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Abstract 

This paper is the product of a study of what top management find interesting and what is of 
concern to them in relation to the Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems in the 
second wave of ERP. Very little empirical research exists on the subject of the interests and 
concerns of CEOs in relation to a company’s ERP System. However research into 
information system literature indicates that CEOs are valued as key players in the 
management of IT to secure that the IT strategy is aligned with the business strategy. Based 
on the fact that very little prior research exists on the CEOs’ interests and concerns in 
relation to the ERP system in the second wave, we employed an interpretive explorative 
case study with a grounded approach carried out through open interviews with CEOs. The 
research was conducted in three mid-size Danish production companies all of which have an 
ERP system. The contribution of this paper is five propositions that represent the core of 
what top management interests and concerns are in relation to the ERP systems. As our 
methodology also reflects, this case study is not representative and can therefore not be 
generalised. Rather, it is a first insight into the field and it can be used for reflection and/or 
tested in future research. The five propositions are: establishing a decision structure, 
ensuring that the IT strategy is aligned with the business strategy, identifying the impact that 
an ERP system has on the organisation, establishing ERP target measures and identifying 
innovative possibilities in ERP. The paper ends with a discussion of the findings of the case 
study, the implications for practice and research and the possibilities for future research.   
 
Keywords: ERP systems, managing ERP, CEOs’ interests and concerns, enterprise 
systems, senior management.  

 
1. Introduction  

Today many major businesses have already implemented an ERP system to support 
their business processes and now find themselves in what is often referred to as the 
second wave of ERP (Marcus and Tanis, 2001; Ross and Vitale, 2001; Willis and 
Willis-Brown, 2002; Kræmmergaard, Rikhardsson and Møller, 2004). However, 
research on the area of CEOs’ interests and concerns in relation to the ERP is 
limited. Nevertheless we regard CEOs as key players in managerial issues related to 
IT and more specifically ERP and recognise the importance of uncovering what is of 
interest and concern to them. Furthermore there are numerous examples of 
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unsuccessful IT projects where senior management are contributing factors of failure. 
Factors that are especially highlighted are lack of commitment, lack of clear 
management responsibility and lack of visible leadership. These factors are also 
relevant to ERP maintenance in general. Two recent ERP projects, within the Danish 
healthcare system and the Danish defence, also exemplify the need for a deeper 
understanding of the roles and responsibilities of senior management within ERP 
maintenance. 
 
Prior research has identified five expectations that senior management have for IS 
management in general (Hirschheim and Klein, 2003). These are: 1. lower cost of 
the IS function; 2. increased speed of delivery of IS products and services; 3. 
comprehensive cross-functional data availability; 4. demonstrated value; and 5. 
leadership in shaping the corporate strategic direction. Maybe these expectations 
can be transcended to the study of ERP in the second wave. However this is not yet 
clear and need further investigation. A natural next step is to study to what and 
where the CEOs direct their own attention concerning ERP. We have therefore set 
out to look into the question of what is of utmost interest and concern to the CEOs in 
relation to the company’s ERP systems?  
 
This is done first by broadening the background and motivation for this article. Then 
the research methodology is described whereafter the findings from three explorative 
case studies are presented. Next we put forward five propositions about the interests 
and concerns of CEOs in relation to second wave ERP. Finally the implications for 
practice and research are discussed and the paper is concluded with suggestions for 
future research.  

2. Background 

The motivation for investigating the interests of CEOs in regard to ERP must be 
found in the fact that other studies (Henderson and Venkatraman, 1999; Reich and 
Benbasat, 2000; Ross and Weil, 2003; Hirschheim and Klein, 2003; Luftman and 
McLean, 2004 and Weil, 2004) and practice areas directly and indirectly point to the 
finding that the success of an ERP system in the second wave depends on top 
management involvement. Based on these studies it also seems that certain 
patterns of senior management involvement are related to the success of managing 
IT in an organisation, which is why the interests of senior management are equally 
important to uncover. 
 
Reich and Benbasat (2000) argue that the CEO must take part in IT management 
and that shared knowledge between the business and the IT domains is one way to 
secure alignment between them. They further stress the importance of the CEO’s 
ability to understand and be able to participate in other key processes in the 
administration of IT. In the short run CEOs must play an active part in IT 
implementation, and they must communicate with their executives and secure the 
connection between business and IT planning. In the long run it is believed to be 
important for strategic alignment that senior management participate in securing the 
interaction between the business and the IT strategies. 
 
