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Achievable PLM 
By Jonathan Scott 

LM is the set of business 

processes involved in 

designing, building, selling, and 

supporting a product, and there 

are corresponding software tools 

(known as PLM software) to 

automate and optimize these 

processes. Most companies 

today want to deploy PLM 

software to enhance their PLM 

processes, but struggle with how 

to define, pursue, and reach 

reasonable PLM goals. This 

whitepaper defines PLM (and 

related software tools) and 

describes a best practice that 

makes successfully deploying 

software-enhanced PLM 

achievable. 

Finding a Better Way 

So you work at a small company, 

and you know there “must be a 

better way” to do a number of the 

things that you do every day to get 

your product out the door. From 

developing your product to sharing 

data with suppliers to keeping the 

shop floor up-to-date with changes, 

you know there have to be tools out 

there to make the whole process run 

more smoothly. Maybe you’ve even 

heard of PLM software and how it 

can help solve a number of business 

challenges faced by engineering and 

manufacturing companies like yours. 

Then again, maybe you’ve also 

heard how PLM projects are like 

ERP projects and some companies 

spend hundreds of thousands (or 

millions) of dollars and have nothing 

to show for it. Let’s talk about what 

PLM software can do for you, and 

how you can make deploying a PLM 

application or system achievable so 

that you can get on with making 

things run more smoothly (and 

profitably). 

First off, let’s be clear on what this 

is. This is not a pitch to buy a certain 

software package. It is a 

recommendation on how to find the 

right software and the right partner 

to provide just the right amount of 

PLM automation for your business. 

And contrary to common practice, 

we’re not going to recommend 

RFQs, lengthy requirements 

documents, demos, and bakeoffs. 

Each of those things can have their 

place, but if you want to be a PLM 

ninja (in and out with deadly 

precision), you need to understand 

that “perfect” can be the enemy of 

“good”. After all, you’re not reading 

this because you love software; you 

have a business to run and 

competitors to beat. So let’s get on 

with it. 

What is PLM? 

PLM is not a software package.  

PLM is a collection of business 

processes. Broken down, it is 

Product Lifecycle Management. 

Those three words made their way 

into the acronym for very specific 

P 
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reasons. Product is there because 

we are only talking about companies 

that make something tangible. PLM 

does not apply to service 

businesses, unless they have a 

product component. Lifecycle 

identifies the broad scope of these 

processes – anyone that makes a 

product has to deal with it from the 

birth of the first idea until every last 

one of their products has been 

destroyed or recycled. Management 

describes the purpose of the 

majority of the business processes. 

PLM is about standardizing and 

managing the steps involved in 

designing, building, selling, and 

supporting a product. So put this 

way, PLM is made up of all of the 

things you do to bring your product 

to (and from) the market. 

This gets us pretty close to where 

we need to be, but let’s define a 

couple of things that PLM is not. 

PLM does not typically address the 

process of physically making units of 

your product (who assembles which 

parts from which bin at which 

workcenter). PLM does not usually 

address the financial aspects of your 

business (buying and selling 

material, paying employees, etc.). 

And PLM does not typically address 

interacting with your current and 

future customers. All of these things 

are often handled by systems like 

ERP (Enterprise Resource 

Planning), MRP (Manufacturing 

Resource Planning), MES 

(Manufacturing Execution Systems), 

and CRM (Customer Relationship 

Management). 

Who “Does” PLM? 

So who does PLM? You do. You 

might not call it PLM, but if you make 

a product, you do PLM. You might 

not do it well, and you might not use 

PLM software to help automate and 

control how you perform your PLM 

processes. But you do PLM. What 

kind of processes are we talking 

about, specifically? 

 Do you have a process for 
dreaming up new products and 
turning them into something that 
can be made? Formally, some 
people call this New Product 
Development & Introduction 
(NPD or NPDI). 

