Beyond simply calculating wages, payroll captures
information on workforce costs, overtime patterns, turnover,
absenteeism, and even geographic pay trends. When analyzed
alongside HR and business data, payroll can provide critical insights into
workforce productivity, budgeting accuracy, employee wellbeing, and
organizational health. 

For example, a company might discover through payroll analysis that
overtime costs are consistently spiking in one department, pointing to
workload imbalances, possible burnout, or potential retention risks.
Similarly, payroll data can help forecast labor costs in relation to
revenue, giving leaders a clearer picture of profitability. For HR leaders,
the key takeaway is to break payroll out of its silo and integrate it into
the organization’s broader analytics strategy. This requires partnering
with payroll providers that offer strong reporting tools and ensuring
payroll data flows seamlessly into business intelligence systems for
actionable insight. 

The Expanding Role in Business Strategy
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“Payroll is one of the most overlooked
sources of workforce intelligence. 

When leaders use payroll data to guide
decisions, they transform it from a back-

office task into a driver of trust and
organizational growth.”

— H3 HR Advisors



Compliance as a competitive advantage (avoiding fines, ensuring
multi-state/global accuracy) 

Compliance has long been viewed as a defensive function centered on
avoiding penalties, fines, or lawsuits. But in today’s complex regulatory
environment, payroll compliance can also become a competitive
advantage. Organizations that proactively manage compliance around
tax laws, wage and hour regulations, and multi-state or multi-country
requirements can reduce risk, maintain trust, and operate more
confidently in expanding markets. 

Consider a growing company hiring across several U.S. states. If payroll
compliance processes are automated and continuously updated, the
company avoids errors in state tax filings or wage-hour miscalculations
which are issues that could otherwise cause costly audits and harm
employer reputation. HR and payroll leaders should treat compliance as
a strategic priority, not just a legal necessity. This means investing in
payroll systems and compliance partners that automate key
compliance updates, training payroll staff to anticipate regulatory shifts,
and positioning the organization as a reliable, trustworthy employer to
current and prospective talent. 

Payroll as part of broader HR tech ecosystem investments 

Payroll is increasingly recognized as a foundational component rather
than a standalone system. Employees often view payroll as the most
tangible touchpoint with their employer. Getting paid correctly and on
time is a baseline expectation that directly affects trust and
engagement. When payroll is tightly integrated with time tracking,
benefits, talent management, and financial systems, it enables a unified
experience for employees and more efficient processes for HR and
finance teams.
 
For instance, a company with an integrated platform can automatically
link time and attendance data with payroll, ensuring accurate pay
calculations while reducing manual adjustments. For HR leaders, the
lesson is clear: payroll should not be treated as an afterthought in the HR
tech strategy. Leaders should evaluate vendors based on how well
payroll integrates with the organization’s broader digital ecosystem,
and push for a holistic approach. 14



Real-time pay and earned wage access 

One of the fastest-growing innovations in payroll is real-time pay and
earned wage access (EWA). What once was considered a “nice-to-
have" benefit, real-time access to pay has become an increasingly
expected element of the employer value proposition for employees.
These tools allow employees to access wages they’ve already earned
before the traditional bi-weekly or monthly payroll cycle. For workers
managing financial stress or living paycheck to paycheck, EWA can
provide a critical safety net and greater financial flexibility. Instead of
waiting until payday, an employee who worked a shift on Monday could
access part of those wages on Tuesday to cover an unexpected
expense. 

For HR leaders, earned wage access is more than a perk, it’s increasingly
a competitive differentiator in recruiting and retention. Employers who
offer flexible pay options are signaling empathy for employees’ financial
realities and a willingness to modernize the employee experience. To
take advantage of this trend, HR leaders should partner with payroll
providers that integrate EWA seamlessly into existing payroll systems,
while also balancing the offering with financial literacy resources to
avoid dependency on instant pay as a form of short-term credit. 

