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Introduction 

Successfully integrating Automation and Artificial Intelligence (AI) requires more than just technology implementation; 

it demands a strategic, human-centered approach. A Center of Excellence (CoE) serves as the organizational 

hub for all automation and AI initiatives, defining a clear strategic vision, establishing best practices and standards, 

cultivating deep expertise, and providing the necessary governance. Its core purpose is to drive sustainable value, 

proactively manage risks, accelerate the adoption of intelligent automation, and foster a pervasive culture of continuous 

innovation across the entire organization. This comprehensive roadmap provides a detailed outline of the key phases 

for establishing an Automation and AI CoE. 

Design Thinking as Framework 

In the complex and often ambiguous landscape of business transformation and innovation, adopting a structured 

approach through framework thinking is crucial. Frameworks provide a common language, a shared understanding 

of the process, and repeatable steps that help teams systematically tackle complex problems. They enable diverse 

stakeholders – from business leaders and process experts to technical architects and developers – to collaborate 

effectively, fostering alignment and ensuring everyone is working towards a common goal. 

Design Thinking is a prime example of such a powerful framework, specifically geared towards human-centered 

innovation. It is defined as a non-linear, iterative process that involves understanding users’ needs (Empathize), 

defining the core problems (Define), brainstorming potential solutions (Ideate), building tangible representations of 

those solutions (Prototype), and testing them with users (Test). This process is supported by a variety of tools and 

techniques, such as user interviews, journey mapping, brainstorming sessions, sketching, wireframing, and usability 

testing, all designed to uncover insights and develop solutions that are truly desirable for the end-user. 

The effectiveness of Design Thinking in driving innovation in the workplace is widely recognized. Leading organizations 

across various sectors, including prominent examples like Apple, Google, IBM, and numerous others, have successfully 

leveraged Design Thinking methodologies to develop groundbreaking products, improve customer experiences, 

optimize internal processes, and solve complex business challenges. 

Using this Roadmap 

This roadmap provides actionable tasks and milestones for establishing your Automation and AI CoE. While structured  

into distinct phases, successful implementation and long-term value realization require an Agile approach.  

Agile methodologies emphasize iterative development, flexibility, and continuous adaptation, which is essential  

given that detours and evolving requirements are inevitable in innovation initiatives. Program owners must view the 

CoE not as a one-time project, but as an ongoing organizational practice – a muscle that needs consistent building, 

maintenance, optimization, and expansion to drive sustainable value.
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Phase 1: Foundation & Strategy (Timeline: Months 1-3) 

Goal: Define the CoE’s vision, secure critical executive buy-in, establish the foundational team and structure, outline 

the initial strategy, and demonstrate early potential via a targeted Proof of Concept (POC). This phase is about laying  

a solid, well-supported groundwork.

Detailed Steps: 

+ 1.1. Establish Initial Core Team: 

  •   Action: Identify and secure dedicated resources for the foundational CoE team. 

  •   Detail: Key initial roles often include a CoE Lead, Technical Lead/Architect, Process Analyst/Business Liaison, 

            a Design Thinking Specialist, and initial Developers. Define initial responsibilities and reporting structure. 

+ 1.2. Define CoE Vision, Mission & Objectives: 

  •   Action: Clearly articulate the “why” behind the CoE, aligning it with overall organizational strategy. 

  •   Detail: Develop an aspirational Vision and concise Mission statement. Define both high-level strategic   

   objectives (e.g., improving customer experience, increasing operational efficiency) and initial, measurable  

   tactical objectives (e.g., automate specific processes, reduce cycle times). 

  •   Metrics: If possible, define initial Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to measure success, such as processes  

   automated, hours saved, cost reduction, error rate reduction, or user satisfaction scores. 

+ 1.3. Evaluate and Select Program Management & Collaboration Tools: 

  •   Action: Identify, evaluate, and select the necessary tools to support the CoE’s operational management  

   and  team collaboration. 

  •   Detail: Assess potential tools for project tracking, task management, document sharing, communication,  

   and reporting. Consider factors like ease of use, features, integration capabilities, security requirements,  

   and cost. Select tools that align with the team’s workflow and organizational standards. 

+ 1.4. Develop Foundational Governance Framework: 

  •   Action: Outline core principles and initial policies for responsible automation/AI development  

   and deployment. 

  •   Detail: Establish guidelines for ethical considerations, data privacy, security, and model validation.  

   Define initial decision-making processes for project selection and policy updates. 

+ 1.5. Identify and Define Initial Automation & AI Use Cases: 

  •   Action: Begin actively gathering potential automation and AI use cases from across the organization,  

      focusing on understanding underlying business needs and user pain points. 
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  •   Detail: Utilize human-centered methods (like interviews, observations, and initial workshops) to     

  systematically collect potential opportunities. Analyze these inputs to clearly define the core problems  

   that automation or AI could solve. Based on this understanding, select specific, high-potential use cases  

       for initial exploration and prioritization. Prioritize opportunities based on potential user impact,  

   technical feasibility, business viability, and strategic alignment. 

