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Abstract 

Two ERP upgrade projects. Both projects are upgrading software in excess of 20 years old. Both 

projects for large multi-national make to order manufacturing companies. That’s where the 

similarities end. 

One project was completed in under a year, within budget, using customer personnel and a 

single-source vendor. Lean Waterfall Project Methodology was employed. A squad of four 

software engineers, a project manager and a project sponsor rounded out the main team. This 

project was capped with a successful go live and was “Done once, done right”. 

The other project uses Agile Methodology. It is four years running. The customer and four 

vendor’s personnel total well over 100. Attrition is high and the cost overrun is severe. 

 

Avoiding sleepless nights while upgrading your EPICOR® Kinetic or QAD ERP or any down 

revision ERP. 
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What were they thinking?  Perhaps the failed project was attempting Lean Agile as explained in 

this article by Jason Fair.  

Fair, J. (2012). Agile versus Waterfall: approach is right for my ERP project? Paper presented at 

PMI® Global Congress 2012 – EMEA, Marseilles, France. Newton Square, PA: Project 

Management Institute. 

Have you ever wondered 

In the above link, an article by Jason Fair, Jason opens with four “Have you ever wondered …” 

questions that boil down to quicker, cheaper, better with no drama implementations at an 

enterprise scale. Spoiler: Jason adds lean to agile in his proposition.  

ERP Landscape 

The ERP implementation landscape is based on the oft cited Gartner report that 75% of ERP 

implementations fail1. Stakeholders describe failure as difficult to use, too costly and an 

excessive implementation timeline. Not surprising is that most implementations and upgrades 

take longer and cost more than the stakeholders desire at the start of the project. The 

unacceptable outcome is the level of cost overruns, time to market failures, and lack of 

performance to fulfill enterprise needs.  Regardless of the final cost, quality, and delivery date, 

what businessperson wouldn’t take cheaper, better, and faster?  

Waterfall methodology definition 

The waterfall project model is a breakdown of project activities into linear sequential phases, 

where each phase depends on the deliverables of the previous one and corresponds to a 

 
1 Gartner, Buschek, A., Duncan, A., Frediman, T.(2020). Why CIOs in Midsize Enterprises Must Emphasize ERP 

Data Management. Retrieved from Gartner database. 

https://www.pmi.org/learning/library/agile-versus-waterfall-approach-erp-project-6300
https://www.pmi.org/learning/library/agile-versus-waterfall-approach-erp-project-6300
https://www.pmi.org/learning/library/agile-versus-waterfall-approach-erp-project-6300
https://www.pmi.org/learning/library/agile-versus-waterfall-approach-erp-project-6300
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specialization of tasks (Petersen, K., Wohlin, C. & Baca, D. 2009)2. The approach is typical for 

certain areas of engineering design. In software development, it tends to be among the less 

iterative and flexible approaches, as progress flows in largely one direction ("downwards" like a 

waterfall) through the phases of conception, initiation, analysis, design, construction, testing, 

deployment, and maintenance. 

Guideline for choosing Agile or Waterfall 

Almost all projects are a response to an external change causing increased risk or offering an 

opportunity to a business.   

“Agile Methodology is best when you are required to create or respond to 

change. Agile Methodology is a way of dealing with, and ultimately 

succeeding in, an uncertain and turbulent environment.” J. Fair (2012). 

 

Some businesses create change for the sake of change.  

The fashion industry.  

The entertainment industry.  

Politicians.   

No business changes their ERP for the sake of change.  

 
2 Petersen, Kai; Wohlin, Claes; & Baca, Dejan (2009). The Waterfall Model in Large-Scale Development. Product-

Focused Software Process Improvement. Lecture Notes in Business Information Processing. Berlin, Heidelberg: 

Springer: 386–400. 
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It would seem any ERP project is a response to some external change. A risk or opportunity. 

Regulatory changes, security vulnerabilities, technology improvements, end of support, 

antiquated processes, business pivots and integration opportunities are the most likely reasons for 

an ERP upgrade or replacement. These reasons are not turbulent, nor are they uncertain.  

An alternative guideline, taking Jason Fair’s language to its most minimalist form:  

Agile Methodology is best in an uncertain and turbulent environment. 

