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JUSTIFYING AN ERP INVESTMENT WITH THE PROMISE OF
REALISING BUSINESS BENEFITS

Sammon, David, Business Information Systems, O’Rahilly Building, University College
Cork, Ireland, dsammon@afis.ucc.ie

Adam, Frederic, Business Information Systems, O’Rahilly Building, University College Cork,
Ireland, fadam@afis.ucc.ie

Abstract —

Enterprise Resource Planning systems (ERP) projects often lead to disappointing outcomes, even
downright failures, which is not in keeping with the vast investments they represent. Many
explanations have been provided, but it seems to be difficult to move beyond the specificities of each
case study of failure. In any case, the publication of long lists of CSFs for ERP implementations has
failed to make any impact on the difficulties faced by organisations. In this paper, we propose that it is
the mismatch between the very ambitious goals of firms and the means they apply that is the primary
cause of their failure to obtain benefits from their ERP projects. In particular, seeking strategic
benefits and treating the ERP project as a technical venture is bound to fail. Using four case studies of
typical ERP implementations, we seek to explain why firms continue to struggle with integrated
systems despite their best intentions and efforts.

Keywords: Investments in IS, ERP projects.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Over the past fifteen years, ‘a tidal wave of IT-enabled initiatives’ (Ross and Beath, 2002), for
example, Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), Data Warehousing, Enterprise Resource Planning
(ERP), has elevated the importance of investing strategically in IT. Numerous reports have highlighted
that ERP projects have occupied a dominant space in IT investment over the last decade, however
paradoxically; researchers have noted a deteriorating trend of evaluation of these investments
(Stefanou, 2000; Teltumbde, 2000; Chen, 2001; Ross and Beath, 2002; Sumner, 2000, 2005). This is
not a new argument in the general IS field, where the evaluation of IT investments in general is
regarded as unsatisfactory (Strassmann, 1997) or patchy (Willcocks and Lester, 1997). The
predominant reason for this state of evaluation of IT investments is that organisations find it very
difficult to perform such evaluations (Kearney, 1990; Vowler, 1990; Ballantine et al., 1996; Ward and
Peppard, 2002), which it can be argued, is related to the lack of suitable investment appraisal
methodologies for this type of strategic investment. In effect, conventional methodologies (for
example, incorporating traditional capital budgeting techniques, focusing on cost displacement
efficiency as the only benefit), have proven inadequate for modern IT projects (Teltumbde, 2000;
Counihan, et al., 2002), due to the fact that these projects have decreasing scope for cost displacement
and an increasing focus on effectiveness objectives (Teltumbde, 2000). Teltumbde (2000) argued that
if ERP projects are considered huge organisational undertakings (having a huge impact on the
organisation), coupled with a potentially high risk of project failure, it should be imperative that
proper evaluation be undertaken.

In this paper, we use the Ross and Beath framework to categorise 4 case studies of ERP
implementations we carried out, and attempt to find a correlation between the way they approached
their investments in ERP and their degree of success, as measured by the extent to which specific
benefits that were sought have been achieved. This is used to explain why firms are more successful
than others with the ERP implementations.

Section 2 presents literature on ERP projects from the point of view of the rationale used to justify
them in organisations and compares the theory and the reality of benefit realization in ERP projects.
Section 3 presents the Ross and Beath (2002) framework and explains why we feel that it is useful in
the context of ERP research on implementation of such systems. Section 4 presents the research study
and section 5 presents the findings of the research in the 4 organisations we studied. Section 6
concludes the research.

