SHEDDING SOME MORE LIGHT ON
THE “SHARED SERVICES”
CONVERSATION

By: Dave McComb
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Although there are at least seven levels of
granularity to “shared services,” little time has been

spent to categorize them.

My observation is that although there are at least seven levels of granularity
to “shared services,” little time has been spent to categorize these. Please refer
to the illustration below. The degree of sharing runs a gamut from the most
sharing most at the top to the least at the bottom. Mostly the higher levels of
sharing imply the levels below, but that’s only most of the time, not all the

time.
Responsibility
Rebadge
/|
-
App Front End
* Share the back end,
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The colors could come in handy later to help visualize sharing by function and

by agency in a large matrix.

An example might help--let’s say we were trying to sort out shared services in

the area of the motor pool. Let’s go through each level:

“Motor Pool™ example

Responsibility

Vehicles centrally owned and
leased w agencies

T

Mechanics centralized ]

Mechanics in agencies reporting
o a statewide maintenances

Mechanics in agency , but central A

group dictates replacement cycle ,
maintenance intervals etc

application

[!\-!Iechan.im share a maintenance

= Share the back end, (Mechanics continue to use their
allow different front applications (if integrated with
end operational systems ) but back end

updates shared pool records
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e ™y
Each agency has it own vehicles ,
= No sharing is own mechanics, its own
Wmd SYSIEMmS .

The motor pool example doesn’t quite do justice to the distinction between the
application front end and the application back end, which we think may end

up being the significant difference.
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A larger and more traditional application may showcase that difference
better. Let’s take payroll. When most people talk about HR as a shared service
they are talking about sharing the application (there hasn’t been much
discussion about the possibility of rebadging HR employees or relocating
them).

So assume we’re just talking about the HR application, there is still an extra

degree of sharing to discuss; front end or back end.

Traditionally when you implement a package, like SAP, most everyone
affected has to learn the new application. It has new screens, new
terminology, new work flow, new exceptions and new conventions. It requires
new interfaces to existing systems in the field. This is why packaged
implementations cost so much. The software isn’t very expensive. The literal
installation and configuration doesn’t take all that much effort. It is the
number and degree to which people, processes and other systems are impacted

that runs the price tags up.

For most of the agencies we have been involved with, HRMS was a wrenching
conversion. Many have still not recovered to their previous level of
productivity. But at least one agency that we know of had a pretty easy go of
it. This is because they had built an app they called HR Café. HR Café was the
interface that everyone in the agency knew and used. HR Café implemented
many of their local idiosyncrasies. Almost no one had direct access to the old
Payroll system. So when HRMS came up, the agency just changed the
interface from HR Café so that it now interacted with HRMS, and there was
very little collateral damage. The back end of HRMS was shared and not the

front end.

In this case, the good result was sort of an inadvertent result of some other
good decisions that were taken. But we think this approach can be generalized

with a tremendous amount of economic benefit.

Headless Apps

We call this idea of sharing the back end, without necessarily sharing the
front end, of an application “headless apps.” It is alogical extension of good
SOA design.

In good SOA design, most, if not all, the functionality of an application or
shared service can be accomplished through the message interface. These
(XML) message interfaces are primarily designed for use by other applications
and services, but with a very small adjustment they can be the basis for

composite user interfaces.
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By concentrating on these message interfaces, coupled with modern browser
based approaches to Ul, it is pretty easy to both build a simple UI that maps
straight to the message interface, or allow any agency that has a more complex
existing Ul to incorporate the new system in as a shared service. This works

whether the shared app or shared service is a package or custom coded.
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