
Comprehensive Case Study: Strategic ERP MigraƟon from Legacy COBOL to MicrosoŌ 
Dynamics 365 Business Central 

ExecuƟve Overview 

A mid-sized food distribuƟon enterprise headquartered in Los Angeles embarked on a criƟcal 
technology transformaƟon journey. AŌer operaƟng successfully on a COBOL-based legacy 
system for more than two decades, the organizaƟon faced mounƟng pressures to modernize its 
technological infrastructure. This case study examines how a structured, business-centric 
consulƟng approach guided the company through a complex ERP selecƟon and implementaƟon 
strategy, ulƟmately leading to the adopƟon of MicrosoŌ Dynamics 365 Business Central. 

 

The StarƟng Point: Understanding the Current State 

The Legacy System Challenge 

The company's exisƟng COBOL-based ERP system had served the organizaƟon faithfully for over 
25 years. During that Ɵme, it had become deeply woven into every operaƟonal process—from 
warehouse management and inventory tracking to order processing and financial reporƟng. The 
system was remarkably stable, having weathered countless technology trends and business 
cycles without criƟcal failures. 

However, stability alone was no longer sufficient. 

As the food distribuƟon industry evolved, the company faced a confluence of pressures: 

OperaƟonal Constraints: 

 Limited Flexibility: Adding new features or modifying exisƟng workflows required 
extensive custom coding and deep knowledge of COBOL, a language increasingly difficult 
to find in the modern job market 

 IntegraƟon Challenges: ConnecƟng the legacy system to modern cloud-based 
applicaƟons and SaaS tools proved extraordinarily difficult, oŌen requiring custom 
middleware and significant development effort 

 ReporƟng LimitaƟons: GeneraƟng complex, real-Ɵme business intelligence required 
workaround soluƟons and manual data extracƟon processes 

 Scalability Issues: As the company grew, the system struggled with increased transacƟon 
volumes and more complex business scenarios 



 User Experience: The system's interface was outdated, making it challenging to aƩract 
and retain technology-savvy employees who expected modern, intuiƟve applicaƟons 

Market Pressures: 

 Customers increasingly demanded real-Ɵme order tracking and visibility capabiliƟes 

 Suppliers expected seamless EDI (Electronic Data Interchange) integraƟon 

 Regulatory requirements for food safety and traceability demanded more sophisƟcated 
data management 

 CompeƟƟve pressures required faster innovaƟon cycles and quicker Ɵme-to-market for 
new services 

The Trigger for Change 

The decision to evaluate ERP alternaƟves crystallized around a specific business need: the 
company wanted to implement advanced demand forecasƟng capabiliƟes and improve supply 
chain visibility. The exisƟng system simply could not accommodate these requirements without 
significant re-architecture, which was neither feasible nor cost-effecƟve given the age of the 
technology stack. 

 

The EvaluaƟon Framework: Beyond Surface-Level Comparisons 

IniƟal Vendor Shortlist 

When the company reached out to our consulƟng firm, they had already completed preliminary 
market research and narrowed their opƟons to two leading plaƞorms: 

1. SAP Business One - A robust, feature-rich ERP soluƟon with strong manufacturing and 
distribuƟon capabiliƟes 

2. MicrosoŌ Dynamics 365 Business Central - A modern, cloud-naƟve ERP with emphasis 
on integraƟon and extensibility 

On the surface, both soluƟons offered strong candidate profiles. Each had proven success 
stories in the food distribuƟon industry. Both could handle the company's core business 
processes. The quesƟon became: which system would deliver the greatest value relaƟve to the 
company's specific strategic objecƟves and operaƟonal realiƟes? 

The ConsulƟng Approach: Process-Centric Analysis 



Rather than conducƟng a tradiƟonal vendor comparison focused on feature checklists and 
demo theater, we implemented a fundamentally different evaluaƟon methodology. The 
approach centered on understanding the business before evaluaƟng the technology. 

Phase 1: Current State Discovery 

We conducted extensive interviews and process mapping sessions with stakeholders across the 
organizaƟon: 

 Supply Chain Leadership: How are orders received, fulfilled, and tracked? What manual 
intervenƟons occur? Where are the boƩlenecks? 

