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Payroll Is Not Just a Back-Office
Function. It Is a Business Continuity
Strategy.

By Michael Francis, MBA, CPP

Most people do not think much about payroll until something goes wrong.

That is understandable. When payroll is working the way it should, employees get paid
accurately and on time, leaders have confidence in their workforce costs, compliance
obligations are managed, and business keeps moving. It feels seamless.

But anyone who has spent real time in payroll knows the truth: payroll is not just a
transactional function. It sits at the intersection of finance, compliance, technology, risk,
employee trust, and business continuity.

| have been in payroll for a long time. My first payroll job was at 4 World Trade Center with
Swiss Bank Corporation. | started as a payroll clerk after working in the mail room and
asking if there was anything else | could do. Someone gave me a chance, and payroll
became the career that took me from clerk to executive leadership.

That journey shaped how | see this profession.

Payroll is one of the few functions in an organization that touches every employee. Every
level. Every department. Every location. In global organizations, every country and culture.
That gives payroll a unique responsibility — and a unique opportunity to create impact.

The Payroll Talent Gap Is Real

One of the biggest challenges facing the payroll profession today is the generational talent
gap.
We have decades of institutional knowledge sitting with experienced payroll professionals,

many of whom are preparing for retirement. At the same time, younger professionals are
still deciding what kind of careers they want to build.

That creates risk.

There are things experienced payroll professionals know that are not always written down in
a process document. The little workarounds. The system quirks. The compliance judgment
calls. The ability to reverse engineer a problem when something does not look right. The
instinct to know when a payroll result may be technically correct but still needs a second
look.

That knowledge has to be transferred before it walks out the door.

Succession planning in payroll should not feel like preparing for an apocalypse. It should feel
like future-proofing the team.

That means documenting processes while the people who know them are still available. It
means cross-training team members so knowledge moves around. It means identifying
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rising talent early and investing in them before there is an urgent need. And it means
capturing the “tribal knowledge” that often comes out in conversations, lessons learned,
and yes, even payroll nightmares.

The goal is simple: build a payroll operation that can run smoothly when people move on,
move up, or eventually retire.

We Need to Tell Better Stories About Payroll

If we want to attract new talent into payroll, we have to stop describing it as “processing
checks.”

That is not the story.

The better story is that payroll professionals are data analysts, compliance detectives,
finance partners, technology testers, crisis managers, global communicators, and trusted
advisors.

Payroll professionals protect employee trust. They support culture. They manage risk. They
help leaders understand workforce costs. They help organizations operate across borders.
They play a role in mergers, acquisitions, system implementations, and business
transformation.

If payroll sneezes, the whole company catches a cold.

That is not an exaggeration. Payroll directly affects employee morale, financial well-being,
compliance exposure, and business continuity. A company can say it values its employees,
but if people are not paid accurately and on time, that culture statement starts to lose
credibility fast.

That is why payroll belongs in more strategic conversations.

Payroll Has a Human Side Technology Cannot Replace

| am a strong believer in technology. Payroll has changed dramatically over the years, and
automation has helped remove a lot of manual work that used to consume time and create
risk.

Today, payroll platforms, time systems, reporting tools, integrations, and Al are creating
real opportunities for better efficiency and stronger controls.

But technology cannot be developed in isolation from payroll expertise.

If companies want Al and automation to work in payroll, payroll professionals need to be
part of the conversation. You cannot build a meaningful payroll solution if you do not
understand payroll complexity, compliance nuance, employee impact, and the operational
realities behind the process.

Technology can reduce repetitive work. It can help us analyze faster. It can create better
workflows. But the human judgment still matters.

Payroll is arithmetic on the surface, but underneath it is empathy, trust, discernment, and
accountability.

A $200 paycheck may look small in a large payroll operation, but for one employee, that
money may be the difference between feeding their family or not. That perspective matters.
It is one of the reasons payroll work requires both technical skill and emotional intelligence.
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Younger Talent Belongs in Payroll

There is a real opportunity to bring younger professionals into this field, but we need to
position payroll in a way that connects with what they care about.

Many younger professionals want purpose, growth, variety, technology, and impact. Payroll
offers all of that.

You want purpose? Every employee depends on payroll.

You want technology? Payroll systems are evolving rapidly, and Al is already changing the
way we think about automation, controls, and workforce data.

You want global exposure? Payroll can take you across countries, currencies, tax rules,
cultures, and compliance environments.

You want career mobility? Payroll can lead into operations, finance, HR, consulting,
technology, compliance, global shared services, and executive leadership.

The profession has more to offer than many people realize. We just have to make that
visible.

And when we recruit new talent, we should not only look for people who already have
payroll experience. Sometimes the right person is someone with integrity, curiosity,
analytical thinking, strong attention to detail, and the ability to solve problems. Payroll
knowledge can be taught. Trustworthiness, judgment, and ownership are much harder to
train.

Mentorship Has to Be a Two-Way Street
Mentorship is a major part of closing the payroll talent gap.

Experienced professionals have a responsibility to teach, guide, and open doors. But
mentees also need to come into those relationships prepared to contribute.

A good mentor-mentee relationship should not be one person taking and the other person
giving. Even if someone is early in their career, they can still bring something to the table —
a fresh perspective, technical curiosity, new ways of thinking, or simply the willingness to
ask good questions and follow through.

When younger professionals come in eager to learn, it challenges experienced leaders to be
sharper, more prepared, and more intentional.

That is good for everyone.

The Details Still Matter
The best advice | received early in my payroll career was simple: the devil is in the details.

When | first started in payroll, | thought the math looked easy. Then | saw my first payroll
pre-run, and there were mistakes everywhere.

That lesson stayed with me.

In payroll, details make or break you. You have to know the process. You have to ask the
right questions. You have to understand when someone may be explaining a problem in one
way, but the real issue is somewhere else. That becomes even more important in global
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environments where language, regulation, timing, and local practice can all affect the
outcome.

Payroll professionals do not have the luxury of being casual with details.

The work demands discipline.

The Future of Payroll Requires a Seat at the Table

More organizations are beginning to understand the strategic value of payroll, but the
profession still has work to do.

Payroll leaders need to tell stronger stories. We need to build better pipelines. We need to
advocate for technology that includes payroll expertise from the beginning. We need to
prepare the next generation. And we need to make sure payroll has a voice in major
business decisions, especially when those decisions affect employees, systems, compliance,
integrations, or global operations.

Payroll is not just a department that pushes a button.
Payroll protects trust.

Payroll supports culture.

Payroll keeps business moving.

And for professionals who want a career with purpose, complexity, technology, and impact,
payroll is one of the best-kept secrets in business.

Maybe it is time we stopped keeping it a secret.
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Suggested Use

Website: Publish as a thought-leadership article under Michael Francis’s professional
insights or advisory page.

LinkedIn: Repurpose the opening section and final “Payroll protects trust” section as a
native LinkedIn post.

Business development: Use the article to position Mike for payroll advisory, global
payroll strategy, talent pipeline planning, Al/automation readiness, and payroll operating
model conversations.
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