+ 1.6. Initial Technology Assessment & Selection (Automation/AI Specific): 

  •   Action: Evaluate the existing technology landscape and identify potential automation/AI tools  

   needed for solutions. 

  •   Detail: Research and evaluate technologies (e.g., RPA, ML, NLP) based on user needs, technical  

   fit (integration, scalability, security), vendor support, and total cost of ownership. 

+ 1.7. Secure Executive Sponsorship: 

  •   Action: Identify and engage key senior leaders who will champion the CoE initiative. 

  •   Detail: Clearly communicate the CoE’s initial findings, including the developing value proposition and    

       resource needs. Establish a formal steering committee with defined roles, decision-making authority,  

   and a regular meeting cadence to provide oversight and guidance. Ensure executive sponsors are  

   regularly informed about all CoE activities and key developments. 

+ 1.8. Launch Exploratory Proof of Concept (POC) (Ideate, Prototype & Test): 

  •   Action: Select one highly focused problem for a rapid POC to test feasibility and core assumptions. 

  •   Detail: Brainstorm potential solutions, quickly build a small-scale prototype or Minimum Viable Product  

   (MVP), and test it with a small group of end-users. 

  •   Outcome: Document results, lessons learned, and quantifiable outcomes (e.g., time saved).  

   This “quick win” demonstrates potential value and builds momentum. 

+ 1.9. Develop Initial Business Case & Funding Model: 

  •   Action: Quantify expected benefits and costs, incorporating insights from the POC. 

  •   Detail: Estimate potential ROI. Define the funding model (e.g., central, chargeback, hybrid) and secure  

   initial budget approval. 

Key Considerations: Strong executive backing and clear communication are crucial. The Phase 1 POC focuses  

on rapid learning and building confidence. Emphasize understanding user needs as the starting point for  

identifying opportunities. 
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Phase 2: Pilot & Build (Timeline: Months 4-9)

Goal: Demonstrate scalable value through structured pilot projects, refine processes based on testing and feedback, 

build foundational capabilities, and start broader enablement. 

Detailed Steps: 

+ 2.1. Launch Structured Pilot Projects (Iterative Prototyping & Testing): 

  •   Action: Select 1-3 well-defined pilot projects based on Phase 1 learnings and prioritized opportunities. 

  •   Detail: Execute pilots using agile methodologies with regular feedback loops. Apply iterative design: refine   

   understanding of user needs, ideate solutions, build more robust prototypes/MVPs, and test iteratively with   

   pilot groups. 

  •   Execution: Focus on delivering measurable value. Document outcomes, user feedback, and lessons learned. 

+ 2.2. Refine Methodology & Best Practices: 

  •   Action: Develop standardized templates, tools, and human-centered processes based on pilot experiences. 

  •   Detail: Create templates for project and process documentation and solution design. Document best practices  

   for development, deployment, and support. Refine processes for user-focused assessment and usability testing. 

+ 2.3. Establish Technical Infrastructure: 

  •   Action: Set up necessary development, testing, and production environments for selected technologies. 

  •   Detail: Configure environments (cloud, on-prem, hybrid) with appropriate security controls, access    

   management, monitoring, and logging. Ensure scalability. 

+ 2.4. Develop Initial Training & Communication Plan: 

  •   Action: Create awareness and training materials and execute a preliminary communication and change   

    management strategy. 

  •   Detail: Develop materials explaining the CoE’s purpose and successes. Create foundational training for   

   the core team and stakeholders, including Design Thinking principles for problem-solving and user-centric   

   design. Communicate the ‘why’ and benefits to employees. 

+ 2.5. Refine Opportunity Intake & Prioritization Process (Ideation Focus): 

  •   Action: Establish a clear process for business units to submit automation/AI ideas, encouraging user-centric   

   problem statements. 

  •   Detail: Refine the evaluation framework incorporating desirability, feasibility, and viability. Facilitate ideation   

   workshops using techniques to generate potential solutions. 
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+ 2.6. Expand Core Team & Skills: 

  •   Action: Identify and acquire additional talent or train existing staff based on pilot learnings and upcoming needs. 

  •   Detail: Recruit or train for roles such as developers, data scientists, UX/UI specialists, or change managers.   

   Implement a plan for continuous skill development. 

Key Considerations: Focus on demonstrating tangible, user-validated value through pilots. Iterate rapidly based on 

feedback. Effective change management, emphasizing benefits and addressing concerns, is vital. 

Phase 3: Scale & Optimize (Timeline: Months 10-18) 

Goal: Expand the reach and impact of the CoE, mature operations, and foster a wider culture of human-centered 

innovation using automation and AI. 

