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Planning for success in data 
integration dePloyments

Getting your data integration project approved is only the 
first part of ensuring that your likelihood of success is high. 
According to a recent TDWI survey, over 80% of data inte-
gration projects fail or are completed behind schedule and 
over budget. Learn how to avoid becoming one of the 80% 
through some simple but effective planning methodology.
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Planning for data integration success

You’ve done the research, identified the benefits to your organization in deploying a data integration strategy, and select-
ed the vendors to evaluate. So why is management still balking at proceeding with your data integration project? Despite 
clear reasons and requirements for data integration, senior management in mid-sized organizations often struggle with 
understanding why they should make a significant up-front investment in technology that at surface value adds no new 

“features” to the company’s repertoire of enabling technology. After all, demos of business intelligence software are far 
more interesting with nice charts and key performance indicators that will melt the wallet of even the tightest of CFOs. 
Understanding how to position the value of data integration as a key, enabling framework for the organization will go a 
long way to ensuring that your data integration project is given the green light.

In preparing for the discussion that will be critical to the go/no go decision for your data integration project, there are five 
critical steps you need to take to ensure that the senior management of your organization is on board with the decision 
well before the meeting that will provide the final answer.

Step 1: Get an executive sponsor

Once you have come to the conclusion that data integration is the right strategy for your organization, the first step is 
to build buy-in from key people in management as early as possible. From the perspective of senior management, data 
integration might as well be equivalent to wasting money. The most important aspect of ensuring that your data integra-
tion project is green lighted is to identify the executive or executives that will get the most benefit from the data inte-
gration project and secure their support and buy-in first. During this step it’s critical to understand that from a business 
perspective data integration is simply an enabling technology. During this initial phase, it will be important to translate for 
the affected executive how data integration will be able to provide tangible, lasting financial benefits to the organization 
and to the area of the company for which the executive is responsible. To understand how data integration can affect the 
business aspects of the company you may want to review our white paper "Turning EDI Data Integration into a Financial 
Driver for Mid-Sized Companies" where we discuss how data integration can be used as an enabling technology for 
improving the operational performance of the company as a whole.

Once you have identified which business areas of the company might be impacted most it’s time to build the support of 
the affected executive. One of the more effective ways to do this is to ask them to help you 'determine' if data integra-
tion might be viable for the organization. To do so you might want to create a list of questions that you know will elicit the 
reaction you need – buy-in from the executive. Some examples of such questions might be:

 < How can the company benefit from a five-fold increase in order processing capacity? Consider not only financial 
implications but efficiency ones as well.

 < What benefit could we see from doubling or tripling our inventory turnover?

 < How easily can we access data across the multiple systems we have in the organization? How would the company 
benefit from easier access?

Learn more today

Need help in planning for a successful data integration project?

Call DiCentral today and tell us about your project. Our specialists will work with you on crafting the business case 
you need to get your project approved and will answer any questions about how to get started.
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WHO OWNS THE PROJECT?

Getting an executive sponsor behind your project will give you the leverage you need to ensure the senior manage-
ment of the organization is behind your project - ensuring that the rest of the company is as well.

< Do you have immediate access to the data you need to understand how the business is measuring against 
fundamental metrics like order-to-cash cycles?

Getting answers to these and other similar questions related to how the business will improve through data integration 
will provide you with the business-case needed and begin to create the buy-in of the executive sponsor you will need to 
have the project funded.

Step 2: Identify the metrics important to your company 

Order-to-cash cycles are great metrics to understand the benefit of data integration – but what if those are not important 
to your organization? As you begin to build consensus through management for the data integration project it will be 
critical to explore with the business owners and the executive sponsor the key business and financial metrics that the 
organization cares about. As those metrics are identified, the next step is to begin to consider the processes that affect 
each metric. For example, if maximizing inventory turns is a key driver for your business how are inventory turns man-
aged today? What is the order to shipment process for the company? What happens to a sales order when it comes into 
the building? Are there manual data entry steps? Could they be eliminated? What are the costs associated with each 
step in the sequence today? Identifying all the steps in a given business process, and assigning values to them, will be 
critical in helping to measure the cost of today’s business process vs. the potential future costs of an automated system– 
and in turn will help measure the return on investment of any data integration project. The table below shows a simpli-
fied example of a typical order management process with its associated costs and the financial benefits of automating 
those processes. Building these types of metrics is going to be critical in helping your company not only set up concrete 
measuring tools to determine the success of any integration project, but will also be critical in helping to sell the project 
through the organization.

PRINT DOCUMENTS MANUALLY 9 minutes

MANUALLY ARCHIVE DOCUMENTS 4 minutes

MANUALLY FAX DOCUMENTS 3 minutes

MAIL 1 DOCUMENT MANUALLY 1 minute

THE MANUAL ORDER PROCESS

17 
minutes

Step 3: Build buy-in through the process

A 2006 TDWI survey found that over 80% of data integration projects failed or were completed over estimated comple-
tion times and budgets. One of the keys to ensuring that your data integration project fits in the 20% that succeed is to 
ensure that you have buy-in for the project from any area of the organization that will be affected by the integration.

Through the process of identifying the business metrics that are important to the company it’s equally critical to identify 
the users and business owners in the organization who will be affected by any change in process due to the automation 
that is being proposed. If your company uses data entry clerks what will their role be in a post-data integration environ-
ment? Will you need to reduce the workforce? Can you re-purpose them? What are the benefits of the data integration 
going to be for the manager responsible for the data entry team and for those team members? Addressing questions 
like these for any department that will be affected by the data integration project will be critical in ensuring that when the 
time comes to begin the project they view it as a benefit to the company rather than as a threat.
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WHAT ARE YOU CHANGING? 

