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A B O U T  T H I S  G U I D E

COVID has triggered significant interest in process automation. In 2020, 
employees were suddenly disconnected from their offices, supply chain was 
disrupted, and new cost-containment pressures emerged. These unforeseen 
events led companies to explore new ways of operating. From the disorder, 
automation has risen to the top of many boardroom agendas. 

Building an automation center requires significant human and financial 
investment. In the following guide, our Workday automation experts have 
outlined their top tips to creating an organizational Automation Center  
of Excellence (COE) utilizing the data management and machine learning 
capabilities of Workday technology, including guidance around how to get 
started with—

 — Data sourcing strategy 

 — Workday’s automation sources

 — Choosing the right tech suite and skills

 — The build versus buy decision 

 — Choosing the right use cases 

 — Roadmapping 

 — Developing measures of success
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Data management automation

A successful automation strategy requires  
a prioritized approach. There are several sources 
for automating the management of data.  

1. First, various company systems should be 
integrated where feasible. Such integration 
allows for the free flow of data without  
human involvement. Workday has many 
preconfigured data connectors to quickly 
integrate to related systems. 

2. Next, ERP’s (Enterprise Resource Planning) 
systems should be configured with business 
rules and workflow that automatically  
move data. They should also have automation 
embedded in them. Workday is designed  
to maximize automated workflow and related 
internal controls. In addition, Workday uses 
data and AI to find anomalies, make 
suggestions and perform data management 
activities (e.g., automatically finding matching 
line items to help with reconciliations).  

3. Finally, self-serve options should be leveraged 
that enable interested stakeholders to input 
data directly. An example is having a supplier 
inputting their demographic data into a 
company system. Once these automation 
solutions have been explored, layering an 
automation CoE solution on top to supplement 
and enhance will deliver the best result.

Automation sources powered by 
Workday

Workday is designed to drive standardization and 
accommodate differences where valid business 
requirements dictate. This standardization can 
dramatically increase automation rates.

Integrations
Connect ERP to operational  
systems

Rules & workflow
Maximize movement of data  
with business rules & workflow

Self-serve
Leverage self-service portals  
(e.g., employees, suppliers)

Automation CoE
Works outside of and with ERP  
and operational systems
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Tech suite and skills

A comprehensive automation CoE is not a 
handful of standalone bots. It’s a collection of 
related technologies built and managed by 
specifically trained professionals who 
understand how to optimize business processes 
with technology. The starting point for any 
automation suite is a well-configured, 
standardized, cloud-based ERP like Workday,  
and an integrated architecture using API’s  
(i.e., Application Programming Interface, 
prewired system connectors) and ETL (i.e., 
Extract, Transform, Load) tools.  

Basic technology tools that require training 
include Cognitive OCR (i.e., Optical Character 
Recognition) and RPA (Robotics Process 
Automation). Enabling automatic learning 
through AI (Artificial Intelligence) and ML 
(Machine Learning) and a DB (Database) is 
required. Additionally, more common technology 
enablers are often needed such as collaboration 
tools to send and receive secure automation 
requests (e.g., email, portals) and visualizations 
including dashboarding tools. Key technology 
decisions will include whether to host these 
various tools on-premises or in the Cloud. 
Wherever possible, cloud-based solutions that 
support low cost-to-serve, scale, agility and data 
security are recommended.

Build versus buy

The larger, more complex a company, the more 
chance that building an automation CoE  
delivers an acceptable return on investment. 
Securing technology licenses and building/
maintaining in-house expertise are significant 
tasks. Small clients are often better off working 
with automation service providers. A hybrid 
model may make sense for some. One 
consideration is hiring a third-party provider to 
automate and operate your first process and use 
that as an evaluation and learning exercise to 
help determine which processes you want to 
automate in-house and how you will proceed. 
The illustration below shows the sourcing options 
for your automation CoE and some pros and 
cons to consider.

