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The Why and How 
of Guardian Industries’                 
Digital Transformation 
of Global Back-Office 

Operations.
Tom Jacobs, Guardian’s recently retired Managing  

Director of Global Business Transformation, provides  
a candid look at his quest to transform procurement   
and AP to create a scalable competitive advantage.
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When we hear about digital transformation, it’s usually  
around the end-customer experience. Why is the digitization  
of procurement and back-office operations important?

Digital transformation is popular across all industries. The availability 
of data together with advances in machine learning, AI and robotic 
process automation has led to exciting new developments, many of 
which involve automating facets of the customer experience. But if 
we examine business processes at a more fundamental level, there is 
one basic business function today that is manually intensive, risk-prone 
and costly. That’s getting suppliers paid. 

Like any successful global enterprise, Guardian deploys technology 
in smart ways to create efficiencies, effectiveness, business value 
and competitive advantage. But the current state of back-office 
automation—the processing, analysis and payment of invoices—is 
arcane by comparison. Guardian Industries processes more than a 
million invoices annually using different, mostly manual processes 
distributed across 23 countries, two business units and more than 
50,000 SKUs.

Guardian’s business process transformation goal is to create 
a sustainable platform for growth. We targeted AP invoice 
automation as the first step in our process for transforming 
procurement because it is the missing link needed to optimize the 
benefits of an end-to-end, source-to-pay system.

During his 30-year tenure 
at Guardian Industries, Tom 

Jacobs oversaw a wide range 
of transformation initiatives 

that helped to establish 
Guardian Industries as one 
of the world’s largest and 

most profitable architectural 
and automotive glass 

manufacturers. In 2017, when 
Koch Industries completed 
its acquisition of Guardian, 
Jacobs was promoted from 

Chief Accounting Officer 
to Managing Director of 
Global Business Process 

Transformation.

It would be an understatement to say that Guardian Industries is ahead 
of its time on automating procurement and supply chain operations. 
Twenty years ago, the company created its own in-house procurement 
platform. Tom Jacobs, who had the vision for that platform, also led 
Guardian’s latest transformation—the digitization of AP and back-office 
processing of invoices around the world. Throughout his career, Jacobs 
has been on a quest to transform operations with advanced technology, 
process innovation and bold business objectives. His goal? Create a 
scalable foundation for growth and competitive advantage.

Q
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What conclusions did you come to 
when you analyzed current solutions 
and services for AP automation?

I was surprised at how little progress has been 
made. Twenty years ago, I led an effort to 
automate procurement operations. We built an 
in-house platform because we weren’t satisfied 
with what the market offered at the time. Today, 
we see the same problem that we confronted 
back then: the lack of an end-to-end automation 
solution that includes AP. What most procurement 
and finance people don’t understand is that 
AP is the tail that wags the dog. Upstream and 
downstream processes are simply not integrated. 
Unfortunately, I don’t think that procurement, as a 
discipline, has had the vision or the organizational 
clout to address this problem. For example, why 
can’t we automate the reconciliation of the unit 
of measure listed on the supplier’s invoice with 
the unit of measure used in the PO? Or better 
yet, why can’t we eliminate the need for manual 
intervention? It isn’t because there aren’t enough 
smart people and smart technologies to address 

this problem. I believe it’s because procurement 
leaders aren’t demanding it. This is no small 
problem. Businesses generate more than half a 
trillion invoices each year, and up to 90% are still 
processed manually. 

“What most procurement and  
finance people don’t understand is 

that back-office operations represent 
the tail that wags the dog.”

When we analyzed e-procurement solutions in 
the market today, we were struck by the lack of 
an end-to-end, digital solution that integrates AP. 
Having to swivel between multiple platforms—one 
for direct, one for indirect, one for e-invoices and 
another for manual—is inefficient. Also, there is a 
lack of standards for digitizing invoices. As a result, 
I felt that we had to begin our transformation 
journey with back-office automation. Implementing 
a source-to-pay platform would play a crucial role, 
of course, but we decided to address the back-
office function first.

Q

Guardian and its family of companies employ over 14,000 people who live and work 
in 26 countries across five continents, playing diverse roles in multiple industries. From 
glass that dramatically reduces energy usage and increases comfort in buildings, to 
innovative automotive parts that improve fuel efficiency and enhance connectivity, 
Guardian makes products that improve the quality of life. Guardian’s vision is to create 
value for customers and society through constant innovation using fewer resources. 
Guardian is a wholly owned subsidiary of Koch Industries, Inc. 
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What were your priorities for 
automating back-office functions, and 
how did these relate to business goals?