2 INVESTING IN ERP

Although there is no agreed upon definition for ERP systems, their characteristics position these
systems as integrated, all-encompassing (Markus and Tanis, 2000), complex mega-packages (Gable et
al., 1997) designed to support the key functional areas of an organisation. The American Production
and Inventory Control Society (APICS) defines ERP as “an accounting-oriented information system
for identifying and planning the enterprise-wide resources needed to take, make, ship, and account for
customer orders” (Watson and Schneider, 1999). It is this all-encompassing nature and high degree of
business integration which distinguishes ERP from other technologies or systems and led us to
consider ERP projects as inherently different in terms of difficulty and success factors. At the core of
ERP project, there is a crucial need to craft new business processes that fit both the objectives of the
firm and the ERP system to be implemented and too little is understood about how this can be done
effectively. This observation allows us to note that, based on the many reported cases of ERP
implementations, investments in enterprise-wide ERP projects are often unrealistic and lack
credibility, in terms of what can be achieved in reality and what is actually expected from the
initiative. Thus, it has been reported that top management have a tendency to ‘short-select’” ERP
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projects, making their reported evaluation sketchier (Teltumbde, 2000). In fact, Wagle (1998)
observed that ERP investments are often made on faith and not on good judgement, and this
observation is further corroborated by many studies, both in relation to ERP and the broader IS
community (Ballantine et al., 1996; Willcocks, 1992; 1996; Hochstrasser and Griffiths, 1991; Vowler,
1990; Kearney, 1990). One possible explanation suggests that organisational decision-makers
significantly underestimate costs and overestimate benefits to justify their projects when utilising the
conventional methodology of financial evaluation (Stefanou, 2000). However, the state of evaluation
is much worse in the case of ERP projects, in that it is extremely difficult to estimate all the costs and
to assess all the benefits prior to the configuration of the ‘to-be’ processes (Stefanou, 2000;
Teltumbde, 2000). As a result, it is important for researchers to understand the true nature of an
enterprise-wide ERP project and how these IT investments are approached and justified by
organisations.

It has been argued that if an enterprise-wide ERP system is properly implemented it can in fact
achieve unprecedented benefits for an implementing organisation. Throughout the available research
that has been published in the enterprise-wide systems area, it has, however, been reported that some
organisations have difficulty identifying any measurable benefits or business process improvements
from the introduction of an ERP system (James and Wolf, 2000; Donovan, 2001) and a number of
reasons have been provided in explaining this situation. For example, Chen (2001, p.380) commented
that many organisations “fail to realise the full benefits of ERP systems because they are not organised
in such a way to benefit from the new information tools provided by, and the new disciplines required
of, the enterprise systems”. Furthermore, Chen (2001) believes that some organisations are not
positioned for integration with departments working toward their own set of objectives; performance
measurement and rewards being functional and not global; information being spread out on many
fragmented systems and few people have an enterprise-wide view of the organisation. In fact, this is
an observation already made by proponents of BPR (for example, Hammer and Stanton, 1999).
Therefore, in light of these observations, it poses the interesting question of what organisations expect
from introducing an enterprise-wide ERP system and how these expectations materialise and are
subsequently managed.