DB

ERP & Ops
systems

integrations

Secure infrastructure (cloud vs on-prem)

Collaboration
tools

RPA

Cognitive 
OCR

w/ NLP

AI / ML Process mining 
& visualization

Workday integrated automation tech suite

Buy
 — Quick results
 — Low capital investment
 — Scalable tech licensing
 — No need to attract/retain  

specialized skills

Learn to build
 — Learn from experts
 — Realize value before making  

big investment

Build
 — Keep all delivered value
 — Enjoy scalable value
 — Drive transformation culture
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Use cases

Any automation strategy must start with a few 
high-impact use cases that have a good chance 
to be successfully implemented. In addition to 
learning where other companies have 
automated, certain characteristics will help you 
choose areas where automation can provide big, 
quick wins. These characteristics include 
functions that have: 

 — Large staff

 — Are repetitive

 — Have tight cycle time requirements

 — Are prone to human error 

 — And require a lot of manual input moving 
from screen to screen

Roadmapping your automation 
COE

Financial considerations

Financial impacts need to be added to top use 
cases to make sure they have a collective 
payback that provides an adequate return on  
the CoE investment. Both the build and operate 
costs of the CoE need to be considered.  

Calculating return on investment 

When calculating benefits, third party 
benchmark services should be considered to 
ensure benefits estimates are realistic.  
Engaging process experts, either internal or 
external, to determine overall process health and 
automation potential is a critical step in 
determining expected automation results to be 
delivered by the CoE. For example, for 
transaction processing, if the people processing 
these transactions fix a problem (such as missing 
data or an approval needed) 50% of the time,  
it’s unrealistic to think a no-touch automation 
level above 50% can be achieved.  

Indirect benefits should also be considered.  
For example, if supplier invoice processing  
is significantly automated with your investment, 
the beneficiaries of that automation may now 
have time to focus on spend control. The 
financial benefit of that increased spend control 
should be included in the overall benefits 
estimate. 

The next illustration shows how current costs 
and automation can be estimated. Once the 
benefits and efforts of the top automation use 
cases have been completed, an automation 
roadmap can be developed that considers quick 
wins and long-term projects.

Risk  
reduction

Easiest/Highest 
impact

Risk  
reduction

Financial 
benefits

Increased  
compliance

Focus on  
target operating 

model

Insights  
& analytics
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Top  
$2.07

Use cases Value 
blueprints

Total  
cost to 
process  
a supplier 
invoice  
(source: APQC)

Bottom 
$10.00

Attributes

1. STP

2. PO Compliance

3. Automation

4. Offshoring

5. Continuous improvement

Median  
$5.83

Roadmap

#FTEs (6.8 per $B APQC median) 7.0

Total FTE cost ($62,215 APQC median) $60,000

Current cost $420,000

# Manual invoices 68,250

Total FTE cost per invoice $6.15

Estimated automation % 70%

Automation benefit $294,000

Automation cost $78,250

Automation value $215,750

Critical measures of success

Some automation CoE’s succeed more than 
others. There are few common characteristics  
of the most successful automation CoE’s that 
should be focused on during the design and  
build phase.  

Executive sponsorship

Leadership must strongly support and fully  
fund automation efforts. They also need to 
communicate the importance of automation to 
the entire organization. Finally, they should 
advocate policy changes needed to maximize 
automation. The most common and contentious 
policy area causing conflict is standardization. A 
classic example is customer invoices. Customers 
often want custom invoices and organizations 
say yes without understanding the impacts this 
change can have on working capital.  Leadership 
can drive a much higher automation effort if they 
enforce standardization or smarter 
semi-customization.

Combined process and tech skills

A successful automation effort needs equal part 
technology and process. Ideally, you find or  
train people that understand both and can build 
working proof-of-concept tools. Alternatively, 
strong project managers that can facilitate 
collaboration between both talent pools is 
required. A common mistake is for a process 
owner to simply fill out a project charter and 
hand it over to the tech team to build. That is not 
how innovation works in the real world. When 
building solutions, most processes are nuanced 
enough where there will be countless iterations 
that require full collaboration and a deep 
understanding of the process.
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Tech suite fit

Buying an RPA license and training workers on 
the technology as a standalone solution 
generally won’t yield maximum results. Most 
basic automation needs; RPA, OCR, Integrations, 
ETL, Collaboration and Dashboarding tools  
and a database to help leverage ML and AI.  Most 
importantly, a strong foundation ERP like 
Workday that supports and drives automation 
should be a key consideration.

