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The implementation of a new enterprise resource 
planning (ERP) solution can be overwhelming.  
So often, these types of projects that involve  
significant investment and enthusiastic aspirations 
fall flat, regardless of an organization’s size and  
complexity.

This article will review areas to consider and best 
practices for ERP software implementation to help 
facilitate a successful outcome.



CFMA Building Profits  July/August 2019

Determining the Need & Implementing a 
New ERP

A new ERP solution is more than an accounting system 
selection – it’s a decision that impacts the entire com-
pany, including project management and planning, project 
accounting and budgeting, as well as progress billing and 
revenue recognition. In some organizations, timekeeping, 
property and lease management, and even inventory for 
facilities may also be within the scope of requirements to 
consider. 

The following are key questions that a construction business 
must consider to ensure its expectations align with reality as 
it embarks on this journey.

Why Do We NeeD to ImplemeNt NeW eRp SoftWaRe?

So often organizations fall in love with software solutions 
even before they have fully examined the problems they 
actually need (and want) to solve. Selecting software based 
on how well it is demonstrated can lead to disappointment 
when the solution does not solve problems that the organiza-
tion faces.

The impulse to purchase software based on initial impres-
sions can be counteracted by internal due diligence. This can 
include gathering internal requirements, process mapping, 
and candid conversations regarding current frustrations and 
future goals. These conversations are particularly impor-
tant in construction, as the accounting system may need 
to extend into (or at a minimum, integrate with) project 
management and other operational areas like subcontractor 
management or property management.

Ask tough and detailed questions of your internal subject 
matter “experts” on revenue recognition, billing, and pre-
construction project planning to understand the true need, 
as these areas are often “simplified” by those who are not 
deeply involved in the areas in question and then fall short 
in reality. The outcomes of these activities and discussions 
can then be used as a scorecard for any software demonstra-
tions, keeping your selection team focused and aligned. This 
can be accomplished internally or with a consulting firm (the 
cost of which will likely be offset by an improved project 
outcome).

Who Do We WaNt oN ouR ImplemeNtatIoN team?

To ensure a well-rounded view of requirements, it’s critical 
that your selection team be comprised of leaders, users, and 
consumers of information throughout your organization. It is 

important to include preconstruction, operations, procure-
ment, and project management users even if they may not 
use the system. These users rely on financial information 
and reporting, often providing information back to account-
ing as well. Most modern ERP solutions have impacts far 
beyond finance into operational and workforce processes, 
and your selection team should reflect that. 

Equally important is representation from all levels of your 
company, from executive to administrative. Each will con-
tribute different goals and objectives for a more holistic 
approach. It is also great to build enthusiasm and energy 
around the potential change through collaboration and 
engagement.

CaN We hoNeStly aRtICulate ouR oWN INteRNal 
ChalleNgeS BeyoND teChNology?

Software cannot solve the challenges of personnel or pro-
cess. Sure, it can enable change, increase compliance to 
revenue recognition standards, provide visibility to project 
progress as it impacts billing, or even assess subcontractor 
performance, but software will fall short when asked to be 
more than just software. In other words, true organizational 
change impacts people and processes, not just technology.

In your due diligence conversations, consider your answers 
to these questions:

• Is your organization able to talk honestly about  
potential project difficulties arising from complexities  
in people and processes?

• How are these challenges handled internally?

• Are you able to have candid, constructive, and kind 
conversations?

• Are people and processes flexible in order to achieve 
organizational goals?

• Do you already see change resistance mounting?

• How do you plan to deal with it?

These questions are integral to a successful implementa-
tion. Simply implementing new software will not influence 
people to get on board or require processes to be adjusted 
or followed. Although there may be an initial uptick in these 
areas, the long-term forecast is often frustrated users and 
work-around processes.

To avoid these outcomes, find ways to engage in honest dia-
logue internally, focusing on the actual problems that your 
organization is looking to solve. 
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Are you able to have these conversations? Or do you see a 
pattern where people may be reluctant to speak up, go with 
the flow, and complain once the meeting is over? The book 
Radical Candor by Kim Scott is a practical resource for orga-
nizations embarking on any kind of change, but particularly 
valuable for those that are looking to cultivate a spirit of hon-
est collaboration in preparation for something as taxing as a 
new ERP system implementation. The book places emphasis 
on caring personally while also challenging directly, a combi-
nation that cultivates these kinds of conversations.

What aRe ouR expeCtatIoNS of tImelINe & 
WoRkloaD?

Construction, by its very nature, is a collaborative, project-
oriented industry. Communicating that this is a company 
project – not just an accounting project – can focus com-
mitment while also generating enthusiasm for the outcome.

While one measure of project success is timeline and budget, 
it is important that both be realistic. Consider this when 
negotiating consulting fees and in your commitment to a 
specific date. Ask about the workload for your team, push-
ing to understand the realistic effort to be successful. A good 
partner will be honest and will not “sugar coat” the time and 
effort required of your team.