Analysing the discourse of participants within the ERP Community, notably vendors and consultants,
but also managers who look towards ERP as the solution to all their problems, all too often reveals
unrealistic and unrealisable expectations on ERP systems. Implementing organisations seem to display
an acceptance of the ERP vendors’ and consultants’ sales discourse that is not in keeping with the
most basic principles of prudence (Westrup and Knight, 2000). It is fair to suggest that this has
provoked a phenomenon termed ‘Inside View’ by Kahneman and Lovallo (1993), where actors
focused solely on the current project and fail to take into account knowledge they acquired in previous
similar decision making situations because they want to believe that fresh ways can be found that will
offer radically new solutions to old problems. Therefore, believing that the introduction of an ERP
system will be the solution to all organisational problems leaves the organisation with a poor value-
for-money system infrastructure, and due to the all-encompassing nature of ERP offerings, where a
level of dependence is created that “far surpasses the dependence associated with prior technological
regimes” (Markus and Tanis, 2000 p.203), this can have detrimental consequences for the
organisation. For example, Sammon et al. (2001) reported on a survey which revealed that
organisations did not seem to be overly worried that they ran the risk of sacrificing unique competitive
advantage by implementing ERP packages, where 80% of managers studied did not consider any
alternative to an ERP package. Furthermore, managers seemed quite certain that acquiring and
implementing a complete business solution and applying it to their organisational business model was
the main source of advantage. However, available evidence points to a key issue where organisations
do not analyse their needs adequately prior to undertaking the package selection exercise, never mind
the subsequent ERP implementation and therefore rush into an implementation that changes, possibly
unnecessarily and negatively, the very features that made the organisation different (Kelly et al., 1999;
Stefanou, 2000; Van Stijn and Wensley, 2001; Verville and Halingten, 2003; Gargeya and Brady,
2005).
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Shang and Seddon (2000) provided a comprehensive benefits framework which can be used as a
foundation for planning, justifying and managing the ERP system. They propose that the framework
could be a “good communication tool and checklist for consensus-building in within-firm discussions
on benefits realisation and development” (Shang and Seddon 2000 p.1005). However, it is worth
mentioning that the list of benefits is of little use to decision-makers, if a thorough needs analysis is
not conducted by the implementing organisation, prior to the consideration of an enterprise-wide ERP
system (Swanson and Ramiller, 2004). However, at that time, Shang and Seddon (2000) commented
that there were few details of ERP-specific benefits in academic literature and further noted that
‘trade-press articles’ and ‘vendor-published success stories’ were the major sources of data. As a
result, Shang and Seddon (2000, p.1007) pointed out that ““cases provided by vendors may exaggerate
product strength and business benefits, and omit shortcomings of the products”. Other researchers
have also pointed to the poor realisation of benefits from ERP systems in-use, for example, Rutherford
(2001) observed that only around 10% to 15% of ERP implementations delivered the anticipated
benefits, while according to James and Wolf (2000) organisations that were able to identify benefits
thought they could have been realised without the implemented ERP system. In fact, James and Wolf
(2000) reported that 80% of the benefit that organisations realised from their ERP system came from
changes, such as inventory optimisation, the benefits of which could have achieved without making
the IT investment. Furthermore, Jahnke (2002) reported that 51% of organisations that attempted an
ERP implementation were dissatisfied with the results. In addition, Jahnke (2002, p.1) commented
that ““40% of the projects failed to achieve their business case within one year of going live, and those
companies that did achieve benefits said that achievement took six months longer than expected”.
This insight proves extremely worrying for organisations investing in ERP systems and calls into
question the expectations of organisational decision-makers as to the initial benefit of ERP versus the
actual value-for-money from the changes introduced from the initiation of such an IS/IT investment.
However, according to James and Wolf (2000, p.2), reporting on an instance of an ERP
implementation, ““many of the benefits that we are able to achieve today could not have been predicted
at the time that we started work on ERP. In fact, in hindsight it appears that much of the value of
these large systems lay in the infrastructure foundation they created for future growth based on
Information Technology”. This indicates that the realities of ERP implementation are not fully
understood by managers at the outset of a project and the expected benefits are not a realistic feature
of the actual project outcomes. Ward and Peppard (2002, p.432) highlight that ““benefits from strategic
IS/IT investments are uncertain and depend on future events, making priority setting even more
difficult”. In fact, Ward and Peppard (2002, p.434) further comment that, ““setting objective priorities
on scant evidence is not very reliable”. However, ‘scant’ reasoning and ‘mindlessness’ are indeed
common characteristics defining an implementing organisations approach to investing in ERP
packages (Caldas and Wood, 1998; Milford and Stewart, 2000; Swanson and Ramiller, 2004).

In light of this, it can be argued that assessing the level of benefit realisation is a subjective exercise
where operational efficiency could be deemed of strategic value to an organisation, and therefore
categorised as a strategic benefit. This subjective view is based on managerial interpretation of the
impact of the implemented ERP system on organisational activity, used as a means of providing
retrospective explanations for the earlier rationales in selecting an ERP package. Furthermore, the
justification for adopting ERP centres around their business benefits, however, Donovan (1998)
believes that to receive benefit from implementing ERP there must be no misunderstanding of what it
is about, or underestimation of what is involved in implementing it effectively. Even more important,
organisational decision-makers must have the background and temperament for this type of decision
making (Donovan, 2001). Therefore, it needs to be established if the introduction of an ERP package
into an organisation has been considered a strategic project (Rowe, 1999; Shakir, 2000; Wood and
Caldas, 2000). It has been observed that ERP packages have been sold to CEOs and CFOs as strategic
solutions and not as computer software (Watson and Schneider, 1999), which is the outcome of the
legitimised rhetoric propagated around the enterprise-wide ERP phenomenon by ERP vendors and
ERP consultants in the ERP Community. Thus, it is necessary to understand if it is worth investing
millions of dollars to obtain ‘operational transparency’ (Kalakota and Robinson, 2001).
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3 AFRAMEWORK FOR IT INVESTMENT