Waterfall Methodology would be best in certain or quiet environments.   

 

Figure 1 Intersection of Methodologies 

Certainty and turbulence are subjective and shaded. Customers and competitors ensure 

that for most businesses, nothing is quiet or certain.  It seems implausible that Lean Agile 

Methodology is the only choice though.  

An excerpt from the Kingsley PM comedy show 

“By a show of hands, who doesn’t want to be lean? Sir in the third row? Sumo wrestlers, 

of course. Madam in the center? Bankers heh, I don’t know. Hold on, back to the sumo 
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wrestlers a moment. Muscle weighs more than fat and since these wrestlers pair up on 

weight it seems the advantage might go to the leaner sumo by weight class.” 

 

Lean can be applied to both Agile and Waterfall Methodologies 

Lean implies the use of the fewest resources in a business activity. Lean does not equal Agile or 

Waterfall methodology.3 For a project to be considered lean, please consider minimal lines of 

communication4 as the key metric.  Thus, fewer lines of communication appears to be as good a 

measure as any to leanness.  

 

Figure 2 Lines of Communication correlate to Leanness 

Lines of Communication = CN (CN-1) / 2 where CN is the number of core team members. 

(Shrivastava & Narendra K. 2014). If your implementation team is composed of forty (40) team 

members you now have 780 Lines of Communication. Meaningful communication for the PM is 

 
3 PMI Project Management Institute Global Standard (2017). A guide to the Project Management Body of 

Knowledge PMBOK® Guide Sixth Edition (2017) ANSI/PMI 99-001-2017 Considerations for Agile/Adaptive 

Environments 112. 
4 Shrivastava & Narendra K. (2014). Do More in Less: Deliver Projects Successfully with Only Eight Powerful 

Project Management Processes. Paper presented at PMI® Global Congress 2014—North America, Phoenix, AZ. 

Newtown Square, PA: Project Management Institute. 

https://idahosumo.webs.com/rulesandweightclasses.htm
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problematic and the solution usually progresses toward 30 or 40 folks in one meeting lasting 

hours and accomplishing little.   

The proposition for a lean ERP implementation thus starts with a team or squad of 4 or 5 

individuals who are skilled in communication in common; and have skills sets which overlap in 

core knowledge but mostly are complementary. The notion of the squad would correlated 

strongly with, say, a US Navy Seal Team, where each member may have a particular specialty 

and all members share a robust yet broad base skill set. Together, the squad can execute plans 

with success.  

A) The squad would be small giving it significant advantage in communication noise.  

B) Silos would be minimized, but most importantly the squad needs to be capable of 

operating across silos. 

C) Creativity would be essential and cultivated. 

D) Rework would be avoided, reducing strain on budget, timeline, and quality5. REWORK 

decays morale, fuels attrition and confounds your project plan perhaps to the point of 

irrelevance. 

E) Skilled squad members may require refreshing or polishing, but not substantial training. 

F) Leadership is valued above management in the Lean Squad. 

The ultimate in the implementation of lean theory might be the Battle of Thermopylae6, where 

300 Spartans, with help from Thespians and Thebans totaling about 1,250, held off 240,000 

 
5 PMI Project Management Institute Global Standard (2017). A guide to the Project Management Body of 

Knowledge PMBOK® Guide Sixth Edition (2017) ANSI/PMI 99-001-2017 Key concepts for project quality 

management. 273 
6 Cartwright, M., 2016. Delian League. [online] Ancient History Encyclopedia. Available at: 

<http://www.ancient.eu/Delian_League/> [Accessed 29 August 2017]. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thermopylae
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Persians in 480 BC. The Greeks held for three days, and even though they were ultimately 

defeated by a traitor and a goat path, their defense is a testimony to a lean strategy. 

A) Small: The odds were 200 to 1. 

B) No silos: Every soldier was a fighter. 

C) Creativity: Superbly demonstrated in choosing the battlefield and the tactics 

D) Rework: There were no do overs, timeouts, or restarting. 

E) Skilled: Spartans were well known as crack troops.  