 Do you have a process for 
changing the design of existing 
products to fix problems that 
you or your customers discover, 
and to improve your product so 
that more people will buy it? 
Many people call this 
Engineering Change 
Management (ECx) and there 
can be numerous subprocesses 
like Engineering Change 
Request (ECR), Engineering 
Change Order (ECO), and 
Engineering Change 
Notification (ECN). 

 Do you have a process for 
describing the “recipe” for your 
product, the list of 
ingredients/components that go 
together to make up your 
product? People in defense-
related industries have been 
calling this Configuration 
Management (CM) for years, 
but a lot of other industries think 
of it as Bill-Of-Material (BOM) 
Management. 

  

Who does PLM? 

You do. You might 

not call it PLM, but 

if you make a 

product, you do 

PLM. 
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Those are all PLM processes, and 

there are many more. You may even 

already have some PLM software to 

help you with these. Many people 

use CAD software (a subset of PLM 

software) to help them describe their 

products. Some people use email 

and workflow routing software to 

help them communicate changes to 

their products. Lots of folks use 

spreadsheets and PDM to define 

their “recipes”. A lot of these point 

solutions cropped up because one 

particular problem was getting in the 

way of making and selling a product 

efficiently and/or profitably. 

This is where PLM systems come in. 

Lots of applications qualify as PLM 

software because they help enable, 

control, or automate some activity 

you perform during your PLM 

processes. Many of these are just 

applications (software used by a 

single user to perform a specific 

function); there are thousands of 

these. There is a much smaller set 

of PLM software that can be called 

PLM systems. Systems are pieces 

of software that are used by multiple 

people, and frequently address 

multiple steps in a PLM process, if 

not multiple PLM processes. Some 

software vendors even sell suites of 

PLM systems and PLM applications 

to squeeze every ounce of efficiency 

out your PLM processes by 

streamlining the interactions among 

the various tools. For example, 

CAD/CAM tools with built-in 

simulation and data management 

capabilities would constitute a suite 

of PLM software. 

 

Now that you know you’re already 

doing PLM, and that there are PLM 

apps and PLM systems that could 

help you do PLM better, what’s the 

next step? Since any kind of 

software will be an investment, and 

because not all software is created 

equally (different programs suit 

different types of businesses or 

different industries), you need to 

select PLM software carefully. That 

does not mean that you need to get 

into analysis paralysis or spend 

months or years investigating the 

optimal software program for your 

business. 

Perfect can be the enemy of good, 

so selecting carefully means that 

you identify your needs, separate 

those from your wishes, and verify 

that your selected software can meet 

most of the needs for a price that 

justifies your investment. Always 

keep in mind that you first started 

looking at PLM software to address 

one or more challenges you face in 

making your products. 

Since any kind of 

software will be an 

investment, and 

because not all 

software is created 

equally, you need 

to select PLM 

software carefully. 
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Selecting PLM Software 

So how do you determine what you 

need in a PLM software? The 

answer to this question is different 

for every company, and different for 

every type of industry. If you make 

an airplane, you might need 

software to help you track all of the 

steps you perform in designing your 

product, because the process takes 

you multiple years. But if you make 

rubber doorstops, you might not 

need that at all. You need to take an 

inventory of your high-level process 

today, where your people spend 

most of their time in that process, 

and which parts of the process are 

the most painful (costly, time-

consuming, error-prone, etc.). This 

will help drive your key needs. 

Recognize that you may need 

outside help to take stock of your 

processes – internal teams can be 

myopic when examining the 

activities that they perform every 

day. 

How do you carefully select a good 

PLM software program?  Take 

special note of this choice of words. 

You don’t need to select the “right” 

PLM software or the “best” PLM 

software, because it is impossible to 

unconditionally determine the “best”, 

and there are often multiple PLM 

software packages that are “right” for 

your business. To carefully select a 

good PLM program, you need to 

eliminate those that don’t meet your 

key needs or don’t fit your budget, 

and then you need to develop 

confidence in how one of the 

remaining choices can meet your 

PLM needs. This does not equate to 

reading a marketing flyer, seeing a 

demo, and getting a quote. 