In strategic alignment the potential of IS is essential to support the business strategy 
as well as to shape new business strategies. In both cases the CEO needs to play a 
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role, determined by the specific alignment strategy (Henderson and Venkatraman, 
1999). The ability to achieve alignment between the business and IT and improve 
business performance is believed to increase if the organisation has an effective IT 
governance structure (Weill and Ross, 2004). Top performing corporations 
proactively seek value from IT by clarifying business strategies and the role IT has in 
achieving them; they measure and manage the amount that they spend and the 
value received from IT; they design organisational practices to fit IT to their business 
strategies; they assign accountability to the organisational changes required to 
benefit from new IT capabilities and they learn from each implementation, becoming 
more adept at sharing and reusing IT assets (Weill and Ross, 2004). 
 
An intriguing question is whether all these factors are anchored within the mindset of 
the CEO or whether they are elements in the gap between current IS research and 
senior management expectations (Hirschheim and Klein, 2003). To look further into 
that question, this paper investigates the interests and concerns of CEOs in relation 
to ERP systems in what is called the second wave of ERP (Willis and Willis-Brown, 
2002). 

3. The research method 

The aim of the research is, as mentioned in the introduction, to derive a number of 
propositions that express the core of what is valued by CEOs in relation to managing 
their ERP systems. This means that we do not aim at contributing with general 
conclusions in the sense of quantitative research based on a large number of 
observations to determine how much, how often and how many, but instead aim at 
putting forward propositions based on real-world observations to contribute to 
existing knowledge and theory within the area of managing ERP systems in the 
second wave. Thus the aim is not to present the final “truth” (Glaser and Strauss, 
1967; Gummesson, 2000). Our research strategy was to conduct an in-depth 
explorative case study in three Danish companies having implemented an ERP 
system at least three years ago. The research is not representative and cannot be 
generalised. The propositions will therefore serve as triggers for reflection or can be 
tested in future research.  
 
The research is located within the interpretive (Walsham, 1995) traditions where 
social realities are assumed to be constructed, and research conclusions are 
reached by studying the interpretations of the research subjects (CEOs). These 
interpretations are located in texts (here interview transcriptions) which can then be 
analysed. The purpose of this philosophical and methodological stance is to allow 
that the opinions of experienced CEOs can be systematically collected and analysed, 
unhindered by existing theoretical paradigms, attitudes or biases. This explorative 
approach is suitable since very little is known about CEO interests in relation to 
Enterprise System Management (Yin, 1994). 
 
The research was conducted using the following steps: 
 
1. From December 2005 to March 2006 three individual unstructured interviews 

lasting 1½-2 hours were conducted with CEOs. The starting point for all the 
interviews was the very open question: “What is of interest to you in regard to IT 
and then secondly in regard to your Enterprise System?”. By starting out very 
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broadly, we hoped to open up the mind of the CEO and thereby not enforce any 
of our own opinions on him. In the later part of the interview we asked more 
detailed follow-up questions, primarily by asking for examples, but also by asking 
for more detailed answers to the initial question. In this way it was possible using 
a grounded approach to collect explorative data about what the CEOs regard as 
being of interest and concern to them in relation to their ERP. 

2. Based on all the transcripts of the interviews the first analysis was made with the 
aim of conceptualising the data (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). We ended up with a 
dozen different conceptual labels, which we afterwards grouped into different 
categories in accordance with what Strauss and Corbin (1990) call “open coding”.     

3. Based on the different categories we conducted yet another analysis leading to a 
modified list of concepts. 

4. The list of concepts was then grouped into the propositions presented in this 
paper. Each proposition is composed by an aggregation of different concepts. 

 
The case study is based on interviews with CEOs from three mid-size Danish 
production companies that had implemented an ERP system more than three years 
ago. In order to have a better basis for comparing the interviews, we selected 
companies of approximately the same size. The specific ERP was not a focal point in 
our research, which is why we did not focus on selecting companies with similar ERP 
systems. 

4. Five propositions on CEO interests in ERP  

In this section the five propositions are presented (see table 1). Each of the 
propositions is presented by using citations from the interviews. 
 
Table 1. Five propositions on CEO interests in relation to ERP systems 

 

4.1 Establishing a decision structure 

The CEOs are concerned with specifying a decision structure and ensuring that the 
behaviour in the use of IT is desirable. At the same time they are still very much 
aware of their own role in ERP matters within the organisation. As one of the CEOs 
puts it: 
 
“Sometimes there is some confusion as to who must make which decisions and at 
what level. At this point I think it is extremely important that senior management is 
conscious about their own position and don’t go too deep [down the decision chain]”.  
 

