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A NEW ERA OF ADMINISTRATIVE
EFFICIENCY: WORKDAY AND
BROWN UNIVERSITY

In the fast-paced world of higher
education, administrative efficiency is no
longer a luxury—it is a necessity. For
institutions like Brown University, a
member of the lvy League and a leader
in academic innovation, the need to
modernize back-office operations while
supporting a complex, decentralized

academic environment is paramount.
This drive for transformation led Brown
to make a strategic decision that would
reshape its human resources, payroll,
and finance operations: the adoption of
Workday. The journey of Workday and
Brown University is a compelling case
study in how a world-class academic
institution leverages cutting-edge cloud
technology to improve service delivery,
empower employees, and lay a stronger
foundation for future growth. This article
explores the partnership, the
implementation, the challenges, and the
lasting impact of Workday on the Brown


https://chat.gizadeathstar.com/

University community.

WHY CLOUD-BASED ERP? THE
STRATEGIC IMPERATIVE AT
BROWN

Before the arrival of Workday, Brown
University, like many legacy institutions,
operated on a patchwork of aging, on-
premise systems. These systems, while
reliable in their time, were increasingly
difficult to maintain, lacked integration,
and failed to provide the real-time data
and user-friendly experience demanded
by a modern workforce. The university
recognized a critical need to replace its
core administrative infrastructure. The
decision to move to a cloud-based
Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP)
system such as Workday was not merely
about upgrading software; it was about

fundamentally changing how the
university operated.

The Limitations
of Legacy
Systems

Brown's previous systems presented
several significant obstacles. Data was
often siloed, meaning that information
held in the human resources system did
not easily communicate with the finance
system. Manual processes were
rampant, from time tracking for student
employees to complex approval
workflows for travel reimbursements.
Faculty, staff, and administrators often
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found themselves spending precious
time navigating cumbersome interfaces
rather than focusing on the university's
core missions of teaching and research.
The administrative burden was heavy,
and the insight needed for strategic
decision-making was often buried in
spreadsheets and disconnected reports.
This fragmented technological landscape
was no longer sustainable.

The Appeal of a
Unified System

Workday offered a compelling
alternative. As a cloud-native, Software-
as-a-Service (SaaS) platform, it promised
a single, unified data model for human
resources, finance, and payroll. This

means that when an employee changes
their address or a position is approved,
that information is instantly and securely
available across all relevant modules.
For Brown, this integration was critical.
The ability to see the full picture—the
cost of a research grant, the staffing of a
department, and the financial aid
distribution—at a glance would be
transformative. Furthermore, Workday'’s
intuitive, consumer-grade interface was
a major draw. In a world accustomed to
the simplicity of apps and online
banking, the expectation for simplicity
became the standard.

THE IMPLEMENTATION JOURNEY:
PEOPLE, PROCESS, AND
TECHNOLOGY

Implementing Workday at an institution



as complex and decentralized as Brown
University was a massive undertaking. It
was not just a technological project; it
was a university-wide transformation
initiative. The project, often referred to
internally as the "Business
Transformation Program," or simply the
"Workday project," was executed in
distinct phases, with a heavy emphasis
on change management and stakeholder
engagement.

Phase One:
Human Capital

Management and
Payroll

The initial rollout of Workday at Brown
focused on Human Capital Management
(HCM) and Payroll. This was the most
personal touchpoint for the majority of
employees. This phase replaced the
systems used for benefits
administration, time off requests,
personal data updates, performance
reviews, and the critical bi-weekly
payroll process. For many faculty and
staff, this was their first introduction to
the platform. The transition was
meticulously planned. Hundreds of
"Change Champions" and "Super Users"
were recruited from across the university
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to provide peer-to-peer support.
Countless training sessions, both online
and in-person, were conducted to help
employees navigate the new system.
The goal was to make the transition as
smooth as possible, acknowledging that
learning a new system requires patience
and support.

Phase Two:
Financial
Management

Following the successful launch of the
HR and Payroll modules, the next major
milestone was the implementation of
Workday Financial Management. This

was perhaps the more complex phase,
involving the intricacies of grant
accounting, procurement, budget
management, and expense reporting.
For researchers managing federal grants
and department administrators
overseeing complex budgets, this phase
brought significant changes. The old
system's opaque processes were
replaced with Workday'’s transparent and
auditable workflows. Purchasing
requests, travel authorizations, and
expense reports could now be submitted
and approved through a single, user-
friendly interface. The finance team
worked tirelessly with departments
across the university to ensure the new
chart of accounts and reporting
structures met the diverse needs of a
world-class research institution.



KEY BENEFITS FOR THE BROWN
COMMUNITY

The partnership between Workday and
Brown University has yielded tangible
benefits for different groups across the
campus. While the transition was not
without its moments of friction, the long-
term outcomes have largely validated
the strategic decision.

For Faculty and
Staff:
Empowerment

and Self-Service

One of the most celebrated
improvements is the empowerment of
individual employees. In the legacy
system, many tasks required submitting
a form to a central office and waiting
days or weeks for a response. With
Workday, employees are empowered to
manage their own information. Updating
a home address, enrolling in benefits,
viewing a pay slip, requesting time off,
and managing a professional
development goal can all be done in
minutes. This self-service capability has
dramatically reduced administrative
overhead for HR and payroll offices,
allowing them to focus on more
strategic, consultative work. The
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"Workday and Brown University"
combination has effectively put the
employee in the driver's seat of their
own administrative life.