First, we wanted a system to handle direct 
and indirect purchasing activity. While most 
companies separate those environments, our 
mandate for creating a sustainable platform 
for growth meant creating an enterprise-
wide infrastructure for all purchasing activity. 
Second, we wanted a solution that prioritizes 
the needs of our supply chain partners. 
Pushing all of our suppliers onto a third-party 
vendor network wasn’t an option. Creating 
mutually beneficial partnerships is inherent in 
our DNA as part of Koch Industries. Charles 
Koch believes that if we don’t accomplish this, 
we can’t thrive as a company. And finally, there 
is the application of technology to address 
the talent side of the equation. Relying on 
manual processes is costly and means that our 
AP talent is diverted from performing higher-
value functions. We felt that the industry had 
dropped the ball on fully integrating invoice 
digitization. Elsewhere in the enterprise, SaaS 
providers work together seamlessly. 

“Pushing all of our suppliers  
onto a third-party vendor network 

wasn’t an option.”

How did you reconcile the difference 
between current market limitations and 
achieving your business priorities?

The key was being able to automatically ingest 
digitized invoices into an e-procurement platform, 
with approval and exception management handled 
within the platform. If we couldn’t do this, we 
would just be creating more silos that would 
impede sustainability and scalability. We found 
the solution in a product called Digital Invoice 
by The Shelby Group. They built a smart invoice 
automation solution to be part of an end-to-end 
extension of Coupa, a leader in Gartner’s Magic 
Quadrant for Procure-to-Pay Suites. An important 
differentiator was Shelby’s extensive experience as 
a Coupa implementation partner. Digital Invoice 
gave us the ability to get 100% of our invoices into 
our AP back office in a digital form. This is a huge 
advantage for quickly achieving digital integration 
with acquisitions.

Q

Guardian’s Priorities for AP Invoice Automation

• One system for processing direct and indirect supplier invoices
• Facilitate mutually beneficial relationships with suppliers
• Reduce manual processes with smart technology
• Free AP talent to perform higher-value functions

Q
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Implementing a transformational 
solution across many countries sounds 
daunting. What was your strategy? 

The typical approach for rolling out a new system 
like this would be to start with one of our two 
businesses, using a geographically phased 
approach. But we wanted a global standard and 
were unrelenting in our quest to have the entire 
enterprise on one platform. There were a number 
of times during implementation when one division 
or region was ahead in terms of readiness, but we 
decided to wait because our global supply base is 
what matters most. We rolled out in the U.S. and 
Europe, involving 11 countries, to stay true to our 
vision and to send a challenge to the company 
that this is our future and we need to make it 
work. From a tax and compliance perspective, 
Europe is where all the complexities exist. It is 
tempting, in the face of complexity, to make 
exceptions and authorize one-off customizations. 
But we didn’t. Instead, we used technology to 
enable a global standard.

Once all is said and done, how will 
you calculate the value and return on 
investment for this initiative? 

It’s tempting at the outset of an initiative to throw 
everything but the kitchen sink into the equation 
for capturing value. But I believe it is important 
to set a major stretch target and to focus the 
entire team on meeting that goal. For invoice 
automation, it comes down to the number 
of invoices processed per AP FTE. Digitizing 
100% of our invoices and handling exception 
management inside of Coupa enables all of the 
other benefits of source-to-pay automation. If 
most of your invoices are approved outside the 
platform and routed to the ERP for payment, 
you’ll never have the data and analytics needed 
to optimize ROI for managing direct and 
indirect spend. Capturing procurement savings, 
enabling strategic sourcing, managing contracts, 
managing compliance and managing supplier 
relationships all depend on the effectiveness of 
your back-office automation.

Q Q

Guardian’s Value Drivers for Smart AP Invoice Automation

• 4X improvement in number of invoices processed per AP FTE
• Early pay discount savings
• Reduced risk of supplier discord from late payment
• Reduction of payment errors, and reduced tax and compliance risks
• Increased productivity for AP talent performing higher-value functions



 The Shelby Group is a global leader in e-procurement platform 
implementation and optimization. With hundreds of successful 

procurement transformation initiatives for leading global brands, 
we have the experience, solutions and digital technologies you 

need to accelerate your time to digital procurement success.

theshelbygroup.com  |  312.445.8500
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