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Implementation Partner Selection: The
Decision That Determines Outcomes

Why the implementation partner matters more than the platform — and how to select, contract with,
and manage the partner who will determine whether your ERP delivers its promise
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WHAT YOU WILL LEARN AND WHY IT MATTERS

In most ERP implementations, the choice of implementation partner has more influence on the final
outcome than the choice of platform. A skilled, experienced implementation partner can deliver a
successful implementation on a platform with known limitations; a poorly matched or inadequately
managed implementation partner will produce a failed implementation on a platform with strong
capabilities. This reality is not well understood by most organizations entering an ERP selection process,
who typically invest more analytical effort in platform selection than in partner selection.

The reasons for this disparity are understandable. The platform is the product the organization will use for
years; the partner is theoretically a temporary service provider. Platform capabilities are more visible and
more marketable than implementation quality. And vendors actively promote their platforms while
implementation partners are less prominent in the early stages of the ERP conversation. But the practical
reality is that the implementation partner determines the quality of the system configuration, the rigor of the
data migration, the effectiveness of the change management, and the governance discipline that keeps
the project on track — all of which are more determinative of final outcome quality than the platform's
native capabilities.

This part covers the complete implementation partner selection and management framework: the types of
partners, the evaluation criteria, the statement of work negotiation, and the relationship management
disciplines that keep a long, complex project on track.

TYPES OF IMPLEMENTATION PARTNERS

The implementation partner market is segmented by size, specialization, and relationship to the ERP
vendor, and each segment has distinct advantages and disadvantages that should be weighed against the
specific requirements of the implementing organization.

Large system integrators — the major consulting firms and their technology practices — bring the deepest
project management infrastructure, the broadest global coverage, and the most comprehensive toolkits for
managing large-scale enterprise implementations. Their advantages are particularly relevant for the most
complex implementations: multi-entity, multi-currency, multi-geography deployments at large
organizations with hundreds of integration connections and thousands of users. Their disadvantages are
equally significant: the senior consultants who win the business are rarely the consultants who deliver it,
billing rates that reflect the overhead of large professional services organizations, and a tendency toward
methodology-heavy project management that can slow rather than accelerate progress on simpler
implementations.

Boutique implementation specialists — smaller firms with deep expertise in a specific ERP platform or
industry vertical — offer a different value proposition. The founding partners and senior consultants of
boutique firms typically have ten to twenty years of hands-on implementation experience with a specific
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platform, and they are more likely to be personally involved in the delivery of the project rather than
supervising junior staff from a distance. Their deep platform expertise enables more creative
problem-solving when standard approaches do not address a specific business requirement. Their
disadvantages include limited capacity for very large or complex projects, potential dependence on
specific key personnel whose departure would create project continuity risk, and narrower toolkits for the
change management and organizational transformation components of the implementation.

Vendor-direct implementation — engaging the ERP vendor's own professional services organization to
implement the platform — offers the advantage of the deepest platform expertise available and the most
direct access to the vendor's product development team when platform limitations or defects are
encountered. The disadvantages are limited organizational independence — the vendor's professional
services team has an inherent interest in platform capabilities being perceived as adequate regardless of
fit — and typically higher rates than the partner ecosystem for equivalent implementation services.

The selection between these partner types should be driven primarily by the complexity and scale of the
implementation and by the availability of specialized expertise in the specific platform and business model
context. For a mid-market SaaS company implementing NetSuite or Sage Intacct for the first time, a
boutique specialist with deep platform expertise and a track record of successful implementations in
similar SaaS companies is typically the strongest choice. For a large, complex enterprise implementing
Workday or SAP S/4HANA, the project management infrastructure of a large integrator may be necessary
to manage the implementation complexity effectively.

EVALUATING IMPLEMENTATION METHODOLOGY AND PROJECT GOVERNANCE

The implementation methodology — the structured approach the partner uses to manage the project from
kickoff to go-live — is one of the most important differentiators between implementation partners and one
of the most difficult to evaluate from a proposal document alone. The most reliable methodology
evaluation approach is to assess the partner's methodology in action through reference checks rather than
through proposal review.

