Running payroll is one of those jobs that looks routine from the outside, until you sit with the numbers long
enough to feel how quickly things can go sideways. A missing approval can turn into a late pay cycle. A wrong pay
rate can turn into an employee dispute that takes weeks to unwind. Even when the payroll system is solid and the
inputs are clean, the approval process is where accountability lives, and where risk gets managed without grinding

the business to a halt.

An approval workflow is not just “who clicks yes.” It is the operating system for payroll decisions: how changes are
requested, who reviews them, what “good” looks like, and how you handle edge cases like backdated adjustments

or terminations that hit right before the cutoff.

Below is how | approach building a payroll approval workflow that works in real companies, with real timelines and

real human constraints.

Start with the failure modes, not the software

Most teams begin with tool selection: an approval module, a workflow engine, or spreadsheet-to-email handoffs.

That can work, but it is easy to design a process that faithfully routes clicks while missing the point.

Before deciding on anything technical, | like to map the failure modes. In payroll, the biggest ones tend to cluster

into a few themes:

First, incorrect data entered without the right context. For example, a manager submits a change to hours but

does not include the reason, the effective date, or supporting documentation.

Second, approvals that happen too late to matter. A reviewer rubber-stamps a request at the end of the day, and

the payroll run already locked the numbers.

Third, unclear authority. Someone who approves “comp changes” might not actually own “retro pay,” or their

approval might not apply to certain locations, classifications, or unions.

Fourth, exceptions that do not follow the normal path. Termination dates, reversals, manual checks, wage
garnishments, and special payrolls often slip out of the workflow because they feel rare. That is exactly when you

need guardrails.

When you frame the workflow around preventing these failure modes, the structure becomes clearer. You can still

decide later how to implement it, but you stop guessing what the workflow must accomplish.

Define what needs approval, and what does not

People often want everything approved, because it feels safer. In practice, over-approving is a fast route to
approval fatigue and missed deadlines. The workflow should target the changes that materially affect payroll totals,

employee eligibility, compliance reporting, or pay accuracy.
In my experience, the approval surface usually falls into three categories:

1. High-impact changes: These include pay rate changes, new hires with special compensation, retroactive

adjustments, overtime policy overrides, and off-cycle payments.

2. Risky operational changes: These include changes to employment status, work locations, cost centers, tax

jurisdictions when applicable, and timesheet corrections that exceed normal thresholds.



3. Low-impact updates: Things like correcting a typo in a benefit enrollment selection, updating a phone
number, or minor scheduling notes generally should not require the same level of payroll approval, unless

they indirectly change pay.

The key is to define “material” in your context. What is material to one company might be routine to another. |
have seen organizations set thresholds such as “approvals required when the estimated gross impact exceeds a
certain dollar amount” or “approvals required when there is any backdating beyond X days.” Even if the numbers

are rough at first, the act of defining them makes the workflow usable.

You also need a decision that many teams skip: approval rules for reversals and corrections. Once payroll runs, you

need a clear pathway to undo or adjust it, with a different review standard than pre-run changes.

Map the workflow around your payroll calendar and cutoff times

A payroll approval workflow that ignores payroll calendars is like building a door that opens into a wall. Approval

steps must align with the payroll run timing, so reviewers actually have a chance to approve before the data is
locked.

| typically anchor the workflow to three internal dates:

* Request window: When managers can submit changes and when employees can submit timesheet edits.
e Approval window: When approvals must be completed for changes to be included in the upcoming payroll.

* Lock and post-lock rules: What can still be changed after payroll is locked, and how late changes are

handled (usually with an off-cycle process or a next-run correction).

In a lot of companies, the most visible pain comes from “the last-mile approvals.” If your payroll approval process
requires manual follow-ups right before cutoff, people learn to wait, and then the system breaks. The fix is usually

not a new tool. It is tightening timelines, setting expectations, and creating routes for urgent cases.

One practical move is to set different approval deadlines based on the type of change. A pay rate change might
require approval two business days before payroll lock, while a minor timesheet correction might have a shorter

deadline, depending on how your payroll system handles edits.

If you have multiple payrolls or multiple regions, treat each as its own rhythm. It is tempting to standardize
everything, but regional compliance requirements and varying cutoff practices make one-size-fits-all workflows
brittle.

