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Predictive maintenance (PdM) is not a new concept on the plant floor, but it is 
surprisingly unfamiliar to some upper managers. If executives see maintenance 
efficiency as a lower level concern or not within their realm of influence, then  
PdM won’t be on their radar. Even those that perceive a need for PdM won’t 
necessarily fully fund it. 

For the plant floor, this can present a Catch-22. PdM programs that lack executive 
sponsorship may yield some success from knowledgeable plant personnel, but this 
approach will likely be limited and not always engender the best results.

Elevating PdM from a shop floor “want” to a C-suite “need” requires systematic 
convincing and strategic communication of the program’s ultimate advantages for 
the enterprise as a whole. It requires bridging the divide between the plant floor and 
C-suite in order to achieve the full potential of PdM. 

Why PdM Matters to the C-Suite
A study conducted in the late 1980s by the Electric Power Research Institute 
(EPRI) compared the cost to maintain equipment per horsepower on a corrective, 
preventive, and predictive basis. The results were very clear: predictive maintenance 
is about one-third the cost of corrective maintenance. Decades later, this premise is 
still undisputed. 
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“Executives that see the EPRI study understand right away that PdM has been 
proven and established for a long time to be smart maintenance,” says Joe Van 
Dyke, vice president of operations at Azima DLI (www.azimadli.com). 

“Systematically applied PdM has the potential to wring big cost savings  
and performance improvements across the enterprise,” adds Burt Hurlock,  
CEO at Azima DLI.

The core benefits are compelling to the C-suite:
•  Cost avoidance from reduced downtime and damage, reduced maintenance and 

repair, reduced spare parts inventory, and fewer preventive maintenance actions
•  Safety improvements
•  Production or yield gains due to fewer unplanned failures 
•  Lower unplanned maintenance and capital expenditures (CapEx)

Leading organizations worldwide are using PdM to avoid unplanned shutdowns and 
increase confidence in reaching scheduled outages without failure. They are making 
better purchasing decisions by tracking machine health trends. A national industrial 
gasses company achieved a 95% reduction in unplanned spending through PdM, and 
the U.S. Navy uses it to assure mission readiness for deployment.

“The industrial gasses company has a CEO who is dedicated to reliability, safety and 
efficiency, and will stop at nothing to get it because it’s core to their success. Being 
a commodity business, their margins are very thin and plant downtime is totally 
unacceptable,” explains Van Dyke.

“The U.S. Navy has been doing PdM for 30 years and is still realizing a 20:1 
return on investment (ROI). That’s really significant,” adds Van Dyke. “The Navy 
computes an annual benefit-to-cost ratio for its Machinery Condition Analysis 
(MCA) program. The MCA methodology was developed as a way to guarantee 
continuity of the program. Without this focus, the results of a successful PdM 
program can be taken for granted, and it can see cutbacks or face elimination if and 
when the benefits aren’t routinely highlighted in financial terms.”
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“There’s nothing exceptional about these results,” remarks Hurlock. “Anyone can 
get them if they make the commitment to deploy and consistently execute PdM.”

Executive Support Makes a Difference
“Elevating the PdM discussion to the executive level fosters a greater annual 
reduction in high-cost, unplanned machine repairs; increased behavioral  
compliance or adherence to internal PdM standards; and increased visibility  
between management and staff,” says Tyler Pietri, program engineer for Azima  
DLI Technical Services.

“Plants don’t have the scope, leverage, or budget to implement systematic change. 
It takes executive sponsorship, leadership, and commitment to optimize enterprise-
wide PdM outcomes,” explains Hurlock.

“When the C-suite is aware of the benefits, they will assign a higher priority to 
PdM contract services, equipment, and labor in the maintenance budget, ensuring 
continuity of a quality PdM program,” adds Van Dyke. 

The degree of a PdM program’s success depends on whether the motivation trickled 
down from the executive suite or rose up from the plant floor. “When the directive 
comes from the top, it tends to work, simply because it’s coming from the top. When 
the initiative is launched from the plant, it tends to work locally but not globally. For 
the enterprise effect, you need sponsorship and a clear objective,” explains Hurlock. 
“Never underestimate the importance of a clear objective.”

Though the top-down approach is most effective, it is presently the least common in 
practice. “From my experience, the people on the ground are the early adopters and 
change drivers. This can include reliability engineers, plant managers, former vibration 
techs, etc.,” says Pietri. “When we can prove to the plant level that PdM brings them 
closer to their facility goals (reduced downtime, reduced maintenance cost, high 
behavioral compliance, etc.), they will champion the program to other plants and drive 
change. Once enough plants jump on board, then the executives get involved.” 
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Focused Communication Illuminates the Benefits
Eliciting the C-suite’s interest in maintenance efficiency requires speaking their 
language. “Strategic-level reporting, with peer-to-peer and peer-to-industry 
benchmarking, has a much more receptive audience at the executive level. Most 
executives care where they stack relative to the competition,” says Hurlock. “At the 
plant, we talk much more about asset-level cost savings because they’re judged on 
the avoided costs. They’re interested in how PdM helps to keep them online and 
keep their assets running.”