Detailed Steps: 

+ 3.1. Scale Automation & AI Deployment: 

  •   Action: Accelerate the execution of prioritized automation/AI projects. 

  •   Detail: Implement solutions using refined, human-centered methodologies and best practices. Manage the   

   project pipeline effectively. Determine the optimal scaling strategy (centralized, federated, or hybrid). Ensure   

   iterative development and user feedback loops continue at scale. 

+ 3.2. Mature Governance & Operations: 

  •   Action: Implement robust operational processes and strengthen the governance framework. 

  •   Detail: Implement comprehensive monitoring, logging, and alerting. Define and implement support processes   

   focused on user experience. Refine and enforce policies (data governance, security, ethics), including regular   

   reviews for bias. Establish formal performance reviews and audits. 

+ 3.3. Foster Culture & Enablement (Understanding & Ideation at Scale): 

  •   Action: Expand training programs and create platforms for knowledge sharing and idea generation. 

  •   Detail: Launch broader training programs, including methods for problem identification and solution design.   

   Establish Communities of Practice (CoP) for knowledge sharing. Implement an accessible platform for    

   submitting automation/AI ideas, encouraging user-centric problem articulation. 

+ 3.4. Value Measurement & Reporting: 

  •   Action: Implement comprehensive tracking and reporting of CoE performance and value delivered. 
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  •   Detail: Track CoE performance against KPIs. Measure and report project ROI, including quantitative and   

   qualitative user satisfaction metrics. Develop tailored dashboards and reports for stakeholders. 

+ 3.5. Technology Stack Optimization: 

  •   Action: Continuously evaluate the effectiveness of the current technology stack and explore new tools. 

  •   Detail: Assess performance, scalability, and cost-effectiveness. Research and pilot new tools based on   

   evolving needs and their fit within a human-centered approach. Refine integration strategies. 

Key Considerations: Balance deployment speed with quality and governance. Empower the business with tools and 

the mindset (Design Thinking, continuous improvement) to contribute to opportunities. 

Phase 4: Sustain & Evolve (Timeline: Month 19+) 

Goal: Embed the CoE and a human-centered innovation mindset into the organization, drive continuous improvement, 

and explore advanced capabilities ethically and effectively. 

Detailed Steps: 

+ 4.1. Integrate CoE into Business As Usual (BAU): 

  •   Action: Fully operationalize CoE processes and integrate them into standard workflows. 

  •   Detail: Formalize solution handoff to support teams, ensuring adherence to standards. If federated,  

   the CoE focuses on governance and advanced support while business units manage their solutions. 

+ 4.2. Explore Advanced & Emerging Capabilities: 

  •   Action: Continuously investigate and pilot advanced AI/ML use cases. 

  •   Detail: Research and experiment with complex applications (e.g., predictive analytics). Always start by  

   identifying a real user need or business problem before exploring new technology. Evaluate emerging  

   trends through a human-centered and ethical lens. 

+ 4.3. Continuous Improvement Cycle (Iterate): 

  •   Action: Establish a formal process for regularly reviewing and optimizing the CoE. 

  •   Detail: Implement mechanisms for gathering continuous feedback from users and stakeholders.  

   Use feedback and metrics to identify areas for improvement in methodologies, tools, training,  

   and governance. Benchmark performance. 
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+ 4.4. Strategic Workforce Planning: 

  •   Action: Assess the long-term impact of automation and AI on roles and required skills. 

  •   Detail: Develop strategies for proactive workforce planning. Identify roles that will be augmented or  

   potentially displaced. Implement upskilling and reskilling programs to equip employees for future roles.    

  Develop support systems and communication to help employees navigate change. 

+ 4.5. Ecosystem Collaboration: 

  •   Action: Engage actively with external partners, vendors, and industry groups. 

  •   Detail: Participate in forums to share knowledge and learn best practices. Collaborate with vendors.  

   Engage with academic institutions. Participate in discussions around ethical AI. 

Key Considerations: The CoE must continually adapt. Maintain a strong focus on user needs, ethical implementation, 

and fostering a culture where employees see automation/AI as tools to augment their capabilities. 

Conclusion 

Building a successful and sustainable Automation and AI Center of Excellence is not a one-time project but an 

iterative journey centered on delivering continuous value for both the business and its people. This roadmap provides 

a structured, phased approach, crucially integrating Design Thinking principles throughout to ensure that the solutions 

developed are not only technically sound and financially beneficial but also highly desirable, user-friendly, and well-

adopted. 

Flexibility in adapting to learnings, establishing and maintaining strong governance, fostering a culture of continuous 

learning, and implementing empathetic change management are essential ingredients for success. By following this 

roadmap, organizations can effectively unlock the full potential of automation and AI, driving significant, sustainable 

business transformation while ensuring technology serves human needs and elevates the employee and customer 

experience. 