Decide who approves, and why they are accountable

Payroll approvals should not be a vague chain of command. Each approval step should connect to a responsible

role who understands what they are approving.
Common approval roles include:

* the employee’s direct manager (for time, schedule, and staffing changes)

* HR or compensation (for pay rate changes, role classifications, and compliance-sensitive updates)
¢ finance (for cost center allocation and budget-related impacts)

e payroll specialists (for correctness checks, system constraints, and audit readiness)

The nuance is in the boundaries. For example, direct managers might approve overtime eligibility and hours, but

HR might be the gate for changes to pay grade or employment status. Finance might approve cost center



changes, but HR might override finance rules when necessary for legal compliance.

A workflow that does not clearly state responsibility often ends in "approval ping-pong.” Someone approves one
field, but not the reason. Or someone denies because they cannot validate documentation, but the documentation

actually belongs to a different owner.

| recommend writing approval ownership rules in plain language, then translating them into whatever workflow
format you use. Keep it human-readable. When a manager submits a payroll adjustment and sees exactly what HR

expects to see, approvals go faster and disputes go down.

Build in documentation requirements for sensitive scenarios

For many payroll changes, review is not only about whether the numbers look right. It is also about whether the

organization has evidence that supports the change.

When people think of payroll audits, they usually imagine formal compliance exams. In day-to-day life, the audits
that actually hurt are internal: “Why did we pay this?” “Why was it retroactive?” "Who approved it, and what was

the justification?”

For sensitive scenarios, require documentation at submission time. That can be a signed policy exception, a

compensation change authorization, a contract amendment, or an HR case reference.

The point is not to make submission painful. The point full service payroll is to avoid reviewers having to guess. If

reviewers are guessing, approval becomes a rubber stamp or a stall.
Here are examples of where documentation tends to matter:

® retroactive pay changes tied to promotions or reclassifications

® corrections that exceed normal thresholds or affect multiple pay periods
e off-cycle payments, manual checks, or special payroll runs

® termination-related adjustments and final pay computations

® garnishments and other court-ordered deductions (where process and traceability matter)

If you do not want documentation for every case, set clear thresholds. The workflow can be strict when risk is high,

and lighter when the change is routine and self-evident.

Design the “data quality gate” before approvals

A surprising number of payroll approval failures happen before anyone reaches the reviewer. The data has

problems, and the reviewer ends up doing triage instead of reviewing the substance.

Consider adding a data quality gate. This can be automated checks or simple validation steps inside your process.

The goal is to catch issues early so approvals represent real judgment.
The most common problems | have seen include:

* missing effective dates

® inconsistent employment status relative to the requested change
* rate changes without matching classification or pay grade fields

® timesheet edits that do not match scheduling rules

® cost center changes that leave employees under the wrong financial allocation
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You can implement this gate through workflow forms that require fields, or through payroll system validations
that block certain updates until corrected. Even if you cannot fully automate it, your workflow can still enforce

“minimum viable inputs” before routing for approvals.

One practical trade-off: too many required fields slow submissions. Too few required fields create reviewer churn. |
usually start with a lean set of required fields for the highest-risk requests, then expand requirements as you learn

where submissions are incomplete.

Create clear paths for normal changes and exceptions

Payroll is steady until it suddenly isn't. There is always an edge case waiting around the corner: a late onboarding,
a backdated correction, a manager out sick, a payroll run that needs a reversal, or an employee dispute that

arrives after cutoff.
Your workflow should have at least two distinct paths:

e astandard pre-run path for changes that must be included in the upcoming payroll

* an exception or post-lock path for changes after the lock window

If you only build the standard path, exceptions will route through email or undocumented side channels. That

undermines your audit trail and makes reporting unreliable.

For post-lock situations, decide upfront how you handle them. Usually, late changes become a correction on the
next run, or an off-cycle payment if timing is urgent. Either way, the workflow must specify who approves and
what information is required. You cannot treat post-lock changes managed full service payroll as a casual “we’'ll fix

it later.”

Also decide how to handle approvals when the correct approver is unavailable. There should be a substitute

approval mechanism, with defined authority and audit logging.

Put the approval steps into a workflow that people can follow

At this point you have rules. Now you need an execution model that fits real life: managers are busy, HR is
managing multiple priorities, and payroll is operating under strict deadlines. Your workflow should reduce

ambiguity, not increase it.

One approach that tends to work is to standardize the workflow routing based on change type. A request form
can determine the routing automatically. For example, a pay rate change could route to HR compensation plus

payroll, while a schedule-related timesheet correction could route to the manager plus payroll for accuracy checks.
To make this concrete, here is a simple conceptual flow for standard pre-run payroll approvals:

® The request is submitted with required fields, effective dates, and supporting context.

* The workflow performs basic validations and assigns a change type.