Identifying the key metrics that matter to your company will give you a greater chance of success. If order-to-cash 
cycles are important to your business you are more likely to get help from all concerned stakeholders than if the 
metric involved is secondary.

Ensuring that business units in the organization don’t view the project as a threat is only half the goal of building buy-in. 
The second half of this goal is to gain insight into what data is going to be needed to automate the processes that will 
be affected. If you want to automate the order entry process from your EDI system into your ERP system, for instance, 
who will be able to give you insight into the critical data that will be required other than the data entry team? Ensuring 
that they are both on board with your project and willing to help you determine the data and tools necessary to make the 
transition will be a key aspect of ensuring success.

Step 4: Do your homework

As with any complex project, a data integration deployment must be planned and coordinated to ensure success. For any 
organization – large or small – a key aspect of this planning will be to establish a methodology for deploying the integrat-
ed systems that makes sense. The single best piece of advice we at DiCentral can give any potential customer is to start 
small. Over the years one common thread we have seen with any large scale data integration deployments is that no 
matter how much buy-in you have from your organization, regardless of how many executive sponsors, and regardless 
of the amount of planning that goes into a project, there are always surprises. One of the most efficient and inexpensive 
ways of minimizing the negative impact of such surprises is to break up your data integration project into smaller more 
manageable segments. For example, if you are deploying a data integration project between your sales force automation 
and ERP systems you might want to start by planning and deploying the data integration aspect of only a small sub-set of 
records in both systems, and a sub-set of fields for each record. For example, you may want to take the bottom 10% of 
your customer base and begin by synchronizing only address information between the two systems.

The primary goal of starting with such a small set of data is to identify problem areas and unforeseen issues with areas 
of your business that will have the least negative impact on your day-to-day operations. It’s important to realize that what 
causes companies to give up on data integration projects is mostly fear – fear that is usually born out of confusion that 
may arise when critical systems and critical customers are impacted by an incomplete data integration process. In our 
example, what would be the impact of improperly synchronizing all of your customer addresses across your ERP and 
CRM systems? What would be the impact of improperly exchanging that address data for only your bottom performing 
10% customers? Using this type of phased approach to planning and deploying a data integration project will minimize 
the amount of pain and frustration that an organization will have to deal with and will allow you to realize and find solu-
tions for unplanned or unforseen problems before you begin the larger scale process.
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ARE YOU READY?

Planning your data integration project is a critical part of ensuring success. There are a multitude of obstacles and 
unforeseen pitfalls in any data integration project. Starting with a small subset of a larger project will give you an 
opportunity to spot potential mistakes and get ready for them.

Step 5: Get help on your side

The last step on the agenda to ensure a successful data integration project is to enlist the help of trusted experts. The 
reality for most mid-sized organizations today is that their IT resources are stretched to the limit continuously. Coupled 
with the fact that data integration requires a specific set of skills and knowledge, the reality is that most mid-market 
companies simply do not have the skill sets or the time to run most data integration projects themselves. As you begin to 
plan your data integration project you should also being to identify companies and suppliers that can help you along the 
way. 

Summary

Moving from a vision of an integrated business to a more concrete plan of action with associated, approved budgets can 
be challenging for any organization. Crafting a plan of execution for the entire project is a key aspect of getting the 
management buy-in necessary to ensure success. Over the twelve-plus years that DiCentral has helped companies like 
Kettle Foods, LaserCycle, Flowmaster, Elephant Pharmacy, and countless other mid-sized organizations, we have found 
that the most successful deployments always have a number of common elements:

< executive sponsorship

The first and most important step is identifying a key executive sponsor who will be your ally in the organization to sell 
the concept and its benefits to the rest of management. As the project begins its implementation phase the executive 
sponsor will also be of great value in expediting decisions that affect the success or failure of your project.

< clearly identified business metrics

Identifying the key business metrics of your organization – and which of those metrics you wish to improve – will be a 
critical step in being able to integrate the right data to ensure that the value of the integration project is clear and that the 
return on investment is maximized.

< Buy-in for the project throughout the organization

Ensuring that all affected units and employees in the company are aware and on board with the integration project is 
key, not only from the perspective of enlisting their support in the decision making process, but ensuring that you have 
access to their knowledge and expertise during the actual implementation.

< a phased approach to implementation

Identifying all potential pitfalls in any data integration project can be daunting and is usually impossible. For this reason, at 
DiCentral we always recommend a phased implementation where a small subset of the target data and systems in used 
to learn the processes, identify any problem areas, and determine solutions before a large scale deployment is attempted.
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WHO IS THERE TO HELP?

Align yourself with a company or a reseller that has worked in data integration projects before and can provide help. 
Your domain expertise is most likely not data integration - getting the right assistance could mean the difference 
between success and disaster.

< Help in the form of domain experts

The last critical step is ensuring that you have help in the form of domain experts – both for the data integration aspect 
and for questions that may arise with regards to your source and target systems. Working with a company like DiCentral 
that has both in-house and third party resources available to help in both areas is going to be critical in ensuring success.

About DiCentral

Founded in 2000, today DiCentral is a leading global innovator in the EDI (Electronic Data Interchange) industry segment. 
A broad range of Software plus Services solutions enables a seamless exchange of data throughout supply chain net-
works. DiCentral’s integration solutions are scalable to the size, growth, and unique requirements of each business. In 
addition, DiCentral develops and markets a complementary suite of supply chain applications for retailers and suppliers, 
including EDI Testing, Global Enablement, Web EDI, Managed Services, and more. Visit http://www.dicentral.com to 
learn more.


