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Introduction

So you—or your company—have decided to embark on a journey and roll out a new enterprise resource planning (ERP) system. Congratulations! What you’re about to experience will put you and your organization through a roller coaster of emotions, and once you come out on the other side, everything will be better for it.

How do I know? Because I’ve done this. A lot. Throughout my thirty years of experience, I’ve been an owner-operator, chief executive officer (CEO), chief technology officer (CTO), chief information officer (CIO), vice president (VP) of professional services, head of sales engineering, solution engineering, senior architect, lead developer, and hands-on across dozens of industries as diverse as fintech, forestry, scrap metal, recycling, environmental services, commodity management and trading, utilities (electric, water, and gas), medical, and insurance. ERP systems are critical to all of these industries, and despite how uniquely they operate, their individual needs, and their methods of operation, they all have the same things in common: people, places, and things. ERP systems pull these three resources together in infinite ways to produce value, reporting, and automation. In all of my years, there’s little I haven’t seen, and through it all I’ve always stayed optimistic about the promises that a new ERP system holds.

That’s not to say it’s going to be easy.

Most people will only experience or manage one or possibly two ERP rollouts in their lifetime. These systems usually last about ten to fifteen years, which means that the chances a team of employees—or even one of them—will still be at a company for round two are pretty minimal. And with that loss means any bit of knowledge they have goes with them.

This information, this tribal knowledge as one says, is very important. It’s the data that someone not only understands but also knows in their bones. This is what works, and this is what doesn’t. And the only way to get that data is to live through the experience.

Now I can’t give you that perfect team with their decade-plus of tribal knowledge. But what I can do is tell you about the many experiences I’ve had implementing ERP systems and what I’ve learned along the way. While it won’t be industry specific and may not hit all of the notes you’re looking for, it will certainly touch on a lot of the key aspects.

See, rolling out an ERP is hard, stressful, and, above all else, painful. Once you get on the other side, it’s amazing. You’ll have almost all of the things you want to operate your company efficiently and that, if you did all of the steps correctly, will put you in a better place overall. ERPs exist for a reason, and the added data and efficiency they provide are going to help you out a ton.

Did you catch that bit I said about pain? Look, there’s no way to sugarcoat this: Rolling out an ERP can be painful. You could lose employees, resources, and, potentially, money. Lots of it.

But—and here’s the important part—it doesn’t have to.

As the solution architect, part-time project manager, or team lead on all of the ERPs I’ve rolled out over the years, a few common mistakes pop up. Sometimes it’s an information technology (IT) professional who thinks they know better than their ERP vendor, and other times it’s just pigheadedness in the C-suite that gums up the works.

Fortunately, for you, you don’t have to go through all that. This book lays out a lot of the pitfalls that appear along the way and gives you paths to get through them—or never approach them to begin with. This is my book of tribal knowledge from my decades of experience. Take with it every bit of advice I have on the topic and go forth with confidence into your ERP launch.

Will it be hard? Yup. This isn’t going to be a simple process. But, if you listen to your vendor and follow a few guidelines, you don’t have to put yourself through more pain than is necessary.

* * *

This book is organized to be as efficient as possible and allow you to get the information you need. There are a lot of moving parts here, and I wanted to take a moment to explain the logistics of everything.

First, you have sections. These are the portions of the book that break things down into Then, Now, and Next, or alternatively, Discovery, Execute, and Move. These are the broad strokes of each category—the overall processes that you’ll be using for your own ERP rollout.

Then, there are the chapters. You’ve read a book before, I’m sure of it. You get the gist here. But each chapter also has its own components, including a talk about artificial intelligence (AI).

AI is the little bug in the background making a lot of noise. Today, as I write this, it’s a powerful tool that helps people get things done on a regular basis. But it’s still in its larval stages, as it were. It has a lot of potential yet to realize, and I can’t wait for that to come to fruition.

Thing is, once this book is done, it’s done. I’ll send it off to the printer, and it’s not like AI development stops from that point forward. Things will change, and so will my thoughts on the implementation of AI and its eventual offshoots.

The solution here is my website: https://personplus.ai. In it, I am documenting my thoughts on AI and its progression, as well as the applications you may use on your own projects. It’s the best way that I can think of not only to keep this book fresh but also to expand it with additional content to help you along your path.

Finally, let’s talk about CEOs. Jon Leonard has been my friend since the sixth grade. We’ve known each other forever and still talk regularly. We even have a Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) game going. I’ve asked for his opinion on some of the topics in this book and directed him to do so in his role as the CEO of Florachem. He recently went through his own rollout, which did not go well, and caused him to fall into some of the same traps listed in this book.

This is intended to give you another angle on the entire process. I want you to think about your ERP rollout the way your CEO might, and that’s important. Getting everyone on the same page helps out a ton, believe me. Jon may have perspectives you’ve never considered, which gives you a path to sorting out roadblocks before they happen. Look out for his portions of the book as well.