® The request routes to the owner responsible for the category (manager, HR, finance, payroll).
* Approvers complete review using predefined criteria.

e |f approved, the workflow sends the update to the payroll system before lock.

That sounds neat on paper. The key is defining the “predefined criteria,” because that is where many workflows fail.

Approval criteria that reduce back-and-forth
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You do not want approvers interpreting the rules on the fly. You want them using consistent checks, so the

process is fair and defensible.
A compact set of review criteria can work well. For example, approvers should confirm:

* the effective date aligns with policy and payroll period inclusion

® the request includes required justification and documentation (when applicable)
® the pay impact matches the inputs, especially for retroactive or corrected entries
* the request does not conflict with employment status or classification

® the cost center and location fields are consistent, if your payroll impacts reporting

Even if each role applies slightly different checks, the shared baseline helps approvals feel consistent.

Keep the number of approvals proportional to the risk
Every extra approval adds time and friction. Sometimes that friction is worth it. Sometimes it is simply noise.
When | design payroll approvals, | try to keep the approval chain proportional:

® For low-risk, routine edits, approval might be required only at the manager level, or not at all if the payroll

system uses self-service controls.
® For high-risk changes, you may need HR plus payroll specialist review.

® For compliance-sensitive items, you might require a second line of review, especially if there are external

reporting implications.

A common mistake is treating all payroll changes as high-risk. When everything is high-risk, nobody feels

responsible, and approvals become a bottleneck.

Use thresholds to handle volume without losing control

As organizations grow, approval volume can spike. A workflow that works for 200 employees might collapse under

2,000 if approvals rely on manual review.
Thresholds help. They allow you to keep approvals meaningful while still covering edge cases.
Two common threshold styles are:

¢ dollar thresholds based on estimated gross or net pay impact

* time thresholds based on how far back a correction goes
For example, you might require additional approval when a timesheet correction exceeds a certain hours amount,

or when retroactive pay is backdated more than a set number of days. The exact numbers depend on your payroll

frequency, complexity, and compliance environment.

There is a trade-off. Thresholds can create “just-under-the-line” behavior, where submitters split adjustments to
avoid extra approval. To prevent that, pair thresholds with consistent documentation requirements and periodic

audits of edge cases.

Audit trail and traceability are not optional

If you have ever had to reconstruct “what happened” during a payroll dispute, you know how quickly time

disappears. A payroll approval workflow must make it easy to trace:



* who submitted the request

* what fields changed

* which approvers reviewed it

® timestamps across the approval chain

e the final result and any subsequent corrections

In well-run workflows, the audit trail is built into the workflow system, not assembled after the fact by a payroll
specialist searching email threads. That traceability protects employees too, because decisions are not based on

memory.

The audit trail is also critical when you need to report internally on payroll errors, approval SLA compliance, and
recurring root causes. If the workflow does not capture change type and approval outcomes reliably, you lose the

data needed to improve.

Handle approvals when employees and managers disagree

Disputes happen. Sometimes an employee disagrees with their time entry. Sometimes a manager disagrees with

the documentation. Sometimes HR decides a requested correction cannot be approved.

Your workflow should define how disputes are handled without creating a legal or operational mess. That usually

means:

® areview path separate from the standard payroll approval path
® clear escalation steps and time limits
® a mechanism to freeze changes if disagreement escalates

* a written explanation requirement when denying a request

The workflow should protect employees from “silent failures.” If a request is denied, the requester needs a reason

and a way to provide missing information.

Also, be careful with what you promise. If you tell an employee their correction is approved but approvals are still

pending, you create confusion and possibly wage compliance issues. | prefer tight wording internally: “submitted
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for approval,” “approved pending system posting,” and “included in payroll period X" only when the system

confirms it.

A lightweight checklist for workflow readiness

Before rolling out your payroll approval workflow, | like to run a short readiness check with the people who will

actually use it: HR, payroll, a couple of managers, and finance if cost allocation matters.

* confirm each approval step has a clear owner and authority

e verify every change type has a standard path and an exception path

* test cutoff timing with realistic scenarios, including last-minute submissions
® document what happens for post-lock changes and who approves them

® confirm the audit trail captures submission, decision, timestamps, and reason codes

This is not a formal compliance document. It is a practical “does the workflow survive contact with reality” check.

Off-cycle payroll and manual checks need special treatment



Off-cycle payments and manual checks are where workflows either become robust or start accumulating

untracked exceptions. These are often urgent, which tempts teams to bypass approvals when time is short.