A sound implementation methodology has five characteristics. It is phase-structured: the project is
organized into clearly defined phases — discovery, design, build, test, train, go-live — with specific
deliverables at the end of each phase that gate progress to the next phase. This structure prevents the
common failure mode of discovering requirements gaps in the testing phase that should have been
identified in the design phase. It is milestone-driven: progress is measured by the completion of specific,
verifiable deliverables rather than by the passage of calendar time. Milestone-driven measurement makes
project status visible and prevents the progressive schedule slippage that characterizes many ERP
implementations. It includes formal change control: any scope changes — additions to the project scope
that were not in the original statement of work — require formal assessment of the cost and schedule
impact and explicit approval from the executive sponsor before implementation begins. Change control is
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the organizational mechanism that prevents the scope creep that is the most common cause of ERP
budget overrun. It includes formal risk management: the methodology identifies project risks
systematically at the beginning of the project and maintains an active risk log throughout, with assigned
owners and mitigation plans for each identified risk. And it includes formal quality assurance: the partner
has a structured process for reviewing deliverables for quality before presenting them to the client, rather
than relying on client review to catch quality deficiencies.

The project governance structure — the organizational framework through which project decisions are
made, escalated, and resolved — should be evaluated alongside the methodology. The most effective
governance structures for ERP implementations include a project steering committee at the executive
level — chaired by the CFO or executive sponsor, meeting monthly, with authority to make scope,
resource, and schedule decisions — a project management team at the operational level, meeting weekly,
responsible for day-to-day project execution — and a clear escalation path that defines the conditions
under which issues move from the project management team to the steering committee.

THE TEAM COMPOSITION QUESTION

The team composition question — who will actually work on the implementation, at what seniority level,
and with what relevant experience — is the most practically important and most frequently
underemphasized aspect of implementation partner evaluation. The team presented in the proposal and
the team that actually implements the system are frequently different in ways that are material to the
quality of the outcome.

The most common team composition disappointment is the substitution of junior staff for the senior
consultants who participated in the sales process. The senior consultant who presented in the proposal,
who demonstrated deep platform expertise and credible client management capability, leads the first few
weeks of the project and then transitions to a supervisory role while junior consultants perform the majority
of the implementation work. This substitution is not inherently problematic — senior consultants cannot
staff every project at full engagement — but it requires explicit management to ensure that the quality level
delivered by the junior team is consistent with the expectations set by the senior team during the sales
process.

The contract with the implementation partner should specify the key personnel — the project manager, the
lead functional consultant, and the lead technical consultant — by name, with provisions that require
partner notification and client approval before key personnel are substituted. The approval right for
personnel substitution is the most important contractual protection against team composition
disappointment. It does not prevent substitution — which is sometimes necessary due to personnel
availability, turnover, or client relationship issues — but it ensures that substitutions are made with the
client's knowledge and concurrence rather than unilaterally.
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The evaluation of team composition during the partner selection process should include a request for the
CVs of the specific individuals proposed for key roles, an assessment of their relevant implementation
experience — specifically, the number and size of comparable implementations they have led on the
same platform — and reference checks with clients for whom the proposed key personnel have previously
delivered. The quality of the proposed team is a more reliable predictor of implementation quality than the
quality of the partner firm's methodology or the attractiveness of the partner firm's proposal.

STATEMENT OF WORK NEGOTIATION

The statement of work is the contractual document that defines the scope, timeline, and fee structure of
the implementation engagement. It is the most important contractual document in the entire ERP
implementation process, and its quality — specifically the precision with which it defines the scope —
determines the organization's exposure to the change order costs that expand most implementation
budgets beyond their initial estimates.

The scope definition in the statement of work should be specific enough that a reasonable person could
determine, from the document alone, whether any specific activity is within scope or out of scope. Vague
scope language — implementing the core financial modules to meet standard business requirements — is
inherently ambiguous and will generate scope disputes. Specific scope language — configuring the
revenue recognition module to support the following five contract types with the following revenue
recognition methodologies — is defensible in a change order discussion because the boundary between
in-scope and out-of-scope is clear.

The change order protection provisions are the second most important element of the statement of work.
Change orders are requests for additional fees for work outside the original scope, and they are one of the
most common sources of ERP implementation cost overrun. The change order provisions should specify
that any work claimed to be outside scope requires a written change order request with specific
justification referencing the original scope language, that the client has the right to review and decline
change orders, and that the partner may not proceed with out-of-scope work until the change order has
been approved and signed.

