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When deploying PLM, many organizations 
are unaware of the impact it can have 
on company culture; if the full scope 

of the change is not understood, the organization 
tries to maintain existing process definition and 
as such, use PLM like one of their existing tools. 
This results in frustration of the users – ‘the PLM 
system is not user friendly’ - and managers – ‘the 
PLM system is just an additional cost with no ROI 
and it reduces productivity’. This phenomenon is 
well known in the study of psychology; humans 
try to solve their issues using existing schemes 
(Assimilation), because it is quite difficult for them 
to apply new schemes (Accommodation).5

Conference speakers tend to focus on the successes 
of their PLM deployments and tend to leave out 
the behind-the-scenes frustrations and struggles 
of all the stakeholders:

• The End Users perceive the introduction of a 
PLM system as a disruption; it disrupts their 
daily efforts to solve issues instead of being a 
more efficient tool at getting said issues solved

• The C-level/Senior-level Sponsors are 
convinced that PLM will provide benefits to 
the business and a short-term ROI, but during 
its introduction begin only to see a system 
that gets more expensive due to requested 
improvements and impedes the existing 
progress of work tasks

• The Core PLM team find themselves 
sandwiched between a frustrated C-Suite and 
an End User community resisting the change 
and therefore refusing to follow the defined 
new practice

• Software Vendors face complaints about 
missing user friendliness targets without 
getting clear requirements for improvement

• PLM Consultants become overloaded with 
requests to improve the PLM system by 
implementing configurations that result in 
higher complexity but at the same time then 
get complaints about a PLM system that is too 

complex

• PLM Trainees, having been assigned the task 
of introducing end users to the PLM system 
features, are confronted with unanticipated 
questions about how to execute a specific task 
in using the PLM system and are therefore 
incapable of answering the question

To overcome the reasoning behind these issues, 
the realms of meaning can be changed by 
using metaphors that are often used to better 
communicate and explain complex concepts. For 
example to explain “Money” we often use the 
concept of “Water” and talk about “cash flows” or 
“income streams”.3

To explain changing from legacy data systems to a 
PLM system we could use a metaphor of changing 
from a car to a bicycle.

Figure 1:  Changing the tool requires changing the processes: 
from a current practice to an unknown new practice.

And you might ask why a bicycle? After all, PLM 
vendors offer tools that might better resemble a 
helicopter metaphor, in that you can get solutions 
for everything. But it is in fact like a bicycle and you 
will see why shortly.

The realm of meaning, metaphors in this instance, 
are schemes describing how going from home 
to the office and back, works. The scenario is as 
follows:
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• Target: You want to have more time with your 
family

• Analysis: You need a lot of time to get from 
home to the office and vice versa

• Reason: Daily traffic jams

• Tendency: Traffic volumes are ever-increasing

• Strategy: Change to a vehicle that is not 
impacted by said traffic jams, say a helicopter 
or a bicycle

• Measurable target: Reduce the transit time 
needed by a factor of 2 without exceeding 
current cost

A helicopter is not affordable for the masses, thus 
your options are narrowed down to the bicycle. In 
choosing the bicycle schema you need to assess 
the impacts of the change; it is not just a new bike 
but adapted clothing, weather considerations, rain 
protection, short cuts, fitness etc.

being aware of the impacts of the change because 
suitable schemes in a specific set of processes are 
not known. The result is an underestimation of the 
impact, and/or even worse, the assumption that 
the current schemes are sufficient for the running 
of a PLM system. Using our bicycle metaphor, let’s 
image you are unaware of the impacts travelling 
by bike. You assume you buy the bike based on 
personal specifications such as gear number and 
weight, and then use it as you did your car. Very 
quickly you would begin to encounter a number 
of issues and would be less likely to realize the 
benefits, for example, if it rains you will arrive at 
the office wet.

Figure 2: Changing the tool requires changing the processes: 
in the realm of meaning “Vehicle” the impact of the change 
of the vehicle type on processes is obvious

Introducing a PLM system into an organization 
is similar: the organization develops targets, 
executes a gap analysis, develops a strategy for the 
change, and sets measurable targets to ensure the 
intended targets are reached.

The issue lies with organizations very often not 

Figure 3: In mapping the realm of meaning “PLM” to 
the realm of meaning “Vehicle” readers can perceive 
consequences of a specific strategy in mapping the strategy 
applied in one realm to the other realm

How can the use of existing schemes be avoided 
when introducing a new tool?

As a first step, any organization introducing 
or redesigning end-to-end product lifecycle 
management has to understand that the new way 
of working, the Future State, requires, at the very 
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least, the questioning of current schemes in terms 
of the validity of supporting procedures and job 
descriptions.

To prevent falling back into the current schemes 
there must be a clear, strongly supported decision 
for the design of new schemes, which shows clear 
benefit over the existing ones.

Before project setup a core team is tasked with 
the understanding of the PLM methodology, 
familiarization with the use of a PLM system and 
the designing of a new practice for end-to-end 
product lifecycle management in the organization 
with the widest solution scope allowable.

With the new design and a clear PLM vision a 
project can be set up, a tool selected and a plan 
established to guide the organization through the 
cultural change.

SETTING UP A CROSS-
FUNCTIONAL TEAM
The core functional PLM team is a multi-disciplinary 
team and consists of nominated representatives 
from all departments that are impacted by 
the design of the end-to-end product lifecycle 
management process. Each functional member 
must have enough authority and the right level 
of management sponsorship to represent his 
department and to be able to align all stakeholders 
of his department. Senior management selects the 
team members, provides support, and acts as their 
escalation partner.6 Senior management must set 
objectives and consistently monitor progress of 
the expected deliverables.

