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5 Steps to Build an HR Center of Excellence

To meet the fast pace of business and adjust to the increasing use of technology, 
changing employee expectations and increasing cost pressures, chief HR officers
(CHROs) are identifying structures that enable them to consistently advance the HR 
function’s maturity and effectiveness while maximizing the ROI of one of the largest areas 
of HR’s investments — its people. A COE offers a structure that allows organizations to 
grow and maintain capabilities, bringing the following benefits:

HR’s use of COEs is not new. Most HR functions use COEs to leverage particular expertise 
and put in place the policies, processes and systems needed for HR business partners
(HRBPs) and shared services centers (SSCs) to operate. This is particularly the case for 
talent management areas such as learning and development and recruitment. In this way, 
the COE is expected to play the role of a “standard setter” — defining how things should 
operate in their specialist areas (and providing infrastructure to help this happen). This 
means the COE’s role becomes particularly important in areas where HR processes need 
to span across different functional or business unit boundaries and where consistency is 
needed to ensure effectiveness.

Increased speed, resulting from a singular focus that in turn accelerates capability
maturity

■

Economies of scale and experience, resulting from centralized expertise■

■ Capability consistency across the organization to a “single version of the truth”
regarding what the capability means to the function

Specialized capability development from dedicated domains that do not distract the
entire HR team from business-as-usual activities

■
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How to Establish a COE
This five-step framework will help you build and roll out a COE within your HR function. At 
the start, organizations must define a short- and long-term direction for the COE. Initially, 
a COE will start as a small central team with a tight scope, but over time, it may morph 
into something larger. At the outset, organizations should start laying out this ambition 
with stakeholders and show what would change — in terms of structure and resourcing — 
to move to the next stage in COE maturity.

Figure 1: Five Steps to Build a Center of Excellence
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Step 1: Build the Foundation

Successful COEs need a strong business case and clear definition. Invest time in building
clear objectives and assessing if a COE is the best structure to help you meet your
objectives, as follows:

Define objectives — What does the new structure hope to achieve? How is the new
structure aligned with changing business objectives? What areas or specific
capabilities need additional expertise, innovation and advancement for the HR
function to succeed and the business to remain competitive?

■

Anticipate risks and challenges — What will be the potential impediments to
success? How can these be anticipated and best addressed in the plan? This can
include anything from stakeholder buy-in to appropriate staffing capabilities, internal
skill sets and available expertise.

■

For instance, our research shows the lack of specialism within the HRBP ranks
challenges COEs when rolling out new processes or adapting processes to deal
with any unique business unit challenges. Hence, COEs often need to provide
some level of direct support to HRBPs or line managers themselves to
operationalize COE-defined approaches. This creates a challenge for the COE in
terms of its capacity to be just a “standard setter” versus an “implementer” and
even an ongoing “consultant” supporting the business directly.

■

Determine the structure of the COE — There is no single right answer for the
structure of an organization’s COEs or for any specific type of COE (for example, total
rewards versus learning and development).

■

Our research on Understanding the Range of Structure Options for Centers of 
Excellence highlights three different archetype structures for COEs — network/
dispersed model, hybrid model and full-service delivery model — with their 
benefits and risks as well as how to mitigate the faults inherent in each model. 
Each model provides a different way of structuring the COE team based on the 
extent to which specialists or local delivery representatives are needed. These 
archetypes follow previous Gartner research categorizing COE structures as 
centralized, hybrid or decentralized, but with a particular focus on finding a 
balance between standard setting and implementation.

■
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Figure 2 provides a continuum of options for HR COE structures. The COE structure may 
blend elements of the different models based on the range of audiences and nature of the 
services provided. Lastly, the chosen structure will continue to require review as COEs put 
in place processes and frameworks that enable generalist HR colleagues and even line 
managers to become more capable of services implementation themselves, reducing 
demand on the COE.

