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The goal of enterprise software is to streamline business
operations in a single business application. Unfortunately, in
many cases, that is not how things work. In some cases, you
need to integrate third party solutions with that system of
record, including enterprise resource planning (ERP). Even
when they are done well and gracefully share master data
between two systems, these integrations present usability
challenges because users must learn a new interface and
navigation conventions each time they switch from ERP to the
integrated solution.
But many ERP products also throw up usability barriers even
within what is supposed to be a unified application suite by
among other things:
	
Using different interfaces for different parts of the solution
Giving users a different experience depending on device type,
again forcing them to learn multiple systems
	
Using a common interface to obscure multiple different
software products added to the suite through acquisition
Consistency of user experience from one part of the application
to the other is becoming even more important than it was in the
past. In many companies, a shortage of skilled workers means
many employees may have to fulfill multiple roles, which will
mean using different interfaces, increasing the learning curve
and reducing productivity. As mobile devices become the default
for more and more business tasks, application suites with a
mobile interface that is less capable than and cannot be
configured to enable all the tasks a laptop user can perform are
already probably obsolete.

AVOIDING INTEGRATIONS

EVEN WHEN THEY ARE DONE
WELL AND GRACEFULLY SHARE
MASTER DATA BETWEEN TWO
SYSTEMS, THESE INTEGRATIONS
PRESENT USABILITY
CHALLENGES BECAUSE USERS
MUST LEARN A NEW INTERFACE
AND NAVIGATION CONVENTIONS
EACH TIME THEY SWITCH FROM
ERP TO THE INTEGRATED
SOLUTION.

Software vendors also increase complexity and cost for their
customers by failing to include embedded functionality for
essential processes like document management, quality
management, human resources, enterprise asset management
(EAM) and maintenance of capital equipment, risk management,
and tools to handle more demanding manufacturing and financial
control requirements of a modern, multi-mode operation.
Let’s take a look separately at each of these problems, and then
consider a number of ways to vet and qualify enterprise software
vendors to ensure the ERP solutions you select and implement
will sort out what had been a tangled mess of ERP and point
solutions, and give you the agility and control you need to set
your business free.
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ERP IS A UNIFIED SOLUTION

SINGLE INTERFACE, SINGLE SOLUTION

BUT IF YOU LOOK UNDER THE
HOOD OF MANY ERP SUITES,
YOU WILL FIND MULTIPLE
SOFTWARE PRODUCTS ARE
COMPRISED OF DISPARATE
APPLICATIONS, DEVELOPED
SEPARATELY AND LASHED
TOGETHER WITH A COMMON
USER INTERFACE.

The promise, the goal, of ERP is to provide that real time, single
version of the truth across the lifecycle of a customer interaction,
manufacturing processes, product and asset lifecycles and
enterprise projects. When data regarding the entire value chain is
contained in a single database, through functional modules that
were all designed to work together, ERP can deliver all this and
more.
Modern ERP software is comprised of multiple modular parts,
and each part can do something as simple as taking data out of a
database and them putting it back in to record a state change or
transaction. Other components may link these basic building
blocks into broader business processes, and others will display
these processes as required in the presentation layer, or user
interface (UI). ERP should be a solution where all parts of the
system were designed to freely interact with each other in a
defined, logical manner. Only in this way can a change, setting,
action or transaction in one module or field imediately causes a
reaction elesewhere in the sytem.
But if you look under the hood of many ERP suites, you will find
multiple software products are comprised of disparate
applications, developed separately and lashed together with a
common user interface. Why is this a problem?
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Even if the user interface is the same, the way the underlying
software works will often be different, increasing the learning
curve and making software less intuitive
Managing role—and user-based permissions will be harder
across multiple software products
	
Changing the way the software works will be difficult because
something like a standalone maintenance module will be
integrated point-to-point with ERP and changes require a
systems integration project
	
Sometimes you need to buy separate licenses for the multiple
products hidden in that ERP suite, and any time you upgrade,
you will need to uplift those integrations and reduce the
uptime that your business needs
Software licensed separately may present challenges caused
by multiple maintenance windows, and ensuring the various
vendors contributing to your supposedly integrated solutions
are not taking your software offline at the wrong time to apply
patches and updates can be an administrative nightmare
	
Data structures may be different with different naming
conventions and field characteristics, making reporting and
analytics an IT function rather than a user ability

AGILE ERP

A GOOD ERP PRODUCT WITH
COMPONENTS DESIGNED TO
WORK TOGETHER WILL ALLOW
YOU TO FREELY CREATE AND
RECONFIGURE PROCESSES AND
DASHBOARDS THAT CUT
ACROSS FUNCTIONAL
MODULES.

