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Digitalisation: ERP-Systems, Master Data and new Challenges

This publication from our „Fundamentals“ series 
is intended to provide the reader with a brief over-
view and guide to action on specific topics.

This information on the topic of Master Data is 
based upon our practical experience.

Higher, faster, further - Technological progress 
and digitalisation make our working everyday 
life easier on the one hand, but also increasingly 
fast-paced and complex on the other. New techno-
logies and the trend towards customising lead to 
fragmentation and ever larger amounts of data. 
Poor master data often has negative consequen-
ces for a company and makes work more difficult 
for everyone involved. These texts are the result 
of this problem. It will help you to better unders-
tand the problems of master data and the asso-
ciated challenges and apply this knowledge to 
your company.

In projects dealing with the introduction of ERP 
solutions, CRM or other business software, we re-
peatedly experience the underestimation of mas-
ter data. This documentation is intended to help 
you and provide you with information on what you 
should pay attention to when introducing ERP 
solutions or generally dealing with the acquisition 
of new I.T.

We would like to thank all supporters who have 
made this book possible. The exchange with col-
leagues and company representatives is essential 
for continued success in our work.

If you have any suggestions, please let us know 
and write to us.

Böblingen, April 2019

Foreword
by Dr. Harald Dreher
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It is true that an ERP system can only 
be as good as the master data quality it 
possesses. Even if this topic is already an 

ongoing issue, the rapidly advancing digitali-
sation threatens to catapult it from the frying 
pan into the fire. There is a danger of being 
caught between the millstones of the flood 
of data and the simultaneously increasing 
demands on data quality.

Master data: An ongoing issue that 
needs to be tackled

The numerous problems with master data have 
already been discussed several times. They invol-
ve duplicates as well as incomplete or outdated 
information. But the effects of bad master data 
are usually not immediately noticeable, the con-
sequences are much more insidious. Over time, 
employees have more and more queries and the 
coordination processes become much longer. 
This creeping effect causes the trust of the staff 
in the company‘s own data to dwindle in the long 
term. If decisions have to be made under dead-
line pressure - not uncommon in everyday busi-
ness - employees learn to help themselves. Under 
certain circumstances, incorrect master data is 
simply accepted or gaps are filled by more or less 

arbitrary estimates.
As if the general master data situation were 

not challenging enough, the advancing digitalisa-
tion presents companies with even more chal-
lenges. The amount of data continues to grow 
rapidly. At the same time, the quality requirements 
for the data are also increasing.

The trend cuts across all industries: From the 
food industry and furniture manufacturing to me-
chanical engineering and automotive - customers 
increasingly want more customised products and 
more often in smaller delivery quantities or sizes. 
Customer wishes are also becoming more and 
more differentiated in the service sector. Tech-
nological progress favours this trend by making 
more and more variations technically feasible and 
economically affordable. 
Individual parts in small series can be ordered by 
uploading a CAD drawing on the corresponding 
supplier websites. For master data in ERP sys-
tems, this means one thing above all: their num-
ber is increasing massively due to new customers 
and products.

Technologies such as 3D printing are also driving 
this. This allows physical objects to be manufac-
tured by applying layers. This makes it possible 
to economically produce individual parts and also 
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small series - there is often talk of batch size 1. 
This also leads to a strong increase in the number 
of product variants, and with them the (master) 
data volumes continue to grow.

 
Digitalisation and increasing demands 
on master data quality

Another trend taking place at the same time, 
however, is that digitalisation is increasing the 
demands on data quality. For example, automa-
tion and machine learning will play a major role 
in coping with the flood of data. However, these 
technologies require high-quality (master) data 
that is as accurate and complete as possible.
Product life cycles are also becoming shorter and 
shorter due to digitalisation and new technologi-
cal possibilities; in addition, niche requirements 
are also increasing. For 
master data, this in turn 
means that their life-
span is becoming much 
shorter and they are be-
coming outdated much 
more quickly. They must 
therefore be updated more frequently. In dynamic 
industries there is already a trend that a large part 
of the master data is no longer up-to-date after 2 
years at the latest. This means that it is becoming 
increasingly costly to keep data in a usable state.
The enormous amounts of data generated by 
digitalisation require new ways of dealing with the 
associated problems. It is becoming increasingly 
important to use automated processes to filter 
out the necessary or desired information. Here 
again, data and master data play an important 
role. After all, the quality of automated solutions 
can only be as good as the data quality on which 
they are based. 

One example of this is machine learning - a tech-
nology that is already being used successfully 
today for matching invoices or recognising speci-
fic product images. However, in order for machine 
learning to work as desired, the algorithms usually 
have to be taught using historical data. Useful 
patterns can then be derived from this. Here it is 
important that the existing data - for products, 
customers or suppliers, for example - are of a cor-
respondingly high quality in order to deliver relia-
ble results. Another area is M2M communication. 
Here, machines acquire the ability to communica-

te with each other and thus avoid bottlenecks.

