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The business case for shared services 

Reducing the cost of providing support services such as

financial, HR and information managament is a key objective

for many companies with often complex and distributed

business infrastructures, processes and systems, especially in

the current age of cost management.

The overall cost of having services supplied from multiple-sites to multiple locations can be hard to

compute since one of the first things to be lost in such an environment is strict financial

accountability and control. Nonetheless it can be said with certainty that the overhead is likely to be

excessive compared with a consolidated shared services model.The challenge is to see if the cost of

construction and added distribution cost can make a case for a shared service centre.

Having services supplied from multiple-sites to multiple locations causes duplication of effort, leads

to inconsistency of service, involves employing staff in high labour-cost areas, and increases premises,

software, and hardware support costs.The intuitive business case for action is often clear – as we

illustrate in the two cases in point later in this document – but robust planning and focussed

execution are necessary to ensure the full benefits are realised.
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The planning, design,

implementation and follow-up 

of shared services projects test 

every aspect of investment,

transition and programme

management to the limit.

Turning the business case into action

While many companies recognise the opportunities offered by streamlining and consolidating

services into a single, centralised, shared services facility, achieving all the benefits is not a turnkey

operation. Indeed the planning, design, implementation and follow-up of shared services projects test

every aspect of investment, transition and programme management to the limit.

There are many reasons for this. Shared services projects are by their nature enterprise-wide. And

yet it is the very absence of consistent enterprise-wide infrastructure which gives rise to the project

in the first place! 

Nonetheless, this ‘Catch-22’ can be dealt with if the issues associated with it are approached in the

right way.

Understanding the financial and operational risks

Often organisations looking to consolidate do not have the clearest view of the financial implications

– both for good and for ill – of the investment. A clear financially grounded business case needs to

be made, not least to monitor performance, but also to inspire confidence, and to mitigate risk.

Ensuring detailed project and transitional planning

Furthermore there needs to be effective people planning and management. Shared services

programmes always involve pressure on people. Job restructuring is inevitable. Keeping people

informed, implementing transitions swiftly to minimise the impact of loss of key staff, and having a

realistic view of the recruitment factors, which play at the new shared services site, are all critical.

Optimising change and programme delivery

Finally, programme implementation itself needs to be world class in every respect.That means

choosing the right technology and business infrastructure; proactively managing risks; rapidly rolling

out across the enterprise; ensuring quick wins to motivate and inspire; working to realistic rather

than best case targets.

It is possible to create a virtuous circle. Good planning, intelligent preparation for change, and

efficient implementation can build real momentum towards your objectives.

On the other hand, it is all too possible to create a vicious circle: if things start to go wrong

unexpectedly people lose their nerve, deadlines are missed as problems have to be solved, and as

delays build good people start to jump ship fearful for the success of the programme, which in turn

makes failure more likely. Costs escalate. Benefits slip. Heads roll.The programme can be left

unfinished against original intent or even abandoned.

In this document we look at the whys and the wherefores of both these potential scenarios.
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“The creation of a brand new data

centre within such a limited time

scale is an outstanding achievement,

which has not only provided tangible

financial benefits for our

organisation, but also has provided

many of our staff with an

exceptional opportunity to increase

their technical, project and

managerial competence.”

Nick Butcher, COO, Leading

International Air Express

Organisation
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Case in Point - Getting it right first time is the route to success

The task was to create a shared data centre operation to centralise IT operations from 23

European countries saving over €35 million per annum.The scale was large: 160 project

staff – and capital and operational expenditures amounting to €140 million over the

investment period.The project was completed on time and on budget. It is now one of the

largest data centres in Europe.

Catalise were appointed to change the paradigm that each operating entity in this major logistics

organisation has its own data centre.The aim was to cut the cost of Data Centre operations by

over 30% - as well as creating a strategic asset to support growth in the future.

A detailed investment plan gained stakeholder buy in to the objectives and approach and provided

a solid foundation.

Catalise then implemented a phased project focusing first on gaining control of information

management assets, then leveraging technologies to optimise service provision. A robust project

plan was developed which focussed on initial quick wins in terms of immediate cost reduction, and

which enhanced asset resilience and operational performance.

Only when that was established did we move to the main phase of process and application

harmony, migration and the delivery of strategic benefits.

An entirely new asset base was successfully created including locating and fitting out two buildings,

installing 43 km of dark fibre network between the two sites, recruiting 140 IS professionals and re-

engineering the international network. 374 servers were centralised to two UK sites.

Project processes, which were managed by Catalise, reflected the best practices outlined throughout

this document, with the result that there was full buy-in and strong commitment from the whole

company. Indeed the results have not only shown through in financial targets being met, but also in

high motivation and confidence that the shared service will offer real operational improvements for

the long term.

Case in Point – Putting it right takes double the effort

This European Financial Shared Service initiative at one of the world’s leading companies

had all the right objectives. It aimed to deliver a reliable and high quality service to

customers, while continuously driving unit costs down through standardisation, process

enhancements and the encouragement of employee excellence.The CEO was fully

committed.The opportunity to save was plain to see.Yet despite massive resources and

both a delivery plan and business case it began to go horribly wrong, and cost €100’s of

millions in direct and indirect costs.

Ultimately, the Shared Service failed to deliver on its vision statement and Business Case objectives.

Catalise were called in to examine the reasons why the implementation did not deliver. During the

course of this Post Implementation Review (PIR) we identified an aggressive project plan and poor

implementation, which failed to recognise the risks, as the main culprits, coupled with poor financial

expectation management. In addition, project timescales were very aggressive – eg. a design phase of



just two months.The investment risk was not fully appreciated – and this was exacerbated by the

introduction of the single European currency for most countries involved:

Some of the issues which needed to be addressed included:

• Assumptions were not revisited or updated through the project lifecycle.