The most successful projects are a high-functioning partner-
ship between the internal client team and outside consul-
tants/experts. No matter the expertise of your consulting 
partner, they do not know your business like your team does. 
Building internal ownership early is key to the longevity of 
the new solution. 

How does your team have the time to dedicate to a project 
and also continue to perform their everyday roles for the 
organization? The answer may vary, but some options include:

• Elongating the timeline to accommodate how much  
time can be dedicated to the project

• Forming a project team and not allowing one person  
or department to be solely responsible for the project

• Cross-training/offloading everyday tasks for people  
critical to the project

• Hiring temporary help to address everyday tasks

• Engaging additional consulting help (however, be  
careful and strategic with this, as you do not want 
to outsource ownership of the project)

• Appointing an internal project manager to monitor  
workloads and tasks (depending on the size of the  
project, this may need to be a full-time role)

When appointing an internal project manager, it is important 
that they are supported by and regularly engaged with leader-
ship to ensure all parties stay aligned and in communication. 

This role is sometimes treated as an internal administrator of 
the project, but to be most effective it should be seen as the 
internal conscience of the project – keeping in mind the goals, 
holding the team accountable, and communicating internally 
and externally with transparency.

Leadership Focuses for ERP Implementation

Now that you have done your due diligence, selected your 
software, set some honest internal expectations, your job is 
done, right? While it is true that due diligence and up-front 
effort can benefit ERP implementation, there will likely be 
challenges. 

The goal during any project isn’t to avoid challenges altogeth-
er, but rather to be proactive and engaged in effectively man-
aging them. Let’s explore the three key leadership focuses 
during an ERP implementation.

1) uNDeRStaNDINg & maNagINg RISk hoNeStly & 
pRoaCtIvely

Whether it is a user who is challenged by adopting a new 
process, a requirement that was not fully understood at the 
outset, or software that doesn’t function as expected, risk is a 
natural aspect of any project. In the best-managed scenarios, 
risk identification and mitigation are taken seriously by both 
your organization and your consulting partner as a joint effort.

Encouraging the team on both sides to raise concerns and 
facilitating honest discussion on how to address issues moves 
the project forward in a positive way. However, shutting down 
concerns can lead to decreased individual commitment to the 
project, contributing to a negative mentality about the project 
outcome. Treating identified risks as failures discourages the 
team from being candid and sharing concerns and sets up an 
oppositional relationship with your consulting partner.

Be transparent about risk with your internal team and con-
sulting partner. Dedicate time either during regular status 
meetings or in focused meetings at critical project tollgates to 
review the risk register (or other tracking mechanisms) and 
discuss any new risks. 

Often, concerns around operational processes, procurement, 
and project planning are not addressed with the same level 
of concern as financial ones. Be willing to stop this pattern 
and weigh all risks and concerns on their own measures and 
impacts. These risk conversations should include the project 
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team, internal project manager, consulting partner, internal 
project sponsor, and leadership. Use these discussions to 
ensure that the team is invested and focused on successful 
implementation.

2) puBlICIze & evaNgelIze Why you aRe DoINg thIS

Generally, a new ERP solution does not make everyone’s life 
easier or, at least, it is not why the organization has chosen to 
adopt a new one. Finance may benefit in some areas, while 
project management or operations may benefit in others. 
When expectations are not clearly communicated, users and 
project team members can feel disappointed and under-
whelmed by the transformation.

Do not be afraid to share why the organization is taking on 
the challenge of implementing a new ERP solution, and be 
honest about the positive and potentially negative impacts.
For example, maybe your organization needs greater vis-
ibility and reporting in order to inform better project and 
procurement decisions. If so, that will require more account-
ability and detailed time capture for all employees in order 
to accomplish the goal. Whatever it means, continually 
reinforce it through regular communication, updates, team 
meetings, and wherever else you see the opportunity.

Also, while you are communicating the vision, find your 
detractors and listen to them; find ways to address their 
concerns or change their perspectives. Don’t hide from the 
detractors; these people often have a lot of institutional 
knowledge, so the organization and project both benefit from 
finding ways to gain their support.

3) aS a leaDeR, NeveR Stop SettINg the toNe fRom 
aBove

Throughout my career, the projects that have been the most 
enjoyable have been those in which the leadership is engaged, 
committed, caring, and practical. Although making projects 
enjoyable is not the goal, the outcomes in these projects were 
celebrated as successes. 

Instilling trust in your project team is important, but so is 
giving them the time and permission to focus on the project, 
doing your part to evangelize the project, and being willing to 
have hard conversations about risk. And, doing these things 
consistently throughout the project is key.

Resist the tendency to only engage to admonish or demand. 
ERP implementations require extraordinary effort from your 
internal team, and positive project sponsorship helps confirm 
that their efforts are worth the outcome for the organization.

Conclusion

Change is difficult and is about more than just software. 
People may be concerned about their jobs, how they will 
learn new processes, and whether this change will lead to 
more change.

Sometimes, all they need is someone to listen, guide them 
through navigating risks, or to remind them why the project 
is important. Consistent, thoughtful leadership can help to 
calm these and other concerns, while putting your organiza-
tion on the forward track to project success. n
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