Developing confidence in how PLM 

software will solve your problems is 

about getting to know that software 

in the context of your specific 

challenges, goals, and constraints. 

What Not to Do 

Developing confidence in how a 

piece of PLM software will address 

your specific problems is not as hard 

as it might seem, although there are 

some common pitfalls that can get in 

the way. Here is a list of things not 

to do in this process: 

 Do not expect that a software 
demonstration is sufficient, no 
matter how detailed or focused 
on your needs it may be. 
Demos are demos, and they are 
practiced and rehearsed – 
would you expect a vendor to 
show off the flaws or 
shortcomings of the software? 

 Do not try to solve the problem 
on your own. Many companies 
overlook great software/features 
because they think they can 
analyze the tools on their own. 
Would you go into court without 
a lawyer? 

 Do not consider the price when 
evaluating “fit”.  If software is 
too expensive for the problem 
you are trying to solve, it should 
have been excluded from the 
evaluation earlier. Don’t let cost 
be a factor when you’re trying to 
determine “fit” – cost has its 
own place early on in your 
evaluation. 

 

Demos are demos, 

and they are 

practiced and 

rehearsed – would 

you expect a 

vendor to show off 

the flaws or 

shortcomings of 

the software? 
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How Much PLM Software is Enough? 

Don’t kid yourself, just because you’re a small company doesn’t 

mean that you don’t do all of the PLM processes that large 

companies like Boeing or Ford do. Do you: 

- introduce new products to the market? 

- integrate customer feedback into your products? 

- design products? 

- analyze/engineer products? 

- customize your products? 

- register products with regulatory bodies? 

- change existing products? 

- manage suppliers and partners? 

- manufacture products? 

- plan your manufacturing processes? 

- service or support products after the initial sale? 

- recycle products? 

Most companies have more than half of these functions/processes. 

The difference between your business and Boeing or Ford is that you 

don’t have dedicated people to fill all of the roles in PLM processes 

like they do. Now let me contradict myself a bit. Just because your 

company performs a full spectrum of PLM processes doesn’t mean 

that you need to automate or systematize all of them, or that you 

need to deploy PLM software tools to do everything all at once. But 

you need to recognize what processes you have, which ones are 

important to your business, and which ones need improvements (and 

in what order). 
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Recommended Actions 

Having covered what not to do, let’s 

turn our attention to the things that 

you should do to feel confident about 

how a particular PLM software will 

help your business: 

 Do identify the PLM-related 
business processes that you 
need to improve, and focus on 
them. Don’t be shortsighted, but 
don’t try to boil the ocean either. 
You need to realize tangible 
gains in the near term but not 
develop a “strategy by 
accident”. 

 Do engage with an expert that 
can guide you through the 
process. The expert could be 
from the software vendor, an 
independent consultant, or 
someone you hired specifically 
to take on PLM, but it needs to 
be someone you can trust. If 
you can’t/don’t trust this person, 
you haven’t found your “guide” 
yet. Just make sure your expert 
has real experience in what 
he/she is talking about. 

 Do eliminate options that you 
can’t afford or that you don’t 
trust. This may include 
applications that are too big, or 
companies that are too small 
(you’re not sure they’ll be 
around to answer the phone in 
a year or two). 

 Do get your PLM team’s feet 
wet. New tools will only be a 
success if people use them, and 
you need your team to “buy in” 
to the tools for them to succeed. 
Demos, presentations, and 
other sales/marketing events 
will not create “buy in”. 
Management sponsorship, 
coupled with workshops, pilots, 

and internal training, will 
generate “buy in”. You will need 
to spend some of your time and 
your money to create real “buy 
in”. 

Once you know which software 

solution is right for your business, it 

won’t magically start working on its 

own. And if you buy software to 

automate your business’ unique 

processes, and believe that it will do 

that in its “out-of-the-box” state, you 

should rethink your assumptions. 

Not that some PLM software doesn’t 

perform basic functions “out-of-the-

box”, but you’re going to need some 

help and experience to make it work 

well for you and to match your 

specific needs. 

