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Abstract 

This paper reports on a literature review focusing on challenges during post-implementation of enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
systems in a multinational context. Through an extensive literature search across multiple databases, we identified 20 articles which 
address issues in this context. Global demands prove to be a key challenge and source of conflict between parent and subsidiary 
companies: frequently, parent companies seek control through standardized solutions, while local subsidiaries aim to sustain local 
processes and routines. The primary focus is to shed light on these contradictive objectives unfolding in this context and identify 
research areas that need more attention in future ERP post-implementation research. 
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1. Introduction 

Implementation of enterprise systems within organizations has received much attention in information system (IS) 
research, and this interest has, over time, resulted in a large body of research studies. One of the reasons for this 
attention is that enterprise systems, and in particular, enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems, represent an 
important backbone of the business which can control all organizational resources and transactions through one system 
[1]. ERP systems are standardized, off-the-shelf software packages which build on best practices based on different 
industries. Furthermore, ERP systems respond to the need for integrated solutions by replacing legacy systems to 
avoid incompatible silo structures and data redundancy, reducing maintenance costs and contributing to the 
establishment of a common platform for the enterprise [2]. Since the 1990s, organizations have been introducing ERP 
systems to increase efficiency and obtain seamless integration of information flow across departments and functions 
[3]. Adopting ERP systems is, however, a complex organizational and technical undertaking. Technically, the systems 
are challenging to implement in terms of configuration, adaptation, and data conversion from legacy systems. 
Organizationally, for optimal use, the system introduces changes in business processes, working routines, and roles 
of the employees [4]. In addition, due to complexity, ERP systems can be difficult to learn and understand, and 
comprehensive training programs are often necessary [5]. By combining all features into one system, businesses aim 
to operate in a more streamlined fashion providing employees in different departments access to the same data through 
a shared database.  

ERP systems are well-suited for implementation in multinational enterprises (MNEs) due to their wide range of 
functionalities and expected benefits, such as standardization, efficiency, and better communication [6]. Nonetheless, 
MNEs comprise several geographical locations across countries representing a diversity of cultures and business 
traditions [7]. Moreover, implementing ERP in MNEs involves a larger network of different actors and stakeholders, 
compared to smaller and co-located enterprises, which significantly increases the complexity of such implementation 
projects, both while underway and afterward. In a multinational context, it is not only organizational processes that 
need to be changed; there may be global requirements which control and determine different choices, functions, 
practices, and processes in the subsidiaries. Carton and Adam (2003) claim some subsidiaries do not have a voice in 
decisions related to ERP implementation [8]. Thus, local requirements and needs can be overruled and overridden, for 
example, concerning what functionalities and features should be included in the software, who needs and will use 
these different features, and for which purposes they will be used. 

Despite much research on the implementation of ERP, there are few recent studies that take into account the time 
after implementation (post-implementation) in MNEs. The extant literature is also generally inadequate about how 
businesses can quickly achieve normal operation after an ERP implementation. There is also a need to identify critical 
success factors (CSFs), particularly those related to the post-implementation stage [9, 10]. The literature review 
conducted by Gavidia (2016) addresses conflicts which arise between parent and subsidiary companies while 
implementing ERP systems, in addition to the related CSFs [11].  

This literature review focuses on the ERP literature which pays attention to the ERP post-implementation phase in 
MNEs and seeks to identify critical factors related to stabilization after ERP implementation, as discussed in former 
research. We also want to elucidate specific aspects, such as global system requirements connected to local needs. A 
review of the ERP literature within these boundaries will provide a comprehensive overview of what exists, and which 
aspects are inadequate. The overarching question of this study is the following: “What are the challenges addressed 
in previous literature regarding the ERP post-implementation stage in multinational enterprises?” 

By synthesizing findings from previous research on ERP implementations, we can get an overview of the 
challenges and critical factors identified in former studies. This overview can be valuable and have transfer value to 
companies which are in the start-up phase of an ERP implementation. It can also provide companies with information 
about how to realize gains from an ERP implementation and how to avoid pitfalls. This can, again, reduce the well-
known performance dip, which is said to be a critical turning point for the outcome of an ERP implementation [2]. 