Drive value with effective change 
management for quick wins 

Automation CoE’s need to have some success 
out of the gate to get the entire organization 
behind them. Achieving quick wins requires laser 
focus on value-driven use cases and effective 
change management that considers all 
stakeholders from their unique perspectives.  
For example, the employee facing 50% of their 
job becoming automated is probably very 
qualified to help with that effort but may have 
trepidation. With some planning, that person  
can and should be redeployed to work on higher 
value-added work. This process should be 
planned, effectively communicated and 
incentivized. 

Finally, and most importantly, notching some 
quick automation wins often provides a 
significant time savings to the team and should 
be built into the automation roadmap.

Governance

To ensure executive sponsorship, company-wide 
support, growth and overall success, a proper 
governance function should be implemented.  

Key components include:

 — Governance organization with roles and 
responsibilities assigned and a meeting 
cadence/agenda set

 — Formal, well-defined service catalogs, 
service coverage agreements and operating 
performance agreements

 — KPI’s and dashboards that display 
performance trends and performance 
versus contractual commitments

 — Financial management services, starting 
with charging mechanism that incent 
all parties to focus on the CoE’s success. 
Services should also include budgeting, 
variance analysis and forecasting.

Active executive 
sponsorship

Combo process/
tech skills

Tech suite fit
Value driven/

effective change/
quick wins

Oversight
 — Structure
 — RACI’s
 — Meeting agendas

Fees
 — Basis
 — Schedule
 — Variance analysis

Performance agreements
 — SLA’s
 — OLA’s
 — Service catalogs
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Structure

The Center of Excellence needs a formal 
organizational structure like any other corporate 
function. 

The CoE should have some sort of connection to:

 — The C-suite possibly including a named 
executive sponsor that owns the overall 
success

 — Global process owners that span 
end-to-end processes and may have 
responsibilities that cross over functional 
lines (e.g., Purchase-to-Pay includes Supply 
Chain and Finance responsibility)

 — A formal continuous process team whose 
purpose to optimize processes using formal 
continuous process methodologies (e.g., 
Lean, Agile)

 — A strong connection to IT to ensure 
any potential tech gaps or overlaps are 
identified and addressed.

 — Formal change management including 
effective communication and actions that 
address risks and perceived risks from the 
perspective of all key stakeholders.

 — Formal connection and governance  
with any third-party providers that ensures 
an optimally performing automation 
ecosystem. 

Executive 
sponsorship

Automation  
CoE

IT

Third  
parties

Process  
owners

Continuous 
improvement

PMO / Change / 
Governance / 

FInance / Data 
security
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With the focus of many organizations closing  
in on automation in the last year, it’s more 
important than ever to have a deep 
understanding of what automation capabilities 
Workday enables your organization to deploy, 
what areas of your business would benefit  
from automation and how you can successfully 
do so. The ability to effectively measure the 
success of your automation efforts is also critical 
to your ability to prove ROI and continue creating 
efficiencies throughout your company. 

However, understanding where to start with  
your automation journey can be complex, 
especially if your team has no previous 
experience deploying this type of technology. 
Partnering with a Workday partner like Alight  
for expert consultation on how your organization 
could most benefit from automation and 
assistance with configuration execution paves 
the way for improving costs, controls, scale  
and continuity around your Workday processes. 

M A I N  T A K E A W A Y S

About Alight 
With an unwavering belief that a company’s success starts with its people, Alight Solutions is a leading  
cloud-based provider of integrated digital human capital and business solutions. Leveraging proprietary AI 
and data analytics, Alight optimizes business process as a service (BPaaS) to deliver superior outcomes  
for employees and employers across a comprehensive portfolio of services. Alight allows employees to enrich 
their health, wealth and work with enabling global organizations to achieve a high-performance culture. 
Alight’s 15,000 dedicated colleagues serve more than 30 million employees and family members. Learn how 
Alight helps organizations of all sizes, including over 70% of the Fortune 100 at alight.com.

Want to find out more about our  
automation services? Let us know by emailing 
us at Workday.Solutions@alight.com.

http://alight.com
mailto:Workday.Solutions%40alight.com?subject=