 Warehouse OperaƟons: How does the current system manage inventory? What 
excepƟons and manual processes exist? How does the team handle unexpected demand 
fluctuaƟons? 

 Finance and AccounƟng: What financial close processes depend on manual data 
manipulaƟon? How are intercompany transacƟons handled? What regulatory reporƟng 
challenges exist? 

 Customer Service: How do customer inquiries get resolved? What informaƟon gaps exist 
when addressing customer issues? 

 IT OperaƟons: What are the pain points in maintaining the current system? What 
development requests are backlogged? What integraƟon challenges consume the most 
resources? 

Through these discussions, we documented not just the formal processes but the informal 
workarounds, excepƟon handling procedures, and manual compensaƟng controls that kept the 
system funcƟoning despite its limitaƟons. 

Phase 2: Gap and Pain Point Analysis 

We synthesized the discovery findings into a comprehensive pain point matrix that idenƟfied: 

 CriƟcal Gaps: FuncƟons the legacy system cannot perform, regardless of custom 
development 

 Performance Issues: Processes that work but are inefficient, slow, or require excessive 
manual labor 

 IntegraƟon Voids: Where data silos exist and informaƟon must be manually transferred 
between systems 

 User Experience Problems: Where the system's interface creates frustraƟon or errors 



 Compliance Risks: Where current processes create audit or regulatory exposure 

This analysis revealed that approximately 40% of the company's operaƟonal Ɵme was spent on 
workarounds, excepƟon handling, and manual data reconciliaƟon that could be eliminated with 
the right ERP soluƟon. 

Phase 3: Future State Requirements Mapping 

Rather than asking "what does the system have?" we asked "what does your business need to 
do differently in the next 3-5 years?" 

The company idenƟfied several strategic iniƟaƟves: 

 Supply Chain Visibility: Real-Ɵme tracking of shipments and inventory across 
distribuƟon centers 

 Customer Portal: Enable customers to place orders, track shipments, and access invoices 
directly 

 Demand Planning: Implement staƟsƟcal forecasƟng to reduce safety stock while 
improving service levels 

 Mobile Accessibility: Allow warehouse staff to execute processes using mobile devices 
rather than fixed terminals 

 Advanced ReporƟng: Enable data-driven decision making through self-service analyƟcs 

 Regulatory Compliance: Enhance traceability for food safety compliance (FSMA, HACCP) 

 Strategic Partnerships: Facilitate integraƟon with key customers' and suppliers' systems 

 

The CriƟcal DifferenƟator: Ecosystem and IntegraƟon Strategy 

Where the EvaluaƟon ShiŌed Focus 

As we presented findings to the evaluaƟon commiƩee, we made a deliberate pivot in the 
conversaƟon. Rather than comparing individual features (which both systems possessed in 
comparable depth), we focused on a different quesƟon: 

"When you implement new capabiliƟes and integrate new tools, how much effort does it 
take? How much custom development is required? How Ɵghtly coupled do you become to the 
ERP vendor?" 

This quesƟon proved revelatory. 



The Ecosystem Difference: Business Central and MicrosoŌ 365 

We walked the evaluaƟon commiƩee through a detailed scenario: implemenƟng the customer 
portal requirement. 

With SAP Business One: 

 The company would need to implement SAP Fiori (SAP's UI framework) or custom 
development 

 IntegraƟon with Azure AD for authenƟcaƟon could be managed but required custom 
connectors 

 ReporƟng would likely require SAP AnalyƟcs Cloud or third-party tools 

 Document management would either live in SAP or require custom integraƟon 

 The architecture would involve mulƟple point-to-point integraƟons 

With MicrosoŌ Dynamics 365 Business Central: 

 The company could leverage exisƟng MicrosoŌ 365 infrastructure already deployed 

 Business Central integrates naƟvely with Azure AD (already in use for MicrosoŌ 365 
authenƟcaƟon) 

 Power Automate enables low-code integraƟon with the customer portal and other 
systems 

 Power BI integrates seamlessly for analyƟcs and reporƟng 

 SharePoint provides document management connected to the ERP 

 Teams enables collaboraƟon with real-Ɵme business data 

 Power Apps allows rapid development of custom portals and mobile apps without 
tradiƟonal coding 

The difference was not that Business Central had unique features unavailable in SAP Business 
One. Rather, it was that Business Central operated within an interconnected ecosystem where 
new capabiliƟes could be layered without heavy custom engineering. 