The CEO has an interest in 
1) establishing a decision structure 
2) ensuring that the IT strategy is aligned with the business strategy 
3) identifying the impact that an ERP system has on the organisation 
4) establishing ERP target measures 
5) identifying innovative possibilities in the ERP system 
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Designing these structures involves establishing corporate principles and setting up 
decision frames for the other executives. In particular this is a way to ensure that a 
specific IT decision is not in conflict with e.g. a sales strategy. Furthermore they point 
out that input and decisions should be made by the people that are most competent. 
In creating this decision structure senior management appear to make a structure for 
the IS function on the basis of their business strategy:  
 
“You need too provide boundaries for the nerds” and “the executives need guidelines 
and need to know who is responsible”.  
 
It is of concern to senior management to set out guidelines and boundaries for the 
people in charge. In one of the companies it is the business strategy that constitutes 
the limits and guidelines and in continuation of aligning the strategies, this also 
serves as a source for designing some overall principles for the IS function. However 
in designing the strategies, the CEOs stress that their involvement is on the strategic 
level, where the focus is on the long-term values of the IT processes and of the ERP 
architecture. It is also the senior management that create the strategy and attach 
goals for measurements, while the operationalisation is carried out further down the 
organisation: 
 
“The objectives we line up for the board of directors are created when drafting our 
strategy”. 
 
When senior management design their decision structure, whether explicit or implicit, 
choices about investment decisions are very essential to the CEOs. During an 
interview one CEO illustrates his role in investment related decisions in this way: “If 
upgrading technical equipment is a case of an investment, then yes indeed [I am 
involved]”. Naturally the degree of involvement from the CEO is dependant on the 
size of the specific investment, but it shows that they are indeed involved when it 
comes to decisions concerning ERP investments.  

4.2 Ensuring that the IT strategy is aligned with the business strategy 

The CEOs indicate that they are interested in not only aligning their IT and business 
strategies, but also in obtaining possibilities from IT through automating and focusing 
on the possibilities that their ERP offers them. They are concerned with the ability to 
use their IT strategy in what they term “doing business”:  
 
“We try to use IT and our ERP system in a business-oriented way and I think this is 
what constitutes senior management involvement: how do you support the business 
strategy you have with the IT you have and vice versa?”.  
 
Furthermore he adds that the IT should not just be incorporated on the strategic level:  
 
“IT needs to be application oriented, but on the operation level and not in the 
strategic business models […] IT then becomes an interior part of the strategic areas 
[and becomes useful]”. 
 
One of the case companies regards their ERP implementation as a success and one 
of the main reasons is, according to the CEO, that they do not consider their ERP 
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system a necessity in itself. Instead they consider it to be an important and integral 
part of their business and have aligned their business strategy with their IT strategy 
in a successful way:  
 
“The ERP system is not an island in the company; rather it is a core part of our 
business strategy, just as human relation is, just as financial management is and so 
on”.  
 
One part of aligning the different strategies is also for the CEO to make sure that 
they are embedded in the daily routines of the organisation. According to one of the 
CEOs this is done by making the strategies operational and applicable throughout 
the organisation. They acknowledge that senior management must be a key player 
in both creating the alignment between the business and IT strategies, and also in 
achieving strategic fit between the business units and the IT (ERP) function.   

4.3 Identifying the impact that an ERP system has on the organisation 

The CEO shows an interest in the change management issues related to the ERP 
system and concern about the impact that the ERP has on the organisation. In one 
of the case companies the ERP system is an old version which the vendor will soon 
cease to support. This means that at some point the company and the organisation 
will face a situation where they need to upgrade their ERP system to a newer version. 
It is apparent from the interview that the upgrade in itself does not seem to trouble 
the CEO. Instead he is much more concerned with the impact that an upgrade will 
have on their organisation and business potential: 
 
“When you change or upgrade your ERP system, you need to completely scale 
down expectations”. 
 
This is one of many comments on the subject from the CEOs. In this situation the 
CEO is more worried about the fact that the company is very sensitive towards 
changes in the ERP system. Even if the upgrade goes without a glitch, the new 
system will affect several aspects of the organisation and the organisation has to 
change accordingly.  
 
One of the challenges mentioned by a CEO is the dilemma inherent in any ERP 
system of choosing between standardisation and specialisation. Implementation and 
maintenance of an ERP system simply force changes on the organisation that 
cannot be ignored by senior management. As such the ERP decisions that senior 
management have to make have a huge effect on aligning the business and IT 
strategies and on the push-pull effect between business and IT:  
 
“Should you do as you always do and just alter the present ERP system or should 
you choose the basics of the ERP system to change the organisation and your own 
culture and thereby look critically at your own processes?”. 
  