Dotted-line relationships in Figure 2 for different HR COE structures include:

1. Specialists work with individual HR representatives to get COE approaches
implemented.

2. Specialists may bring together business unit representatives in more formal
networks.

3. Regional business partners feedback the needs of their region into central delivery
centers or teams.

4. Regional business partners work with local specialists or generalists and conduct
some direct implementations.

5. Delivery specialists are embedded in local HR teams but report centrally and are
aligned with the COE.
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Figure 2: Key Model Features Summarized

Assess the implementation maturity of the COE — Understanding where a COE
currently is on the maturity spectrum and where it would like to go can help itemize
the next steps on the action plan. Once the COE’s current position is understood, HR
leaders are well-placed to define their logical, realistic, short-term goals and plan their
long-term vision for how a specific COE should evolve to support key business
outcomes. Table 2 depicts different levels of COE maturity. Reference this table to
check if the COE is ready to move to the next stage of maturity.

■
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Table 1: COE Maturity Level

Source: Gartner

Maturity Level Description

Level 1 — Ad Hoc No COE strategy or roadmap is in place.
Processes are unpredictable, uncontrolled
and reactive. Roles and responsibilities are
undefined. There is no process automation
and no dedicated resource.

Level 2 — Developing COE strategy or roadmap is partially defined.
Processes are managed but not
standardized. Roles and responsibilities are
undefined. Dedicated resources are available
but there is no formalized team.

Level 3 — Defined COE strategy or roadmap is aligned with the
HR and business strategy. A formalized team
has been established with an identified
leader and commitment from senior
management. Processes are standardized
and institutionalized.

Level 4 — Managed Strategies and practices are highly
consistent and robust. COE focuses on
developing innovative solutions. Roles,
responsibilities and resources are well-
established. Processes are measured to
identify inefficiencies and bottlenecks.

Level 5 — Optimizing COE strategy or roadmap is proactively
influencing business strategy and
continuously evaluated and improved upon.
Focus on process risk and cost optimization.
Full-time, dedicated COE staff will shrink and
be augmented with more flexible, contracted
work.
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A well-executed COE starts with a clear charter that creates consensus with key
stakeholders. Once you have a clear view of the objectives and fit of the COE model,
define its charter. Successful COEs clearly articulate the elements of the capability that
will be managed at the center and the activities that take place in the decentralized teams.
Strong investment in scope and accountability prelaunch minimizes ambiguity and
manages expectations on future ways of working. To develop a COE charter, start with the
following steps:

■ Determine scope and success metrics — What capabilities will the COE own? How 
will the success of the COE outcomes be measured? As with any successful 
endeavor, the COE must develop the ability to track, measure and report on the 
performance of the team’s initiatives across all areas of its efforts, as well as 
specific metrics within the organization itself. This is critical to the COE’s growth and 
evolution, since clearly demonstrating success will be a major factor in buy-in and 
support from stakeholders throughout the organization.
Define activities — Define the specific activities the COE should deliver to achieve 
the identified objectives (see Figure 3). Create an activity catalog highlighting each 
activity’s key offerings, benefits, internal customers and engagement process. HR 
should take a number of steps to shift the perception of managers and ensure 
activities are allocated to the right places in their structure.

■

Our Tool: HR Activity Allocation Within HR Structures highlights that looking at 
the nature of the activities on their own is not enough to efficiently allocate the 
tasks. The tool recommends HR leaders also consider the key customer or 
audience of HR activities and the context in which they are operating. COE 
teams are more likely to be appropriate where the activity is very 
interconnected, requires more judgment, requires a high level of repeated 
specialism or needs to be consistent across the business.

■

Step 2: Create the Charter
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Figure 3: Allocation Criteria for Different HR Activities

Prioritize COE activities — Decide when the COE activities should be launched in 
light of the effort required for launching the activities and the importance of the 
activities to internal customers (see Figure 4). Start with a small number of low-
effort activities highly important to internal customers to build the COE’s credibility 
as an enabler of project outcomes. Also, at the start of each activity launch phase, 
take another look at the overall scope of the COE and make changes to the charter 
based on changing HR function requirements and feedback.

■
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Figure 4: COE Activity Prioritization Matrix

Estimate the funding requirements for COE operations — Partner with all key 
stakeholders (e.g., business leaders, finance teams) to determine the talent, 
technology and facilities required to launch and run the COE (see Figure 5).