The Effort MulƟplicaƟon Effect 

We quanƟfied this difference across the company's strategic iniƟaƟves: 



IniƟaƟve Business Central Approach 
SAP Business One 
Approach 

Effort 
Difference 

Customer Portal Power Apps + Azure AD integraƟon 
Custom UI + connector 
development 

60% less 
effort 

Mobile 
Warehouse App 

Power Apps + Power Automate 
workflows 

Custom SAP Fiori app 
development 

70% less 
effort 

Real-Ɵme 
AnalyƟcs 

Power BI connected directly to 
Business Central 

AnalyƟcs Cloud 
subscripƟon + custom 
queries 

50% less 
effort 

Supplier EDI 
IntegraƟon 

Power Automate connectors + 
Azure Logic Apps 

Custom IDocs or third-
party middleware 

40% less 
effort 

Supply Chain 
Visibility 

Azure Services + Business Central 
data + third-party logisƟcs systems 

Custom integraƟon layer 
55% less 
effort 

Across their five-year roadmap, the company could reduce overall integraƟon effort by 
approximately 50-55% by choosing the Business Central ecosystem. 

The Long-Term Flexibility Advantage 

Beyond immediate implementaƟon effort, we highlighted a strategic consideraƟon: plaƞorm 
flexibility and future-proofing. 

MicrosoŌ's Ecosystem Strategy: 

 Regular updates and new capabiliƟes across the enƟre plaƞorm 

 Consistent investment in AI and automaƟon features 

 Open standards and APIs that work across the enƟre MicrosoŌ cloud porƞolio 

 Co-innovaƟon opportuniƟes with partners across the ecosystem 

SAP's Ecosystem Strategy: 

 Robust and mature soluƟons but oŌen requiring dedicated experƟse 

 Licensing costs that increase with addiƟonal modules and capabiliƟes 

 Tighter coupling between the ERP and extended funcƟonality 

 Slower pace of innovaƟon in certain funcƟonal areas 



For a company seeking to remain compeƟƟve and adaptable, the Business Central ecosystem 
offered structural advantages in terms of flexibility and reduced lock-in risk. 

 

The EvaluaƟon TransformaƟon 

Before: Feature-Driven Analysis 

IniƟally, the evaluaƟon commiƩee approached the decision through a tradiƟonal lens: 

 FuncƟonal Completeness: Does the system cover all required business processes? 

 Performance Metrics: Can the system handle transacƟon volumes and report execuƟon 
speed? 

 Vendor Stability: Is the vendor financially stable and commiƩed to the product line? 

 Reference Customers: How many similar companies use this system successfully? 

While these quesƟons were necessary, they were insufficient. Both soluƟons scored comparably 
on these tradiƟonal dimensions. 

AŌer: OperaƟonal Impact and Strategic Alignment 

Through the consulƟng process, the evaluaƟon commiƩee reframed their decision criteria: 

1. OrganizaƟonal Change Impact 

 How well does the soluƟon align with exisƟng skills and knowledge in the organizaƟon? 

 How much process re-engineering is required versus supporƟng current operaƟonal 
models? 

 What is the learning curve for users accustomed to the legacy system? 

Business Central's Advantage: Many users were already familiar with MicrosoŌ Office 
applicaƟons. The interface paradigm was more intuiƟve. Training Ɵme was significantly shorter. 

2. ImplementaƟon Effort and Timeline 

 How quickly can the system be deployed? 

 What is the vendor's implementaƟon methodology? 

 How much custom development is required? 



Business Central's Advantage: ImplementaƟon Ɵmelines were 30-40% shorter due to modern 
architecture, pre-built templates for food distribuƟon, and the ability to leverage exisƟng 
MicrosoŌ infrastructure. 

3. Total Cost of Ownership Over Five Years 

 What are the licensing costs versus tradiƟonal perpetual licenses? 

 What are the professional services costs? 

 What are the ongoing support and maintenance costs? 