‘Traditional approaches’ to IT investment evaluation are limited and inadequate, where they simply
attempt to identify projects with the best profit potential. However, with the heightened strategic
importance of IT, organisations have been forced to think differently, and this may not simply mean
‘making the business case’ (Ross and Beath, 2002) for a strategic initiative. However, it is interesting
to establish how strategic an investment in enterprise-wide ERP actually is, and indeed a number of
differentiating views exist in the literature with regard to how an enterprise-wide ERP investment
decision should be perceived. For example, according to Sumner (2005, p.11) “the decision to
implement an ERP system is a business investment decision, similar to the decision to build a new
warehouse, hire a new executive, or invest in a training program. As such, the ERP investment
decision must create measurable business benefits that justify the acquisition costs and the costs of
system implementation”. Furthermore, Sumner (2005) refers to the justification of the acquisition of
an ERP system, involving an assessment of tangible and intangible benefits, as making the ‘business
case’ for ERP. In addition, Chen (2001) has observed that many large ERP projects have been
initiated without sufficient analysis of costs and benefits, however, the huge investment required to
implement the ERP system needs to be weighed carefully against the eventual savings and benefits the
system will produce. Ross and Beath (2002, p.53) commented that “our perspective is that lasting
pressures have permanently changed how companies approach the problem of justifying IT
investments. Given that technological and market changes are intensifying dependence on IT, it seems
more prudent to adopt new investment strategies not as exceptions, but as part of a deliberate rationale
that says success comes from using multiple approaches to justifying IT investments. Making the
business case is only one approach”. Therefore, Ross and Beath (2002) propose an alternate
framework for IT investments, which suggests alternative approaches to the ‘business case’, as
illustrated in Figure 1.

TECHNOLOGY SCOPE
Business
Solutions
PROCESS
IMPROVEMENT EAEERIMENTS
RENEWAL TRANSFORMATION
Shared
Infrastructure
Short-Term Long-Term
Profitability Growth
STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE

Figure 1: A Framework for IT Investment (after: Ross and Beath, 2002)

In analyzing organisational practices, Ross and Beath (2002) identified that investments differ along
two dimensions: (1) ‘strategic objectives’ — which highlight the trade-offs between short-term
profitability and long-term growth, and (2) ‘technology scope’ — which distinguishes between shared
infrastructure and business solutions.
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According to Ross and Beath (2002, p.53) “to address both dimensions companies need to make four
distinct types of investment: Transformation, Renewal, Process Improvement, and Experiments”. A
brief explanation of each of these investment types is provided in Table 3.

Ross and Beath (2002) argue that organisations must assess the returns on individual investments
against demands for organisation-wide capabilities.  Furthermore, organisations must assess
opportunities to leverage and improve existing systems and infrastructures in light of opportunities to
create new capabilities and test new business models. As a result of this assessment within
organisations, regarding investment potential and targeting, Ross and Beath (2002, p.52) observed that
‘complex trade-offs are leading to new IT-investment patterns’.

Investment Type

Description

Sample Initiatives

Transformation

A core infrastructure that is currently
inadequate for desired business model

ERP implementations.

Building Data Warehouses.
Standardising Desktop technologies.
Middleware for Web environments.

Renewal Opportunity to reduce cost of Facilitating access to existing data.
maintenance of existing IT, or raise Upgrading technology standards.
quality of IT services in general. Retiring outdated systems and
Renewal initiatives may be driven by a | technologies.
vendor’s decision to withdraw support
for older products

Process Opportunity to improve operational Shifting customer services to lower-

Improvement performance. These investments should | cost channel.

be low-risk, unlike transformation
initiatives; the focus is on operational
outcomes of existing processes. Process
Improvements must build on existing IT
infrastructure to ensure a level of
predictability

Shifting data capture to customers.
Capturing new data automatically.
Streamlining cycle times for
processes.

Eliminating costs of printing and
mailing paper reports or bills.

Experiments

New technologies, new ideas for
products or processes, new business
models. Successful experiments can
lead to major organisational change with

Testing demand for new product.
Learning if customers can self-serve.
Testing new pricing strategy.
Assessing cost of new channels.

accompanying infrastructure changes or
to more incremental process-
improvement initiatives

Table 3: An Explanation of Investment Types

The framework for IT investment proposed by Ross and Beath (2002) positions ERP implementations
as ‘Transformation Investments’, in which they are perceived as strategic decisions as opposed to cost
justified business decisions. According to Ross and Beath (2002, p.53) “transformational investments
are necessary when an organisation’s core infrastructure limits its ability to develop applications
critical to long-term success. Transformation is triggered by the growing need for integrated customer
data, end-to-end processing and platforms that provide around-the-clock support. Transformation
initiatives are often risky, undertaken when companies have determined that not rebuilding
infrastructure significantly is even riskier”. Furthermore, the observations made by Sammon et al.
(2004) seem to support the idea of ‘Transformation Investments’ whereby ERP is now being seen for
what it really is: ‘a means to an end’, in that, its primary benefit is in the integrated infrastructure that
it introduces and its ability to support future IS investments.

