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ABSTRACT  

 

When implementing an enterprise resource planning (ERP) system, top management 

commonly faces an unnecessary attitude from potential users  for one reason or 

another, they oppose the implementation process. Top management should, 

therefore, proactively deal with this trouble instead of reactively confronting it. In 

this paper, I describe an integrated, process oriented approach for facing the 

complex social problem of workers’ resistance to ERP. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The enterprise resource planning (ERP) system is an integrated set of programs that provides 

support for core organizational activities such as manufacturing and logistics, finance and 

accounting, sales and marketing, and human resources. An ERP system helps the different parts 

of the organization by sharing data and knowledge, by reducing costs, and  by improving the  

management of  business processes. 

In spite of their benefits, many ERP systems fail, due to the implementation difficulties caused 

by the workers’ resistance. Al-Mashari and Zairi (2000) assert that successful implementation of 

ERP requires establishing five core competencies, among which is the use of change 

management strategies to promote the infusion of ERP in the workplace. Although some studies 

tried to address this problem by identifying change management strategies that facilitate the 

success of ERP implementation, many ERP systems still face resistance, and ultimately, failure. I 

believe that strategies and techniques employed by marketing professionals to introduce a new 

products / services can still help them to achieve high rates of success. The goal of the present 
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paper is to demonstrate how marketing and ERP implementation ideas and strategies together 

could help overcome workers’ resistance to ERP. 

ERP IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGIES 

A fast review of ERP research exposed different strategies for implementing ERP successfully. 

One can classify these strategies into organizational, technical, and people strategies. 

 Organizational strategies for promoting ERP implementation success include change 

strategy development and deployment, change management techniques, project 

management, organizational structure and resources, managerial style and ideology, 

communication and coordination, and IS function characteristics.   

 Technical strategies that have been planned to determine ERP success include technical 

aspects of ERP installation, ERP complexity, adequacy of in-house technical expertise, 

and time and cost of implementation.  

 People strategies include staff and management attitudes, involvement, and training. 

Past ERP implementation research may be explained as factor research, which involves 

identifying the factors or variables that are vital for implementing ERP successfully. The factor 

research gives a static view, which limits its adequacy in explaining the dynamics of the 

implementation process. Thus, factor research alone is not sufficient for explaining how the 

transition from resistance to success has happened. Unlike factor research, process research helps 

us understand how ERP implementation efforts have happened; it therefore gives a moving 

picture about how we got from time 1 to time 2. To benefit from the two perspectives, in this 

study, I will adopt an integrated view to ERP implementation. 

MARKETING STRATEGIES 

There are many important streams of research in marketing, two of which are strategic marketing 

and consumer behavior. The strategic marketing view usually suggests several general steps to 

be followed by an organization to secure its long-term survival.  

These phases can be abbreviated as follows: 

 An organization identifies objectives and develops strategies to achieve them; 

 An organization implements the identified strategies;  

 An organization evaluates it, if it has achieved what it wanted to achieve. 

In the first step, once the objectives of an organization are identified, it has to examine its 

potential markets through customer analysis in order to develop the appropriate marketing 

strategies. Customer analysis involves studying customers’ needs, motives, segments, etc. Porter 

(1985) proposed three generic marketing strategies to reach potential customers: differentiation, 
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cost leadership, and focus. The last strategy, focus has two variants, differentiation focus and 

cost focus. Aaker (1992) identified many tactics for differentiation (including quality and 

technical advantage, brand awareness, etc.) and for low cost (including features control, labor 

reduction, government subsidies, etc.). 

In the second step, marketers have to implement a strategy that fit well with market 

circumstances. This phase is a action phase, which requires cautiously crafted policies and 

decisions from top management (Aaker, 1992). 

The last step involves evaluating the efficiency of implemented strategies. This requires adequate 

feedback so that problems can be identified, analyzed, and dealt with. 