-or Managers:
Real-Time
nsights and
Talent
Management

Department chairs, lab managers, and
team leads now have access to powerful
dashboards that provide real-time
insights into their teams. They can view

headcount, budget utilization against
their team's costs, open positions, and
even talent and performance data. This
visibility is a game-changer for workforce
planning. The talent management
features, including goal setting,
performance reviews, and succession
planning, are now integrated into the
daily workflow rather than being a once-
a-year administrative exercise. A
manager can now see who is taking
training courses, who is up for a
promotion, and how their department is
performing against its budget, all within
the same system.

For Students: A



paid accurately and on time. This
improved experience helps students

Smoother
. focus on their studies and their work
Onboa rd|ng alq)dributions rather than navigating

Work Experience

Brown employs a significant number of
student workers across its libraries,
dining services, administrative offices,
and research labs. Workday has
streamlined the process of getting
students hired, onboarded, and paid. The
system integrates with the student
information system, making it easier for
students to find jobs, apply, and
complete their hiring paperwork online.
Time tracking, a notoriously
cumbersome process, has been
simplified, ensuring that students are

complex bureaucratic hurdles.

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES AND
LESSONS LEARNED

No major system implementation of this
scale is without its challenges. The
transition to Workday at Brown was a
learning experience for everyone
involved. Acknowledging these
difficulties is crucial for a balanced
understanding of the journey.
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The Complexity

of Change

Management

The single biggest challenge was not the
technology itself, but the human
element. Changing deeply ingrained
habits and processes is difficult. Some
faculty and staff, accustomed to the old
system's ways, found the new workflows
to be initially confusing or overly
prescriptive. The university had to invest
heavily in ongoing training,
communication, and support. The help
center was flooded with calls in the early
days, and "Workday Wednesdays" drop-
in training sessions became a staple. The

lesson learned was that change
management is a continuous process
that lasts long after the "go-live" date.

Data Migration
and Accuracy

Migrating decades of complex,
sometimes inconsistent data from
multiple legacy systems into a single,
clean data model was a monumental
task. Ensuring that historical payroll
data, employee records, and financial
transactions were accurately transferred
was critical. The university dedicated
significant resources to data cleansing
and validation before and after the
launch. While most data was
successfully migrated, some legacy data



issues inevitably surfaced, requiring
manual clean-up. This process
highlighted the importance of data
governance and the need for clear
standards moving forward.

Adapting to a
Standardized
System

Workday is a powerful system, but it is
not infinitely customizable. Brown had to
make difficult decisions about adapting
its own business processes to "best
practices" embedded in the Workday
software versus asking for custom
configurations. The mantra often
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became "adopt, don't adapt." This
required departments across the
university to let go of long-held unique
practices and conform to a standard,
more efficient process. This
standardization, while painful for some,
is a key driver of the long-term efficiency
gains.

THE FUTURE OF WORKDAY AT
BROWN UNIVERSITY

Brown University views its adoption of
Workday not as a completed project, but
as a foundational platform for the future.
The university is now in a position to
leverage Workday's continuous
innovation to further its strategic goals.
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Advanced

Analytics and

Reporting

With all of its core HR and financial data
in one place, Brown is now exploring
advanced analytics and reporting
capabilities. The ability to use Workday's
Prism Analytics or other business
intelligence tools to analyze workforce
demographics, research grant spending
patterns, and student employment
trends will enable more data-driven
decision-making at the highest levels of
the university. This "single source of
truth" is the bedrock for strategic
planning.
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Streamlining the
Research
Administration
Lifecycle

For a major research university like
Brown, grant management is a critical
function. The future roadmap includes
deeper integration of Workday's
capabilities to manage the entire
research administration lifecycle, from
proposal submission through award
management, compliance tracking, and
final financial reporting. Streamlining
this process would be a massive boon to



faculty, freeing up time for the actual
work of research and discovery.

Continuous
Improvement
and User
Experience

The work is never done. The university
continuously collects feedback from its
community to improve the Workday
experience. This includes simplifying
approval workflows, adding new self-
service features, and improving the
mobile app experience. The goal is to
make the administrative experience as
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seamless and intuitive as possible,
allowing the Brown community to focus
on what truly matters: the pursuit of
knowledge and the betterment of
society.

CONCLUSION: A FOUNDATION
FOR THE FUTURE

The implementation of Workday at
Brown University represents a significant
milestone in the institution’s history. It
was a bold bet on the power of a unified,
cloud-based system to modernize
administrative operations. While the
journey has required patience,
adaptation, and a significant investment
from every corner of the university, the
results are clear. The partnership of
Workday and Brown University has
delivered a more efficient, transparent,
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and user-friendly environment for
faculty, staff, and students. By replacing
fragmented legacy systems with a
modern, integrated platform, Brown has
not only solved immediate operational
challenges but has also laid a robust
foundation for future growth, innovation,

and academic excellence. The transition
was more than an IT project—it was a
strategic transformation that positions
Brown University to thrive in the rapidly
evolving landscape of higher education
for years to come.
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