
““

32

A
ugust 2005

EExxcclluussiivvee  FFeeaattuurreeExclusive Feature

Laboratory Equipment Maintenance—
Getting the Best Out Of Cost 
Reduction Initiatives
• by Martin Long, Global Sales and Marketing Director, Laboratory Services Business PerkinElmer Life and Analytical Sciences

• w w w. L a b o r a t o r y E q u i p m e n t . c o m

It’s well documented that many pharmaceutical organ-
izations are more aggressively examining and reduc-
ing sources of cost in their business. Sometimes this

is to compensate for disappointing new product introduc-
tions or slow moving R&D pipelines, and sometimes it’s
simply part of an overall productivity improvement drive. 

Until recently, perceived technical barriers and com-
pliance concerns meant laboratory equipment mainte-
nance was generally excluded from cost reduction 
initiatives, but in today’s organization no stone is left

untouched when searching for cost reduction, and right
now organizations are looking closely at laboratory
equipment maintenance costs. 

It’s increasingly difficult for equipment stakeholders to
argue against reducing spend because many organiza-
tions lack consolidated knowledge about their equipment
base, what maintenance is being carried out, why, and
how much it’s costing. Very often organizations find it
very difficult to even pull together accurate data on
what’s being spent on maintenance at a site or within a
laboratory function, let alone where its being spent and
on what equipment. This makes it very difficult for scien-
tists to justify maintaining spend based on a valid busi-
ness need, for example as part of an overall scientist
productivity initiative. 

Traditional First Steps
When corporate cost reduction initiatives for laboratory

equipment maintenance are launched an organization’s first
course of action is usually to negotiate better terms with
its maintenance providers, which are often the original
providers of the equipment (OEM). A typical pharmaceutical
company may have 150+ service providers, each with mul-
tiple contracts, so negotiations are virtually ongoing and
time consuming for the organization’s procurement profes-
sionals. To achieve cost reduction targets, full cover con-

These companies may not have technical maintenance
knowledge, but they are able to manage the maintenance
process, and identify and report maintenance cost by equip-
ment technology type e.g. HPLC, by model, e.g. Waters V
Agilent, and by cost center, etc. This provides scientists and
procurement professionals not only with invaluable knowl-
edge on spend, but also the ability to identify, with hard
facts, underperforming equipment or equipment nearing the
end of its life. The asset management company (AMC) will
also take responsibility for managing all the maintenance
providers so the organization only has to manage one main-
tenance provider, streamlining those all-important adminis-
tration costs. AMCs usually reduce costs by cancelling OEM
contracts and managing service requests on behalf of users
on an as needed basis. As well as managing the equipment
assets, the AMC also measures and manages the perform-
ance of maintenance providers: for example response time
versus target, parts used and their prices, adherence to 
preventive maintenance schedules, escalations, etc. 

The asset management model is initially an easy sell
to scientists because they still contact the OEM directly
whenever they need service. However, to achieve cost
saving targets, AMCs need to negotiate hard with OEMs,
cancelling contracts, which can have a detrimental effect
on service quality, scientist satisfaction and productivity.
Once initial savings have been taken it is usually difficult
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Increasingly, organizations are seeking greater cost savings than is

possible with [reduced coverage contracts or asset management

companies], but many also want to restore service response and

quality in order to maximize scientist satisfaction and productivity.
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to meet further cost saving targets in subsequent years,
given that this approach is primarily focused on reducing
the OEM’s profit margins. In fact AMCs have to work very
hard to ensure costs don’t creep up during ongoing OEM
negotiations conducted on behalf of the organization. 

We Need More
Increasingly, organizations are seeking greater cost

savings than is possible with these two models, but many
also want to restore service response and quality, in order
to maximize scientist satisfaction and productivity. 

This is achieved by driving productivity improvements
in maintenance delivery, by utilizing a single provider that
can provide both maintenance delivery and asset manage-
ment capabilities. Engineer travel time to a site is both

tracts are often replaced with reduced coverage contracts,
or contracts are cancelled and the OEMs are called out, as
needed, when the equipment breaks down. This can reduce
headline maintenance costs, but many OEMs provide prior-
ity response to their contract customers, and so response
times can suffer if contracts are cancelled, with a negative
resulting impact on scientist satisfaction and productivity. 

Also this strategy does not address the organization’s
basic lack of understanding of its maintenance spend or
the time consumed negotiating prices and conditions with
a magnitude of service providers. 