The team members must have enough time to 
carry out their responsibilities. The organization 
will inevitably resist because involved departments 
are losing very qualified members hence putting 
added pressure on daily performance for a 
significant amount of time.

They must have the skills to communicate with 
and promote collaboration amongst the different 

parties, including C-level managers and users of 
their own and other departments who will be 
using the system every day in the future.

Each member of the team is the voice of his 
department.

Targets are understood to be optimized procedures 
supporting what the strategy demands and 
ensuring a more immediate ROI. This requires an 
intimate understanding of how people, processes 
and tools are integrated. To bring the new practice 
to life each member of the team needs to be 
passionate about user experience and able to 
communicate needs and describe requirements.

They are knowledgeable of their department’s 
own objectives and procedures and are well 
respected in their departments and recognized as 
having an ability to collaborate around common, 
organization-wide objectives. Representatives 
must be comfortable working with a cross-
functional, self-organizing team and need to be 
committed to the development objectives

UNDERSTANDING PLM 
METHODOLOGY AND PLM 
SYSTEM
The core PLM team begins by benchmarking 
their organization against similar businesses to 
understand and document how they transitioned 
to PLM, how they currently use the PLM 
system and how they perform based on pre- 
and post-PLM metrics. They also evaluate the 
‘state-of-the-art’ from sources including blogs, 
conference proceedings, books and PLM experts 
in the field to understand analysis, opinions, and 
recommendations.

The team envisions how they as an organization 
could work with a PLM system, analyzing findings 
to get high-level insights, converting these insights 
to design principles and then brainstorming 
concepts within the widest solution space 
permitted by these design principles all the while 
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gaining inspiration from metaphors and visualizing 
concepts.2

They play with different design patterns1 to 
understand to what extent departments will be 
impacted and what may be the consequences of 
supporting procedures and job descriptions. It 
would be helpful in this context to have state of 
the art PLM design patterns4 as open knowledge 
for guidance.

ENVISIONING THE PROTOTYPE 
USER
The goal of the team is to understand the end 
users and their interactions with everything during 
their day-to-day work. They try to understand how 
people work in the current practice by documenting 
people, their activities, and interactions with 
objects and environment to extract the most 
valuable insights. They discuss findings with users, 
and gather feedback and validation.2

In designing the new practice they envision 
prototype users and imagine the problems the PLM 
system will help them solve without the constraint 
of current job descriptions and departmental 
habits. They will explicitly not attempt to make 
department heads happy nor act on all the wishes 
the users have. If they did either, they would end 
up with a design that made none of them happy.

FOCUSING ON ESSENCE
There is a risk of over-designing. Take for example 
an organization that has every intention of 
globalizing its production of a product. Currently 
this is not the case. The team may design the 
product data structure taking this business 
strategy into account but does not realize it in the 
first implementation wave. Instead, the team will 
try to reduce complexity wherever possible and, in 
clustering and synthesizing concepts into coherent 
systems, generate road maps considering the 

capabilities necessary to achieve these strategies 
and designs in a stepwise approach without losing 
sight of the intended goal. A prototype allows 
testing of details, feasibility, viability, and technical 
specifications.

SETTING UP THE PROJECT AND 
A COMMUNICATION PLAN
At the end of this process the project is set up by 
allocating resources, constructing budgets and 
schedules, hiring teams, and creating plans for 
pilots and launches. Now is the time to determine 
software platforms and partners key to the 
project’s success.

Part of the project setup is a detailed communication 
concept; people do not resist changes because 
they are not willing or lazy, but because they 
wish to maintain stability in a system of highly 
complex interactions. The communication must 
therefore ensure that members of the organization 
understand the change, see the benefits to the 
whole organization and to themselves directly and 
feel safe moving to the new practice. 

The communication concept describes how these 
targets will be accomplished and summarizes 
the content of the required communication in 
introducing or redesigning end-to-end product 
lifecycle management:

It describes the added value of the change to the 
organization in clear and precise terms

It contains chapters about benefits, liabilities, and 
drawbacks of the change for each stakeholder 
and explains how a drawback for a stakeholder is 
a benefit to the organization and consequently, to 
the stakeholder as he/she is of course part of that 
organization.

It lists the communication events planned in terms 
of target groups, content, goals, channels, and the 
required preparation effort. 

Communication is key to get the buy in of all 
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stakeholders.

LEADING THE CHANGE
And now the cross-functional team guides the 
organization through the transformation from 
current to new practices, to a country flowing with 
milk and honey. Each member of the team guides 
his department in collaboration with the other 
team members ensuring a best fit for business 
strategy and end user needs.

SUMMARY
To overcome the frustration of end-user and 
management resistance, a thing observed in many 
organizations when introducing end-to-end PLM, 
it is critical that the organization invents, based on 
a clear, strongly supported decision, a new practice 
model that has clear benefits over the current 
practice. A multi-disciplinary, cross functional PLM 
team designs the new practice with the widest 
solution scope allowable, without the constraint of 
current job descriptions and departmental habits 
and in doing so, aims to get more immediate ROI 
and to best support the end-users solving real day-
to-day problems. The core PLM team is aware of a 
natural resistance against changes, but they know 
that their colleagues will follow as soon as they 
understand there is a better way to collaborate for 
the benefit of the organization.

I am grateful to Dave Schlief. Dave’s feedback and 
wording correction were invaluable in writing this 
white paper.
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