A soft spot in every organisation is culture and this is especially the case in 
knowledge-based companies such as one of the organisations in this case study. 
This is also noticed by one CEO who is very aware of the cultural changes caused 
by an ERP system: 
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“It is really not the IT technology that makes the difference, but people’s habits and 
intellectual alertness for change”.  
 
The CEOs focus on what organisational implications the enterprise system has, and 
there are many decisions concerning the ERP that lead to organisational 
compromises. In one of the companies, which is facing a merger, the trait of 
compromise between important stakeholders and the need for change managers to 
interact is also the centre of attention of the CEO:  
 
“We would have liked a joined ERP solution from day one in the merger, but realised 
that our new partner was far from us on an IT scale. We also acknowledged that 
there were some things we were required to do first and some stakeholders we 
needed to please”. 

4.4 Establishing ERP target measures 

The CEOs also have an interest in the operationalisation of the IT and ERP strategy. 
They establish target measures for the ERP and the IT functions, and hence for the 
IT strategy in order to make it application oriented. One CEO mentions that it is of 
importance to him that he is able to see how ERP (and IT) maintenance and 
improvement initiatives will add value to the company. You could say that value for 
money is of concern to the CEOs: 
  
“If you can’t determine the exact value added to a specific ERP project, you should 
not consider it”.  
 
The CEOs are interested in achieving value through the ERP system in different 
ways over time. At one point it may be important that they are able to add value to 
the customers (for example e-business etc.) and at another point they may focus on 
being cost-effective. One CEO adds: 
 
“Being able to offer products to customers in a more cost-effective way, this is what 
comes to mind when I think about IT”. 
 
They also use an explicit tool for adding target measures to all their initiatives. These 
measures are based on balanced scorecards and what they call strategic result 
goals and are of primary interest to one of the CEOs. Connecting the measurement 
on IT with other areas is also something that the CEO in one of the companies is 
concerned with: 
 
“We make performance goals for IT and ERP. These are some of the goals I 
participate in producing”.  

4.5 Identifying innovative possibilities in the ERP system 

Another issue of concern and interest to the CEOs is the ability to identify innovative 
possibilities through the use of an ERP system. One CEO expresses it in this way: 
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“[Innovation] is driven by us trying to ensure that our people have the right spirit that 
makes it possible for them to make a difference in co-operation. In order to make a 
difference they need an infrastructure and they need tools. This is what is needed to 
be innovative and should be a reflection of how our system is designed”. 
 
One of the companies in our study is very knowledge intensive, and the CEO in this 
company stresses the fact that IT must provide the tools for knowledge sharing. The 
CEO adds to this that the ERP system can be utilised to add value to the company 
products. He thinks that it is an added benefit that the ERP system makes the 
business more efficient: “We can reduce the amount of data processing and hence 
reduce the time we spend”. Another issue that the CEOs find very interesting is the 
fact that they use the ERP system not only in the efficiency-based and calculative 
way described above (to save time, people and money), but also to provide a better 
basis for decisions in order to “know your global market potentials”. 
 
Moreover one CEO thinks that some of the innovative ideas should be initiated by a 
push from the IT department. In other words he expects the IT organisation to have a 
proactive influence on the business organisation:  
 
“It is a push from the IT organisation that generates new features, which is the best 
way – this is where it really matters, where it affects the business”.  
 
In all the interviews it appears that senior management are alert to the opportunities, 
on a small or large scale, which their ERP system offers the organisation and its 
members. New small-scale features, as the introduction of e-mail, may revolutionise 
the ways of communicating. One CEO mentions that it is important to see the 
prospects and possibilities in order to enhance processes within the organisation as 
well as in the global market and then use these not only to support but also to 
optimise business processes and communication.  
 
In our analysis of the case study and iterative treatment of the derived subjects, the 
five propositions that we have now presented appear significant to the CEOs. But the 
five propositions are not an exhaustive list of CEO interests and concerns. The 
analysis uncovered other subjects that are also important to all the CEOs, however 
less significantly. Two of the subjects that are also of interest to the CEOs and 
touched upon in all the interviews are commitment from senior management and the 
need for communication. However in our analysis we feel that the two have not been 
emphasised to a degree where an actual proposition can be derived. A final and 
more general observation is that the size of the corporation seems to influence the 
degree to which senior management take an interest in ERP related matters. 