Another stream of marketing research focuses on consumer behavior. This is  a study of the 

internal and external factors that affect consumers’ buying decisions, such as perceptions,  

attitudes, culture, reference groups, etc. In an attempt to understand consumers’ attitudes, some 

marketers use a three-stage model, which consists of cognitive, affective, and co native 

components (Guiltinan and Paul, 1988). The cognitive component deals with the ideas a person 

has about an object. The affective component deals with a person’s feelings toward an object. 

The  

co native component deals with a person’s behavioral intentions with respect to an object. In 

order to convince a buyer to adopt a product, marketers employ strategies that affect each of the 

three stages (Wilkie, 1990). 

ERP IMPLEMENTATION AND MARKETING: A CONTRAST 

There are number of general differences and similarities between the two perspectives ERP and 

marketing. The first difference is the perceived net outcome of the exchange process is usually 

positive under the marketing perspective since a consumer buys a product to fulfill a particular 

need. However, the perceived net outcome of ERP implementation could be viewed by some 

employees as negative if they perceive the ERP system as a threat to their jobs.  

Second, unlike the marketing literature, the ERP implementation literature is still evolving and 

has not built a systematic theoretical base to overcome resistance to ERP implementation. 

On the other hand, there are many basic similarities between the two perspectives. First and 

foremost, both perspectives reflect an exchange process between two parties. Second, both 

perspectives have the same essential elements of the exchange process. In marketing, these 

elements are sellers, buyers, and products; and in the ERP view these are the ERP implementers, 

potential users of the ERP system, and the ERP system. Finally, both perspectives suffer from 

the problem of resistance to change.  

From the above contrast, one can clearly see that the similarity between the two perspectives is 

stronger than the difference. Therefore, the ERP field can benefit from the experiences of the 

marketing people in overcoming consumer (user) resistance to new products (ERP systems). 
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SOURCES OF USER RESISTANCE 

There are two fundamental sources of resistance to innovations like an ERP: perceived risk and 

habit. Perceived risk refers to one’s perception of the risk associated with the decision to adopt 

the innovation, i.e. the decision to accept an ERP system. Habit refers to current practices that 

one is routinely doing. In order to reduce employees’ resistance to ERP implementation, top 

management of the organization must analyze these sources of resistance and must employ the 

appropriate set of strategies to counter them. 

CHANGE MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES FOR ERP IMPLEMENTATION 

Improvement strategies, such as ERP implementation, commonly involve change. Hence, 

responsiveness to internal customers is critical for an organization to avoid the difficulties 

associated with this change. To assist top management with the complex organizational problem 

of workers’ resistance to ERP implementation, I suggest an integrated, process-oriented 

conceptual framework consisting of three phases (Figure 1): knowledge formulation, strategy 

implementation, and status evaluation. 

KNOWLEDGE FORMULATION PHASE 

The first step in effectively managing change introduced by IT is to identify and evaluate the 

attitudes of individual users and influential groups (Aladwani, 1998). This analysis should 

address such questions as: 

FIGURE 1 : A SUGGESTED FRAMEWORK FOR MANAGING CHANGE 

ASSOCIATED WITH ERP 
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 Who are the resisting individuals and/or groups? 

 What are their needs? 

 What beliefs and values do they have? 

 What are their interests? 

The answers to these fundamental questions may offer a good starting point in 

determining the sources of employees’ resistance to the ERP system. According to Hultman 

(1979), employee-raised facts, beliefs, and values are good indicators of what may cause their 

resistance to change. This could well be applied to the context of implementing an ERP system. 

For example, some users may raise issues about their computer illiteracy, or may say that they 

have spent many years doing an excellent job without help from an ERP system. Other users 

may develop beliefs that their jobs will be threatened by the new system, or that they will not 

know how to do the job within the scope of such a system. Yet another group of users may stress 

values such as the importance of existing power and authority structures, which may be 

jeopardized by the new ERP system. 