Consider Lean Waterfall Methodology 

Scope Definition, High Level Planning, Rough Order of Magnitude Estimate 

An experienced ERP implementation Project Manager (PM) is vital. The core squad of 4 or 5 

software engineers would compose the scope statement, work breakdown structure, assumptions, 

constraints, requirements, scheduling, estimating and quality control metrics. There would be 

little time to waste in all-hands on deck meetings or rallies. One on one meetings with a 

stakeholder and one of the core squad members would create the preliminary deliverable on each 

area such as Accounting, Production, and Purchasing. The core squad would reconcile the 

findings and fold all of this into the plan of how the ERP is to be configured and deployed. The 

PM orchestrates and curates the creation of the project documents while facilitating the work of 

the core team.  

WBS Creation, Scheduling, Budgetary Estimate 

At this point the plan is published and the stakeholders would review, reflect, and memorialize 

their thoughts. Pushback would be encouraged; however, pushback would be accompanied by 

alternatives or at least the un-documented risk(s) giving rise to the pushback.  
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The goal of planning is to avoid rework. Thorough planning is elevated in the Waterfall 

Methodology to avoid rework.  

Resource Planning and Final Schedule 

ERP implementations are often described as marathons7 (“Digital Transformation is a Marathon, 

Not a Sprint, Digital, 2017”). There appears no rationalization for sprints in a marathon. A 

marathon requires controlled energy release and a steady pace. However, a marathon runner may 

need to exert extra energy to overcome obstacles such a hills or uncertain terrain. Likewise, to 

face certain challenges the squad will pulse with the addition of adjuncts rather than attempt a 

sprint.  

The PM is tasked with the timely arrival of adjuncts according to the plan. Activity reporting 

must be simple with metrics automatically derived from the reporting of work. There should be 

no duplicate entry. Reporting by the core squad and adjuncts would be granular, real time and 

reported on the deliverable using the 8/80 rule8 (Habib, Q. 2021). Attention to detail and focus 

may be easily infused into the squad with a well-designed reporting system that also curates 

deliverables. To put it simply, the PM will never go around the core squad asking for status; 

 
7 Digital Transformation Is A Marathon, Not A Sprint | Digital. (2017, December 29). Retrieved May 10, 2022, from 

https://www.panorama-consulting.com/digital-transformation-is-a-marathon-not-a-sprint/ 
8 Habib, Q. (2021, April 22). Work Breakdown Structure (WBS), the Basic Building Block for a Project Plan. 

Retrieved May 10, 2022, from https://project-management.com/work-breakdown-structure-wbsWOrk 
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rather as the core squad works, their activities are reported into the project tracker and the PM 

can see the status without interrupting the core squad individually or collectively.  

Execution, Quality Tracking 

At this point the definition of success has been developed by the squad and approved by the 

stakeholders. The plan will lay out clearly where adjuncts may join the squad on specific 

activities and the minimum knowledge and skills needed by activity. 

Given each members’ expertise the core squad members are identified as Subject Matter Experts 

(SME) on appropriate portions of the ERP and its implementation. What is an appropriate 

portion? Your choice could be process based, say “Quote to Cash”; or role based, say draftsman; 

or package based, say MRP or G/L; or some combination thereof.  Each SME focuses on their 

areas per the schedule. It is time to get stuff done.  

Change Requests 

The PM documents all change requests (CRs) and prioritizes each. CRs identified as an 

imminent risk to the project are assigned to the SME straight away for integration and resolution. 

Non critical CRs, the bulk of the suggestions, are set aside until the end of the project. The PM 

will say sorry for now, since the critical role of the PM is to protect the scope of the project. The 

PM will protect the scope of the project against self-inflicted wounds. Again, only CRs that are 

an imminent risk to the project itself are considered and the balance of the CRs are curated.  