Benchmarking gives executives visibility into:
•  Variances in cost, risk, safety, and operating efficiency by “best practitioners”  

vs. all others
•  Performance between plants vs. industry peers
•  Opportunities for improvement defined by variances between “best practitioners” 

and all others

For PdM reporting, the industry minimum standard is a monthly electronic or paper 
report for plant management, who can address the specific asset-level issues raised. 
Executives benefit from quarterly reports of findings, actions avoided, actions taken, 
and the estimated associated cost savings. 

“We also present Annual Assessment Reports, which contain a number of key 
performance indicators (KPIs) that show the development and health of a client’s 
program along with recommendations for improvement. It always includes 
certain general information, such as the number of high cost saves, data collection 
compliance, etc., but the reports can be customized to display any unique KPIs that 
the client finds pertinent,” adds Pietri. “I believe this information should always be 
communicated in person and on an annual or semiannual basis, depending on the  
size of the program.”
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Another, more modern avenue is a web portal that gives authorized users very 
near real time information about their assets’ health and the risks lurking in their 
production operations. “Before the internet came along, you couldn’t aggregate 
the data in a way that would let you see how much money you could really save. 
Today’s technology makes it easier and quicker to see the real impact of PdM 
practices, and deploy it in a way that maximizes the gains,” says Hurlock.

“We host all the data that we collect about our customers and assets, and  
we present it back to our customers over a portal. We go further by taking  
that data and translating it into measures of cost avoidance, risk, compliance –  
very simple behavioral benchmarks – and rolling them up into peer-to-peer 
benchmarks,” adds Hurlock. 

“We think of our portal as an ecosystem that illuminates information on individual 
assets, or a whole plant, or a business unit, or an entire enterprise,” explains 
Van Dyke. “Once our customers get into the ecosystem, they come to depend on 
having that awareness. As a community, they can see each other’s performance, 
which is quite intentional in order to drive peak efficiency and to engender a little 
natural competition.”

Risk scoring also appeals to the C-suite. “For one large oil and gas company, the 
PdM spend was low relative to other costs, so they preferred expressions of risk 
rather than ROI,” says Hurlock. “We have since developed a risk scoring tool that  
is available to all of our customers.”

Each of these communication methods shed light on areas needing improvement 
while also exposing where people are doing things very well. “The real opportunity 
is in leveraging that learning across the enterprise, and allowing PdM savings at one 
plant to translate very quickly across other plants,” remarks Hurlock.
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“Executives need to know that their program is benefiting them operationally  
(e.g., a fault callout prevented a catastrophic machine failure) as well as financially 
(e.g., preventing said failure saved them money and downtime),” says Pietri. “The 
savings at an individual plant level validate the decision to implement a PdM 
program, and may spur funding to implement programs at additional facilities.”

“Executives also need to feel confident that developing and maintaining a proactive 
partnership and support system is a top priority for their PdM provider, and that 
helping them meet company goals is a priority for their PdM provider,” adds Pietri. 

“Industrial customers have a healthy skepticism about their measures, and it 
sometimes takes a couple years to win them over,” explains Van Dyke. “Eventually 
they’ll realize that we’re really their partners. We’re not out to take advantage of 
their information; rather, we’re determined to help them take advantage of the 
information we have.” 

Tips for sustaining PdM support
“A change in thinking is the biggest step a company can take,” suggests Pietri. 
“I’ve dealt with clients who view PdM as a checkbox to fill in on their To-Do list 
and their programs are typically a mess. Our most successful programs come from 
companies who understand the significance of PdM programs and demand ways to 
quantitatively track the benefits of them. When the programs are not driven from the 
top, they must be ‘managed up.’ ”

“There has to be institutional will,” adds Hurlock. “We can show them all the 
potential outcomes and opportunities in the world, but if they don’t make it a 
priority, it’ll never happen.” He recommends beginning by setting timetables for 
baselining current practices, deciding on an upgrade strategy (PdM scope and 
budget), and establishing implementation goals (scope, budget, timetable, and 
outcomes/results).
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For those seeking to enhance and extend their PdM practices, Van Dyke suggests a 
continuous improvement approach:
1.  Audit your current reporting practices
2.  Identify gaps in the reporting of saves, avoided maintenance, and safety problems
3.  Fill those gaps
4.  Repeat this process continuously

“Pick the most troublesome site in the enterprise and trial a one-year program. If the 
results are immediate and compelling (as they always are) – wash, rinse, and repeat 
across the enterprise,” suggests Hurlock. “Computing the benefit-to-cost ratio of 
the program is fairly easy based on machinery replacement values and the cost of a 
scheduled repair compared to the cost of an unplanned failure. I would recommend 
starting with that. Also, tracking risk or readiness based on faults and the associated 
equipment’s operational significance score is a good place to begin.”

“Remember that if you take PdM away, a lot of problems will come right back. 
That’s why a constant benefit-to-cost ratio computation year over year is necessary,” 
cautions Van Dyke. “When you implement a program like this you’ll see a lot of 
reductions in CapEx and unplanned maintenance right away, but then it’ll settle out, 
and that can put the PdM program at a disadvantage. An ongoing ROI or benefit-to-
cost ratio must reach the executives, whether it comes from the PdM leaders on the 
plant floor or a PdM service provider.”

Following these best practices will help to reconcile the lingering Catch-22 and put the 
plant floor and C-suite on the same page: working to achieve the full potential of PdM. 
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