In addition to the diversity of variants, the Internet 
of Things (IoT) is causing a data explosion. More 
and more measurement parameters can be recor-
ded more sensitively and at the same time more 
cheaply by sensors. In addition, the costs for data 
storage are falling consistent. These include, for 
example, aircraft engines, lift and train doors or 
food in transport and storage containers whose 
cold chain is monitored by sensors around the 
clock. In addition, the development of providing 
many devices, machines and other components 
with a digital twin - i.e. a digital copy of the physi-
cal object - is leading to a further massive increa-
se in data volumes. Master data is also increasing 
and forming more and more links to other data.

The new technological possibilities and the 
increase in data mean that the need for further 

solutions - which in turn 
generate new data - in-
creases. These include 
solutions in the areas of 
data protection and data 
security. At the same 
time, it is becoming more 

and more difficult to keep track of master data 
and other data, and the maintenance effort and 
susceptibility to errors continue to increase. In 
the product data area, for example, new products, 
variants and versions as well as new hierarchy 
levels for master data are being added. Or free 
capacities to help each other or to pass on infor-
mation to the responsible personnel. 

If certain material is missing, the missing parts 
can be ordered automatically. If a machine an-
nounces free capacities for a certain period of 
time and is equipped with the appropriate tool, the 
parts in question can be diverted to production. 
But in order for the processes to function smoo-
thly, the corresponding data - including master 
data - must be as complete and correct as possi-
ble.

Due to internationalisation and economic inte-
gration, which is promoted by the internet, old 
value chains and networks are being reorganised. 
Partners and suppliers who play an important role 
for one‘s own core business are now increasing-
ly located on the other side of the world. Other 
countries, geographic conditions, laws, langua-
ges, cultures - this leads to master data not only 

„It is becoming more and more im-
portant to use automatic processes to 

achieve the necessary or desired
Information.“
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increasing in number, but also showing more and 
more country-specific differences. This increa-
ses the complexity and the effort. For example, 
foreign-language designations increase the effort 
required to ensure correct spelling.
Another trend concerns new software solutions 
with the advent of cloud computing. Work, pro-
duction and business processes have to meet 
ever higher demands due to increasing require-
ments. Therefore, it is often necessary to combine 
on-premise ERP systems with solutions from the 
public cloud or from several clouds. This, in turn, 
requires cooperation and a smooth

Data exchange of the different software. If master 
data and other data are incomplete, incorrect or 
duplicated, the problems become even greater. 
The more integrated the different ERP solutions 
and the specific add-ons are, the faster errors 
spread. Delays occur because data must first be 
cleansed and corrected, or decisions are made on 
the basis of incorrect data, which may not be noti-
ced until later - but are then all the more costly.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Summary and Outlook
As the discussion has shown, the amount of 
master data is increasing due to digitalisation and 
other technological developments.

The Internet of Things and the diversity of vari-
ants are driving this. Furthermore, it is becoming 
increasingly important for companies to maintain 
high standards in data processing. These are 
important in order to cope with the rapidly increa-
sing amount of master and other data due to di-
gitalisation. This is especially true when it comes 
to automating work and production processes. 
This is the only way companies can maintain their 
competitiveness and meet market demands today 
and in the future.
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Dr. Harald Dreher is the owner of Dreher Con-
sulting, an independent expert consultancy for 
digitalisation, I.T. selection and process optimisa-
tion. After holding various positions in industry, 
he founded Dreher Consulting in 1992. Since its 
foundation, it has been concerned with process 
optimisation and improving the competitiveness 
of companies. Harald Dreher is active in various 
initiatives on supply chain and process optimisa-
tion, was a lecturer on process optimisation and 
is active as a speaker and lecturer, as well as the 
author of various specialist articles. The focus 
of his expert consulting for entrepreneurs is the 
implementation of digitalisation strategies, the 
strategic alignment of I.T. and the improvement of 
competitiveness through the use of A.I. and A.R. 
applications.

Kontakt: info@dreher-consulting.com
Tel.: 	    +497031 714 879 0
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All information, procedures and representations contained in this document have been compiled to the 
best of our knowledge and tested with care. Nevertheless, errors cannot be completely ruled out. For 
this reason, the information contained in this book is not associated with any obligation or guarantee 
of any kind. Consequently, the author and publisher accept no legal responsibility and will not assume 
any liability, consequential or otherwise, arising in any way from the use of this information - or any part 
thereof. Likewise, the author and publisher do not guarantee that the processes etc. Described are free 
from the property rights of third parties. The reproduction of common names, trade names, product 
names, etc. in this book, even without special identification, therefore does not justify the assumption 
that such names are to be regarded as free within the meaning of trademark and brand protection legis-
lation and may therefore be used by anyone.