STRATEGY IMPLEMENTATION PHASE 

Management can use the knowledge about prospective users from the previous stage to set up 

strategies that can best overcome users’ resistance to the ERP system, and to encourage as many 

users as possible to adopt it (Aladwani, 1998). If this is the case, it is more appropriate to find an 

action sheet for implementing the selected strategies. The three-level adoption process (think-

feel-do) provides a good framework for describing this phase. In an attempt to change the 

attitudes of potential users of ERP, management must first attempt to affect the cognitive 

component of users’ attitudes. A most important strategy for achieving this goal is 

communication. One effective communication strategy is to inform possible users of the benefits 

of ERP. The marketing people frequently communicate the benefits of a product, rather than its 

attributes, to customers, in order to draw their attention and intensify their realization (Williams, 

1982). Top management, in the same way, can create more effective awareness for the ERP 

system by communicating its benefits to the workers. In many cases, ERP implementation failed 

because of lack of communication (Al-Mashari and Zairi, 2000). Knowledge about what the 

system can distribute to the organization and its workers can build anticipation for the system. 

Nevertheless, one must watch out for unrealistic workers’ expectations, which may deepen the 

resistance problem, thus causing its failure from the outset. Moreover, the success of future 

introduction initiatives depends on building a cumulative base of credibility by management. 

Another communication strategy is to give a general description of how the implemented ERP 

system will work. 

In the marketing context, Lazarus (1988) notes that marketers use this strategy to ensure a 

receptive attitude from users of a new product. Customers are usually reluctant to buy a product 

if they do not know, at least in general terms, how it operates. Likewise, ERP users are expected 
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to be reluctant to welcome the new system if they do not know how it works. Teaching each of 

the various user groups how the ERP system works is important in creating awareness (Stratman 

and Roth, 1999). Thus, from the outset, management should explain to potential users how the 

ERP system is going to work. For example, management should clarify the general inputs and 

outputs of the system, determine departments that will provide the data, and define the computer 

knowledge needed to operate the system, etc. In all cases, it is of paramount importance that the 

support staff responsible for executing these communication strategies possess adequate political 

skills (Aladwani, 1999) so that the awareness stage ends up in accordance with the plan.  

The second step in the strategy implementation phase is to influence the affective component of 

users’ attitudes. The first strategy that can be used by management is cost minimization. The 

marketing intellectual, Porter (1985), proposes the low-cost strategy as one that can be used by 

marketers to help an organization survive in a competitive environment. This strategy has a 

useful implication for ERP. If management wants the new system to be adopted by the users, 

then users’ adoption costs should be kept to a minimum. Further, if change agents convince ERP 

users that their net outcome of the adoption process will be positive, then they will develop 

strong feelings toward accepting and adopting the new system (Amoako-Gyampah, 1999).  The 

cost minimization strategy should be developed in such a way that it affects both individual 

workers and influential groups. On the individual level, the ERP system has to minimize the 

perceived cost for each employee in order to create a positive adoption attitude. For example, if 

the worker realizes that the ERP system is an opportunity for enhancing his or her job, thus 

making it more appealing with minimal additional costs, then (s)he most likely will develop an 

interest in the ERP system. Similarly, influential groups within the organization are also looking 

at the cost aspect of the implementation effort. 

For instance, Markus (1983) presented a case where a new system was developed and one of its 

consequences was the change of the balance of power in an organization. Thus, the system 

failed. 

Another strategy that could help affects the adoption attitude of potential users is differentiation. 

Aaker (1992) highlights the quality option as one important basis for product differentiation. In 

the ERP context, the users’ perceived high quality of the ERP system would surely have a 

positive impact on their attitudes toward that system. Some ERP systems have an unwieldy user 

interface, which can cause problems (Computerworld, 1998). Generally, system users do not 

scientifically measure quality attributes of the system, rather each user constructs his or her 

convenient perception about the system depending on his or her real (or socially constructed) 

experience. 

Additionally, hands-on training is another important driver of ERP implementation success. 

Training offers a good opportunity to help users adjust to the change that has been introduced by 

the ERP system, and helps build positive attitudes toward the system. Further, training provides 

hands-on experience for the users: they appreciate the quality attributes of the system and its 

potential benefits. 
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The last part in the strategy implementation phase is the co native stage. Getting the endorsement 

and support of well-known individuals and opinion leaders is the first strategy that can be used. 

