Deacom: Single ERP SoftwareVersus 
Multiple Software Systems

In the article published on TechNet, Deacom presents a rosy but one sided picture of ERP software. The arguments presented in this well written piece have stimulated considerable thought which I would like to share with readers.
 I am not an opponent of ERP, however I have a number of concerns regarding the scope and merit of this solution.

To be consistent I‘ll reply to each argument presented by Deacom in the order they appeared in the article.
1. Single Point of Control
Does ERP really give us more control or just an illusion of control ?
There are many tools for Business Process Management and integration, so control can often be achieved better in a system specifically tailored to that end.

As to data maintenance the products that handle them (SQL Databases) have been around for a long time and ERP systems use these same databases themselves. Therefore ERP cannot claim to be the champion of data maintenance.
2. Duplicate Entry Elimination
This issue is extremely sensitive yet not fully covered in ERP systems. Most modern financial systems are pretty well adapted to bar data duplication. The problem is much more acute when dealing with data in other areas such as population (CRM, suppliers, tax payers etc.). In these waters ERP systems fare no better than others.
3. Data Integrity
This is an issue similar and related to the previous subject. I’ve seen ERP systems poorly implemented containing redundant or corrupt data. 

I believe preserving data integrity is a matter of professionalism, starting with proper planning, sound IT practices and proper work habits.

ERP does much to promote data integrity yet I have met people who perpetrate data integrity crimes with grace and ease even in an ERP environment.

Since data integrity is a human problem it exists in ERP systems just as it does in other systems. Data Integrity has to do with the way we understanding information data structures and interrelationships between data. 

Data Integrity not a product.

4. Detail Drilldown
Once again ERP is being sold a something more than what it really is. The question is does ERP allow better drill-down capabilities than other products ? If so, then why are so many BI providers (Cognos, Crystal etc.) and content management providers (Documentum)  offering to drill down on your ERP system ? In addition, why has a provider like SAP signed a pact with Magic for use of its iBolt integration suite ? 
5. Basic Training
It’s quite true training is quicker and easier on a uniform system but let’s not go overboard. Most software today follows industry guidelines and practices and fits into one of a very few “look and feel” categories. A business that has adopted standards for design and control should not encounter the problem of users getting lost in the various applications.
Another reason for not getting obsessive about uniform design landscapes is in the diverse nature of organizations and the minimal interaction between some parts. For example its great to have a payroll system and an acquisition system that integrate with the financial modules but is there any need or advantage to the salary clerk and the purchaser having the same interface ?
6. Manageable Support
This would be nice if we really could make do with one vendor but as I pointed out even the large ERP providers can’t (as yet) provide all the services. 

Most ERP system are robust and varied. Often each module will have a separate product manager and support team. The level of service and professionalism will inevitably vary from one to the other.  
7. Minimal IT Maintenance 
ERP has great merit with regard to maintenance although module conflicts have arisen in these systems. 
Those not using ERP will have to ensure that tenders for independent applications hold the vendor responsible for integration and compatibility.

8. Easy Upgrades
ERP modules are upgraded individually, not as a whole, making the upgrade process similar to that in an organization deploying many software packages.

The great advantage in ERP is that usually the vendor has tested and resolved the incompatibilities with other modules before releasing the update.

9. Reduced Costs
Does ERP really reduce costs ? This is a loaded question and hard to get a straight answer on. The CIO or CFO who commissioned a costly cumbersome project will sing praises to that project and claim savings long after the project has overshot the budget by a milestone.

The front end investment in ERP is very high as are the licenses thus adding an element of risk to the project. To offset these expenses one must achieve a considerable saving. 

The Downside of ERP

1. Central Control For Whom ?
The idea of one platform, one vendor, one package is enticing. Wouldn’t all of us CEO’s, CFO’s and all the other C?O’s like to have someone else do the work for us.
Unfortunately it doesn’t work that way.

For a bit of central control, we may be relinquishing our own hold on the business.

One great system from one great vendor sounds like giving away the keys to the kingdom. (I personally have an instinctive distrust of monopolies or very large corporations.) They may start out well but as they realize you are hooked you may be in for an unpleasant surprise. 
2. The Mediocrity Syndrome 
A very real question to put to ERP is can such a large diverse system do everything well ? For the sake of a few good modules, centralization and standardization are we sacrificing quality of service or the effectiveness of specialized software solutions ? 
ERP may be leading us to a world of mediocrity.

3. Buying the Whole Cow When All I Wanted Was a Glass of Milk
Often organizations opt for ERP to solve a specific and annoying problem. Together with this solution we may also be purchasing a pack of non-essential modules together with a load of upheaval in the business.
Prior and precise identification of organizational needs may lead us to a cheaper, more compact and less disruptive solution.

Some Alternatives
1. Back to Planning
When I started out in my career I had the good fortune to participate in a team formulating a Master Plan for Data Processing for a mid to large sized organization. I learned from this experience that proper planning and development of standards can achieve good control, integration and maintenance that will serve for many years. The standards in the Master Plan promised integration of systems that were not even dreamed of when the plan was formulated.

2. Integration by Other Means (SOA)
Once the vision of the system is identified and appropriate standards have been adopted we can go about putting together a package of best of breed solutions.
I see in SOA (Service Oriented Architecture), BPM tools and the plethora of integration suites a fresh promise of freedom for the consumers of IT services.
Software conforming to an industry standard for integration will allow the business to pick the most suitable applications for its needs without the worry of incompatibility.

Summary
I opened this discussion by stating I am not an opponent of ERP, however I must emphasize the fact that the installation of ERP systems demands foresight and preparation and to get them running properly.

What I am concerned about is the view of those who propose ERP as a cure all for all the organization’s needs.

ERP is not the only solution on the market and it is recommended that decision makers check their alternatives carefully and thoroughly.
I am a great believer in advance planning. One must adhere to the basic project management discipline and purchasing practices. To that end:

· Assess your needs

· Make a plan

· Study the alternatives

· Make the trade-offs and pick the best suited and cost-effective solutions

· Implement
Above all keep an open mind and don’t get fixated on silver bullet solutions or buzzwords. 

Keep your eye on the target – the most effective cost-efficient solution for the enterprise.
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