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A Single Instance of ERP
  BPTrends has been working with the APQC on a 

study of BPM and IT. As a part of this effort, we 
talked with several large companies about their BPM 
efforts. We have been impressed with the number of 
companies doing interesting BPM work to improve 
their ERP systems. 

Most large companies have installed packaged ERP 
and CRM applications. Some have installed the same 
vendor's ERP applications throughout the company 
while others have installed a mix of packaged and 
best of breed applications. Even those who have 
installed only one vendor's applications are likely to 
have multiple versions of the same module. 

Consider imaginary Company X. The North American 
sales group met with the ERP team, explained their 
special needs and got an ERP package that was 
tailored to their needs. The European sales group got 
a slightly different ERP package, tailored for their 
needs. Similarly, the Japanese and the Australian 
sales groups got their own variations. As a result, 
Company X ends up with four different versions of 
the same ERP module. When the ERP vendor 
releases the next version of their sales software, 
Company X will need to buy four copies and tailor 
them to support the requirements of the four 
different countries. Multiply this by a dozen different 
business processes and you have anywhere from 
dozens to hundreds of different ERP applications 
running in a large international organization. The 
costs can be staggering. 

Figure 1 illustrates the problem. The company has 
different sales activities, each done in a slightly 
different way, and each supported by a tailored ERP 
module. To add to the problem, of course, once the 
ERP modules are tailored, they are compiled, making 
it very hard to modify how the ERP module supports 
the process. (We attempt to suggest the tailoring by 
showing little boxes on the module that are white or 
black, as features of the module are switched on or 
off.) 
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Figure 1. Multiple instances of ERP supporting a 
variety of similar, but slightly different sales 

activities.

Several companies have decided to put an end to the 
confusion and are moving toward a single instance of 
their ERP software. To do this, they are turning from 
IT to the business units and creating enterprise-wide 
process managers. Thus, Company X now has a 
worldwide sales manager and a worldwide 
procurement manager, and so on. Each process 
manager is charged with creating a standardized 
process that will subsequently be supported by a 
single instance of ERP. Other benefits of enterprise 
standardization rapidly emerge as training is also 
standardized, reporting becomes more consistent, 
and moving sales people from one business unit to 
another becomes easier. But, let's stay focused on 
ERP. 

Once the Company X worldwide sales process 
manager pulls together people from all the business 
units, he or she begins to hear all the reasons why 
sales processes in Europe are different from those in 
the US or Japan. There is always some truth in these 
claims, but if one's goal is a companywide process, 
and it's backed by senior management, it can usually 
be achieved, especially at the high-level. Once the 
process is standardized it is possible to configure a 
single instance of ERP to support the new standard 
process. 

We were impressed by the number of CEO's already 
committed to making this happen and by the results 
they have achieved. In some cases, the companies 
have had ERP for years and are simply tired of the 
costs and problems associated with supporting 
multiple versions of their ERP software. In other 
cases, companies installing ERP for the first time 
have learned from others and are determined to 
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install a single instance. In either case, the road to 
improving the ERP installation lies through enterprise 
process redesign and standardization. 

As we were meeting with the CEOs and CIOs and 
listening to their stories, we began to worry that 
they were simply creating process silos that would 
be just as troublesome in a few years as the 
departmental and business unit silos they are 
currently struggling with. Consider Company X. In 
Europe, it sells large manufacturing equipment. In 
Japan, it sells small commodity items. Surely, the 
two sales processes are different. Surely, if one 
wanted to create a well integrated value chain for 
large manufacturing equipment and another for the 
sale of the small commodity items, one would modify 
the sales process in different ways to integrate with, 
and to support, the different marketing and 
manufacturing processes. 

In fact, in an effort to standardize its major 
processes, Company X started by analyzing and 
standardizing each process independently, risking 
sub-optimization of their value chain. We suspect 
there will be some stress within Company X until 
they reach a balance between standardized 
processes and efficient value chains. In the 
meantime, however, they have created worldwide 
process managers and process teams, and have 
standardized all their processes. And, they are well 
on the way to installing a single instance of ERP. 

Without knowing it, Company X is preparing to move 
to BPMS. Once they have the enterprise level 
process managers and teams in place, they will 
begin to wonder how they can resolve the tension 
between standardized processes and tailoring to 
optimize specific value chains. Someone from one of 
the BPMS vendors is going to find his or her way to 
this company and explain that BPMS can provide the 
best of both worlds. They can use a BPMS product to 
separate the dependencies between the ERP modules 
and provide tailoring, within the BPMS package, 
without having to tailor the ERP modules. At that 
point they will have a single instance of ERP and the 
ability to tailor specific processes. 

Figure 2 illustrates where Company X may end up in 
a few years when it has installed a BPMS package to 
manage its sales process. In this case, the standard 
process has been defined in a BPMS product. Rather 
than tailoring the ERP modules, tailoring that needs 
to be done is done within the BPMS tool. We've 
represented these as activity boxes 1 and 2 on 
Figure 2. (Put more technically, one creates business 



rules within the BPMS environment that analyze and 
prepare data to be submitted to the ERP modules.) 
As an added benefit, the ERP modules can be 
managed by the BPMS tool rather than compiled 
together. Thus, now the BPMS product manages the 
ERP and allows the user to make changes rather 
easily, avoiding the problems companies with large 
compiled sets of ERP modules now struggle with.) 
Company X may very well find that they can use the 
BPMS system to tailor sale processes for specific 
value chains while simultaneously maintaining a 
single instance of ERP. 

Figure 2. A BPMS product managing a set of 
ERP modules.

In a completely rational world, we might advise 
Company X to skip the phase they are in and move 
to a BPMS effort. In reality, however, BPMS is still a 
new technology and the Company X people are a bit 
too conservative to jump on a new technology. They 
are, however, very much aware of how much the 
multiple versions of ERP modules are costing them, 
and they have the motivation to try to reduce that 
cost. And, they have figured out that they will need 
to control processes, at the enterprise level, to 
achieve the single instance of ERP. Thus, Company X 
has moved into enterprise process work in a very 
serious way and is, in essence, preparing itself for 
more process work in the future. 

We have been impressed with what we've seen. 
Many BPM gurus in the Nineties urged companies to 
focus on enterprise process work and to assign 
enterprise level process managers. In reality, most 



companies focused on specific process redesign 
efforts. Today, a surprising number of large 
companies have clearly moved beyond one-off 
process redesign efforts and are focused on process 
management and corporate-wide process 
standardization. It's a major step forward and will 
undoubtedly lead to even more interesting things in 
the future. 

Till next time,
Paul Harmon 
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