Marketers use this strategy to invoke group pressure because the individual feels the need to be 

accepted by the group (Williams, 1982). Applying this strategy in the context of ERP would 

entail ensuring the support of the leaders of the influential groups. To succeed in mobilizing 

opinion leaders, management has to capitalize on its efforts in the second stage when it tried to 

build users’ intention to adopt the ERP system by minimizing the adoption costs of the groups. 

Also, convincing group leaders to effectively participate in the implementation process and make 

them feel that they are key players (because they are making key decisions) will ensure their 

valuable commitment. Because of their commitment, leaders of the groups will try to convince 

their colleagues that the ERP system is to their benefit.  

Another strategy is carefully timing the introduction of the new system. From a marketing point 

of view, Williams (1982) discusses how introducing a product to a marketplace at the wrong 

time would result in a disaster for the organization. Further, he states that attitude is one of the 

critical factors that must be taken into account when timing the introduction of a product.  

How would this help in an ERP context? 

The above described strategy gives top management a clear rule that the introduction of an ERP 

system should not be introduced until a positive attitude (i.e. an intention to adopt) is built and 

sustained among potential users. 

For example, do not introduce an ERP when a critical mass of your employees 

feels threatened by the system or feels forced (neither convinced nor encouraged) to accept the 

new system. Solving these problems before introducing the ERP would help set the stage for 

success. 

Last but not least, top management commitment is critical for the success of the whole ERP 

implementation process (Gable and Stewart, 1999; Stratman and Roth, 1999). Change requires a 

strategic vision to ensure its long-term success (Aladwani, 1999). In a recent survey by Zairi and 

Sinclair (1995), leadership was ranked the number one facilitator of large transformation efforts 

(such as the one introduced by an ERP). ERP implementation can only be accomplished when 

senior management is totally committed to the initiative. Management commitment and support 

is the ultimate strategy that will secure the necessary conditions for successfully introducing the 

change brought by ERP into the organization. 

STATUS EVALUATION PHASE 

The process of monitoring and evaluating change management strategies for ERP 

implementation is the last component of the suggested framework. Besides having a performance 

measurement system to ensure that the desired business outcomes were achieved (Al-Mashari 

and Zairi, 2000), I believe it is as important to have a performance system to monitor the 

progress of ERP change management efforts. It is imperative that top management makes sure 

workers’ anxiety and resistance to ERP is under control. The status evaluation phase provides 
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feedback information to top management in a dynamic manner. In order to be useful, the 

feedback should be timely, accurate, and systematic. Based on status evaluation phase outcome, 

top management takes appropriate action. The feedback coming from the evaluation phase may 

be positive, which means that recorded performance of counter resistance efforts should be 

maintained (at least). Alternatively, the performance feedback may be negative. Management 

may find that there is still strong workforce resistance to the operational changes resulting from 

ERP implementation. In such a case, top management should make every effort to understand 

what went wrong. For example, top management may want to re-identify users’ needs and re-

evaluate the execution of adopted change management strategies to find an acceptable fit 

between the two.  

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

The paper suggests that the marketing concepts and strategies are adaptable to the ERP 

implementation context. To overcome users’ resistance to change, top management has to: 

 Study the structure and needs of the users and the causes of potential resistance among 

them; 

 Deal with the situation by using the appropriate strategies and techniques in order to 

introduce ERP successfully;  

 Evaluate the status of change management efforts. 

FIGURE 2: A MODEL OF SUCCESSFUL ERP ADOPTION 
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In this paper, I argue that successful ERP implementation requires matching 

appropriate strategies with the appropriate stage to overcome resistance sources (habits and 

perceived risks) effectively. The suggested approach demonstrated how this goal may be 

accomplished. 

For the future, I propose a model for formal testing (Figure 2). The model has 

its roots in the literatures on ERP implementation and marketing. It summarizes the ideas in the 

present paper, which provides theoretical specification for generating a cumulative body of 

knowledge in the ERP implementation area. 
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