■



Gartner, Inc. | G00751833 Page 10 of 13

Figure 5: Cost Model for Launching and Running a COE

Step 3: Build the Staffing Plan

COEs invest in specialists and subject matter experts (SMEs) — roles that can be relatively
expensive and difficult to acquire and retain. Hence, it’s important to define roles, staffing
criteria and training requirements as well as identify the team members who can best
fulfill the COE objectives. Furthermore, you need to spend time building training
requirements for the generalists within the team who will receive and act upon the
capability. Start by asking the following questions:

Determine the launch plan — Decide what the elements of a launch are and what, if
any, tangible outcomes a launch should be expected to deliver. Focus on areas that
can create maximum impact for minimum effort. Build and present a business case
to key business and HR leaders highlighting the COE’s alignment with organizational
priorities, users’ needs and the estimated benefits.

■
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Step 4: Launch the COE

Taking the COE from development to rollout requires a defined set of launch and
communication activities. Like any significant change, success rests on how well the
change narrative is sold to the wider organization. Focus the communication or
messaging on why the organizational change is needed, why the change is needed now,
the benefits of adopting the new COE and the risks if the new structure isn’t adopted. Start
with the following steps:

■ How do we define COE roles and develop staff selection criteria? Determine the COE
roles and number of FTEs required in light of the COE scope, complexity and
expected volume of work. Identify the experiences, skills and competencies required
for each role to execute its responsibilities.

How will the COE be staffed? COEs are meant to streamline access to expertise, so
effective staffing is key. Options include external hiring, internal moves and external
third-party support. Build a roadmap from three months to 12 months to 24 months
based on the cost to acquire talent, the availability of talent and the time taken to
recruit and develop external talent. Furthermore, longevity of the role is another point
to consider while building the staffing plan. Once the specialists have implemented
all the standards and systems, consider whether their expertise is still needed or
where to place them so they can keep adding value to the function.

■

■ Build the communication plan — A successful launch starts with a specific and
strategic communication plan that maps stakeholders, defines the change narrative,
conveys the transformation plans and ultimately links the COE’s purpose and
practice to the larger business goals. For instance, while building the plan, it’s
important to understand if line managers at your organization access the COE
directly or through HRBPs. In case of the latter, communicate key COE developments
to senior leaders, but maybe skip middle and line managers, as they ultimately get
all their HR services via local HR team or HRBPs.

Seek active support from leadership — Link the work of a COE to the overarching
business goals. A supportive endorsement from leadership will create buy-in
organizationwide, increasing adoption, usage and the likelihood that an investment
in a COE will be a success.

■
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Figure 6: Sample Tactics to Engage Internal Customers

Step 5: Monitor Effectiveness

Ensure there is a clear feedback mechanism that reports how well the COE is delivering
against its goals and mandate. This helps continually justify the ongoing investment in
the structure and deepens buy-in across the organization. Most importantly, it also helps
the COE improve, with feedback from the wider organization that drives future capability
improvement. Review the COE’s effectiveness by tracking the predefined success metrics
and internal customer feedback. Start with the following steps:

Showcase and celebrate early wins — Widely and publicly celebrate early successes 
and tangible, positive results — progress against metrics — to support sustained buy-
in across teams. Furthermore, create recognition programs for internal customers 
and conduct networking events to build the COE’s credibility and drive utilization (see 
Figure 6).

■
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■

■

■

Run a semiannual survey with COE customers to gather feedback on its
performance. Use the feedback to modify COE activities or ways to deliver the
activities.

Apprise business and HR leaders of the COE’s achievements (based on success
metrics and internal customer feedback) to garner support for launching additional
activities.

Develop an internal check on how the COE is working with internal HR team
colleagues. For instance, if the COE’s job is to remove duplication, then you need to
keep an eye on the fact that local HR teams are actually doing what the COE is
proposing and not just doing their own thing the whole time.

Decide on whether to retire or recharter the COE. If the COE objectives have been
achieved and the capability is well-embedded, the organization should be able to
advance subsequent maturation through normal paths of personal development and
sharing best practices across the team. If a new and adjacent capability has been
identified that the COE should take on, then recharter it (see Steps 1 and 2).
Otherwise, retire the COE.

■
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