 What is the cost of future capability addiƟons and integraƟons? 

Business Central's Advantage: While per-user licensing seemed higher than SAP, the total cost 
of ownership was significantly lower when accounƟng for reduced professional services, lower 
integraƟon costs, and minimal custom development maintenance. 

4. Strategic Flexibility and Scalability 

 How easily can the system accommodate new business requirements? 

 What is the effort required to integrate new tools and capabiliƟes? 

 How well can the system grow with the business? 

Business Central's Clear Advantage: The ecosystem approach meant that new capabiliƟes could 
be added without fundamental system changes. 

5. Vendor Partnership Trajectory 

 Is the vendor invesƟng in the funcƟonal areas criƟcal to our business? 

 How well does the vendor listen to and implement customer feedback? 

 What is the vendor's vision for the plaƞorm's future? 

Business Central's Advantage: MicrosoŌ's cloud-first strategy and regular feature releases 
meant conƟnuous innovaƟon in areas relevant to modern food distribuƟon. 

 

The Decision: A Strategic Choice, Not a Feature Comparison 

Why Business Central Won 

The evaluaƟon commiƩee voted unanimously to recommend MicrosoŌ Dynamics 365 Business 
Central, but importantly, not for a single compelling feature or cost advantage. 



Rather, they chose Business Central because it aligned with mulƟple strategic dimensions 
simultaneously: 

1. OperaƟonal Fit 

 The system could accommodate the company's current processes with minimal 
disrupƟon 

 Workarounds and compensaƟng controls could be systemaƟcally eliminated 

 User training Ɵmelines were acceptable given the exisƟng technology literacy in the 
organizaƟon 

2. Future Flexibility 

 New business requirements could be implemented without fundamental system re-
architecture 

 The ecosystem approach meant the company could adopt new MicrosoŌ tools as they 
matured 

 The system wouldn't become obsolete as the company's needs evolved 

3. Scalability Without Constraints 

 The cloud infrastructure meant unlimited technical scalability 

 The licensing model scaled gracefully with business growth 

 Performance would improve over Ɵme as MicrosoŌ enhanced the plaƞorm 

4. Strategic Ecosystem Alignment 

 The company had already invested in MicrosoŌ 365 and Azure 

 Leveraging these exisƟng investments meant efficiency gains across the enƟre IT 
porƞolio 

 IT staff could deepen experƟse in a single, cohesive technology stack 

5. CompeƟƟve Advantage Through Technology 

 Faster Ɵme-to-market for new capabiliƟes and integraƟons meant the company could 
respond more quickly to market opportuniƟes 

 Lower integraƟon costs meant the company could invest more in compeƟƟve 
differenƟaƟon 



 The user experience advantages meant beƩer employee saƟsfacƟon and faster adopƟon 

 

ImplementaƟon ConsideraƟons 

The Path Forward 

With the decision made, we worked with the company to establish a realisƟc implementaƟon 
roadmap: 

Phase 1: FoundaƟon (Months 1-3) 

 Data migraƟon from legacy COBOL system to Business Central 

 ConfiguraƟon of core financial, sales, and inventory processes 

 Training for criƟcal user groups 

 Parallel running of legacy and new systems for validaƟon 

Phase 2: OpƟmizaƟon (Months 4-6) 

 Fine-tuning of processes based on live usage 

 Development of custom reports and dashboards in Power BI 

 IntegraƟon with exisƟng MicrosoŌ 365 applicaƟons 

 Staff training across broader user populaƟon 

Phase 3: Expansion (Months 7-12) 

 ImplementaƟon of advanced demand planning 

 Rollout of customer portal (Power Apps) 

 Mobile app development for warehouse operaƟons 

 EDI integraƟon with key suppliers and customers 

Phase 4: Strategic IniƟaƟves (Year 2+) 

 Supply chain visibility plaƞorm development 

 Advanced analyƟcs and AI-driven insights 

 ConƟnuous opƟmizaƟon based on business performance data 

 



Outcomes and Results 

Immediate Benefits (First Year) 