• Risks were identified in isolation with no concurrent view of the full risk range.

• High staff attrition impeded knowledge transfer and training.

• The recruitment process was poorly handled.

• Management teams were inexperienced in operating a financial shared service.

• The lack of standard “to be” operating processes and procedures impacted migration and post

operational performance.

• Performance levels deteriorated significantly prior to migration, which resulted in the Shared

Services taking over significant backlogs.

• The central project management function was lacking in core areas such as project planning and

risk management.

• Some transition managers were inexperienced in project management disciplines.

• Migrated processes were not stabilised before implementing subsequent phases.

• No pilot testing of the migration process and toolkit was performed.

For all these reasons and more the Shared Service is still far from complete and continues to

operate in a non standard environment, compromising its ability to drive out cost.

Instead of saving millions of euros, it has cost the business in overspend, customer confidence,

invoicing delays, high recruitment and staff costs generally and most importantly the doubling of

accounts receivable (both in days collections and value).

Catalise were appointed to address these issues, which required double the energy and

commitment they would have called for had the project been correctly handled.

The Catalise team was instrumental in transforming the position. First by joining the executive

management committee and determining the most appropriate method of getting back on track, by

addressing the critical project deficiencies.Then by restructuring the IT set up.

Catalise then lead and implemented a major application support consolidation initiative across

Europe, developed the strategic business plan the centre and provided expert executive HR

management, which was instrumental in creating a performance organisation. A checklist of actions

for future projects has also been established in the form of a post implementation review. From this

review, financial plans have been formulated to reduce further cost burdens through an internal

restructuring scheme.

Please contact us for a more detailed review of these two illustrative cases, with analysis of the actions

undertaken to meet project objectives.
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Hindrances and enablers – a checklist for survival

It is vital to start with clear executive buy-in and sponsorship to a comprehensive risk based

business case, with commitment to deal with difficult issues as they arise.

Core to that buy-in and business case is intelligent, foresightful financial management.That means

risks and benefits identified up-front. A clearly articulated financial rationale – and a comprehensive

implementation plan, which is aligned with it. And a dedicated benefits management team, who

ensure the enablers really do enable!

Stakeholder management is another vital driver. Start with comprehensive stakeholder analysis, and

ensure an inclusive consultative approach. Build a strong upward stakeholder structure to allow

everyone to contribute. And make sure communication is timely and appropriate.

Establish a positive and dynamic project culture. Everyone needs to identify with the project – and a

flat decision-making structure can boost that. Speed is of the essence. Confidence comes from quick

wins and from devolving responsibility. Encourage creativity and innovation!

Project management needs to leverage everyone’s input. A flat structure and a vision of the

transformation, which everyone can share is vital. In addition, a robust project implementation plan,

with clear deliverables, good contingency planning, excellent resources, and achievable, visible

milestones can help to motivate and inspire.There needs to be a fully integrated approach,

embracing issues of procurement, planning, risk, quality and personnel.

An effective design and build approach is required. Start with principles – then create an

architecture.Then specify proven technology. Ensure proof of concept – and pilot any new systems.

Ensure suppliers deliver and leverage all the third party and in-house skills available to you. Define

the processes to reach your goals.

Get close up on the migration path – with a clear definition of objectives and deliverables

embodied in a process blueprint. A single highly visible migration plan should be everyone’s guide –

and all the work you have done to ensure team continuity should pay off at this point.

In fact the entire HR approach must make it easy for people to contribute.That means thinking

through TUPE from the start. Supporting relocation and reskilling. Planning recruitment needs at the

newly shared facility with foresight and realism. And keeping people on board, as much as possible.

Get any of these aspects wrong – or fail to look deeply enough into the detail of risk, processes,

people or technology – and a shared services initiative can very easily stall. Leadership is vital.Vision

and clarity are essential. Planning and communication crucial.

Accountabilities and rewards need to be carefully thought through, and the organisational fit offered

by the new shared services facility fully tested and analysed.

The assumption that centralisation and consolidation is bound to be beneficial no matter how it is

conducted is simply a fallacy. Consolidation of data, HR, financial or other services can indeed be a

step to future success. It can also be a massive lost opportunity, if the due process and due

diligencies outlined in this document are not rigorously and creatively applied.

people contribution

Shared services checklist

process blueprint

proof of concept

project management

positive project culture

Effective shared services programme

stakeholder management

financial management

executive buy in
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The Catalise skill set

The examples cited in this document reflect real world experience.

Catalise has developed an approach to shared service projects founded on this experience.

Every programme has its own context, its own goals, its own issues and problems.Therefore the

approach must be capable of dealing with each project’s nuances.

Three key ingredients are required to work in synergy if a programme is to be optimised.

The Catalise skill set supplies those essentials: financial and investment management; transition

management; programme management. Our team is able to bring these skills and disciplines into

alignment with project goals, and ensure that they reinforce each other at key points of the 

project cycle.

Above all, we work closely with clients.We have frequently been invited to take on critical roles at

the heart of projects, at board or senior executive level. Our confidence in our approach and ability

encourages us to take on shared risk/reward contracts.

It gives a whole new meaning to ‘shared services’. Catalise is a partner you can trust to deliver the

performance we promise.

Discover more about shared services

For more detailed information about the Catalise shared service approach, please contact us 

on +44 (0)20 8899 6070 or email info@catalise.co.uk

% of investment budget committed

(typical figure for a 

transformational project)

risk confidence

<0.1% <1% <1% 2-5%

99.9% 100%
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