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When are Shared Service Centres, (SSC’s), not     
really SSC’s and why do SSC’s fail? 

There are a number of answers to these two questions but before answering either we need to articu-
late what we believe a SSC to be, the raison d'être of a SSC and how the goal of the SSC is usually 
achieved: 
 
1. Our definition: a SSC, internal or outsourced, is that part of the overall organisation that delivers 
services that support the core ‘revenue and margin’ earning operations of the receiving organisation.  
They are responsible for the recruitment, management and retention of staff associated with deliver-
ing the services, deploying those staff effectively and efficiently to deliver the services and for meet-
ing the needs of their customers which are commonly defined within a Service Level Agreement 
(SLA).  A SSC is not constrained by the locations from where the business delivers its core services 
and can be sited at any convenient location where there is access to the required pool of talent. 
2. The raison d'être for SSC’s: Most SSC’s are established in order to provide non-core services to 
the rest of the business either more efficiently or more effectively than the business units could do so 
themselves. Importantly they deliver those services under a single management structure with spe-
cialised resources/ assets.  Efficiency refers to both operational and financial efficiency and the ser-
vices provided by the SSC can include transactional based services e.g. P2P, O2C and Payroll 
through to more professional services e.g. R2R, FP&A, Governance & Legal Services. 
3. How do SSC’s achieve their goals: there are a number of ways in which SSC’s achieve their 
goals, these include reducing service costs through economies of scale, reducing processing times 
through standardisation, reducing IT related costs through standardising technology platforms and/or 
software and re-engineering business processes to reduce throughput times and manual interventions.  
However, for most of these to be possible it is important to have senior stakeholder buy-in from the 
end business users.  
 
Returning to our first question of when is a SSC not a SSC, one of the most common answers is when 
they are in effect for all intents and purposes simply co-located accounting functions.   
 
Co-located accounting functions occur when companies decide that a SSC is the solution to their fi-
nance needs and set off on the journey without fully engaging all finance and business stakeholders 
or without designing and agreeing a future operating model for finance across the whole organisation.  
This often ends up with a situation where many of the finance activities of the organisation are trans-
ferred to the same location but a significant number of them are left behind or worse still re-created 
within the business. In addition to this the existing finance structure is left in place with no clear indi-
cation of how different elements/functions are going to work together in the future.  In these circum-
stances we often see that following the transfer, those activities which have been moved are in effect 
operated in the same manner as they were prior to the transfer without any significant attempt to re-
engineer or even standardise any of the associated processes, in effect a simple lift and shift.   
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When are Shared Service Centres, (SSC’s), not     
really SSC’s and why do SSC’s fail? continued 

The results of this include: 
• A failure to deliver the proposed benefits associated with the move to a SSC (if there was a prop-

er business case developed in the first place); 
• Confused stakeholders across the business who do not have clarity relating to who to go to for 

answers to their finance and accounting questions: 
• No clear understanding across different silos of the finance team about who is responsible for 

what; 
• A lack of standardisation across common processes leading to further silo working and inefficient 

service delivery; 
• Multiple bosses placing competing demands on finance staff; 
• Internal competition across the different finance silos due to a lack of goal congruence; 
• Demotivated staff due to the lack of clarity and career progression within and across the silos; 
• Empire building within each silo rather than sharing staff for the greater good of the business; 
• Systems creep as each silo changes or implements systems to meet their specific needs rather than 

considering the best result for the business as a whole;  
• Multiple versions of the truth as each silo produces reports that use different source data to report 

the same or similar things; and 
• Distrust of the finance function as end users lose faith in the numbers being provided. 
 
Tell-tale signs that you have a co-located accounting function include: 
• Services are delivered completely along business lines mimicking structures that were present 

prior to the establishment of the SSC; 
• Subsidiary/divisional/site finance directors believe that a significant part of their role is to direct 

SSC staff about what to do and how to do it; and 
• The business engages ‘other’ finance staff at a local level to effectively replicate the work per-

formed by the SSC as they do not rely upon the information produced by the SSC to manage their 
subsidiary/division/site. 
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When are Shared Service Centres, (SSC’s), not     
really SSC’s and why do SSC’s fail? continued 