Drama, Let there be 

There must be drama in the project because even professionals work for far more than a 

paycheck. Studies have indicated that pay is often the 7th or 8th most important item for an 
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engineer.  Sense of purpose and a feeling of fulfillment are most often rated first.9 (Hardy, 2021 

pp. 136-147).  We have established that an ERP implementation is a marathon without sprints, 

yet there are highlights, victories, accomplishments, and milestones throughout the marathon that 

the PM should take the time to notice, highlight, and reward. Rewards should be to individuals 

publicly and sincerely. In projects that Pronto Progress runs we encourage and reward the 

following characteristics: 

1) Attention to detail 

2) Focus 

3) Robust problem solving; thinking outside the box; coloring outside the lines 

4) Patient negotiation 

A skilled professional will enjoy setting an expectation on a deliverable if, and only if, they 

believe it to be a valuable, worthy objective.  When the PM and the core squad believes an 

activity to be unnecessary, or an impediment to the project, the work will be completed with less 

alacrity and quality. Costs will rise and in the end time and money will have been wasted. The 

PM should check status and, when needed spend a minute or two in the door listening to the 

SME. Another key role of the PM is to remove impediments while elevating the deliverable and 

its value. While a sense of urgency is necessary; pressure, nagging and relentless status updates 

are counterproductive when dealing with a professional.  

 
9 Hardy, D. (2021). Hero’s Journey: A Growth Adventure in Becoming a Modern Leader (pp. 136–147) [Module 6: 

Inspiring Hope and Mobilizing Others to Act]. Rearden Press. 
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A squad of Software Engineers 

The reason for using Software Engineers (SEs) in the squad is that an SE represents the 

intersection of so many IT domains or silos. Security, database administration, network, user 

interface, integrations, hardware, OS … one could go on and on however the software engineer 

sits astride all these IT domains. With experience, the SE also sits astride business applications 

as well. For those positive reasons, the squad should be comprised of software engineers. There 

is also a personal aversion to hearing “Well, I’m not technical” as a reason for avoiding 

responsibility.   

Three final notes:  

1) Do not fixate. Focus. An example of fixating would be making sure everyone looks busy. 

An example of focus is working almost exclusively on one activity or deliverable. Focus 

is the antithesis of multi-tasking. Recommended reading is “Critical Chain Project 

Management” by Lawrence Leach10. At times, it may appear that a particular squad 

member is not busy. Marry the results, not the optics. Do not fall into the trap of giving 

the squad member “something to do” because, frankly, they will! Focus means the squad 

member is working toward accomplishing an activity. Do not shift your squad members 

focus just to keep them looking good. You should hope all the squad members make all 

the activities look easy. The PM that makes that squad member busy does so at the 

projects peril!  

2) Punishments and criticisms do not work. If the PM feels the need to punish then first 

the PM should ask the squad member if that is the best they can do. Shaming someone 

 
10 Leach, L. (2000). Critical chain project management. United States: Artech House, Inc. 
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never creates a better outcome. Honest public praise for an activity well done does 

work.  

3) Keep “What is the mission?” top of mind and under 12 words.  

What is the mission? 

 

Marry the results, not the optics. 

 

Punishment, criticism, and shaming is not sustainable. 

 

Honest public praise for work well done is sustainable. 

In summary 

Lean applies to the size and skill of the team. Lean minimizes the Lines of Communication while 

simultaneously increasing the members status to SME where a particular core team member is 

Responsible and Accountable for their areas of the project.  

For an ERP implementation, planning is vital. Rework is the nemesis of an ERP implementation. 

Waterfall methodology elevates planning while Agile Methodology eschews planning.   

Even market leading businesses are subject to uncertainty and turbulence. Implementing or 

upgrading the ERP should reduce the consequences or the effects of external uncertainty and 

turbulence. The Agile Methodology in the context of an ERP implementation seems to foster 

uncertainty and turbulence.  
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A lean project team implies skill, responsibility, and accountability. Waterfall Methodology is 

hard work that requires pre-implementation planning, which is not as glamorous or as 

recognizable as, say, prototyping an application. A lean project team is suitable only for 

courageous, forward-thinking management.  
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About the author: Hunter Kingsley is a Software Engineer, Project Manager, and founder of 

Pronto Progress Incorporated. www.ProntoProgress.com and may be reached at 

HunterTKingsley@ProntoProgress.com, which lately specializes in systems, process and 

technology for Engineer to Order firms, Field Service Organizations and Maintenance and 

Repair Organizations.  

  

http://www.prontoprogress.com/
mailto:HunterTKingsley@ProntoProgress.com
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