Of course this piece advocates for 

consultants, but this advice is 

broader than a simple “hire us” pitch. 

Whether you hire an expert away 

from the software vendor or reseller, 

engage a consultant, or spend 

several months attending technical 

training and studying best practices 

on your own, you need someone 

with experience and technical know-

how on your team. Far too many 

PLM system messes are created by 

first-time consultants and do-it-

yourselfers. 

 

  

If you buy software 

to automate your 

business’ unique 

processes, and 

believe that it will 

do that in its “out-

of-the-box” state, 

you should rethink 

your assumptions. 
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Assuming you have selected your 

software tool(s), identified the gaps 

in how it will be deployed, and 

engaged the right team, you’re 

almost there. To get just the right 

amount of PLM software in place, 

consider both the tool and how much 

of the tool gets deployed. 

It might be that you selected one of 

the monolithic PLM software suites, 

and if so, you can still deploy it one 

piece at a time, or deploy only 

specific parts of it. PLM suites with 

interconnections and module 

interdependencies are not 

necessarily bad (in many cases they 

are highly desirable), but be sure 

that you plan to deploy and use 

these interconnected features 

together for the long term. Breaking 

them apart can be quite painful, and 

create “vendor lock-in”. 

If you’re not deploying an end-to-end 

PLM solution from one of the major 

vendors, know that you’re in good 

company. Many businesses already 

have some parts of a PLM software 

solution (frequently CAD or CAM 

software), and sometimes a number 

of tools from different vendors. So if 

you are already on the path to 

heterogeneous PLM tools, there are 

a number of ways to add/get the 

“right” amount of PLM software. 

Many PLM tools are modular in 

ways that allow them to be used 

independently and in heterogeneous 

environments. Some even 

communicate via open standards, 

but beware that “standards” in the 

PLM world can be like a mirage in 

the desert (seeming like paradise 

from a distance and disappearing 

when viewed up close). Modular, 

point solutions often provide the 

greatest flexibility, but don’t confuse 

flexibility for “fit” – they might be 

adaptable but still not right for you. 

Once you are comfortable that the 

tools are sized/packaged correctly 

for your needs, consider the 

deployment.  Some of the most 

effective PLM software deployments 

proceed in phases, introducing 

functionality and new processes 

step-by-step. Be realistic about how 

much change your business can 

handle at one time, and about how 

much change your deployment team 

can reasonably support. 

Training, testing/validation, and user 

support are all critical elements in 

successful PLM projects, although 

they are rarely highlighted as such. 

Give enough attention and emphasis 

to the human elements of your 

project, and you’re likely to speed 

adoption of the new tools you’re 

paying for. You know you haven’t 

done enough piloting, training, or 

user support if people are still using 

the old software/systems and 

processes several months after 

rollout.  

 

 

Modular PLM tools 

provide the 

greatest flexibility, 

but don’t confuse 

flexibility for “fit” – 

they might be 

adaptable but still 

not right for you. 
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As a final piece of advice, remember 

your objective. Don’t forget why you 

started looking for new tools in the 

first place, and keep that motivation 

in front of you. If you aren’t sure that 

a new piece of PLM software is 

going to improve your business in 

the way you need it to, take a step 

back. In most cases, your business 

won’t fall apart the next day if you 

delay deployment of a software tool. 

But you could severely impact your 

business if you deploy new systems 

and processes that don’t actually 

improve the situation. 

(Actionable) Summary 

So let’s recap how to make 

deploying PLM software 

“achievable” by putting this advice 

into a series of actionable steps: 

1. Identify exactly what you need 
to fix/improve. 

2. Engage a subject matter expert 
that you trust. 

3. Estimate the business value of 
the improvement (cost savings 
or expected revenue growth), 
and acquire a corresponding 
budget for the project. 

4. Determine the possible 
solutions, and cull the list to the 
best three options. 

5. Evaluate the solutions directly 
(get your feet wet with at least 
one of them via a pilot project or 
in-depth workshop). 

6. Select your software and your 
deployment team, and get 
going. 
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