When your ERP software vendor acquires other companies and
integrates those products, or white-labels software from another
company and sells it as part of their suite, those integrations
present real limitations. Integration requirements may be defined
and the integration created during your implementation, or you
may be given a standard integration. But when these two
systems are integrated, you are calling over specific data in
specific fields from one software product to the other, making
one of the two solutions the data master for those fields. If your
needs change, or if you want to analyze transactional patterns
that extend beyond this limited data set, you then have another
integration project on your hands, and that will slow you down
and consume budget. A good ERP product with components
designed to work together will allow you to freely create and
reconfigure processes and dashboards that cut across functional
modules because you are not using point-to-point integration but
rather a contiguous, consistent architecture that enables any and
all data to be shared across different parts of the application.
That consistency will also help you with data security and
privacy, so customer information and confidential or classified
information can only be seen by authorized parties regardless of
what part of an application suite they are using. And it makes
segregation of duties—essential to protective controls that
prevent fraud and abuse—easier across your business.
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MOBILE MASTERY

CHANGE MADE EASY

OBVIOUSLY, THE INTERFACE
MUST ADAPT TO DIFFERENT
SCREEN SIZES, BUT A
COMPANY’S IT DEPARTMENT
OUGHT TO BE ABLE TO
PROACTIVELY DETERMINE
WHICH FIELDS AND
INFORMATION APPEAR ON A
SMALLER SCREEN.

The specific way process flows are defined during your
implementation ought to be agile and flexible, and changes to
how the software supports your business processes should carry
over seamlessly with each upgrade. How is this possible? Modern
ERP should include not just layers that contain data and the
components and modules that act on the data, but a layer to
contain things like user-specific settings, customizations and
configuration settings. This layer “remembers” all of the
user-configurable changes that have been made to the software
since it was first implemented and copies it over to a new version
during an upgrade process. This degree of agility is simply not
possible when your software suite is made up of multiple
software products hiding behind a shared interface.
Some software suites will also offer a mobile interface that
differs substantially from the default interface. Obviously, the
interface must adapt to different screen sizes, but a company’s
IT department ought to be able to proactively determine which
fields and information appear on a smaller screen. Ideally, mobile
users should use the exact same interface, with necessary
adaptations, otherwise they again will have two interfaces to
learn, and some important functions may not be available on a
tablet or smartphone.
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MAINTENANCE MATTERS

ESSENTIAL FUNCTIONS ALL INCLUDED

WITHOUT EMBEDDED EAM
SOFTWARE, AN ASSET
INTENSIVE ORGANIZATION WILL
STRUGGLE TO MAKE SOUND
REPAIR OR REPLACE DECISIONS
ABOUT CAPITAL EQUIPMENT
AND WILL HAVE DIFFICULTY
COORDINATING MAINTENANCE
AND PRODUCTION SCHEDULES.

Many ERP products originated in repetitive manufacturing,
emerging from the materials requirements planning (MRP)
discipline. Due to this lineage, these software suites are very
solid in helping balance supply and demand, aligning demand
from sales orders and the demand forecast with manufacturing
bills of materials that determine what materials are required and
finished goods inventory. But they may rely on either integration
to third party solutions or hastily-integrated products the vendor
has acquired to deliver functionality for things like human
resources, enterprise asset management and maintenance,
aftermarket service, quality management, warranty management,
risk management and human resources. Even finance, a central
module in most ERP products, often lacks the ability to handle
more project- or asset-intensive business models.
All of this software needs to be an integral part of ERP for you to
get the control, agility and flexibility you need.
Without embedded EAM software, an asset-intensive 		
organization will struggle to make sound repair or replace
decisions about capital equipment and will have difficulty
coordinating maintenance and production schedules
Where human resources software is not tightly woven into
ERP, the demand plan will not be able to send pull signals that
result in hiring or training of people to supply adequate 		
capacity with specific skills and safety certifications
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DOUBLE DEALING

A VENDOR MAY SELL A
CUSTOMER AN ON-PREMISE
SOFTWARE SUITE THAT
INCLUDES HUMAN RESOURCES,
FOR INSTANCE, THROUGH A
PERPETUAL LICENSE, WHICH
MEANS THE CUSTOMER OWNS
THE RIGHT TO USE THE
SOFTWARE INTO PERPETUITY.
THEN THAT VENDOR WILL TRY
TO SELL THEM A DIFFERENT
HUMAN RESOURCES SOFTWARE
PRODUCT BY SUBSCRIPTION IN
THE CLOUD.

