
In June 2021, the Center for Digital Government (CDG) hosted a 
roundtable of IT leaders from mid-sized cities and counties across 
the United States. They discussed the role of shared services 

as governments apply lessons learned during the COVID-19 
pandemic and the leaders’ vision for leveraging new technology to 
improve ongoing operations and community services. This issue 
brief presents the key points of that conversation.

A new perspective on shared services 
Shared services is not a new concept, but roundtable 

participants noted the pandemic changed their views of this model. 
Participants also agreed that as governments evaluate their new 
technology needs, shared services deserve a closer look. 

“Governments can use shared services to get away from the 
thinking that we always need to do things internally,” said Chris 
McMasters, chief information officer (CIO) for the city of Corona, 
California.

An application developed internally by one government entity 
can become a shared service. Bellevue, Washington, created 
a building permit system that several nearby cities now use. In 
North Carolina, a statewide counties association now offers a tax 
assessment and collection system jointly developed by Wade 
County and a vendor. 

“It’s easier for small counties to join this program because it’s 
a cloud-hosted solution, where hosting was a barrier before,” 
said Michael Taylor, deputy county manager and CIO for Pitt 
County, North Carolina. “We can also combine the expertise of 
the product committee members to make it better for everyone.”  

Several other factors are also prompting renewed interest 
in sharing IT infrastructure, applications, and data among 
jurisdictions. 

From the perspective of government service delivery, shared 
technology services offer a streamlined way to meet community 
needs such as broadband network access or wraparound 
systems for health and human services.  

From the perspective of internal operations, governments 
clearly saw how their many systems complicated the transition 
to remote work during the pandemic. In the near term, 
roundtable participants said their jurisdictions will continue 
to support remote work and expand data center resources 
for disaster recovery and business continuity. These needs 
point to more government use of cloud and virtual resources, 
which simplifies the work of establishing, participating in, and 
expanding shared IT services.

IT staff recruiting and retention is also more challenging for 
government as the private sector increases hiring to pursue 
digital transformation. Shared services allow city and county 
governments to overcome staffing challenges and leverage 
specialized skillsets such as cybersecurity experts on an  
as-needed basis.

When to consider shared services 
The first cases to consider are those that improve constituent 

services. For example, look at how residents currently access 
urgently needed services such as the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) and Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) or rental assistance. Is a shared system 
available to provide no-wrong-door information and application 
assistance to community members? 

Another case may involve shared repositories for selected 
data within a region, such as epidemiology trends or housing 
statistics. Making this data broadly available from a single 
repository can help each jurisdiction gain new insights and 
improve service targeting and quality. When hosting the 
repository in the cloud, the participating jurisdictions gain 
advantages for data availability, central data governance, 
shared data lakes for enhanced analytics, and secure access. 

Taking a new look at shared services 
Local IT leaders discuss how to broaden cloud adoption and increase ROI

What is shared services?
Shared services is a business model that enables technology 
resources to be leveraged across an entire county, city, town, 
village, organization, or department, resulting in streamlined 
processes, lowered costs, and improved customer service for 
internal and/or external stakeholders. 
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Shared services can provide a cost-effective solution for 
especially demanding or expensive IT needs. For example, 
some modern business or operational systems may be more 
economical when an enterprise license or single cloud-services 
agreement can encompass multiple departments or jurisdictions. 
A shared fiber ring can allow multiple jurisdictions to obtain 
new technology that would otherwise be cost prohibitive. 
Shared cybersecurity tools or management services can help 
IT teams improve a function where recruiting in-house staff is 
particularly challenging. 

Tips for successful shared services adoption
Roundtable participants noted that decision-makers and 

stakeholders may be reluctant to adopt shared services despite 
well-known advantages. Participants recommended several 
strategies to help promote shared services adoption.

Emphasize cost savings. Encourage agency leaders’ 
commitment based on the expected cost savings and business 
justification. Emphasize to agency decision-makers that a 
shared service is faster, easier, and cheaper to implement than 
an internally developed system.

“Too often we look at IT efficiencies as the driver, when it 
should be the business or operational functionality that will be 
derived from the shared service,” said Jack Belcher, CIO of 
Arlington County, Virginia.  

Shonte Eldridge, executive government advisor for Amazon 
Web Services, noted, “A lot of leaders’ concerns erode when 
they realize that shared services can make budgets go further.”

“The availability of federal pandemic relief funds has taken the 
fear out of budgets being so tight,” said Deb Giles, executive 
government advisor for Amazon Web Services. “Now the focus 
on spending optimization is prompting governments at all levels 
to look at shared services.”

Additionally, she noted that many state requirements 
emphasize cross-agency collaboration, service sharing, 
and budget optimization. Agencies can also readily address 
compliance with American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) rules that 
require funding transparency with software as a service (SaaS) 
solutions available in the cloud today.

To achieve cost reductions, shared services must meet the 
most common set of needs across departments and programs. 
Stakeholders need to understand that a shared service will not 
accommodate all their specific feature or process requests, as 
would be the case with a custom-built, on-premises system.

Revisit your budget process. Tight budgets or an emphasis on 
budget optimization can increase openness to an external solution. 

“One of the factors we use to score our projects and services 
is whether another entity can provide this service,” said Sarah 
VanWormer, IT director for the city of Battle Creek, Michigan. 
“If they can, we are required to look into talking with that entity 
about providing the service.”

Start small to cultivate confidence. Look for an existing shared 
service that can be expanded to new departments or functions. 
Another approach is to begin with an initial small or temporary 
shared services project that can grow to support other functions 
as comfort develops among stakeholders.

Get the complete picture. Obtaining information and agreements 
about core dimensions is a key to successful shared services 
selection and adoption. Develop a full understanding of the 
technology and security design for the shared service. Clarify use 
terms and service management responsibilities for the participating 
agencies and their users. For example, who owns the data? Who 
can access the data? How is sensitive data protected? How is 
change management handled? Work within the partnership to 
ensure equitable service access and value delivery.

Consider procurement issues. Shared services often reduce 
costs by saving time for procurement. However, procurement 
policies and processes may need changes to accommodate 
shared cloud services. 

No government can do it all on their own 
The pandemic brought a deeper understanding of the need for 

technology agility to sustain government operations and community 
services. Shared services in the cloud support this agility through 
collaboration among jurisdictions on a state or regional level. 
By adopting these shared services, local governments can also 
reduce costs and simplify access to new technologies that improve 
internal efficiencies and enhance services for constituents.

To stay up to date on developments in digital transformation, 
visit www.govtech.com/local. 
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