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Central England 
Co-operative is 
one of the 
largest 
independent 
retailers in the 
UK and Co-op 
of the Year 
2021!

 What is a co-operative? A democratically run social 
enterprise established for the benefit of members. No 
shareholders, member owned. Members receive a 
dividend and we re-invest in our communities.  Central 
England Co-operative is independent from  The Co-
operative Group but we buy product from Group and 
work collaboratively with other co-operatives.

 Central England Co-operative is one of the largest 
independent retailers in the UK, with over 400 trading 
outlets, a family of around 8,600 colleagues and more 
than 330,000 regular trading members.

 A diverse business CEC trades across 16 counties from 
the Midlands to the East Coast - through more than 200 
food stores, 100-plus funeral homes, filling stations, post 
offices, florists, masonry outlets, a crematorium and a 
coffin factory. We also hold a large property portfolio.

 Retail food stores are our main core business, generating 
around 70% of our total turnover. We own a distribution 
centre in Leicester which supplies our own food stores 
and also provides a service to neighbouring branches of 
the Heart of England and Tamworth societies.



Our Purpose







Our Mission in Shared Services

SELL OUR SERVICES GROW SHARED SERVICES 
AT ZERO COST



Our Shared Services are made up of 7 teams 
delivering outstanding service to customers

Purchase to Pay (16 FTE) - Invoice Processing, Accounts Payable

Order to Cash (19 FTE)- Banking, Pre-need Funeral, Credit Control, Pricing and Ranging

Record to Report (10 FTE) - Reporting, Reconciliations, Fixed Asset Accounting

HR Shared Services (18 FTE) - HR Contact Centre & ER, Payroll, Learning Design & Delivery

Facilitates Management (12 FTE) - Facilities, Energy and Sustainability, Operations Services 

Customer Services (21 FTE) - Membership & Dividend, Store Queries & incident Resolution, IT 1st Line 
Support 

NEW for 2021 - Performance & Productivity Improvement ( 7 FTE (3 x temp labour) – Operational 
excellence, continuous improvement, Robotic Process Automation Delivery Lifecycle
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Decentralised

• Firefighting 

• Internal Focus 

• SILO working 

• Duplicated efforts 

• Poor central controls 

•Multiple platforms

• Reactive / adhoc support 

Centralised

• Lift and Shift

• Service catalogue 

• Labour Arbitrage 

• Role standardisation

• KPI’s, MI and 

reporting to provide 

insight 

• Controlled service 

delivery

Customer Centric

• Customer management

• Process optimisation

• Standardisation

• Improved controls 

• Proactive culture 

• Internal v external 

focus 

• Shared services 

• Collaborative working 

to achieve common 

goal

• Synergy of process and 

people 

Business Alignment 

•Governance model 

• Customer service user 

groups 

• Automate service 

delivery 

• Co-creation with 

customer

• Benchmark and data 

driven improvements 

based on customer 

satisfaction 

• Knowledge centered    

inc. Centre's of 

Excellence

• End to end process

Business Partner 

Integrated services

• Value add 

• Departments transformed 

into business partners

• Agile and Lean approach 

to deliver continuous 

value add for customer 

• Analytics 

• Data intelligence 

•Quality recognised as key 

differentiator

• Service delivery 

supported by AI 

technology 

MindsetCost-driven Value-driven
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Journey to date - Thinking to Delivery

Reference Visits

2018 - 2019

•Premier foods

•The Co-
operative 
Group

•Very Group

•EDF Energy

•Jaguar Land 
Rover

•Bupa

Proof of Concept

2019

•Ui-path 

•Blue Prism 

•HR 

•Finance 

Requirements  
Gathering

2019 - 2020

•Business 
Collaboration

• IT 

•Finance 

•Procurement 

•Operational 
teams

RFP

2020

•Systems 
Provider 
(Gartner Magic 
Quadrant) 

•Ui-path

•Blue Prism 

•Automation 
Anywhere 

• Integration 
Partners 

•Robiquity

•Centelli

•Extra Tech

Business case 

2020 - 2021

• Road map of 
opportunities 
(Sept)

•Operating 
Committee 
(Dec) 

•Capital 
Committee 
(Jan)

•Contract signed 
27th Jan 10:30

•Recruitment 
for Centre of 
Excellence 
started – 27th

Jan 12:00! 

3 years in the making!



1

The Blue Prism 
Cloud platform is 
hosted on an Azure 
Cloud subscription. 
This subscription is 
“ring-fenced” and 
dedicated to an 
individual customer 
organisation. It is 
not shared or in any 
way accessible to 
any other 
organisation or 
individual.

2

Servers on the 
platform host the 
core Blue Prism 
Cloud components 
(Blue Prism RPA, 
IADA, Hub, Assist).

3

Client desktop 
applications are 
deployed onto 
“Virtual Desktops”

We also procured 
intelligent 
automation 
capability via the 
means of chat bots, 
SMS, optical 
character 
recognition, interact 
forms and natural 
language processing 
functionalities 

4

5 Virtual Workers –
also known as 
Digital Workers! 
(controlled by Blue 
Prism Cloud servers) 
log into these 
Virtual Desktops to 
undertake “work” 
that has been 
assigned to them.