However, what is critical to understand is that this infrastructure must be aligned with the
requirements and directions of the changing business model, therefore, ensuring that the long term
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vision for the implementing organisation is supported by the implemented ERP system. As a result,
for an ERP investment to be considered a true transformational investment and achieve the expected
benefits from the outset, the importance of changes to the business model needs to be fully understood.
If this thinking around the expectation of change does not exist, then ‘desired’ transformational
investments produce ‘actual’ outcomes of renewal investment types, which is simply an investment to
replace existing systems without embracing cultural and procedural changes.

4 RESEARCH METHODS

This research study is based on 4 cases studies of firms having implemented ERP applications in the
past. It has followed a deliberate theoretical sampling plan. In an effort to guide the case selection, the
insights of Stake (2000) have been drawn upon, where an instrumental study extended to several cases
was undertaken, where the diverse organisational stories of those ‘living the case’ could be teased out
(Stake, 2000). In the context of this study, for an organisation to be considered suitable for inclusion it
had to have undertaken an enterprise-wide ERP project, and at the time of first contact with the
organisation, be in the post-implementation phase for all or part of the project, depending on the
implementation approach followed by the organisation. The researcher was also mindful of the fact
that gaining access into an organisation is difficult due to the time and commitment required by the
members of the organisation involved in the research process. Keeping this in mind the researcher
contacted approximately twenty possible research sites and was hopeful to gain entry into at least four
in order to ensure a depth and breath of organisational experiences.

In a two month period following initial contact, nine of the prospective research sites had not replied
with an expression of interest in participating in the research study. However, follow-up discussions
took place with points-of-contact in the remaining eleven sites. Therefore, following a brief telephone
conversation with one or more personnel from these remaining sites, another four sites ruled
themselves out of participating in the research, due to an inability to commit the time required for the
interviewing process. Throughout this period also, a preliminary interview was conducted with the
main point-of-contact in each of the remaining seven sites. Again, following these preliminary
interviews the researcher ruled out the possibility of continuing research in three of the sites, due to
concerns about future access to interviewees and, the openness to questioning and willingness to share
documentary evidence on the part of the point-of-contact. Notwithstanding this, throughout this same
time period, two of the remaining four cases had progressed considerably in such a short time frame,
where openness to share information and willingness to make personnel available for interview was a
key feature of their attitude and willingness to participate in the research project. The outcome of this
somewhat opportunistic (Patton, 1990) approach to purposeful sampling of research sites saw the
researcher selecting four organisations, namely: SerCom Solutions, an Irish owned organisation
specializing in Supply Chain Management Services, Banta Global Turnkey (BGT) a global firm
involved in the same business, the Irish Health Services (now the Health Service Executive), and An
Post, the state-owned firm in charge of delivering postal services in Ireland.

The advantage of the approach taken, as described above and indeed something faced by many
researchers, regarded the fact that as the number of cases was reduced, either by the organisations
decision not to participate, or the researchers decision to exclude them, a greater sense of
understanding was gleamed as to the nature of the organisation, its operations and complexities, the
competitive forces at play, etc. However, more importantly, an initial perception of the enterprise-
wide ERP project and its outcomes was achieved by the researcher, as presented in Table 3.

In retrospect, this collection of cases has proven extremely beneficial, due to the fact that
understanding them has led to a better overall understanding of a variety of organisational approaches
to implementing an enterprise-wide ERP system, to understanding their respective states of readiness
to undertake such an initiative and to classify their investment in terms of the Ross and Beath
framework.
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Within this research study the interviews were conducted on site, varying from a one to a three hour
timeframe. Furthermore, due to the longitudinal nature of this research study, a large percentage of
interviewees were interviewed two, and in some cases, three times. All interviews were audio-taped
for subsequent transcription and for verification of accurate interpretation. Following the first round
of interviews, transcripts were sent to the informants for review and verification of the content.
During the focused interviews ambiguities and discrepancies were clarified and information from the
first round of interviewing was confirmed. Furthermore, the repeat rounds of focused interviews
ensured that a certain flow of questioning was followed based on the analysis conducted on the earlier
interviews, both in that same case and across the other cases. Table 4 presents a breakdown of the
personnel interviewed within the four organisations and identifies their positions of responsibility
within their respective organisations. Furthermore, the personnel interviewed were most of the
remaining key decision-makers and most knowledgeable persons, in relation to the decisions made at
the outset of the enterprise-wide ERP project, in particular.