Moving on to the question of why do SSC’s fail in many instances the failure starts either before or 
during the implementation phase, root causes for failures often fall in to the following categories: 

 
1. A lack of sponsorship by senior management particularly when defining the scope of the SSC 

and during the implementation phase. It is widely accepted that senior sponsorship is critical to 
the success of programmes and projects which cut across the organisation and encompass, people, 
processes and technology and planning and implementing an SSC is no different.  Without senior 
management sponsorship those tasked with designing and implementing the SSC will often fail to 
deliver the optimal solution when faced with resistance to change from stakeholders within the 
business who have a vested interest in keeping the status quo.  Furthermore, without senior spon-
sorship there is the potential for different parts of the organisation to lose clarity about why the 
SSC is being established. 

2. No clear implementation plan for the SSC showing: the business case for the SSC including 
how it will be resourced in the planning, transition and business as usual (BAU) phase; the bene-
fits it is expected to deliver and how these will be realised; clear milestones and gateways and 
sign off stages; communication plans; and service level agreements with customers. 

3. A failure to understand, plan and mitigate when it comes to company culture.  Culture is often 
simplified to the description of ‘the way we do things around here’.  To successfully deliver many 
of the benefits perceived when setting out on the SSC journey often requires changing the way 
things are done and as such can lead to conflict with the existing culture.  If these conflicts are not 
considered and mitigation plans developed when setting out on the SSC journey then the disrup-
tion they cause all too often leads to failure.  Shared accountability between the Business, SSC 
Delivery Team and SSC BAU Team is one tool to help overcome some of these obstacles but to 
really achieve this requires significant buy in by senior leaders within the organisation. 

4. A failure to establish a customer centric way of operating from the outset of the SSC.  The clue 
is in the name Shared Service Centre, implying the raison d'être for the SSC is to serve its cus-
tomers and that the services provided and or resources used to provide those services are shared 
either across the organisation or across multiple organisations.  In order to meet customer expec-
tations, the SSC needs to focus on the agreed upon customer deliverables.  However, all too often, 
particularly in the early days, SSC’s become defensive if they are not meeting those needs and 
start to focus internally on defending their position.  This can be as a result of persistent recurring 
criticism from the customer without the customer either providing assistance with or time for the 
SSC to develop effective solutions to the causes of the criticism. 
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When are Shared Service Centres, (SSC’s), not     
really SSC’s and why do SSC’s fail? continued 

5. A lack of ownership, interoperability/connectivity and understanding of the IT Systems in 
play.  Technology is a key enabler to the success of many SSC’s and as such there is a need for 
clear understanding of the flows of data to and from the ERP system being used by the SSC.  Fur-
thermore, it is imperative that each system has a system owner who is responsible for assuring the 
integrity of the data being transferred from their system to the ERP and any other systems in play.  
Without this you often end up with multiple sources of the truth with reports being run from the 
different systems not agreeing to each other, this results in a lack of faith in the information being 
provided with the information coming from the ERP and the operating systems being different. 

6. A failure to standardise processes wherever possible resulting in a lack of scalability, confusion, 
additional work and increased delivery costs. 

7. Limited employee training and development particularly during the onboarding process.  In the 
rush to establish a SSC all too often too little time is spent orientating new employees to the busi-
ness and industry it operates within as well as too little time spent training them on the processes 
and systems which they will be using going forward.  If aligned to this the focus is ‘bums on 
seats’ rather than the ‘right bums on seats’ then the chances of success are reduced significantly. 

8. A lack of finance for non-finance managers training across the business.  Often linked with 
point 7 above particularly when day to day operations rely upon information from operational 
systems which may not agree to the information being provided from the finance system.  When 
information and reports are being provided by the SSC it is critical that those on the receiving end 
have a clear understanding of what the information/report is telling them.  Without this they often 
try to compare the financial information to operational information without understanding the in-
clusions/exclusions within each of the data sets and or financial reporting requirements which 
may mean the comparison is not comparing like with like. 

9. A lack of investment in automation technology resulting in significant manual work relating to 
reconciliations, customer query management, workflow management and overall high transaction 
processing costs. 

10. All too often SSCs are too often created as a cost centre with no recognition of the business value 
it is creating, when that is the case it soon becomes a cost that should be minimised to the detri-
ment of service delivery. 


