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From Dr Clive Grace, Chair of UK SBS                                                         

March 2013 

 Submission to the RCUK Triennial Review 2013 :  

Research Councils’ Collaboration in Shared Business Services  

This submission is made on behalf of UK Shared Business Services Ltd (previously known as 

RCUK Shared Services Centre Ltd) to the Research Councils UK Triennial Review 2013.  It 

goes to that part of the Review concerned with the coordination of the Research Councils and 

the extent to which this contributes towards the successful delivery of their functions, and also 

the relationship between the Research Councils and those they fund and the extent to which 

these relationships enable the functions of the Research Councils to be delivered with 

maximum impact. 

 

The Research Councils were until recently the principal owners of UK Shared Business 

Services Ltd, and even after recent ownership and governance changes they retain significant 

minority ownership and continue as the major customers of the Company.  For obvious reasons 

therefore, this submission focuses only on factual aspects of the collaboration between the 

Research Councils in shared services, together with a cautious assessment of the possible 

further implications of deepening and extending that collaboration through the vehicle of the 

Company. 

 

Nonetheless, it is necessary that the shared services collaboration story of the Research 

Councils be told in the context of the Triennial Review.  The somewhat premature review 

conducted of the Research Councils’ shared services efforts by the NAO described a position of 

over-spend and under-achievement.  In fact, whilst there was over-spend in building the 

platform which the Company now operates, the efforts of the Councils and the Company, 

together with the important role of BIS colleagues, has produced an outstanding success in 

collaboration and shared services for the Research Councils and their customers. It should 

inform thoughts on Research Council coordination going forward. 

 

 Background:  In 2006-07 the percentage of Research Council total funding spent on 

administration compared favourably with other research funding organisations worldwide at that 

time. This had been achieved partly through creating some joint services, but the Research 

Councils were encouraged by Government to deliver a further step change in the number of 

back office functions provided on a common basis.  

 

Critically, the Research Councils decided to develop a Shared Service operation that would 

deliver more than the traditional transaction oriented back office functions of Finance, HR and 

Payroll.  With the Councils spending some £400m per annum on goods and services, a central 

strategic procurement service integrated with purchase-to-pay was considered essential to 
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maximising potential savings alongside quality and value for money through the consolidation of 

all Research Council spend.  Delivering grants funding of ~ £2bn per annum is at the core of 

the Research Councils’ business with over 20,000 grants active at any one time. With the 

Councils’ systems nearing the end of their viability, they took the opportunity to harmonise 

processes as far as possible, and for underpinning grants administration to be delivered by a 

single system managed by the SSC. 

 

These decisions have over time had relatively far reaching consequences: 

 

a) They led to the creation of a vehicle in UK SBS Ltd which has the broadest business 

services offer of any shared services operation in the public sector.   

b) The vehicle thereby created became integral to the Councils’ relationships with their 

customers.   

c) It also enabled the Councils to focus more on their core purpose. 

d) It directly led to BIS seeing the potential value in the Company and its operations, 

especially under conditions of austerity, and to a broadening of the Company’s 

ownership and governance.  The Councils initially relinquished total ownership through 

BIS’ participation in ownership and governance, and then agreed to a much more 

profound re-structuring of ownership and governance which entailed passing over the 

asset that had been created in the Company.  This now means that the Company has an 

increasing number of owners and an even greater increase in the number of major 

customers. 

e) The ownership structure of the Company is now scaleable, and the Company can 

expand its activities and customer base, bringing benefit not only to new public sector 

customers but also to BIS and the Research Councils through further spreading the 

relatively fixed costs of the platform and infrastructure assets. 

f) The breadth of the service offering and governance has also enabled the Company to 

take on new functions and to broaden its offer further.  In particular it has now acquired 

the estates function for BIS and a number of its Partner Organisations, which opens up 

the possibility of taking on this function for the Research Councils in due course.  Other 

developments include the creation of ‘desktop’ IT provision, and of relatively generic 

project management services.  Strategic procurement has extended further in 

partnership with the Government Procurement Service and is taking on responsibility for 

two key procurement categories across the whole of Government.  

g) As seen below, the approach taken by the Research Councils has also underpinned 

substantial (and verified) savings through strategic procurement in excess of the revised  

savings targets following structural CSR spend reductions.  Until those structural 

reductions the savings were in excess of the FBC targets as well.  They are also in 

excess of the total cost of all the services provided to the Research Councils by the 

Company. 

