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Best, cheapest or niche?
Successful vendors of any product use one of three strategies: have the best product, be the lower-cost alternative or fill a niche not served by the other providers.  Each of these strategies is attractive to ERP buyers - either through competitive advantage using the best product, getting a product tailored to their type of business, or getting a bargain.  
Cambashi recently had briefings from three ERP providers that each fit into different strategies.  Each provides an insight into how the strategy works for customers.  The first briefing was from IFS, which has a very well-defined niche strategy.  It boasts a single product focussed on a few fast-growing industry sectors.  The product has some features that make it particularly suited to those sectors.  Furthermore, IFS claims that it can achieve rapid implementations for companies with international operations.  These are areas that it believes are not only underserved by its competition, but also well-served by its products.
The second briefing was from Openbravo, an open-source ERP provider.  Its strategy is clearly as the lower-cost option, with subscription pricing running from free to $650 per user per year.  Arguably, it could be said to be serving a niche, as it believes there is a big gap between QuickBooks and NetSuite.  Openbravo sees the basic functionality of ERP as being a commodity - it's no longer a source of competitive advantage for companies.  So Openbravo provides the basic functionality and its partners develop additional functionality to add value.
The final briefing was for SAP's new cloud ERP product, Business ByDesign.  It's strategy is clearly to be the best product, since products like Openbravo are cheaper and SAP is unlikely to be happy with a niche product.  SAP claims that it has the broadest product currently available - not just ERP or CRM, but a full enterprise-class application set.  SAP contrasts Business ByDesign with Salesforce.com as the difference between tracking a lead through to opportunity and tracking the lead through to cash.  Although it is initially aiming the product at a niche - smaller companies or subsidiaries - its stated vision is for Business ByDesign to be the default product, while on-premise is for the niche market of companies unwilling to move to the cloud.  For Business ByDesign to succeed, it will have to prove itself as the best product available.
Each of the approaches taken by the three ERP vendors will have its advantages.  Prospective users ought to identify which approach suits it best before starting a selection process.  Only then can they identify the shortlist to choose from.
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