5. Implications for practice and future research 

From an academic point of view our job is to deliver research, which is of relevance 
to practice (Hirschheim and Klein, 2003). The case study presented in this paper 
does not derive a deep theoretical model of CEO interests and concerns. Instead we 
present small-scale theory (Maaløe, 2004) by labelling five factual propositions, 
derived from a case study of CEOs, all of which are highly relevant to the entire 
second wave. Several other studies (Henderson and Venkatraman, 1999; Reich and 
Benbasat, 2000; Ross and Weil, 2003; Hirschheim and Klein, 2003; Luftman and 
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McLean, 2004 and Weil, 2004) argue that the role of the CEO in IS and IT is 
important, which is why it is crucial to understand the premises under which the CEO 
is operating. We believe that our study is a step towards understanding these 
premises while at the same time highlighting areas that should qualify as subjects for 
further research. 
  
A number of similar studies have been conducted with the CIO in focus instead of 
the CEO (Luftman, 2003). We do not suggest that CIOs and CEOs have similar 
interests and concerns in relation to the ERP. Even the opposite might be the case, 
but there is nevertheless a need to compare studies on CIOs with studies on CEOs 
in order to determine whether there is a gap between interests, concerns and 
expectations. It is evident from our case study that it is of great concern to the CEOs 
to establish a decision structure that is optimal in the sense that it fosters optimal 
behaviour in relation to ERP decisions. Such decision structures are not established 
overnight. It requires a deep understanding of the organisation and it requires a 
shared understanding between actors and of each others’ views. This is why our 
case study serves as a starting point for research on CEO interests and concerns. 
 
Our case study is based on opinions of real-life CEOs from three mid-size production 
companies and in the design of the case study, we have tried to be as open as 
possible. This also means that our case study analysis has been carried out with 
minimal reference to existing literature on the emerging subjects. In order for our 
case study to contribute to the ESM toolbox, it needs to be augmented with a more 
in-depth analysis of the subjects that has emerged during the case study. In the next 
section we will elaborate a little on these subjects and draw parallels to existing 
literature. 

6. Conclusion 

It is apparent from the above analysis of CEO interests in second wave ERP that the 
concerns of senior management are on a higher abstraction level than just on ERP 
systems. Their interests are related to several different areas within IT and IS, as 
well as several theoretical areas, such as governance, strategic alignment and 
change management. These theoretical areas are closely interconnected and we 
believe that future studies will be able to draw parallels between theory and practical 
relevance, which can be fruitful for both research and practice. In developing IT 
governance (Ross and Weil, 2003) and achieving strategic alignment (Henderson 
and Venkatraman, 1999), ERP can be a source of competitive advantage (and 
innovative advantage) as well as business risks (Kræmmergaard et al., 2005). In our 
case study we have come across both of these sources: by adding target measures 
and enacting change management, CEOs try to diminish the risks from working with 
ERP while at the same time obtaining future possibilities derived from continued 
development of their ERP.   
 
However our goal was to gain insight into the interests of senior management within 
IT and especially their ERP systems. What occupied the CEOs in dealing with the 
development, use and possibilities of their ERP systems? We found out that the 
CEO has an interest in establishing a decision structure, ensuring that the IT strategy 
is aligned with the business strategy, identifying the impact that an ERP system has 
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on the organisation, establishing ERP target measures and identifying innovative 
possibilities in ERP systems. 
 
We also found that senior management commitment and communication are 
important factors. The CEOs in our case study show a considerable interest in the 
consequences for the organisation of lacking communication and commitment from 
senior management. An additional observation is that CEO interest in the ERP 
system seems to be related to the size of the company. Several indicators point to 
the fact that the size of the corporation as well as the state of the corporation 
influence the extent to which senior management show interest in ERP. The interest 
in matters of ERP is opposite proportional to the size of the company, whereas 
transitions such as mergers, implementation of new ERP systems or platform 
changes seem to increase the focus and interest from senior management.  
 
What is then the answer to the question if the presented theoretical concepts are 
common knowledge to CEOs? The CEOs appear to have a deep understanding of 
the concepts related to the second wave of ERP, but we cannot infer that they 
understand the integration of these concepts and neither their own role in such 
integration. However we feel convinced that our findings can serve as a facilitator for 
gaining a larger understanding of what the role of the CEO is compared to that of the 
CIO and what the role of the CEO should be compared to that of the CIO in the 
organisation. Finally our analysis can provide input to designing relevant research 
areas and as a result provides the business sector with new state-of-the-art 
applicable research.   
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