By the time you’re done with this book, you’ll have a good handle on getting your ERP set up, rolled out, and where to take it from there. You’ll get valuable perspectives on AI and from the C-suite, and it’s all packaged up in a nice little bundle. Basically, you’ll be good to go. So, what’re you waiting for? Let’s get your ERP going.
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CHAPTER ONE


Know What


Early on in my career, I did some consulting work for major corporations. Back then, things were different. For one, nobody had laptops. Instead, there was a giant mainframe computer that everyone tapped into with terminals on their desks. But also, computing power was looked at differently then.


If you had a big task to do, chances were pretty good your computer didn’t have the power to do it. Today’s phones have more processing ability than desktops did back then, so those large jobs went to the mainframe. That was a very expensive machine, and every minute it had to be productive; otherwise, the company was losing money.


That was the situation I found myself confronting head-on. I was at a huge mortgage company, and their mainframe was calculating interest every second. It was literally a time-equals-money scenario, and my job was to figure out how to improve efficiency and get more power out of the computer.


On my first day consulting, I asked for a list of all the batches currently running on the mainframe so that I could figure out which one was the most expensive. They handed it to me, and at the top of the list was a report that went to the CEO. It seemed important, so I asked if I could get a copy. “Oh, we already sent it up for the day,” they said. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow morning.”


Day two, I came back and entered the machine room, and, boom, there the report was, sitting on a roller cart. This was back in the days of dot matrix printers, so not only was it all in one continuous feed, but it had the hole-punched perforated sides that needed to be ripped off to look presentable. Oh, and it was two and a half feet thick. It was a lot of paper.


There was a guy sitting in the room who seemed to be in charge, so I asked him what the report was doing there. He said, “I don’t know. I’m told to just put it on that cart over there.”


“Where does it go?” I responded.


“Oh, a lady comes and grabs it.”


OK, great. Progress. “What does she do with it?”


“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask her,” he said, and then he left the room.


Well, now I was on the trail of a great mystery, so I stood by the roller cart with the report like I was the Secret Service guarding it for the president. Soon, a woman came into the room to grab the report, and I put my hand up to both greet her and indicate that I needed her to take a quick pause.


“Hi, my name is Evan J. Schwartz,” I said. “I’m here to find out what this report is.”


She said, “Oh, I don’t know. I can show you what I do with it, though.”


Perfect. I followed her to a new location, and I discovered that her job was to tear all the perforated sides off the document. Now while that doesn’t seem like a large job, remember, this document was thicker than the walls of most houses, so it took some time. But work on it she did, and when she was complete, she put it into a mailbox on the wall, one of the kind that goes off to different departments.


It seemed like she was done, so I asked her what was next. “A mail lady comes and takes it upstairs.”


The next stage of the mystery was revealed to me. I thanked the woman for her help and then waited right by the mailbox to meet my next subject. She arrived, put the document on a new roller cart, and headed upstairs to the top floor.


We walked off the elevator and into what I presume was the CEO’s office. Now this was an old-school office for sure. Think of all the movies you saw in the 1980s where people in power sat in big rooms with tall ceilings and lots of mahogany. That’s what I was picturing hidden behind the two tall double doors blocking the path, but as I followed the woman with the roller cart, I was stopped by the CEO’s receptionist.


“You can’t go in. You need an appointment.”


I was hired by this company to help make things run more efficiently, and here I was, getting stopped by someone because I wasn’t following protocols. I needed to see what happened to the report, but while the mail woman was allowed in, I was stuck at the door. I did my best to put up a fight without actually fighting, but in the end she said, “You can wait right there,” and pointed to a couch. “I’ll let Mr. Big Business know you’re here.”


Getting paid by the hour is great, particularly when you’re a consultant, but the irony of being paid to sit on a leather couch while your job is to fix efficiency with a computer was not lost on me. Two and a half hours later, the receptionist called to me. “Mr. Schwartz? Mr. Big Business will see you now.”


I popped out of my comfortable position and hustled over to those huge double doors. As I was power-walking in, I noticed that two-and-a-half-foot-thick report sitting in (and around) the trash can. I said to the CEO, “Excuse me, but what do you do with that report?”


The CEO looked up and said, “I have no idea. Some lady puts it on my desk every morning. My predecessor asked for that. I have no idea what it’s for.”


Numbers started flying around in my head. There was the cost of labor for just delivering this report, then you’ve got the woman who tore off the edges, and the guy who printed it all out, too. But my focus was on the computing power; that bill was expensive.


“Well,” I said, “that report costs you $160,000 a day to print.”


The CEO looked up and gave me a shocked look.


“Can we not print that anymore?” I asked. He eagerly agreed, and then I went downstairs and told each person in the line that we weren't doing that batch anymore. Cancel it. Then I sat down, wrote up my report, and invoiced the company $15,000 for my day’s work.


Knowing Your Starting Point


That was one of my most successful consulting experiences, and all I did was follow a report around a building for a few hours. Financially and from a workload perspective, I did pretty well for myself that day, but that wasn’t the important part. For me, it was more about the journey, both for the document and for my learning process.