We think that it is important to focus more on the relationship between the parent company and its subsidiaries and 
the potential conflicts which may occur in MNEs during ERP implementations. Our research has been guided by the 
following research questions:  

RQ1: What are the critical factors in the ERP post-implementation stage for multinational enterprises? 
RQ2: What are the potential sources of conflicts between the parent company and its subsidiaries in this context?  
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The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the research method applied. Section 3 presents the concept 
matrix and the key findings. In Section 4 the findings are synthesized and discussed. Finally, Section 5 provides some 
concluding remarks and implications.  

2. Research Method 

A systematic literature review is a good approach for getting an overview of the existing literature in one specific 
research area, making it easy to identify gaps in the current research, and thereby being able to suggest areas for future 
research [12]. In this study, we have utilized Kitchenham’s (2004) guidelines for the execution of a systematic 
literature review [13]. Based on these guidelines, we have divided the process into three main parts: (1) planning, (2) 
implementation, and (3) reporting. The ERP research represents an overwhelming and comprehensive body of 
research, and a single search in Google Scholar on “ERP implementation” provides over 468,000 hits. It is therefore 
important to narrow the research focus to obtain useful results which can suggest future research in a specific area of 
ERP research. A well-planned and systematic review is necessary to identify existing areas of knowledge and in which 
areas research is limited. Our search strategy was to divide the research questions into smaller parts and to find 
synonyms, abbreviations, and alternative spellings to optimize the searches. Here, we used web-based synonym 
dictionaries to identify alternative words. We then decided which library databases we wanted to use to do the search, 
and we chose well-recognized databases, such as Web of Science (20 hits), Scopus (7 hits), Oria (199 hits), and 
EBSCOhost (64 hits). These databases have advanced search functionalities which made the search more efficient. 
We used the Boolean search method, where keywords from both the research questions and appropriate synonyms 
were included. In addition, we used specific inclusion and exclusion criteria (Table 1).  

  
Table 1. Search criteria for the literature review 

Search String Pseudonyms Databases Inclusion criteria Exclusion Criteria 

ERP Enterprise Resource 
planning  

Web of Science, 
Oria, Scopus, 
EBSCOhost 

Peer-reviewed, English 
language, well-known IS 
journals and IS conferences, 
journals focusing specifically 
on ERP, publication after year 
2000  

Specific journals of health, 
biology, finance 

Specific focus on SMEs 

Focus on a specific CSF 

Multinational  Multi-national, Multi-site, 

Multisite, MNE, MNC 

Post Past, Shakedown 

CSF Critical success factors 

 
We checked the relevance of the articles by reviewing the titles of the remaining publications after exclusion, we 

removed duplicates, and checked the quality of the publication outlets, according to the selection criteria. For each 
article, we noted authors, year, title, publication outlet, number of citations, research method, research context, purpose 
of study, key findings, and suggestions for further research. After identifying several appropriate studies, we read 
them carefully to make sure they fulfilled every predefined criterion and had relevance to the research questions. After 
this filtration process, 20 articles were selected. By documenting the search process continuously on one Excel form, 
we had constant control of the selection process, and, if necessary, we were able to easily track the searches later. The 
selected articles mainly focus on the implementation of ERP in MNEs and pay attention to the challenges identified 
in the ERP post-implementation phase.  

3. Concept matrix of key findings 

This section presents the selected articles from the systematic review process. In the publication list, eight papers 
are published in IS journals, and one paper is from an IS conference. The remainder of the articles are published in 
journals for business, computer science, human-computer interaction, and operational research. Because of the 
multidisciplinary nature of the IS field, we found it necessary to include papers from related research areas to get a 
more holistic perspective. We have included studies published from 2000 to 2017, and the publication list includes 12 
articles from the last 10 years. Because of the multinational focus, most of the studies are conducted in geographically 
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dispersed locations. Several studies have a research context where the headquarters are in the US, and the subsidiaries 
being studied are European, or are in the Asia region. Half of the studies have used a case study as the research method, 
and a few studies are based on action research or focus groups. We have a few studies presenting literature reviews, 
which provide good overviews of previous research and central themes. A few of the studies utilize a theoretical 
perspective, such as the actor-network theory, contingency theory, agency theory, or game theory. Others have utilized 
ERP life cycle frameworks or CSFs to systematize their findings.  

