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ANATOMY OF A FAILED TRANSFORMATION:
TARGET CANADA -SUPPLY CHAIN AND ERP
FAILURE

The Collapse

When Target expanded into Canada in 2013, it promised a world-class retail experience backed by a
modern ERP and supply-chain platform. In less than two years, it was gone.

What began as an ambitious rollout of 133 stores and a brand-new SAP-based supply-chain system
ended in empty shelves, data chaos, and a US $7 billion loss. By 2015, Target had closed every
Canadian store, writing off one of the most expensive retail expansions in history.

The collapse wasn’t caused by market conditions alone. It was driven by a breakdown in process
discipline, data readiness, and leadership accountability.

The Fatal Flaw: Speed Over Stability

1. Unrealistic timelines and pressure to launch

Leadership committed to opening more than 100 stores within two years. Internal teams and vendors
warned that systems, data, and distribution networks weren’t ready, but the launch proceeded
anyway. The decision to prioritise speed over stability created cascading operational failures from day
one.

2. Data and system integration failures

Inaccurate and incomplete product data corrupted the ERP. Items appeared as in-stock when they
weren’t, while others sat in warehouses unshipped. The supply-chain network relied on flawed data to
drive replenishment, and stores opened with empty shelves.

3. Disconnected leadership and governance

Target’s Canadian leadership underestimated the complexity of standing up a new ERP and logistics
network simultaneously. Decision-making was centralised, feedback loops were weak, and local store
teams were excluded from problem-solving until it was too late.
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Regulatory and Structural Findings
The Target Canada failure revealed breakdowns across core transformation disciplines.

Governance:

Accountability was fragmented across corporate functions. No single owner had authority over data
integrity, supply-chain readiness, and store operations together.

Scope:

The program attempted to build a nationwide supply-chain ecosystem from scratch instead of piloting
and scaling.

Process:

Testing and validation phases were compressed or skipped. Store openings became the test
environment.

People and Capability:

New teams lacked retail experience in the Canadian market and had limited influence on technology
decisions.

Risk and Cost Control:

Financial exposure grew rapidly. By the time the issues were visible at scale, the operational model was
unsalvageable.

The Leader’s Mandate: Delivering Transformation that Works

1.Validate before you scale

2. Prove readiness through controlled pilots and data validation before launching at full speed. Scale
is earned through evidence, not deadlines.

3.Govern data as critical infrastructure

4. Clean, reliable data underpins every transformation. Treat data management and system
integration as strategic priorities, not technical tasks.

5.Listen to the front line

6. Transformation succeeds when leaders stay connected to the people closest to the work. Local
insight and operational feedback must shape go-live decisions.

Strategic Conclusion

Target Canada’s collapse shows that transformation risk multiplies when speed replaces governance and
ambition overrides readiness. Technology can’t rescue poor process or unrealistic expectations.
Transformation is not about launching quickly, it’s about launching well.

At Telos Program Partners, we help leaders bring structure, clarity, and accountability to complex
programs so that ambition translates into real operational success.

E

maria@telosprogrampartners.com.au
\. +61 431 503 456
linkedin.com/in/mariahantes

Sources: Target Corporate Disclosures (2015), Financial Press Analysis, and Retail Industry Case Studies.
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