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Choosing a planned maintenance system (PMS) can be a difficult and involving process, 
but there are a few steps you can follow that should help in narrowing down the field of providers 

to one that will more likely suit your own specific needs, writes Matti Bargfried, CODie

Choosing and validating planned 
maintenance software

TT
his article explains briefly how to

test whether a maintenance soft-

ware suits your maritime business.

There are several articles which explain

how to identify good PMS software, but lit-

tle has been written about how to validate

the trial versions.

The fact that you are reading this article

indicates that you have decided to start

using planned maintenance software, that

you intend to buy a replacement, or you are

at least interested in the process. If you are

implementing a new system, you are under-

taking an expansive and important task,

and for good or for bad it will influence

your colleagues' workload significantly. 

So how do you start your search for a

PMS? A Google search for ‘planned main-

tenance software’ offers results on soft-

ware for manufacturers, but there are none

for maritime companies. Entering ‘planned

maintenance software for ships’ or ‘mar-

itime planned maintenance software’ can

offer better results.

Special industry directories may allow

for a much broader overview and many

maritime newspapers offer this too.

Companies of all sizes can participate in

these media because many directories have

no paywall. The newspaper we trust for

example is Digital Ship, but we recommend

using a number of sources.

Word of mouth is also very relevant in

learning about new systems, particularly

in maritime, so asking a trusted individual

about their experiences with specific

planned maintenance software is a good

plan of action. It will give you an overview

of the way the software works in a real

environment.

Research other colleagues' opinions about

various parameters – such as its level of sta-

bility in operation, ease of data management

and the quality of the support available.

Social Media also offers an opportunity

to learn more about the software company

behind the application, and its employees,

than simply visiting the company website.

Sources like LinkedIn, Twitter and

Facebook can offer different insights, for

example you can use LinkedIn to learn

more about employee qualifications and

experiences, or use Twitter to learn about

cooperation partners as they often ‘follow’

each other.

Vendor choice
Once a preliminary list has been created

you will need to reduce the number of ven-

dors to those most suited to the project in

question. There are a few different consid-

erations to take into account at this point. 

Price is an obvious issue, and the initial

cost per ship and update fee costs can vary

considerably between different companies.

Some big companies might have an initial

charge of $20,000 to $25,000 per vessel

while many smaller ones could charge a

quarter of these rates.

Other vendors, specifically classifica-

tion societies, may give their software

away free when you engage them as your

classification society. The cost of data

implementation services varies too.

The size of the vendor may also be a fac-

tor, and whether your company prefers

dealing with large, medium or small ven-

dors is a question of your own policy. Big

companies and class societies could offer a

higher level of legal safety, but their serv-

ice might be slower. Small companies may

go bankrupt more easily, but it is also eas-

ier to contact their CEO on the phone and

to have individual requests fulfilled.

Similarly, bigger companies will be able

to offer more in terms of a known brand,

worldwide offices and multi-lingual cus-

tomer service, but a smaller company will

need your business more and will likely be

more receptive to customisation requests.

Perhaps one of the most important con-

siderations will be the features of the soft-

ware itself, so create a list with features

you truly need.

Functionality such as condition-based

maintenance data interfaces or tablet sup-

port may be important to your operations,

or may not be necessary if you won’t make

extensive use of them. The same applies to

Cloud services – are you sure you want or

need your company data in the Cloud?

These are fundamental questions when

making your choice.

Next steps 
After reducing the list of vendors to some

of the more serious options, you can make

an appointment with them for an online

live presentation. The companies will pitch

their software, showing the positive fea-

tures and benefits, and you can gain the

advantage of avoiding searching for func-

tions, having to read the manual or possi-

bly overlooking features by trying the sys-

tem yourself. 

Most importantly, from the presenta-

tion you will discover the ways in which

experienced people navigate through the

system. After all, it is not really important

if you need two or three weeks to under-

stand the software, but the software's

workflow is very important, as this ele-

ment is not going to change all that much.

Additionally, by having a live presenta-

tion of the planned maintenance software

you will be able to gain insights about the

vendor themselves, and ask questions that

would be difficult to formulate in an e-

mail. It is a good idea to have these ques-

tions prepared and to also watch the pres-

entation together with colleagues from

other departments – they may formulate

different questions to yours.

Once these presentations have been

evaluated you can move on to software tri-

als. At this point you should set up a small

test centre to test all the systems that are

still of interest. 

Define a timetable and determine the

users who should be involved, e.g. super-

visors, technical officers and nautical offi-

cers. Furthermore, consider performing

testing involving colleagues of differing

genders, skills and ages.

It is also very important to properly

define the test criteria. Ask people who use

PMS software daily to help define a testing

process (e.g. entering a maintenance check,

buying a spare part) and then create a table

that allows you to give points to each PMS

software for each task.

Weight the tasks and think about ways

of combining the test results with the more

general points you have already evaluated,

such as price, software performance, ven-

dor competence, and available features.

The aim is to create a score that allows you

to defend your decision, should that

become necessary.

Most programs are divided into a vessel

client and an office version. The most

severe issues will occur onboard, so keep

that in mind and test the vessel version

carefully – it is much difficult for the crew

to solve IT problems than office staff.

Validating the vessel version will

involve tasks like creating, executing and

reviewing maintenance jobs, as well as cre-

ating, adding and managing parts and

equipment. You will need to determine

how items like overdue jobs or critical

equipment or unexpected maintenance is

handled and how this will work with your

own processes.

It is also important to check how data

can be sent and received between the ship

and shore systems, and what kind of per-

missions can be created to manage access

to the software.

On the shore side, validating the office

version will include a review of how the

status of the fleet is displayed, and how

easy it is to determine the ships' condition

or whether there are overdue maintenance

jobs and non-conformities.

The test should also include creating a

new vessel and changing vessel details,

checking how data is received and imple-

mented from the ships, and what perform-

ance statistics are provided (as well as

which of them you actually need).

For future ongoing operation it is addi-

tionally worth considering how updates

will be sent to the ships, and whether the

software can be connected to other third

party programs, like Microsoft Outlook,

tracking data applications or a purchasing

system.

These questions are a good start and

should be adapted to your company's

needs. Today, PMS programs are generic

software, but as we also know, all cars have

four wheels and still the driving experience

and comfort differ between them. 

Find the system that suits your compa-

ny's needs the best, and avoid both under

and over-configuration.

Defining the functions you really need in a PMS will help you to check 

if the available systems will meet your needs
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