Characteristic | SerCom BGT Health Services An Post
Sector Private Private Public Public
ERP Package | SAP R/3 JDE World SAP R/3 JDE OneWorld
ERP Footprint | Core Operations | Core Operations | HR / Payroll Finance
(Manufacturing | (Supply Chain
and Logistics) Manufacturing
and Finance)
ERP System Value Chain Value Chain Support Support Operations
Type Operations Operations Operations
Project Type Business Change | IT IT Business Change
Enterprise- Yes No No Yes
Wide View
Project 2000 1996 1997 1997
Initiation
Project Very Successful | Near Failure Near Failure Somewhat
Outcome (although still Successful
ongoing)
Point-of- “The project “I could tell you | “This project is “We have learned
Contact required an all the things not | not going well. It | some hard lessons
Comment enormous effort | to do. We have will face huge but that’s the nature

from everyone not done well issues in-use the | of these projects™
but it was very with our way it is being
successful” implementation” | rolled-out

nationally”

Table 3: Initial Perceptions of Cases Selected for the Research Study

Organisation Number of informants Hours of Interview Duration of Study
Sercom Solutions 11 22 1 year

Banta Global Turnkey 9 22 1% years

An Post *** 6 17 1 year

Health Service Executive | 8 23 2 years

Table 4: Breakdown of Interviews by Case

Other sources of data were also exploited, and for each case collected documentation provided specific
details to corroborate, and in some instances clarify, factual evidence collected through interviews.
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5 A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF INVESTMENTS

As argued by Ross and Beath (2002) enterprise-wide ERP projects should be considered
transformation investments. However, this classification of investments in ERP does not appear to fit
with what is understood in practice, with regard to the approach that some organisations take to
investing in ERP packages. Analysing the nature of the enterprise-wide ERP project investments
within the organisations studied and highlighting the discrepancies between what was achieved in
reality and what was actually expected when undertaking the project at the outset provides a clear
illustration of this contention.

5.1 Classifying the cases

Figure 2 provides an insight into the experiences of the four organisations studied, and highlights the
differences between the ‘desired’ (the expectations managers held at the outset of the project) and
‘actual’ (the outcome of the projects or in some cases after another “corrective” project has been
undertaken) investment types for each enterprise-wide ERP project. These assessments are based on
the combined retrospective accounts provided by the informants in each case.

TECHNOLOGY SCOPE

Busir!ess

Solufions PROCESS EXPERIMENTS
IMPROVEMENT
BGT (Finance and SCM BPI)

An Post (Retrofit ERP Package)

RENEWAL TRANSFORMATION
BGT (actual) SerCom (desired) / (actual)
An Post (actual) BGT (desired)
Shared Health Services (actual) An Post fdesired}-
Infrastructure Health Services (desired)
Short-Term Long-Term
Profitability Growth
STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE

Figure 2: Categorising the ERP Projects ‘Desired’” and “‘Actual’ Outcomes

From the outset SerCom viewed their ERP project as an enterprise-wide initiative and the supporting
investment was viewed as transformation, emerging from the termination of a renewal investment.
The driver for the project was very much a carbon copy of that described by Ross and Beath (2002)
for transformation investments ‘a core infrastructure that is inadequate for desired business model’.
Furthermore, the entire organisation took ownership of the project investment, embracing a ‘long-term
growth’ strategic objective and a ‘shared infrastructure’ technological scope. However, when
compared to the ERP project undertaken by BGT, while it was initially considered a transformation
investment in terms of group-wide focus, both the US and European operations commenced separate
renewal investments. Both of these initiatives were driven by the issue of Y2K compliance and were
owned by IT. The strategic objective characterising these investments was short-term focused, where
the technological scope was limited to providing a separate shared infrastructure for both operations.
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However, over time BGT invested in a series of Business Process Improvements (Finance BPI and
SCM BPI) from a group perspective throughout BGT. These process improvement investments were
viewed as the key to bringing BGT closer to the ideal of a transformation investment. Therefore, this
new investment portfolio allowed BGT to fulfil their strategic objective of ‘long-term growth’ and
providing a ‘shared infrastructure’ across the entire group. Therefore, while both these organisations
managed to sustain their existence in their competitive business environments, their path to
implementing an enterprise-wide ERP system and their experiences with such an initiative were
extremely different.

