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As facility managers are well aware, no two corporate or organizational real estate portfolios are alike. The challenges of developing, managing and maintaining the physical workplace are many and varied. 
Yet, many facility managers are using off-the-shelf computer aided facility management (CAFM) systems that promise a lot, but fail to take into account and fail to meet their unique needs. 
In fact, careful consideration of organizational needs, objectives and processes—not specific software solutions—is the primary issue when selecting and implementing a CAFM System.
Comprehensive needs analysis
The first step is a comprehensive needs analysis. For a successful CAFM implementation 
it is essential to identify all stakeholders—including facility management, HR, IT 
and security—and bring them together to identify the organization’s needs and goals 
for CAFM. 
An organization’s size, type, geographic spread, and industry significantly affect its needs and goals with respect to CAFM. Perhaps yours is a large multinational firm that needs to track millions of square feet of owned and/or leased real estate worldwide. Perhaps it is a small, but growing company that needs a strategic planning tool to phase in new office space for regional expansion of the work force. 
One crucial element of the needs analysis is accurate process mapping: sitting down with CAFM end users and finding out how they perform the elements of their jobs, and what data they want to track.
For example, how do facility planners handle the relocation process, from one employee to an entire building? The process itself must be documented, as well as how the information about that process will get entered into CAFM. This one process alone easily can involve facility planning, HR, IT, and security, as well as multiple vendors from the telecom provider to the furniture rental company. Somehow all that must accurately be distilled into a document—a road map—of the sequential process from initiation of the move to the completed relocation. 
This must be repeated for every process affecting real estate management, from 
new hires to relocations, to procurement of equipment and services, to negotiation and management of real estate leasing contracts. Facilities must be surveyed and all of the associated process data and building drawings must be collected, standardized, validated 
and entered into a common system, with provision for timely updates. It is essential 
that consistent language and terminology be used for all elements of the processes and related data. 
There are many valuable offshoots of the needs analysis. Often, it reveals ways to redefine and improve the processes themselves. Sometimes an ineffective or ill-defined process is the problem, not the CAFM system. When a CAFM implementation falls short of expectation, users too often assume it’s the CAFM software at fault and they spend a great deal of money to replace it. Yet, the underlying problem remains unresolved only to resurface again. 
Gaining buy-in
In fact, software selection takes a back seat to management issues and people skills. Much of the success of CAFM really can be attributed to the ability of the person leading the effort to bring all these parties together at the outset. 
Effective implementation of a CAFM system requires the buy-in of all the key stakeholders because so much of the planning process requires sharing of information among departments. Department heads and other data keepers must be willing to take what has until now been closely held information maintained on various systems, share it, and implement a common database. Senior level managers must see the value in CAFM and communicate it to the entire organization. At this level, often an ROI analysis can help to secure the buy-in of executive level managers by giving them the objective cost-benefit data to support their decision. 
Given the complexity of the needs analysis and the political issues associated with bringing stakeholders together, most organizations can benefit from the experience and independent perspective of an outside consultant. The consultant not only understands 
what is needed and frees people in the organization to focus on their day-to-day work, but also serves as an objective third party who can help resolve the inevitable conflicts among various stakeholders. 
Building momentum 
As the CAFM planning process evolves, people within the organization begin to appreciate the value of the information. The facility manager hits a point of critical mass where the solicitation of departmental buy-in becomes easier. For example, at one rapidly growing company, the facility manager was adding a building every month to the company’s real estate portfolio. Meanwhile, detailed information was being gathered and implemented in CAFM that related each employee to his or her future location—right down to the number of the data port and its corresponding location in the building’s telecomm closet. 
The facility manager started providing this information to the moving team in the form of employee lists and maps. They began to see that the information was accurate and valuable and saved them hours of site surveys, including time spent crawling under desks and sorting through utility closets. Word soon got around, and people were more willing to share information. 
The right time for CAFM
At what point in an organization’s development does it need CAFM? Is it a factor of the organization’s size, complexity, industry or geographic spread? All of these factors come into play.
Typically, companies with 100,000 square feet of space or more and 25 percent churn are good candidates for CAFM. They are starting to grow, may have several buildings within a local area and need to begin to aggregate information about their real estate portfolio. And it’s the right time to start building a CAFM system. The earlier a facility manager initiates the planning process, the less time-consuming and less costly it will be for the planning team to get their collective arms around the volume of information needed to establish process flows and associated data. The bigger the company is and the more real estate in the portfolio, the more ambitious the process. 
Yet, a smaller organization need not invest at the outset in the systems and staff required for an in-house CAFM system. It can start with contract CAFM services. A consultant 
can gather the data, implement the system, and host it on its own infrastructure outside the client’s company, providing the facility manager with periodic reports. These may be in the form of PDF documents, which anyone can read using Adobe shareware, and/or AutoCAD drawing Web files (DWF). This enables smaller companies to control costs and to enjoy
all the benefits of CAFM without wrestling with it on their own. At some point, they 
can choose to make the transition to full in-house ownership and management of the 
CAFM system. 
Lessons learned 
CAFM has become a popular buzzword in facility management, and many facility managers are understandably eager to implement a system they know can streamline their real estate management processes and reduce costs. But, they need to understand at the outset that many of all CAFM initiatives fail because of several pitfalls: failure to identify and map all underlying processes; inaccurate, inconsistent or missing data; and lack of buy-in from stakeholders and senior managers. Expensive software easily can become shelfware. 
A facility manager who initiates implementation of a CAFM system isn’t just buying software; he or she is literally taking on the whole organization. Planning for CAFM can be a daunting practical and political process, but that should not dissuade facility managers from taking the plunge. The benefits ultimately are well worth the effort. 
There are key lessons to be learned from the experience of companies that have successfully implemented CAFM. Sit down with representatives from across the company, and build a real team of people who are going to have a stake in implementing, using and maintaining the system. Put the emphasis on team building and process mapping, not software selection. Plan it out. Document it. Set milestones. Gather pertinent, accurate data. If you spend the time up front, you will be on the right road to success. 
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