The milestone payment structure is the third critical SOW element. Payment structures that are heavily
weighted toward project initiation — requiring large upfront payments before significant work has been
delivered — create weak incentive alignment between the partner and the client. Payment structures that
are milestone-weighted — with payments tied to the completion of specific, verifiable deliverables —
create stronger alignment between payment and value delivered. A milestone-weighted structure should
allocate approximately twenty percent of the implementation fee to the design and planning phases, thirty
percent to the build phase, thirty percent to the testing and training phases, and twenty percent to the
go-live and stabilization phases.
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MANAGING THE IMPLEMENTATION PARTNER RELATIONSHIP

The implementation partner relationship is one of the most consequential vendor relationships the CFO
will manage, and it requires a different management approach than most vendor relationships because
the nature of the work — complex, judgment-dependent, and evolving as requirements are refined during
the project — creates inherent scope and quality ambiguity that must be managed actively rather than
resolved contractually.

The most important relationship management discipline is the weekly project review — a structured
meeting between the implementation partner's project manager and the client's internal project manager
that covers project status against the milestone schedule, issues and risks requiring escalation, change
order requests and their status, and resource availability for the coming week. The weekly review creates
the regular visibility into project progress that allows problems to be identified early and addressed before
they become critical path issues.

The relationship between the CFO and the implementation partner's senior leadership — not just the
project team but the partner's engagement manager or client service leader — should be maintained
through monthly executive check-ins that cover the strategic health of the engagement, the partner's
assessment of the project's trajectory, and any organizational or relationship concerns that are not visible
at the project management level. These executive conversations create a communication channel that
operates above the project team, allowing concerns that the project team may be reluctant to escalate to
surface in a context where they can be addressed constructively.

The most difficult relationship management situation in ERP implementation is the decision to escalate a
performance concern — to formally notify the implementation partner that the quality or pace of delivery is
below the standard required for successful project completion. Most clients are reluctant to escalate
because they fear damaging the relationship or triggering defensive behavior from the partner. But the
cost of not escalating — allowing substandard delivery to continue until it causes a project crisis —
typically exceeds the discomfort of the escalation. A formal, documented escalation conducted at the
steering committee level, with specific performance concerns clearly stated and a specific improvement
plan requested, is the appropriate response to material delivery shortfalls.

ACTIONS TO TAKE IN THE NEXT THIRTY DAYS

The following actions will build the implementation partner evaluation and management foundation.

The first action is to develop the implementation partner evaluation criteria using the dimensions described
in this part — methodology quality, governance structure, team composition, reference client outcomes,
and pricing — and assign weights to each criterion that reflect the relative importance of each to the
organization's implementation context. Completing this evaluation framework before engaging with
implementation partners prevents the evaluation from being influenced by the quality of the individual
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partner presentations.

The second action is to prepare a detailed request for proposal for the implementation engagement that
includes the requirements document from Part Four, the draft statement of work scope language, and
specific questions about methodology, team composition, implementation timeline, and reference clients.
A detailed RFP enables meaningful comparison across partner responses and signals the analytical
seriousness of the evaluation organization.

The third action is to conduct implementation partner reference checks with at least three clients for each
shortlisted partner, using the structured reference check approach described for platform reference checks
in Part Five. The partner reference checks should focus specifically on the quality of project governance,
the accuracy of the initial timeline and cost estimates, the experience of receiving change orders and how
they were handled, and the reference client's assessment of the partner team's technical and functional
expertise.

The fourth action is to engage legal counsel with ERP contract experience to review the statement of work
scope language, change order provisions, and milestone payment structure before any partner
engagement is signed. The legal review of the SOW is one of the highest-return investments available in
the ERP process — the cost of resolving a scope dispute that could have been prevented by clear SOW
language is typically many times the cost of the legal review that would have prevented it.
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CLOSING PERSPECTIVE

The implementation partner selection is the decision that most directly determines whether the ERP
implementation delivers its projected value. The platform creates the ceiling of what is possible; the
implementation partner determines how close to that ceiling the actual delivery reaches. The analytical
rigor applied to partner selection — the evaluation criteria, the team composition assessment, the
reference check discipline, and the statement of work negotiation — is the primary protection against the
most common and most costly ERP implementation failure mode: the competent platform that was
implemented by the wrong partner.
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COMING NEXT IN THE SERIES

Part 7 — Project Planning: The Architecture of a Successful Implementation

Part Seven covers the project planning disciplines that determine whether the implementation proceeds
on schedule and on budget — the phase structure of a successful implementation, resource planning,
project governance, milestone design, risk identification, and the go-live strategy decision between big
bang, phased rollout, and pilot approaches.
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