In this study, a concept matrix was developed to organize the findings from the literature review. A matrix as such 
is effective for communicating the findings and for providing an overview of research gaps in the literature. The matrix 
is organized according to the foci of the research questions; (1) CSFs that are in particular important in the ERP post 
implementation stage, and (2) sources of conflicts that may occur between parent and subsidiaries in MNEs during 
ERP implementations. CSFs are well-documented in the ERP literature [e.g. 14], and we identified critical issues 
related to the post-implementation stage from some of the publications [15, 16]. 

Furthermore, several key challenges were identified regarding the sources of conflict, for example, the focus on 
subsidiaries’ autonomy regarding local decision-making processes, and the balance between local and central control. 
Regarding the concept of demand for standardization, it was found that attention was paid to the standardization of 
business processes across distinct locations, such as using the same system and functionalities, as it is important to 
avoid local variations. Other key concepts identified were how various business strategies, infrastructure, and business 
processes across different departments led to conflicts or inappropriate routines and system usage. Some claimed they 
had to find workarounds to accommodate demands from the headquarters [8], while others had problems with the 
local currency and tax rules within the ERP system [17]. Thus, the factors most prominent in the post-stage are 
included in the concept matrix. See Figure 1 for all publications included in the concept matrix [6, 8, 9, 11, 15-30].  

 

 
Fig. 1. Concept matrix. Overview of publications focusing on ERP post-implementation issues in multinationals 
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4. Analysis and discussion  

The literature review illustrates the need for more research on ERP post-implementation issues. A large part of 
ERP literature has mainly focused on the pre-implementation and implementation phases, and the identified research 
gaps indicate a need for more studies on CSFs in the post-phase [21, 24]. This is also supported by a recent literature 
review that ranks the different ERP focus areas [9]. The focus on ERP implementation, CSFs, and ERP systems are 
ranked highest, followed by country-specific implementations, ERP models, reasons for failures, benefits, and risks. 
They emphasize the need for an expanded focus on the post-phase, and they claim that the most serious organizational 
issues emerge in the post-implementation phase of an ERP project. In the following we discuss the challenges 
identified, CSFs specifically crucial in the post-implementation stage, and the sources of conflicts which were 
identified in our literature review.  

4.1. Critical success factors and challenges in ERP post-implementation stage 

The analysis revealed several challenges which are recognized as important to consider in the post-implementation 
stage. These were associated with being in different locations globally, and how cultural diversity can lead to 
challenges and misunderstanding in the ERP post-stage. When national differences are pronounced, it becomes more 
difficult to obtain a smooth collaboration across borders. In addition, there were challenges associated with the desire 
for autonomy. Global requirements for standardization initiated from the headquarters create challenges because 
standardization demands conflict with the local management needs of the subsidiaries located in different countries. 
User perceptions and expectations of the system are sometimes unrealistic, and challenges are related to supporting 
the users in adapting the new system and providing appropriate and effective training approaches and exercises. In 
many cases, workarounds become an unfortunate consequence of the abovementioned problems, and the global 
benefits of the system were not realized.  

Several of the publications address challenges related to the implementation and use of ERP systems; there is a 
broad consensus that ERP projects represent high-complexity projects, and this complexity increases with the number 
of players involved. Thus, to cooperate across borders of nations, cultures, processes, and local laws is very 
challenging, and organizations are struggling to find the optimal balance of power between headquarters and their 
satellites. Local executives want to perform their work based on their own strategies and goals, but, if these do not 
match with the practices at other locations, many of the benefits of one shared ERP system are not realized. ERP 
systems are built on best practices and require standardization; therefore, it is important to build one business model 
which supports the same goals and rules embedded in the system and which is accepted by all business locations. 