An Post attempted a transformation investment at the outset but it was effectively a renewal
characterised by a series of Process Improvement investments throughout the project although they
were not distinctly identified as such. The project ultimately delivered cost reductions in certain areas
of the An Post operation and raised the quality of IT service, in the majority of cases moving from a
manual to automated solution within the Business Units involved. However, limited business process
change was a feature of the project, where existing processes were simply automated, and it was very
much driven by external consultants and internal IT, with poor business resource and expertise
provided by the Business Units for the project. While the strategic objective was short term
profitability, the technological scope provided shared infrastructure but on a somewhat limited
enterprise-wide view, throughout An Post. In comparison the PPARS project within the Irish Health
Service may have been politically described as a transformation investment, but in reality, at the
outset, the project was supported as a renewal investment type (short-term strategic objective,
introducing a limited shared infrastructure), in that it was simply replacing existing HR/Payroll
systems in a small number of agencies. The PPARS project did not embrace an enterprise-wide
perspective or set about to introduce process standardisation across the Health Service in these
functional areas, as presented in the constructed case narrative in this chapter. Although advised by a
number of external consulting groups to address the state of the project before proceeding in Phase 2,
the Health Service continually attempted to undertake a transformation investment without addressing
these issues. It is possible that these issues may have been addressed if the Health Service leveraged
off of a number of distinct process improvement investments, as was identified in BGT and in An Post
to a lesser extent. Inevitably this attempted transformational investment failed and the project did not
achieve enterprise-wide coverage and was suspended. At the time of writing, the most interesting
issue is whether or not the approach to the PPARS project will be changed, to suit the nature of this
investment type, if continued in the future.

5.2 Discussion

Although the four types of investments are ‘conceptually distinct’, in reality, they are difficult to
distinguish. However, an effort should be made to distinguish the investment types within an
organisation as much as is possible to understand, for example, what is driving the project, how is it
funded, who has responsibility, who will it impact, what are the benefits and to whom will they
materialise. A failure to differentiate between investment initiatives could lead to an inaccurate
perception by stakeholders of the value for money of the investment. For example, BGT have
formally communicated and created a series of distinct investments over time as part of the enterprise-
wide ERP project, however, the Health Services failed to make this distinction which ultimately led to
serious criticism of the cost of the project and the actual value for money of the initiative, due to that
fact that it is perceived as one continuous investment over a lengthy time period. Specifically, Ross
and Beath (2002) suggest that an organisation should distinguish ‘transformation from process
improvement’, if the benefits will be realised by different parties, and, perhaps the toughest
distinction, ‘transformation from renewal’ investments.

Ultimately, transformation investments create a basis for long term growth; however, their payoffs are
not easily or quickly achieved (Ross and Beath, 2002). The value from such an investment does not
come from implementing the system; instead it comes from changing both the operating and
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management processes and cultures. According to Ross and Beath (2002, p.57) “transformation
investments demand significant senior management commitment to invest funds, guide
implementation and process change, and steer the organisation toward opportunities to leverage the
investments”. However, it is worth noting and evident from the cases under study in this research
project that many organisations will struggle with the necessarily large commitment required by such a
transformation investment, for example, an enterprise-wide ERP project. For the most part this
explanation, or aspects of it, would appear to characterise the experiences of most organisations with
regard to ERP (and other enterprise-wide systems in general). However, certain decisions taken at the
outset of the project (based on awareness and preparedness), as regards the nature of the project and
the supporting investment, can: (1) account for the problems that an organisation experiences
throughout the execution phase of the project implementation, (2) affect the impact of the
project/investment on the organisation, (3) impact on the desired outcomes of the project, and (4)
affect the perception of the system in-use.

According to Ross and Beath (2002, p.55) “process improvements may boost operating results of a
particular business unit, but the benefits of a new shared infrastructure may be company-wide and
longer lasting” . I senior management directs transformation investments, the organisations’ overall
IT capability “is more likely to support its strategic business direction’. For example, where the Health
Services did present somewhat ‘text book’ expected benefits in their project documentation (to the
various stakeholders involved), they failed to follow through on the nature of the investment required,
which did not facilitate these benefits to be realised and led to dissatisfaction at various levels with the
project and the resulting PPARS system, and mismanaged expectations over time.