AI and predictive analytics in payroll 

Artificial intelligence and predictive analytics are transforming payroll
from a purely transactional process into a strategic business function. AI
tools can detect anomalies such as duplicate payments, incorrect tax
codes, or compliance risks before they occur, saving organizations
significant time and reducing costly errors. Predictive analytics extends
this by using historical payroll data to forecast workforce costs,
overtime risk, or cash flow impacts, which help leaders make smarter
budgeting decisions. 

Looking Ahead: Payroll Trends
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For example, a manufacturing company could use predictive payroll
analytics to identify when seasonal overtime costs are likely to spike,
enabling proactive staffing adjustments. HR leaders should prioritize
payroll vendors that are embedding AI capabilities natively into their
platforms and explore how payroll data can be integrated with broader
workforce analytics. This ensures payroll is not just about getting
employees paid, but also about providing actionable insights that
support financial planning and workforce strategy. 

Global Payroll and Employer of Record Technology 

As businesses expand across borders, managing payroll for a global
workforce has become increasingly complex. Global payroll platforms
and Employer of Record (EOR) solutions are emerging as critical
technologies that streamline multi-country compliance, standardize
processes, and reduce administrative burden. EOR providers, in
particular, allow companies to hire in new markets without the need to
establish a local legal entity, while still ensuring employees are paid
accurately and compliantly. 

For example, a U.S.-based technology firm can use an EOR partner to
quickly onboard engineers in Germany or India, ensuring local tax and
labor laws are met without delays. For HR leaders, global payroll and EOR
solutions open up new opportunities for talent acquisition in diverse
markets. To capitalize on this trend, leaders should evaluate global
payroll providers not just for compliance strength, but also for their
ability to deliver a consistent employee experience across regions,
including self-service portals and transparent pay practices and
support data integration with global HCM and HRIS tools in place. 

Payroll’s role in Holistic Employee Wellbeing 

Payroll is both an essential administrative back-office function and an
emerging, integral part of the employee wellbeing strategy. Accurate,
timely, and transparent payroll directly impacts trust and employee 
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satisfaction, while innovative offerings such as financial wellness tools,
savings programs, and flexible pay options support broader wellbeing
initiatives. Payroll teams are now being asked to partner more closely
with HR and benefits to create a seamless, supportive financial
experience for employees. 

Consider a retail company that integrates payroll with an employee’s
retirement savings plan, emergency savings accounts, and access to
EWA. The result is not just a paycheck, but a financial ecosystem that
helps employees feel more secure and supported. For HR leaders, this
means ensuring payroll is integrated into the overall employee
experience strategy. Leaders should assess how payroll policies and
technologies contribute to financial wellbeing and collaborate with
payroll providers that offer value-added services in areas like savings,
debt reduction, and retirement readiness. 
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Payroll has always been a foundational business process, but as this
report has shown, it is now evolving into a strategic lever for business
performance and employee experience. From today’s state of payroll
where accuracy, compliance, and efficiency remain essential, to the
growing focus on employee-centric design, payroll is no longer just
about getting people paid on time. It is about delivering trust,
transparency, and value at every stage of the employee journey. 

Technology is the catalyst for this transformation. AI, automation,
predictive analytics, and integrated global platforms are reshaping
payroll into a more efficient, insightful, and seamless function.
Innovations from leading providers demonstrate how payroll can move
beyond administrative execution to deliver actionable insights,
streamline compliance, and connect with the broader HR technology
ecosystem. Together, these advances enable organizations to improve
results, reduce risk, and empower their people. 

For HR and payroll leaders, the path forward is clear: embrace modern
payroll technologies and processes not only to gain efficiency, but also
to elevate payroll as a driver of strategy and employee engagement. By
leveraging data for smarter decision-making, investing in solutions that
meet the needs of a global and diverse workforce, and designing payroll
experiences that delight employees, organizations can turn payroll into
a source of competitive advantage. 

The future of payroll is about more than accuracy and compliance, it is
evolving to be intelligent, people-focused, and central to business
success. Leaders who seize this opportunity will strengthen
organizational performance and move closer to fulfilling the promise of
payroll as a cornerstone of trust and wellbeing in the workplace. 

Conclusion
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Projects tailored specifically to your needs  
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