1. OperaƟonal Efficiency: 35% reducƟon in Ɵme spent on order processing and excepƟons 

2. System Stability: Zero criƟcal system failures compared to monthly incidents with legacy 
system 

3. User Experience: New system adopƟon rate of 92% within three months (versus typical 
65-75%) 

4. Data Visibility: Real-Ɵme reporƟng reduced decision-making cycles from days to hours 

Strategic Benefits (Ongoing) 

1. Flexibility: Three significant business requirement changes implemented within first year 
with minimal effort and cost 

2. IntegraƟon: Five new tool integraƟons implemented using Power Automate at <$50K 
per integraƟon (versus $200K+ with legacy system) 

3. InnovaƟon Pace: Customer portal launched in 4 months versus projected 8-month 
Ɵmeline with alternaƟve system 

4. Scalability: Added 50% more distribuƟon locaƟons without system performance 
degradaƟon or addiƟonal licensing Ɵers 

 

Key Insights and Lessons 

For OrganizaƟons EvaluaƟng Legacy System Replacements 

1. Process Comes Before Technology Understanding how the business actually operates—
including all the workarounds and informal processes—is prerequisite to choosing the right 
system. The best ERP is not the one with the most features but the one that fits the business 
most naturally. 

2. IntegraƟon Effort is OŌen the True Cost Driver While feature comparison is important, the 
hidden cost driver in most ERP implementaƟons is integraƟon effort. A system that requires 50% 
less integraƟon work oŌen delivers superior total value, even if it costs slightly more per user 
license. 



3. Ecosystem Thinking Trumps Point SoluƟons In today's technology landscape, evaluaƟng an 
ERP in isolaƟon is insufficient. The real quesƟon is whether the ERP operates within an 
ecosystem where new capabiliƟes can be layered without complete system re-architecture. 

4. Future Flexibility is a CompeƟƟve Advantage Markets change. Business requirements evolve. 
A system that can adapt to new requirements without extensive re-implementaƟon is 
inherently more valuable than a system that requires major re-engineering for each new 
capability. 

5. Effort-to-Implement-New-Ideas Should Be a Primary EvaluaƟon Criterion Rather than asking 
"what can the system do?" evaluate systems based on "how much effort does it take to make 
the system do new things?" This single metric oŌen proves more predicƟve of long-term 
success than tradiƟonal feature-based comparisons. 

For ConsulƟng Firms SupporƟng This Type of Decision 

1. ShiŌ the ConversaƟon from Features to Outcomes Most vendor evaluaƟons devolve into 
feature checklists. Value is created by refocusing the conversaƟon on business outcomes and 
implementaƟon effort. 

2. QuanƟfy the Hidden Costs of IntegraƟon Complexity Many organizaƟons significantly 
underesƟmate the ongoing cost burden of complex integraƟons and custom development. 
Detailed quanƟficaƟon of these "hidden costs" oŌen shiŌs evaluaƟon results. 

3. Create Scenario-Based Comparisons Abstract feature comparison proves less useful than 
working through specific, realisƟc scenarios that the organizaƟon will likely face. "How would 
you implement a customer portal?" generates more insights than "does the system have 
customer portal capabiliƟes?" 

4. Include Long-Term Flexibility in the Business Case The iniƟal implementaƟon is not the end 
state. Build financial models that account for the cost of future capability addiƟons and 
adaptaƟons. 

 

Conclusion 

The food distribuƟon company's journey from COBOL to MicrosoŌ Dynamics 365 Business 
Central illustrates a fundamental truth about enterprise technology decisions: the best choice is 
rarely obvious from vendor comparisons or feature matrices. 

Instead, the best choice emerges when organizaƟons clearly understand: 

 What their business actually needs (not what vendors suggest they should need) 



 How much effort is required to implement new capabiliƟes and ideas (not just the cost 
of the iniƟal implementaƟon) 

 Which plaƞorm offers structural advantages in adapƟng to future, unknowable 
requirements 

By approaching the evaluaƟon with process discipline and strategic thinking, the company 
posiƟoned itself not just to solve today's problems but to remain compeƟƟve and adaptable for 
years to come. 

The investment in structured ERP consulƟng proved valuable not because it idenƟfied a "beƩer" 
system in some absolute sense, but because it enabled the organizaƟon to make an aligned 
choice that delivered sustained compeƟƟve advantage. 

 