Many of the identified CSFs are not considered, and, in several instances, this makes the project fail in the post-
implementation stage. The importance of good support and maintenance are specifically addressed as being crucial 
[21]. System configuration, information architecture, and system deployment are critical topics in the post-phase. In 
addition, a good implementation strategy across locations is important [26]. Both a “big bang” and “phased” 
implementation approach is considered appropriate, depending upon the international strategy. The  implementation 
strategy in itself has been identified as an CSF, along with infrastructure, client-supplier customization, user 
participation, the ability to utilize ERP expertise, communication, and coordination, as well as the development of a 
maintenance and support strategy [21]. Furthermore, it is important to have an early focus on the post-phase to plan 
for it, especially when considering the requirements for maintenance and support. One common mistake is to spend 
too many resources early in the project life cycle and then expect the benefits to come as soon as the system is 
implemented. Several measures are required to optimize the system and the business processes of the implementing 
company, and, without an improvement focus, the time until normal operation is attained, and any benefits are realized 
could take much longer than expected. Measurement and evaluation as CSFs in the post-implementation stage are 
underlined, which will allow for an overview of the status quo and progress at an early stage [24]. Such measurements 
are considered very important to system acceptance, and for dealing with user resistance. Therefore, developing key 
performance indicators (KPIs) to map the organization’s direction is essential. This can encourage the users to 
implement changes for improvement. Product cycle times, profit, and service time are examples of KPIs which 
organizations should implement to get an improved overview of the ERP project [15]. 
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Support from top management is emphasized in many research studies and is critical throughout the entire ERP 
project. Management should continuously show support and dedication, as well as understand and communicate the 
costs and benefits associated with the project [15]. The project should be run by a team with developed leadership 
skills which is able to communicate the main targets and allocate the required resources. Change management is 
compulsory to restructure the business processes of the company to make them fit into the new ERP system; the 
system will then introduce new working routines and roles which affect the social environment inside the organization. 
This might be a great challenge unless the local management promotes and supports the project. 

Good user training is described as the most recognized CSF in the ERP post-stage [16], and the users’ 
understanding, and acceptance of the system are essential for success. Users who lack system skills may have to 
manipulate the system, and that may cause failures in the system. The training should start early in the project, and it 
is very important not to underestimate the resources associated with training. In the post-implementation phase, it is 
essential to assign a role within the project team which is responsible for follow-up and the further education of 
employees. Users’ knowledge and system usage should be monitored and measured continuously, and periodic 
meetings held to identify problem areas and encourage the sharing of knowledge and experiences related to the usage 
of the system. Support from top management is very crucial, and it is important that resources for training are allocated 
in the budget. It is suggested that 15% of the budget should be allocated to user training, as proper use of the system 
is essential to achieve project success [15].  

4.2. Sources of conflicts between headquarters and subsidiaries in ERP post-implementation stage 

Our other research questions concerned conflicts between the parent company and subsidiaries in the ERP post-
implementation phase. In the review of the literature, 9 out of 20 publications focused on national differences as one 
source of conflict between the parent and its subsidiaries. These differences encompass diversity of language, culture, 
politics, regulations and laws, and leadership style and skills [28]. Additional sources of conflict were also highlighted 
such as requirements for standardization, autonomy, deployment, different business strategies, and infrastructure [30]. 
Moreover, six categories of national differences which may have an impact on multinational ERP practices were 
identified: culture and language, management style, business policy, government regulations, internal resources, and 
geography [28]. These six categories are further divided into three distinct groups: socio-psychological, economical, 
and demographical differences, and the same national differences and especially language differences as the primary 
reason for communication problems were highlighted [6]. It is also claimed that management style has an impact on 
the approach and the duration of an implementation, in addition to the personality of managers involved [6]. Local 
state regulations and laws present difficulties with standardization and universalization in MNEs because of the use 
of different forms, tax policies, and procedures [28]. 

Many MNEs want a standardized ERP system in all its subsidiaries. This means that the system must have the same 
modules, features, and practices at all locations. A total of 8 of our 20 publications focused on the standardization 
requirement as a source to conflict. Several ERP projects in MNEs have a global project management approach 
involving centralized control, which can lead to inappropriate use of strategies and routines and which, as previously 
noted, can make it difficult to motivate the end users at local organizations. The degree of control over subsidiaries 
may vary from giving the subsidiaries full freedom to choose their ERP system and to decide the business processes, 
toward the other end of the spectrum, where the parent company decides everything and forces them to adopt a 
standard package solution [11]. The demands from the headquarters may require the implementation of global 
standards and best practices across the entire MNE, and these demands have both benefits and challenges [17].  

