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In order to be successful in making improvements within a facility, upper management must be involved. Many facility managers are frustrated with the lack of attention and cursory review given by upper management to FM issues. The cause of this frustration is a two-way street. Part of it is a result of upper management's lack of understanding of FM; the other part is the facility managers' lack of knowledge of upper management's viewpoint. 

We are surrounded with literature promoting a bottoms-up or grassroots approach to making changes. They are all wrong; all long-term change must start at the top. The overall company strategy and profit markets are controlled by senior managers. They are very skeptical about quick fixes and "flavor-of-the-month" programs. It takes a lot of effort and some facts to convince them to overlook their aversion to risks or to support changes in strategic direction. This article will illustrate some of the tools at your disposal to help convince those upper-level decision-makers. 

"Their" viewpoint 
Upper management looks at facilities differently than we do. No one is more biased in how they view the facility than the experienced facility manager. It is a case of not seeing the forest for the trees. Most facility managers are looking at the sawdust. 

It used to be true that upper management viewed facilities as a necessary evil-the cost of doing business. They usually heard about problems that were not resolved (or liability issues) due to poor planning, budget and time shortfalls. They would get involved after the facility manager, real estate director and others had attempted to handle an issue, usually unsuccessfully. 

Now, upper management is starting to look at facilities in a different light. Having repeatedly reduced labor costs, and still looking for more ways to reduce operating costs and to remain competitive, executives are discovering that facilities are the second largest controllable cost area. They are also realizing that there are real and substantial costs attached to productivity and workplace design, such as preventive and breakdown maintenance. 

How did they discover this? Unfortunately, not from facility managers, but from their CFOs and real estate directors. 

Upper management is constantly looking for ways to make a positive contribution to improving productivity and employee morale, and they want more information. Facility managers can help them by providing that information. 

"Our" viewpoint 
As facility managers, we are good at balancing the multiple issues of coordinating people, place, process and technology to keep the facility operating and productive. We are also good at complaining about it. Steelcase once produced a couple of videotapes that were appropriately titled, "The Juggler" and "The Howling Facility Manager." How often have you warned of impending problems that never occurred? How many times have you missed such a call? If the fire department can schedule adequate coverage and responses to unknown events, then so can we. 

Here are seven keys to improving your communications with upper management: Listen; o Market your success; 
Return on assets; 
Value-added; 
Customer satisfaction; 
Benchmarking metrics; and 
A balanced scorecard. 

Listen 
As Paul Newman said in "Cool Hand Luke," "What we have here is a failure to communicate." The whole concept of communication is the heart of the problem. It isn't really "their" viewpoint or "ours." If we are not already in alignment with upper management's viewpoint of the role of facilities in the overall organizational mission, then that is where we need to start. 

If we really understand upper management's view and are able to translate the value added of FM to them, a whole new set of opportunities will open up to us. If we want to communicate with upper management, then we need to learn a new language. The hardest part of communication is listening, and we all need to go back to take a refresher course in Listening 101. 

Market your success 
If upper management needs proof that FM improvement initiatives are viable investments, then it is a facility manager's job to provide the proof. It's no longer enough to "do what you say" or "do what you mean to say"; today, you have to prove it. This means keeping records of your accomplishments and marketing them to upper management. 
Too often, they only hear about the things that go wrong. The proactive facility manager knows how to lobby the top brass with his or her success stories. 

Return on assets (ROA) 
Do you know what this means? Do you know how to calculate it? If not, you'd better get cracking and take some real estate finance courses. Better yet, learn how to calculate LCC and NPV. 

Changes in ROA indicate how an individual program affects profitability. Whether it is a new IS system, RP3 laptop, an HVAC retrofit, VSDs or new workstations, if it is an asset purchased by the company, you can be there's a reason for it. Now, turn that reason into numbers. 

Value-added (EVA) 
How does individual productivity impact profitability? What contribution does an improvement in the facility make to improved employee productivity? There are several excellent research papers that show quantitative measurements of the impact of FM improvements on personal productivity.

The CFO calls this economic value added. Upper management needs to know what the FM EVA is in relation to the overall company mission. 

Customer satisfaction 
When your customers (both internal and external) are satisfied, you are on the road to long-term improved performance. If your customers had a choice (as in the public sector and many institutions), would they still choose you? Unless you know the unspoken voice of your customers and have a statically valid measurement tool in place, you have no idea how your customers are changing and reacting to your FM services. 

Besides conducting customer satisfaction surveys, you need to talk with your frontline employees, with your senior and most important customers. Staying in constant contact with your customers on many fronts is the only way to long-term survival in the service business. 

Upper management cares about all internal employees. The better job you do in providing FM services to them and identifying areas for improvement, the easier it will be to gain upper management's support. 

Benchmarking metrics 
Be careful here. The voodoo of benchmarking numbers cuts both ways. Anyone who has gone through this over the long term and has seen the numbers change without reason knows what I mean. Benchmarking metrics are merely a compass that points you in the right direction. Take it further than this and you're missing the point. This is where adapting best practices starts. Upper managers sometimes use this tool for their own agenda. Make sure you understand that agenda and be prepared to respond with the facts. 

A balanced scorecard 
If you haven't heard of this concept, get with it. If you know about it and are not doing it, get started. Take it to the next level and incorporate an analog dashboard. With these two tools, you will be on your way to giving upper management a short and concise status report on the organization's facilities. 

The balanced scorecard is one of the best practices in the quality sector that can be directly translated and used in the service sector-especially in FM. With FM's multitude of AORs, the balanced scorecard is a great way to look quickly at several operations and see their current performance and changes. 

Investing wisely 
What it all comes down to is this: if you are going to get upper management's attention and support, you need to demonstrate the bigger impact of ROA, EVA and customer satisfaction. If you have a limited budget for improving operations, spend it all on getting upper management's support. If you have more money, spend it all on upper management and key middle management for the highest return on your investment. Once you have their support, the rest is mere legwork. 
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