My how we’ve changed over the years. One of my favorite sayings is “To appreciate where you are, sometimes you have to revisit where you came from.” ERP software is becoming a mature industry. Although MRP concepts were developed in the 1960’s, they never quite took hold until the early 1980’s when computers became affordable for manufacturing companies. The late 1970’s and early 1980’s gave birth to a new industry, computerized manufacturing systems. Software was becoming king! DP Managers of manufacturing companies were buying prepackaged software to replace and compliment in house written programs.

Think about the paradigm in 1980. 1980 seems like yesterday to many of us; however, a large portion of our workforce was still in grade school then. They have not seen the changes we have over the last twenty-five years.

The software industry was immature

· Many manufacturing packages either lacked financials or only had shell modules

· Interfaces were suspect

· Software often was alpha or beta when sold

· Major functionality was missing (lot control)

· Documentation was nonexistent or abbreviated

· Classroom manuals were unheard of

· Consultants did not know the inner workings of the software

· DASD was at a premium and expensive

· Memory was at a premium and expensive

· 65% of all MRP implementations failed (APICS early 80’s)

· The most common cause of failure was lack of management commitment

· Users were unaware of data entry as most DP departments did all keypunching

· Users did not have access to running reports or inquiries

· PC’s were nonexistent and typewriters were on every desk

· Most systems were manual

· Implementation methodologies were unheard of

· Project planning was something taught in industrial engineering college courses 

· Customers accepted poor quality, service, and partnership in order to be “state of the art”

Fortunes were made as software companies ruled the manufacturing world in the 1980’s, as dinosaurs ruled the earth millions of years ago. Their sales forces could sell anything and often did. Satisfaction with the software purchase did not rest on dependability of the code, but on just owning it. It was viewed as a competitive advantage. Forget that you may never implement it. Forget that it may not work. Forget it may not do what you were told in the sales cycle. You were state of the art. You had what others did not. Your perception was your reality.

I looked at a listing of the Pansophic User Group officers in 1991 the other day and it triggered a cascade of memories that was almost overwhelming. In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s we were beginning to “get it” or so we thought. 

The paradigm in 1990 was

· PC’s were on every desk and were becoming commonplace. Typewriters were going the way of the dinosaur.

· Management commitment was much easier to obtain as senior managers could see the power of technology

· Project management software was available for the PC but still not understood, although consulting service firms often touted their expertise with it.

· Documentation of software was expected but much criticized. Documentation departments existed in all software houses. With each new version/release, users demanded updated documentation.

· Education materials existed but often were for the instructor’s benefit more so than that of the students. 

· Interfaces existed and worked more often than not

· There were more successes than failures in manufacturing software implementations, although interfaces (Shop Floor and GL) and major functionality (Multi-plant) were still not understood or implemented. Often these functionalities and interfaces was not used because of fear by the user and lack of understanding by the consultant

· Software vendors began purchasing other modules/applications to interface with their base package. More often than not these either didn’t work as advertised (Buyer Center) or were never supported properly by the vendor (PowerBench)

· Software still had bugs when released and clients stated their fear about being the first to go to a new release.

· Most major functionality was placed into the major manufacturing packages during the 1980’s such as lot control and multi-plant.

· Consultants still had major learning curves to be expert in the software but were getting better. Project management skills were the next step.

· Users were becoming used to running their own reports and entering their own data. This forced them to be more aware of the functionality of the software.

· Software firms touted the advantage of “public education” and conducted large classes with employees from many different companies attending as a part of their implementation methodology. Students would be forced to sit through areas of the software that did not apply to their various situations.

· Independent software consulting firms (often programming houses) began to spring up everywhere. Vendors started partner programs that demanded certifications (which often never happened) on their products.

· Y2K forced many software users to move to the latest version of their software. Vendors were blinded by the increased revenue from maintenance reinstatements and new licenses and ignored the voice of the user base.

· Millions were spent to become Y2K compliant. Usually there was no other benefit gained. CEO’s cut IS budgets, sometimes for years. 

The paradigm now and in the future is

· Customer service is the number one priority with software users. The vendors must be responsive to keep them happy. The days of forgiveness for poor customer service because we are on the bleeding edge of technology are long gone

· Methodologies are still touted but very few software or consulting firms actually follow one in day-to-day business.

· Those select firms that have and follow methodologies continually improve and fine tune them

· In most cases the original teams from MRP implementations have disbanded and left the company. There are very few original ideas by software vendors. Sales are harder to come by and attention is turned onto the existing client base. This means maintenance is important once again to the vendors as are add-on product sales

· There are fewer and fewer new ERP sales. 

· The message to vendors is, “If you make me happy I’m here to stay.” Most vendors never listen to what that means.

· The number of ERP vendors will be smaller and smaller every day through consolidations in the industry

· Users are making their voices heard by leaving the unresponsive vendors

· Most new implementations actually go live on the software

· The user community is beginning to realize that more complex software is not always better software

· ROI is becoming an expectation for every major software project. Most CEO’s remember the Y2K hype

· As a client’s software life cycle matures, service and support become more important. 

The smart software and service vendors will seek to build long-term customer relationships through:

· High quality services

· Strong leadership

· Listening to customers

· Exercising personal initiatives

It’s obvious that many vendors have failed miserably in this respect. Ask yourself if you have a partnership with your vendor? Partnership is a Buyer/Seller relationship with the following attributes:

· Customer expectations keep going up as they get better service

· Customer satisfaction is key

· Some 70 percent of customers leave a vendor because they don’t feel they have a business relationship with that vendor

· The cost of acquiring a new customer is five times the cost of keeping an old one

· Value is only delivered by satisfied and loyal employees

· A true partnership that works involves honesty, trust, commitment, and sharing plans for the future (and living up to them)

Another good question to ask yourself is, “Am I getting good service?” Good service means world-class responsiveness and nothing less.

How about the value you receive from your software vendor? Value is defined by

· Delivering what is promised

· Meeting business needs and helping serve your customer’s customers

· A reasonable ROI

· Products work as advertised

· Efficiency and improved performance

· Technology leadership

· Industry knowledge and vision

· Getting it right the first time

No software vendor is perfect. Their sales forces turn over often and unfortunately are often your primary contact with the vendor. So, what’s the answer? Open and honest communication is the first step with any partnership. Let your sales representative know what you expect and want. Do not settle for second best. You have a choice on whom to spend your money with. 

Make sure you put your important communications in writing. If it’s not in writing, it doesn’t exist. Hold your vendors accountable for their actions or lack of actions. Set expectations (in writing) up front so everyone knows what to expect. No one likes surprises.

 Always check three references before making any major purchase, whether it’s software or services. This will save you money in the long term.

Become active in the user group and lobby to keep it independent from the vendor’s control. 

The future of ERP software is defined in broad strokes already, but you have a voice in which firms succeed and which fail.

