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Defining “Refactoring”
Refactoring is a term coming from software engineering describing a way of changing – improving the design of – a program without actually modifying its functionality.  I do not want to apply the same rigid understanding of this methodology to the process depicted in this article, the objective, however, remains the same for both understandings of this term. An ERP implementation can be refactored by changing the details how certain processes are implemented as well as how certain processes are performed by users of the system without providing any new features to the end user.
Why would you want to do this? Doesn’t that sound like spending lots of effort into something without benefit?

Acknowledging reality

Developing and deploying complex information technology systems is still thought of primarily as an engineering task: you plan the system, implement and test it for finally passing it over to the user. At the end there is a solution, which is clean, works well within standard functionality, is able to suit all future requirements and is documented and understood perfectly. But apart from high level management project status charts, this is not always what we actually see once we take a look into the inner workings of a productive ERP system. Not to be misunderstood – this doesn’t mean, the system doesn’t work – probably it does perfectly. The point here is just that future requirements could bring you into a situation where quick fixes from former times establish severe risks for the further development and the further capabilities of your system – and your business. 
The reasons for this are multiple, as for example:
· Changing requirements during the project
· Misunderstanding of requirements in a sense that process analysis did not go far enough to understand really why processes work the way they do
· Time and budget pressures facilitate quick and dirty solutions

· Not all “golden door-handles” requested by users are always denied or at least implemented in a standard-compliant fashion

· Each project is always a learning experience for all participants
All these are circumstances that can most likely not be avoided in the first place. They are mostly a result of long time path-dependence – they did not harm the project or its results, but they can make your life much harder once unforeseen changes might come in the way of your operation one day.
Making it simpler
Within the framework of an integrated standard ERP application system like e.g. SAP R/3, the objective of any refactoring effort is clear: Back to Standard!

Wherever additional development was made in your system – be it with former releases, be it in newer times, the first thing to check is whether the development you made could eventually being replaced by standard functionality. In fact, this is very often possible, although not always clear. It needs some time of productive operation to understand real life processes fully – and only that understanding leads to the apprehension that what was developed additionally was already there before in standard – or was at least added in one of the last releases.
The same thing is true for sub-systems. Simply abolish them, where they are not needed! Of course, some of them are highly beneficial, and I would never try to touch these, but others simply cost lots of money, without giving the amount of flexibility originally attributed to them. Recognize these and throw them out, replacing them just by plain standard functionality coming out-of-the-box in your ERP system, which you already have! (There will probably be people in your organization opposing this. Never let this intimidate you, though!)
Last but not least have a look at your processes. Are you still aware of them, even years after the implementation of your system? It might well be worth to assess the status of your process documentation and the way you do this. Changes should be tracked and reality should be cross-checked with what is written on paper. A random sample of end-users should be involved in this – just to see whether the things they do on a daily basis are really the things originally designed.

Where to start
A good point for refactoring your ERP implementation is to start where the original implementation project ended: authorisations, reports, forms and printing programs. These were probably written at a time, where pressure was high, budget was already used and quality standards not any longer as hard as in the beginning of the project, when the organisational structures and the fact that master data exists were discussed. And they give quite often detailed insight into the delicate parts of business processes, raising many interesting issues for discussion. From here, a refactoring project can easily work itself backwards just to the basics of the organizational structure, always keeping its main focus clearly visible: simplify, standardize and make things ready for the changes that will come. Thereby, you fulfil a vital part in what is supposed to be the main task of information technology: you enable your business. Not only your current business, but especially your future business. And that is certainly a valuable benefit.
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