Better Understanding
To address these shortcomings some organizations have

turned to asset management companies for a solution.
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ganizations that feel they have a well developed in-house
model and system should consider building the provider’s 
engineers and support infrastructure into their proven model. 

The Challenge of Change
Although the on-site model provides the highest cost

savings and the best service quality, it also represents
the biggest change for the organization and, in particu-
lar, to the scientists. Scientists are often concerned
about losing contact with their local OEM service engi-
neer and initially dubious about the ability of anyone
other than the OEM to carry out the work. The recom-
mended approach here is to communicate, communicate

and communicate: for example, facilitate a workshop
where scientists can meet the proposed on-site team
and question them about  their skills, philosophy and
commitment to maintenance and compliance. Choose
the right provider and your on-site engineers will com-
prise the highest quality talent within the industry, not
the lowest common denominator. 

Closing Thoughts
To implement either of the two main models discussed

here, it is vitally important that organizations bring to-
gether small cross functional teams with representatives
from science, engineering/operations, compliance, facili-
ties management and procurement/sourcing to take into
account the needs, fears and concerns of all stakeholders.
It is vital to do this early in the evaluation process.
Sometimes the speed of corporate change timelines may
compromise the ability to do this, but those who have
changed their maintenance model will tell you that cross
functional support is a key learning point if you want to
drive successful change within your organization. •

non-productive and wasted cost, so this is eliminated in
this model by deploying engineers permanently on-site,
releasing incremental cost savings. Rather than for exam-
ple 3 HPLC OEMs being called in at the same time to 
PM or repair their respective equipment, a single on-site
engineer can do the same tasks much faster, on equip-
ment from all vendors. Typically an OEM response time 
of 48 hours can be driven down to 1 hour with an on-site 
engineer model. The on-site provider should keep spare
parts pertinent to the equipment mix on site, both as a
productivity enabler and to improve first time fix rates. 

An organization’s equipment inventory is, of course,
very diverse, and it may not be possible for a single

provider to maintain all equipment from day one. An ex-
perienced provider will triage equipment based on what it
can maintain and what it needs to continue to use the
OEM for. There will also be equipment where the on-site
provider can provide a frontline diagnostic capability, min-
imizing the cost of calling in the OEM. Typically the on-
site maintenance focus will be where equipment is found
in quantity and therefore maintenance spend is high, 
such as HPLC, MS, centrifuges, liquid handling, etc. This
focuses the on-site engineers on the biggest cost savings
opportunity and the most mission critical equipment. 

Typically the OEM will still be used where the equip-
ment is only present in small numbers, or where novel
technology is being introduced where even the OEM has
limited maintenance experience. 

Over time the on-site provider will transition more
equipment over to direct maintenance, releasing further
cost savings and improving service quality on an increased
percentage of the equipment base. This is where the
frontline diagnostic capability is often used—to build ex-
perience prior to taking on full maintenance responsibility. 

Deployment of a technical on-site team provides addi-
tional value beyond service quality improvements and on-
going cost savings. The team has the expertise to review
existing service levels and recommend changes based on
business needs, further tuning the cost/productivity model.
It can develop and maintain quality systems and tailor-
made qualification protocols, improving the robustness of
quality systems and reducing the cost of compliance. 

The provider will usually deploy a single IT system on-
site to manage every single aspect of the maintenance
solution, including parts inventory, call logging and alloca-
tion, sub contractor management, PM scheduling, escala-
tions, etc. Every maintenance event is recorded by on-site

Figure 2. Typical maintenance triage model
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Figure 3. Typical maintenance events and transaction that benefit from computer
based systems support.

engineers or administrators in a database in real time to
ensure asset and maintenance performance reporting is
as accurate and up to date as possible. 

Once implemented, organizations will be able to accu-
rately correlate maintenance spend to equipment uptime
and availability, and rapidly access the knowledge they
need to make better business decisions. 

Take Care if Going it Alone
On-site providers usually benefit from highly developed

training, technical support, applications and a parts sourc-
ing infrastructure that backs up the on-site engineers.
Some pharmaceutical organizations have deployed their
own in-house maintenance teams, but don’t have the in-
house supporting infrastructure. This means they are still
reliant on the OEM for much of the support, resulting in
duplication of cost and labor inefficiency. 

Organizations that have utilized an in-house model should
consider working with an on-site provider to transfer in-
house labor to the provider or getting the on-site provider to
manage in-house labor within their system. Alternatively, or-
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