Let’s look at that report again real quick and how it came to be. At some point in the company’s life span, one of the CEOs decided that they needed a specific kind of data, compiled in, let’s presume, an easily digestible format. They would get it every day, and, at the beginning, it was probably a reasonably sized document—maybe just an inch or so thick. But, eventually, this report would balloon in size—but the leader probably dealt with it, because for him it was all gradual. Sure, he would take more time getting through it every day, but it provided him with something valuable, so it was worth it. Alternatively, maybe he gauged success with a ruler, but who am I to judge?


In comes his replacement, and no processes change. The same report is built every day, a few dozen trees are killed in the process, and life goes on. But what the new CEO didn’t do was pretty critical. He didn’t change a thing, because he didn’t learn his architecture.


Now why would that be important? He’s a big shot at the company, so he doesn’t need to know why the report was there. It must have been significant, right? It was obviously so for his predecessor. But the architecture thing? What I mean is that he didn’t know how his tech stack worked, even from a thirty-thousand-foot view. Because if he had, the new guy wouldn’t have spent so much processing power creating that report every day. After all, if he had understood how much that report cost him and the company (and their shareholders) in the process, he would have cut it off at the beginning and saved a bunch of computing time, and everything would have been fine.


This is the first mistake that a lot of companies make: they don’t know what they have. Back in the time of my story, the list was fairly simple and probably consisted of hardware rather than software. Today, however, is different.


The fact is, right now, you can’t run a business with one piece of software. You just can’t. Nobody uses pencil and paper anymore. You can’t walk into a business that has phones without seeing them also using computers—which means that every company uses different pieces of software to get things done.


Now the CEO of today doesn’t need to know the minutiae of how his company’s tech stack works and all that, because he has IT people to handle those details. But he should be able to know—or get access to quickly—the names of the software they use and how they all talk to one another.


Going back to that report, let’s say that the first person involved uses one process to tear off those annoying dot matrix printer pieces. The second is placing the doc in a mailbox, and the third is taking it up to the CEO. But that was forty years ago, when everything was a manual task. Today, each one of those people would be a piece of software, and they would be part of an ERP.


What Is an ERP?


Enterprise resource planning, or ERP, software is everything. An ERP is made up of individual pieces of software that interact with the others to create one cohesive unit. Sometimes these are applications made by individual vendors that have compatibility with others, or they are all created by one company.


ERPs are how businesses get things done from start to finish. They allow the work that accounting is doing to talk to the products the warehouse is shipping out and sales are selling. They’re complex and intricate and can be very involved. Should you want to change or install one, knowing your starting point is critical. Without that, you’ve got nothing.


Let’s go to the report again. Let’s say each of the people in the chain represents one aspect of an ERP system. The person who wheels the report up to the CEO will communicate at some point with the receptionist who allows them to enter the office. It might be as simple as, “Hey, Gloria, how’s it going today? Oh good. Yeah? I can go right in?” They talk. Software does the same thing. One piece has to talk to the other to either give permission for something to happen or allow data to pass from one app to another.


Also, each of those people, as insignificant as their tasks may seem to the process, all have institutional knowledge that their successors may or may not have. In some cases, the people who come after them may not know why they’re doing what they’re doing, for example.


So your software, the programs that keep your company running, both communicate with one another and have knowledge specific to themselves. If you’re someone in charge, or you’re the person implementing an ERP into your company, you have to know how that all goes together. And, of course, the bigger and more complex your company, the bigger and more complex your ERP.


Someone at your organization—preferably several someones—needs to truly know and understand how your ERP works from a micro and macro level—how everything communicates. The ins and outs of data. To put it as an old-school example, it’s the way that one person sits in their swivel chair, takes data out of one system, swivels, and then hand-jams it into another.


That. You need to know that inside and out.


Pain Points


Trying to roll out a brand-new ERP across all systems is painful, and none of my customers are ever fully prepared for it. The only way to reduce that pain is to be as prepared as possible.


That, in a nutshell, is what this book is all about. You can come into this process completely fresh to the concept of ERPs and be ready to hit the ground running by the time you’re done. Or, if you’re someone who knows ERPs well, this book will give you the insight you need to make your next ERP change happen as smoothly as possible.


It’s a process, sure—and one you should value highly. If you understand your architecture, the way your software interacts, then you will have a successful ERP rollout. And if not? It’s going to be more painful than usual. Sorry about that.


Oh, and before I forget, you’re probably going to have to change that ERP out every five to ten years to upgrade it to something current. Fun, right? Welcome to technology.


The AI Factor


Now I would be remiss if I did not mention the rise of AI and how this is all going to play a role in your ERP. First, let’s address some of the obvious stuff.


AI today is not the AI of the future. Today, we mostly have LLMs, which stands for large language model. This is what your Bards and ChatGPTs use to answer your questions. To really drill this down to its simplest terms, an LLM has studied thousands of bits of text and fed them through its systems. Then, when you ask it a question, it responds by predicting what the next logical word should be one after the other, until you’ve got an answer.


Now you can do all sorts of things with AI. Some software in your ERP stack may today—or soon—offer AI or similar options with their products. It will take some time to see how all that impacts the industry, but there are things you can do with them today.


This book is going to tackle a lot of them head-on. You can use AI to your advantage here, from simple documentation to training and so on. The point is, generative AI does have a home in your ERP system, and we’re going to figure it out together.
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