	
Engineer-to-order manufacturers, defense contractors and
other project- and program-driven businesses that try to use
standalone project management tools will find their finance,
contract management and risk management systems are
separate silos. They will be unable to manage dynamic projects
in real time, generate key metrics like estimate to complete or
estimate at completion, or ensure they are meeting contractual
requirements that carry financial penalties for nonperformance
While disconnect between different parts of a supposedly
integrated suite may be hidden behind a common interface,
sometimes it is right out in the open. A vendor may sell a
customer an on-premise software suite that includes human
resources, for instance, through a perpetual license, which
means the customer owns the right to use the software into
perpetuity. Then that vendor will try to sell them a different
human resources software product by subscription in the cloud,
which may fit the vendor’s business model, but results in
diminished interoperability and integration for their customer.
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ASK THAT VENDOR ...

VETTING ERP VENDORS

HOW DOES INFORMATION FLOW
THROUGH THE APPLICATION
FROM THE BEGINNING TO END
OF A CUSTOMER, PROJECT OR
ASSET LIFECYCLE? WHAT
OPTIONS DO I HAVE TO CHANGE
THE WAY THIS FLOW IS
STRUCTURED?

Vendors may represent their suite as a contiguous, integrated
suite. Here are some questions to ask to see if they are telling
the truth.
1. Will we be able to use the same user interface regardless of
device type across the entire suite?
2. When I make a configuration change or setting in one part of
the software, will it extend to all other areas of the software?
3. How do user-based and role-based permissions and settings
cross over from one part of the software to the other? What
exceptions do we need to watch out for?
4. What are the steps to add fields, screens and product
routings after we go live? And how do those changes carry
over to a new version once we upgrade?
5. How many license agreements will we need to sign with
different white-labeled software vendors?
6. Show me how information flows through the application from
the beginning to end of a customer, project or asset lifecycle.
What options do I have to change the way this flow is
structured?
7. On a complex manufacturing project, how can we determine
the estimated cost to get from where we are to completion,
and what our total cost will be when we are done, including
materials, human resources, machine time and subcontracted
processes?
8. Show me how, using this software, we can determine whether
to replace or repair a piece of capital equipment given cost of
operation versus productivity
9. Take me through what a plant shutdown or addition of new
equipment on the plant floor would look like. How can we
manage that project, minimize disruption make it dovetail
with production needs and manage the contractors,
equipment cost and timeline? Can you show us how we would
make the decision, using the application, to bring in
contractors or use our own personnel?
10. For new product development, how can we capture that time
and expense and then, in the software, attribute it to the total
margin we see on that new product?
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CONCLUSION
ERP buyers and users should not have to worry if the software
they are evaluating is in fact an integrated suite or not. But the
fact is that some due diligence is required to ensure your
company will get the true value of real manufacturing ERP
software. As an enterprise software vendor committed to the
needs of complex manufacturers, IFS’s goal is to eliminate these
barriers to agility and productivity for your manufacturing
operation.
To learn more, visit https://www.ifs.com/corp/industries/
manufacturing/

As the President of IFS Industries, Antony Bourne leads a team of global
industry experts, covering IFS focused industries, and support sales, marketing and partner enablement. An advocate for the need for flexibility and proactivity within the industry, he’s a lead spokesperson for IFS, and well
respected for presenting his innovative ideas at conferences. Penned authority pieces include insight into next steps for intelligent tech and its impact on
the future of manufacturing. Antony has more than 20 years’ experience in the
IT industry, including working in the manufacturing sector. Eager to align
product strategy with industry expectations and projections, he’s hosted
customer advisory councils in conjunction with research and development
(R&D). Prior to joining IFS in 1997, he held business analyst positions with Ford
Motor Company and AlliedSignal. During this time, he implemented ERP applications as well as business process improvements.
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ABOUT IFS
IFS develops and delivers enterprise software for customers
around the world who manufacture and distribute goods,
build and maintain assets, and manage service-focused
operations. The industry expertise of our people and solutions, together with a commitment to delivering value to
every one of our customers, has made IFS a recognized
leader and the most recommended supplier in our sector.
Our team of 4,000 employees and growing ecosystem of
partners support more than 10,000 customers around the
world to challenge the status quo and realize their competitive advantage.

Learn more about how our enterprise software
solutions can help your business today at ifs.com
#forthechallengers
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