Furthermore, according to Ross and Beath (2002, p.55) “renewal investments replace old shared
technologies with newer, more powerful or more cost effective ones. Renewal may foster process
improvement, but that is not its primary objective”. However, transformation intentionally changes an
organisations’ infrastructure in ways that ‘not only enable, but usually demand, process change’. For
example, where SerCom have undertaken a transformation investment, embracing enterprise-wide
business process changes, in what was deemed a business project, BGT, An Post and the Health
Services have undertaken renewal investments in what were deemed IT projects. The value of
renewal initiatives does not depend on making business process changes and as a result the initiatives
are often the responsibility of IT. However, of even greater interest is the fact that, while these three
organisational entities may have wanted to pursue a transformation investment at the outset, by the
very nature of undertaking an ERP project, it appears that certain organisational characteristics
prohibited this happening which ultimately left the organisations with a difficult implementation and a
less than successful project outcome. For example, the organisational architecture within BGT did not
facilitate the pursuit of a true transformation investment from the outset and their approach to ERP
was very much characterised by a series of distinct investments over time. In fact, even though a
business case was developed for the new wave of transformation investments within BGT (referred to
as a ‘readiness to serve’), it was not required by the Board of Directors when deciding whether to fund
the project or not. The view had been formed by senior decision makers that the BGT organisation
simply needed an enterprise-wide ERP system, supporting a global business process infrastructure, to
survive and ensure future growth.

Furthermore, according to Ross and Beath (2002, p.57) “responsibility for transformation investments
must be located with those who will compel the necessary process changes”. Based on the analysis of
the cases studied in this research project, SerCom was the only organisation to embrace this notion of
ensuring that responsibility for the transformation investment rested with those stakeholders who
understood the business and could drive through the necessary process changes. All of the other
organisations faced problems with this ideal of responsibility for the investment and ultimately the
project. For example, where SerCom had the most senior and highly skilled business personnel in
positions of responsibility on the project, both An Post and the Health Services had inexperienced
business personnel taking responsibility, when these business personnel were in fact made available
(in fact consultants took a lot of the responsibility in these two project initiatives), while BGT had IT
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personnel predominantly dictate the project and take responsibility and the business ultimately
‘copped-out’. Therefore, using this framework proposed by Ross and Beath (2002) and leveraging
understanding of the cases, based on that with-in case analysis conducted in this chapter, it can be
observed that the awareness and preparedness of BGT, the Health Services, and An Post was
inadequate with regard to undertaking a transformation investment of the nature of an enterprise-wide
ERP project.

6 CONCLUSION

The four organisations we studied present a comprehensive panorama of ERP implementations,
ranging from undeniable success to undeniable failure. As such, it appears to be representative, though
obviously not in a statistical sense, of the ERP experience faced by firms today. Our investigation
shows that the Ross and Beath framework is a very useful conduit for examining ERP projects and
that it does not matter so much what firms try to achieve, because how they go about it and in
particular, the fit between the means applied and the goals pursued are the most powerful determinants
of the outcome of their ERP projects. The interesting factor in using the Ross and Beath framework, is
that combined with the explanations they provide, their framework and the scenarios we present in this
paper can be used a managers as blueprint for initiating and executing their ERP ventures. Two
scenarios that are of particular significance are that of SerCom, on the one hand, which can be
characterised as continually undertaking projects throughout their business and which was able to
manage its ERP projects as one of these projects, and those of An Post and the Health Service, which
can be simply considered IS projects. Whether it is due to the lack of organisational practice in
“managing by project”, or whether it is due purely to a lack of leadership in this particular initiative,
both organisations fail to convert their intention into a commensurate programme of change. As a
result, both failed.

As more cases of ERP implementations are reviewed through the lens of the Ross and Beath (2002)
framework, it will become possible to provide managers with a detailed series of actionable scenarios
which they can use as blueprint for their EPR projects. This may lead to a greater understanding of
how success can be obtained, not by simply trying to follow cook book recipes based on long lists of
CSFs, but by realising from the very beginning, which ones of these CSFs will matter greatly based on
the types of strategic objectives pursued by the firm and the current state and position of the firm. In
time, more categories may emerge in the framework which will allow for even more detailed scenarios
to be developed that are a closer match to the circumstances of each implementing firm.
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