5

The Virtual Desktops 
connect to client 
applications over a 
secure VPN 
connection between 
the Azure cloud and 
the secure client 
network.

Supporting our IT strategy – Implementation with ease



New Function and Team: Performance and 
Productivity Improvement Team (PPI Team)



Centre of Excellence Vision 2021-2022

Creation and development of an RPA Centre of Excellence (CofE), providing 
the strategy and the vision for robotic automation and operational 
excellence activity across the Society. We will raise awareness of RPA and 
CI to maximise adoption opportunities, celebrating success and showcasing 
the positive impact of automation on operations. 

We will automate a minimum of 16 processes by March 2022



Agile 12 week sprints



MarMar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb

X 4 Automations

Initiate & Design 

(4 weeks)
Automation Build 

(6 weeks)
Test & Go-live

(2 weeks)

Team Process

FMD

HR Admin

FMD

P&C

New Product Line Set-up 

Colleague Amendments

EDN Rejections 

Claims Management 

X 4 Automations

Initiate & Design 

(4 weeks)
Automation Build 

(6 weeks)
Test & Go-live

(2 weeks)

Team Process

FMD

P&C

Banking

FMD

Merchandising

Statement Reconciliations

Banking Daily Cash Flow

Amendments 

X 4 Automations

Initiate & Design 

(4 weeks)
Automation Build 

(6 weeks)
Test & Go-live

(2 weeks)

Team Process

Banking

Bonds & Credit Control

Bonds& Credit Control

Banking

Cash Allocation 

Pre-paid Plan Set-up

Pre-paid Plan Redemption

Invoicing

X 4 Automations

Initiate & Design 

(4 weeks)
Automation Build 

(6 weeks)
Test & Go-live

(2 weeks)

Team Process

FMD

FMD

CS 

Banking 

Simpler Selling 

RB2

Gold Product Ordering 

Bank Journal

RPA Road Map

Year 1



February March April May June July August September October

Recruitment

Centre of Excellence & Operating Model

First Automation Go-live

x 8 further automations live

IT Ways of Working

Discovery Strategy – Phase 1

Engagement Strategy

Centre of Excellence Timeline



Thought 

leadership session



Engagement and Discovery Strategy  
Building the Culture and the Pipeline! 

1 C-suite

2 Leadership Team

3 Discovery – Wider 
Leadership

4 Team Deep Dive



Engagement and Discovery Strategy –
Project and Progress 



IT Relationships are crucial…..

Engaged IT first 
and foremost 
across multi-
departments 

(Infrastructure, 
Security, 

Applications)

Multi IT 
departments 

involvement in 
RFP and 

decision making 
process 

(Infrastructure, 
Security, 

Applications

HR & Risk 
Director and IT 

& Digital 
Director both 
consulted on 

roles and 
placement of 
structure in 
organisation

IT Project 
Manager 

engaged to 
assess and set 

up system 
infrastructure 

and core 
support role on 
project team

Early 
engagement 

with IT Enabling 
Functions to 

provide ongoing 
support to RPA 
Team – Security 

a MUST

Engagement 
with IT to 
discover IT 

Change 
Processes and 

document WOW 
governance –

Adopt and Adapt 
NOT create

IT engagement 
sessions and IT 

Leadership 
Teams



Lessons Learnt
SME time and availability – including holiday season...

Defining the as-is systems data process – especially scenarios and exceptions and applying continuous 

improvement methodology prior to automation

12 week sprint v process complexity

Using Blue Prism to support with recruitment programme

IT Engagement – appropriate people and not representatives – Application installs, credentials, IT policies…

Recruitment of a blended team – business v technology, Developer experienced in Intelligent 

Automation, coaching relationships

We have achieved a significant amount in 6 months and we achieved external recognition for the project 

implementation!

Stakeholder engagement on project progress and movements – resource lined up to do other 

things

Celebrating success and recognising the frontline for their impact – removing the fear of a robot taking 

jobs



MarMar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb

X 4 Automations

Initiate Design 

(4 weeks)
Automation Build 

(6 weeks)
Test Go-live

(2 weeks)

Team Process

FMD

P&C

Banking

FMD

Merchandising

Statement Reconciliations

Banking Daily Cash Flow

Amendments 

X 4 Automations

Initiate Design 

(4 weeks)
Automation Build 

(6 weeks)
Test Go-live

(2 weeks)

Team Process

Banking

Bonds & Credit Control

Bonds& Credit Control

Banking

Cash Allocation 

Pre-paid Plan Set-up

Pre-paid Plan Redemption

Invoicing

Actual timelines due to process complexity….

New Lines Process – Built by Blue Prism

Colleague Amendments - Built by experienced Developer (split into 3 waves)

EDN Rejections - Built by new Developer (split into 3 waves)

Supplier Statements - Built by experienced Developer (split into 2 waves)

12 week sprint?

EDN Rejections - Built by new  Developer (split into 2 waves)

39 weeks?

26 weeks

27 weeks

27 weeks

30 weeks

3 weeks

Itrent Security Deletion  

- Built by experienced  

Developer(additional 

opportunity)



Future Direction



Sli.do Outcome – Discussion 1



Sli.do Outcome – Discussion 1



Sli.do Outcome – Discussion 2



Sli.do Outcome – Discussion 2



Sli.do Outcome – Discussion 2


