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Centers of Excellence: Sustaining APO Value Delivery 
 

After the go-live, the real work begins. Use CoE for long-term benefit. 

Centers of Excellence (CoE) are a fairly common concept in business as a means for focused management 

of specific business functions. Regarding APO implementations, they are a frequent feature of overall 

transformation efforts where technology adoption is usually the centerpiece. The idea of the CoE is to 

establish and maintain critical mass of specialized expertise needed for effectively operating in an APO 

world. 

What we’ll suggest is that CoE’s aren’t simply handy—they are essential. 

Institutionalizing change needs a change institution. 

APO implementations are predictably disruptive and initially precarious. The newly learned skills required 

by the planners need to continue to evolve and their mindset may be ambivalent. The organization still 

needs time to find resource balance. Leveraging the most important features of the new system are often 

postponed until some notional baseline stabilization has been achieved. Not least, the forces resisting change 

don’t just vanish when the go-live point is achieved; sometimes they ratchet up the noise level. 

Enter the CoE. 

Although notions vary of what CoE’s are, what they do, and what comprises them, generally they are seen 

as small concentrations of staff with senior levels of expertise in systems and methods, tasked (often vaguely) 

with advancing the internal state of the art. The CoE is meant to contribute on a sustaining basis what key 

experts and service providers presumably provided during the implementation phase. In practice, they tend 

to lean in a tool-facing direction, but in fact their chief value proposition is the unequivocal integration of 

system, process, and business policy perspectives.  

Spinnaker sees three vital contributions of a CoE: 

1. Rationally connecting the dots from strategy to business requirements, system capabilities, and 

best practice insights on an ongoing, tactical basis. Helping people use the system better, a day at a 

time.  
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2. Keeping the flame burning for the longer-term Holy Grail of advanced APO capability and supply 

chain roadmap adoption. Effective collaboration, inventory optimization, responsive and accurate 

order promising, and near-real-time planning are frequent examples. 

3. Developing, exemplifying, and codifying expectations of skills and behavior among the supply 

chain practitioner base—what does the model planner look like? 

Size Right. Start Smart. 

Who goes into a CoE? Does anyone ever come out? 

Staffing a CoE usually involves putting people in roles that have never been defined separately before. There 

is almost always a thorny question of implicitly adding staff to support a technology adventure that was, 

among other things, expected to increase productivity. The important thing to keep firmly in mind is that 

for the organization to operate at a higher level, the company’s human capital must also rise to that level. 

The CoE exists for precisely that purpose. 

A compact, starting core of people who are well-credentialed in both business and IT is ideal. Establishing 

and holding the trust of planners and key business leaders is critical. The important thing is to get CoE 

members immediately engaged and focused on real-world challenges cropping up in the APO sphere. 

Although it’s really hard to allocate time between abstract, big-picture objectives and issue-driven, tactical 

adaptation, it’s important for the team to be visible getting their hands dirty. 

The CoE should be an incubator and a catalyst. CoE members should do tours of duty, walking a mile in their 

constituents’ shoes. Planners should intern in the CoE and return to the front lines, refreshed and with 

enhanced insights. 

The CoE version of the Spinnaker 5 Lenses 

People: are you responding actively and constructively to the new challenges your planners face? Do they 

have the knowledge and context to embrace the benefits of the new system and their role? 

The CoE exists to help people click with the technology. Engagement is far more effective than hiding 

out in the ivory tower. 

Process: are your practices directionally correct but also within reach of the planners? 

Process issues often have legacy beliefs, assumptions, and nostalgia lurking somewhere. The CoE 

needs to be the relentless champion and advocate of the new way. To be effective, the CoE needs 

to be fluent and persuasive in the advantages of doing so, while being authoritative enough on 

historical practices to call a bluff. The “soft” skills to achieve this are just as important as supply 

chain expertise—planners respond more constructively if they are heard and engaged, rather than 

steamrolled. 

Technology: is the solution working as advertised? Are issues rapidly and correctly diagnosed to root 

cause? 
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With the APO technology, the CoE acts as referee, interpreter, and the guiding hand of enhanced 

usage. The CoE should be the go-to source for ingenuity and rationality about how best to drive 

APO behavior and usage into line with legitimate business requirements.  

Tools live or die by the data they consume. Data definition, quality measurement, and adequate 

governance are prime topics for the CoE to take leadership on. 

Policies: are you staying on message and making the opt-in easier than the opt-out? 

The CoE is uniquely positioned to be the voice of alignment between business strategy and the 

adoption of specific practices and system capabilities. However, the policy role of the CoE is not to 

control but to influence, primarily through relentless advocacy and coaching on how to adhere to 

the vision and institutionalize conforming new practices. 

Metrics: are you tracking process performance measures that tell a story relevant to both operational 

assumptions and targeted benefits? 

Metrics are a key CoE contribution that is sometimes overlooked. The CoE is ideally positioned to 

define and produce metrics of operational performance and planner goal attainment that remind 

people why they agreed to deploy APO in the first place. They are also well situated to maintain a 

data-driven view on the state of the organization vs. requirements, defining and tracking measures 

of planner capability and training. Finally, the CoE can be the prime asset in managing data quality, 

identifying the “choke points” of key data elements and establishing measures to proactively monitor 

and guide corrective action. 

CoE: Emphasis on Center 

It should be apparent by now that a high-functioning CoE is a meeting place of all types of best practices—

business, tool, and organizational. 

Buying a Steinway for a beginning piano player is not going to help as much  

as competent coaching and practice. 

A hard look at your staff vs. what APO demands from its users to really exploit its capabilities is in order. 

Sometimes the most notable insights on internal development come from the simple exercise of defining 

the essential expertise that a CoE should have—and comparing that to your status quo regardless of 

organizational affiliation. 

Isn’t it time for your company to “Get Centered”? 

Spinnaker is an atypical service provider, uniquely qualified to help companies pursue a holistic approach to 

CoE development that leverages all dimensions of successful APO capability deployment. The Spinnaker 5 

Lenses approach helps companies do more than scratch the surface with their technology investment, and 

leads to sustained value creation and higher overall returns. 
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We hope you found this information to be helpful. To access more Spinnaker thought leadership click 

here, or to learn more about our services click here.                               

 

 

 

About Spinnaker: 

Spinnaker is a supply chain services company that helps clients grow, manage risk, reduce costs, and improve 

customer service by developing world-class supply chain capabilities. Our services help clients develop the 

right supply chain strategy for their business challenges and implement the process and technology solutions 

to improve Demand/Supply Planning, Procurement and Sourcing, Logistics and Warehousing, and Reverse 

Logistics business performance.  Spinnaker offers a unique service delivery model that combines the strength 

of deeply experienced management and technology consultants with a seasoned team of business process 

outsourcing (BPO) and 3rd-party logistics (3PL) professionals. Founded in 2002, Spinnaker has offices in 

Boston, Columbus, Denver, Houston, Memphis, Pittsburgh, London, and Singapore. 

 

Contact Us: 

Phone: 877-476-0576 

Email: info@spinnakermgmt.com 
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