But if you skip approvals without a controlled exception process, you end up with a shadow system. It might be

faster for the moment, but the operational debt comes due later.
In a mature workflow, off-cycle requests still have:

® aclear request form

® at least one approval step appropriate to the reason
® documentation requirements

® a payroll processing ownership step

® a post-run reconciliation step to ensure the accounting impact matches expectations

The trade-off is that off-cycle processing can become slower if the workflow is rigid. You can manage this by
designing a dedicated off-cycle route with tighter fields and faster turnaround expectations, while still keeping

traceability intact.

Measure approval performance, then tune the workflow

Once live, your payroll approval workflow should not sit still. You should watch it like you would watch payroll

itself. The goal is to reduce cycle time without increasing error rates.
Track a few operational metrics that are directly tied to workflow health:

® average time from submission to final approval

* percentage of requests returned for missing information
® approvals completed after the approval window

¢ frequency of post-lock corrections

® recurring denial reasons (for example, missing documentation or incorrect effective dates)

Then use those observations to improve the process. Often the fixes are procedural, not technical. For instance, if
approvals are frequently returned due to missing effective dates, you tighten the form validations. If managers
submit pay changes without policy context, you update training and add a “reason” field that requires specific

categories.

You should also review the workflow routing periodically. As roles change, approver assignments can become stale.

If approvers drift out of date, you can end up with “approved by the wrong person,” which defeats the control.

Training matters more than people expect

No matter how good the workflow is, if managers do not understand what qualifies for approval, the process will

clog. Training does not mean a long workshop. It means clear examples and realistic scenarios.

In my experience, managers and HR teams want examples they can map to day-to-day work. For example, what
counts as a retroactive correction? When do you need HR compensation approval versus manager approval? How

much backdating is “"normal”? What documentation is acceptable?

A simple set of scenario-based guidance can be enough. The workflow system itself should also provide helpful

prompts. When a form indicates which fields must be completed and why, fewer requests bounce.



Also, make sure approvers understand how the payroll system behaves. If an approval happens after lock, it might
still be recorded but not included in the upcoming period. That distinction needs to be clear, or approvals will be

misunderstood and employees will get incorrect expectations.

Common edge cases that deserve explicit handling

Every payroll team eventually meets the same edge cases. When they are handled ad hoc, they become time sinks
and sources of conflict. When they are handled through workflow rules, they become manageable.

Here are a few edge cases | recommend treating as first-class workflow scenarios:

* retroactive changes that affect multiple payroll periods

* termination and final pay calculations that require special review

* corrections that change tax or jurisdictional data (where relevant)

* union or policy-driven overtime eligibility changes

* system-generated reversals that require approval before being posted

For each, define the approvers, required documentation, and the timing rules. If you do not, people will

instinctively create their own exceptions, and those exceptions will spread.

Keep approvals fair and consistent across teams

If your company has multiple departments, sites, or regions, consistency becomes a cultural issue, not just a
process issue. Employees notice when one manager requires extensive documentation and another manager

approves quickly. That difference might not be intentional, but it creates frustration.
Consistency can be supported by:

* standardized reason codes for approvals and denials

shared approval criteria across similar change types
® periodic sampling audits of approved requests

® clear escalation routes for ambiguous cases

Also, be careful with “who approves exceptions.” If the same person approves all exceptions, their workload can
spike. If approvals rotate without clear criteria, consistency declines. A better approach is to define exception
categories and route them to the appropriate functional owner, with escalation only when needed.

What a mature payroll approval workflow looks like in practice

When a payroll approval workflow is working, it feels boring in the best way. Approvers know what they are
reviewing, submissions arrive complete, and the payroll team is not chasing missing approvals the night before

cutoff.

You can tell it is working because the payroll team spends more time on reconciliation and less time on detective
work. Managers spend less time guessing what HR needs. Employees see fewer “we fixed it later” outcomes,

because exceptions are routed correctly up front.

Most importantly, you build trust. Trust that the numbers are controlled. Trust that decisions are recorded. Trust

that payroll is not dependent on who is online at the right time.



Final thoughts on building your workflow

A payroll approval workflow is a balance between control and speed. Too much control and you get missed cutoffs,
angry managers, and exceptions delivered through unofficial paths. Too much speed and you get inaccurate pay,
disputes, and audit risk.

The most reliable path is to start with failure modes, define change types and approval boundaries, align
everything with your payroll calendar, and build traceability into every decision. Then tune the workflow using real

approval data.

If you do that, you will still have edge cases. You will also be able to handle them without chaos, and without
rebuilding your process every pay period. That is what an approval workflow should deliver, the steady kind of

confidence payroll deserves.



