
ANATOMY OF A FAILED TRANSFORMATION: 
LIDL’S €500 MILLION ERP COLLAPSE
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The Collapse

In the early 2010s Lidl, one of Europe’s largest supermarket chains, set out to modernise its core IT
systems. The company operated thousands of stores across Europe but still relied on legacy software
originally developed in the 1970s.

The objective was straightforward: replace the ageing platform with a modern SAP enterprise resource
planning system capable of supporting Lidl’s rapid international expansion.
The transformation became known internally as Project eLWIS.

What followed was a seven-year implementation effort involving hundreds of consultants, extensive
customisation and repeated attempts to align SAP’s processes with Lidl’s operating model.
By 2018 the program was abandoned.

After investing an estimated €500 million, Lidl cancelled the project entirely and reverted to rebuilding its
legacy systems instead.
The collapse was widely reported in European business media, including Handelsblatt and CIO.com,
which described the program as one of the most expensive failed ERP transformations in the retail
sector.

The technology did not fail. The transformation collapsed because Lidl tried to force the software to
replicate its existing business model.

The Fatal Flaw: 

SAP’s core architecture assumes a particular approach to inventory valuation and financial control. Most
retailers using SAP adopt standard processes built around those assumptions.
Lidl did not.

For decades the company had operated a unique inventory accounting model that valued stock based on
retail price rather than purchase price. This method was deeply embedded in Lidl’s internal processes and
financial reporting.

Instead of adapting its processes to SAP’s standard model, Lidl attempted to customise the platform to
preserve its existing approach. That decision fundamentally changed the scale and complexity of the
transformation.

Customising ERP systems at that level introduces cascading dependencies across finance, inventory,
logistics and reporting functions. Each modification increases implementation risk and makes future
upgrades significantly harder.

Over time the system became increasingly complex, expensive and difficult to stabilise.
By the time the program reached advanced testing stages, the gap between the customised SAP platform
and Lidl’s operational needs had become too large to close.
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Structural and Cultural Breakdowns

Governance
Successful ERP programs require strict discipline around standardisation. Leaders must decide early
whether the organisation will adapt to the system or customise the system to fit the organisation.
At Lidl that discipline weakened. Requests to preserve legacy processes were repeatedly approved,
increasing complexity across the platform.

Process
ERP systems deliver value through integrated process models. When organisations attempt to recreate
historical workflows through custom code, the system becomes fragile and difficult to maintain.
Lidl’s inventory accounting model touched multiple components of the platform, spreading complexity
across finance, supply chain and reporting.

People and Culture
The transformation also exposed a cultural tension inside the organisation. Lidl’s operating model had
been built around tightly controlled processes developed over decades.
Changing those processes would have required organisational redesign. Instead, the program attempted
to preserve them technically. The result was a system that grew increasingly difficult to implement.

The Leader’s Mandate

ERP transformations are rarely technology projects alone. They are organisational change programs
disguised as system implementations.
Standard platforms like SAP embed industry process models developed across thousands of
deployments. When organisations adopt them, they face a fundamental choice.

Adapt the business to the system, or customise the system to preserve the business.
Only one of those paths scales.

Disciplined leaders recognise that excessive customisation increases cost, complexity and long-term
operational risk. Avoiding difficult organisational change almost always produces a more fragile
technology environment.

Strategic Conclusion

Lidl did not abandon its SAP transformation because the technology failed. It abandoned the program
after investing €500 million because the organisation attempted to preserve legacy processes inside a
system designed for standardisation.

ERP platforms create value through disciplined process alignment. When organisations try to replicate
every historical workflow inside them, complexity multiplies and transformation becomes
unmanageable.

If you are leading complex transformation programs and need independent program leadership,
governance discipline, or a rapid recovery assessment, Telos Program Partners helps organisations
restore clarity and execution before failure becomes inevitable.

Sources : Handelsblatt (2018) reporting on Lidl’s cancelled SAP implementation; CIO.com analysis of the Lidl ERP failure and €500 million
write-off; Financial Times coverage of the program’s cancellation.
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