 

 

History:  RCUK Shared Services Centre Ltd was formally established as a company in August 

2007.   The first services provided by the Company were Strategic Procurement and Information 

Systems Services in May 2008. HR, Payroll and Finance services, supported by a new Oracle 

‘e-Business Suite’, commenced roll-out in February 2009 with service transition being 

completed in December 2010. Transition of Grants administration services to a Siebel/Oracle 

system was completed in 2011.  
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Costs and Benefits:  The Project to establish the shared services platform prior to transferring 

service responsibility to the Company was difficult.  The underpinning system and creation of 

the platform cost £130m to implement against an initial estimate of £79m and the original 

payback period was envisaged as 5 years.  However having taken some early lessons, the 

Councils were more realistic from late 2009 when they re-planned budgets and milestones.  The 

payback period was extended to cover the additional cost and is on track to be achieved by 

2014/15.  The Full Business Case (FBC) estimated that the financial benefits to be delivered 

over 10 years would be: 

 

Staff savings of £39m 

System cost reduction benefits of £6.6m 

Procurement spend savings of £404m. 

 

Staff and System costs:  Staff Savings are being achieved primarily through reduction of 

headcount within the Research Councils and in the Company. The former is due to less 

resource being required where the Company has taken over responsibility for back office 

services and automated ‘self service’ through the Company’s Oracle system by end users rather 

than the retention of administrative personnel.  The Company is committed to delivering 6.4% 

year-on-year cost reductions for transaction and grants services in real terms to the Research 

Councils and is on track to do so. This supports both delivery of FBC commitments and the 

requirements placed on Research Councils to reduce administration costs by 30% over the 

period of the Comprehensive Spending Review 2010. 

 

The Research Councils’ and the Company’s commitments to further harmonisation and improve 

end to end processes have enabled the Company to achieve significant headcount reductions. 

The FBC had envisaged that, once steady state was achieved, the Company would require ~ 

585 staff - some 200 people fewer than required by the Research Councils.  Company staffing 

peaked at 720 while service and transition were running concurrently. By 2011/12, this staff had 

been reduced to 620 with further reductions planned alongside a programme of system and 

process improvements, and a growth in business activity with a less than commensurate 

increase in staff.  

 

Procurement savings:  The FBC envisaged a saving of £404m across 10 years based on 

increasing science funding in line with the 10 year Investment Framework. The Savings Review 

in 2010 reduced future funding forecasts, with significant reductions in capital expenditure. As a 

result the procurement benefits plan had to be recast because it was biting on a smaller spend. 

Working with the Research Councils this work resulted in a revised forecast of £306M in 10 

years.   The annual procurement savings profile is below:  

 
Year  Original FBC 

Targets  
New FBC Targets  Achieved  

07/08  1,493,988  1,493,988  1,500,000   
08/09  5,893,741  5,422,201  5,800,000  
09/10  10,533,907  12,214,251  12,300,000  
10/11 
Effect of CSR 10   

24,966,024  24,600,000  24,900,000 
  

 

11/12  39,028,375  28,000,000  32,100,00   
12/13  44,479,007  31,000,000  35,000,000   
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Intangible and Future Benefits:  The Company is also enabling the Research Councils to 

focus their attention on their core operations.  It represents an asset that uses a repertoire of 

approaches drawn from public, private, and commercial space to achieve value for the benefit 

of its owners, employees, customers, and wider stakeholders.   

 

The Company’s operating model and the depth and breadth of services has also created 

opportunities for it to grow and develop into wider markets and thereby deliver further financial 

and non-financial benefits back to its owners and customers.    BIS is now making direct use of 

the asset that the Research Councils created and is transitioning its HR, Payroll, Finance 

Procurement activity to the Company during 2013.   The procurement service is viewed as a 

Centre of Excellence and is one of only a few organisations seen as central to achieving the 

Government’s procurement reform ambitions.  Given that Grant provision is central to the 

activities of many central government departments and their networks, the Company’s grants 

services administration is also well placed to support wider government ambitions in this area. 

Over the next five years the Company will substantially grow its Procurement, Estates, ICT, 

other Professional Services and Grants offerings to add value to client businesses.  

 

Future Coordination and Collaboration: The history of collaboration by the Research 

Councils in relation to shared business services is one of significant success, albeit after a 

difficult process of transition and change.  That success, and the maturity which informed the 

way they relinquished the asset they had created, is important in considering whether and how 

they might further share administrative resources and capacities, and their ability to make them 

happen.  There are undoubtedly further opportunities for the Company to extend the shared 

business services provided to them, and also opportunities to look hard at retained staffing and 

services to assess whether they might be streamlined.  In doing so, the Councils will be building 

on an enviable track record of collaboration and coordination. 

 

 

 
 
Dr Clive Grace O.B.E. 
Chair, UK Shared Business Services  


