Share now or pay later

The shared services idea

The concept of ‘shared services’ traditionally involves the delivery of corporate functions like HR, payroll,
procurement and IT by a central shared unit on behalf of several partners.

The expectation is straightforward: bringing together services that are frequently duplicated releases
cashable savings for all participants, as well as improving the effectiveness of that service through the
pooling of expertise.

The failure of shared services in local government

Despite being popular in the private sector, there has been limited
take up of shared services in local government. Only a few authorities
are actively progressing these ideas at the moment. Some, like the
Welland Partnership, or Adur and Worthing councils, are relatively
advanced in exploring and even implementing the sharing of front and
back office services, and discovering that savings are possible. Others
have taken a more piecemeal approach — investigating quick wins like
joint procurement initiatives or website hosting.

However, there has been a lack of comprehensive shared services activities initiated by local authorities.
Why is it that corporate functions like HR and finance, or even services like waste collection and roads
maintenance are not subject to more joint working in local councils?

Councils may have concerns about the reliability of the technology enabling these changes or about the
local responsiveness or quality of service. But our view is that councils have been deterred by organisational

inertia and the inherent difficulty of implementing shared services. Although significant savings may be &
achievable through sharing services, councils are unwilling either to cede control of service provision,

or to go through the pain of attempting to implement it. ﬂ

As a result, it could be argued that councils are not sharing services despite the potential for better use
of public money. %
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