Different subsidiaries of an MNE, however, may have different processes, and some of the ERP modules and best 
practices may not be successfully adapted on a global scale. Special adaptations, such as ERP customization, are often 
avoided, and the subsidiaries may have little influence on the inclusion of special functionalities in the system [8]. 
Process standardization is discussed as a way to obtain vertical centralization, and reducing decision-making power 
for managers at lower levels [20]. When local processes are replaced by corporate standards, the subsidiaries lose 
control over their own processes, and the existing local control and management are undermined, which, in turn, could 
increase the level of conflicts. Standardization can be disadvantageous if the users lose useful functionalities, and they 
develop ways to work around the system. Workarounds arise when a subsidiary does not adapt to the new system and 
its processes, or when users are unaware of system functionalities already in the ERP system [19]. Another reason that 
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workarounds occur is because of the lack of user training [15], or because they become a way to demonstrate resistance 
toward the system [19]. Knowledge management and advisory networks are mentioned as appropriate support 
mechanisms in order to prevent this from happening [18]. We consider workarounds as an unfortunate consequence, 
and local leaders should take steps to minimize them.  

The desire for autonomy among the subsidiaries is often seen as one source of conflict in MNEs, and 11 of the 
publications address this source of conflict. The balance between local variation and standardization is often 
misinterpreted as a matter of steering [29]. Local variation is seen to regain control, working toward or around top-
down approaches and the compulsory structuring required when implementing ERP solutions. Institutional 
mechanisms which MNEs utilize for control can be beneficial for top management; however, the managers of the 
subsidiaries try to defend their local knowledge and business processes by avoiding these controlling tools [11]. 
Moreover, the strategic goals are often not aligned between the headquarters and the subsidiary, and conflicting goals 
engender competitive behavior. Local executives try to negotiate the overarching demands and can also resist them 
by implementing local guidelines which neutralize the global requirements, or the subsidiaries can resist by passive 
behavior. A global ERP system with a standardized configuration can be the death of local autonomy for a subsidiary 
[20]. This power balance signifies quite a challenge, and the establishment of strategies for satisfying local needs 
versus global demands is crucial.  

Communication affects several areas related to ERP implementation, and 7 of the studies under review identified 
communication as a challenge. Communication is also regarded as one of the CSFs [9, 16, 21]. Communication is 
important in order to get support from top management, to ensure collaboration across departments, and to develop 
user training programs [16]. Communication problems between organizational levels and across organizational units 
are  crucial, and communication problems occur because of technical challenges or national and cultural differences 
[24]. Moreover, communication problems arise because different national locations encompass diversity of language, 
geography, time zones, cultural conflicts, and politics [28]. Particularly, cultural differences can lead to 
misunderstandings and poor communication [11]. Lack of communication between parent and subsidiary can lead to 
distrust, delays in projects, and budgetary overruns [28], and standardized protocols for internal communication in 
global enterprises should, therefore, be established to ensure efficiency and a shared understanding. 

5. Conclusion and implications 

This study has reviewed ERP post-implementation literature to identify challenges addressed in previous research 
focusing on multinational companies. CSFs in the post-stage and sources of conflicts between the headquarters and 
subsidiaries have been highlighted. A concept matrix was developed to identify the research gaps. New research 
agendas on ERP post-implementation are needed to examine and understand the sources of conflicts between the 
parent company that seeks control through standardized solutions, and the local subsidiaries that may want to sustain 
local processes and routines. Thus, it is important for management at different levels to understand how to leverage 
business and cultural diversity and handle conflicts and power relationships in multisite ERP implementations. The 
paper has some practical implications and we propose the following for top management and local managers working 
in MNEs that aim to reap benefits from ERP systems locally and globally in the post-implementation stage:  

 
• Awareness; be attentive to conflicting interests between the headquarters and its subsidiaries. 
• Power balance; leverage the power relations by balancing local autonomy at each of the subsidiaries with 

standardization demands from the headquarters. Put resources into finding this balance, realize that this will 
take time and efforts. Establish a board that involves the managers at each location.  

• Diversity; leverage national, cultural, processual and legal diversity across the locations of the MNE to ensure 
both autonomy and standardization.  

• Assess standardization demands; in some cases, deviations between the system and local practices are 
unaffordable, and local adaption of the system is necessary. This can reduce ineffective workarounds.  

• Establish change management programs or continue existing programs in the post-stage; communicate the 
benefits of standardization to achieve commitment to a shared system, allow for local adaptations when 
necessary, establish training programs with high quality to create understanding of how the system works. 
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