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Challenging Conventions: FM 5.0 

 

Challenging convention, innovation and strategy development are related concepts that drive the 

evolution of how the Built Environment operates and performs.    

 

FM is an industry that is not even close to realising its potential for UK business, health & wellbeing, 

economic impact or the happiness of individuals.  In the last few years the industry has converged to 

an agreement on FM’s potential to impact health & well-being and there has been a broader 

consensus to move up the value chain through enabling our clients’ core business.  With the right 

leadership FM can perform to its full potential. 

 

It is clear that FM and built environment engineering can enable UK industry to be the best in the 

world.  The building is the fundamental element that all people interact with every day and greater 

synergy with it will ensure we can all deliver our collective potential. To achieve this, there are still 

issues that the industry has to overcome.  

 

Outsourced FM remains seen as a service that is about removal of cost; we are a target for every one 

of our client’s cost cutting exercises.  We are perceived as a necessary evil, although many are not too 

sure they understand the necessity.   There is an unhealthy commoditised view of our industry and in 

some areas a push to take this further to “out tasking” and handing control to the analytics platform 

provider. Effectively trying to fill the expertise gap with tech and increasingly with Artificial 

Intelligence.   

 

The rise of Data 3.0 and industry 4.0 could push us to the margins. Leaving us with the undesirable 

position of moving from outsourced to out tasked.  In turn this leaves us with an even lower margin 

model, where platforms and analytics take our position and leave us with the lower skilled tasks to 

perform less often.  This soon moves to bidding by job to perform maintenance or cleaning tasks on a 

weekly or daily basis. The era of reverse auction for maintenance as tasked by analytic platform is not 

too far away. 

To achieve our potential we have to be straight forward about where our industry is today.  

Understanding where our industry came from is key; 1st generation outsourcing – cost-cutting mid 

1980s activity to reduce client headcount, get someone to do the non-core activity better and cheaper 

whilst allowing executives to focus on their core job.  Arguably 4th generation outsource is that point 

after 2008. This tends to be a mature service that has learnt from previous generations. Since 2008 

we see a highly commoditised offering with price as the key.  This has resulted in low margins and very 

negative trading environment.  

We must create FM 5.0 to take us out of this downward spiral and leverage the huge advances of Data 

3.0 and Industry 4.0.  This is the antidote to commoditisation.  

 

Alignment 

We need to align our call to arms and understand what it is that we all really need to build.  
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If FM 5.0 is the answer - it needs a definition, define what we should sell or perhaps finally tell the 

client what it is they need to buy or perhaps what it could do for them.  Then we will have connected 

the plant room to the boardroom and we will be having a C level discussion at the start of a contract 

and not the acrimonious end of one.  

 

My definition of FM 5.0 is – FM5.0 releases the potential of smart buildings, analytics and data to 

enable UK industry to realise the potential of its people.  Happier, healthier and more productive 

people will be the central theme of FM in the future.  From the food we serve to the air they breathe 

it will be the role of our cleaners, caterers, Engineers or the myriad other teams to unlock these 

benefits.  

The key to reaching our brighter future is that we must embrace technology.  This is tough for the FM 

industry but all of us are trialling and developing new ideas or looking at novel sensors that may just 

unlock the next bit of value. But is there a risk that this piecemeal approach is simply speeding up the 

race to the bottom?   

To get ahead and stay ahead we need to learn from other industries and appreciate techniques such 

as ‘fail fast’.  We must accept failure but we must keep laser focus on why we are embarking on any 

development.  Some of this involves solving issues, for example the tension between SME, large 

provider of our own ICT teams.  For the first time our rather traditional ICT teams are being asked to 

consider technology in an operational world they were never designed or educated to deal with. 

We can and will build the Smart building one device at a time – providing we have a plan. But we will 

also take the opportunities when they arise to build out smart environments quickly and 

operationalise them effectively. 

If Carlsberg did FM or built environment engineering, it would be enabled by faster data speeds, 

cheaper sensors, and the ability to leverage AI.  We would then understand the needs of the 

inhabitants of the built environment before they realised it.  It would not forget the complex 

engineering issues at stake around security of supply, energy storage and complexity of bi directional 

flows of energy.  It would also not forget our people and that we must create tomorrow’s Engineers 

out of today’s Engineers.  

If we can harness knowledgeable, talented people who have history and understanding of our 

buildings and combine this with the power of technology with integration and planning – we can 

create FM 5.0  

 

Call to Arms 

 

For our industry to succeed and achieve everything we know it can, we must pull and push in the same 

direction.  That direction is about using the smarts we see today, the people we have today and all the 

knowledge we have of our buildings and their operation.  

 

Identifying what we should sell is of paramount importance as is the wit to abandon the contract 

structure that effectively buys the previous incumbent’s offering, but more cheaply with locked in 

savings targets.  An FM contract of 5 years is a life time in business but also acts to freeze the service 
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at a point in time.  Moving from that to what they really want is beyond client or service providers at 

present.   

 

If there is one set of conventions that industry thinkers and commentators are aligned on it is that we 

cannot go on selling commoditised cleaning and M&E maintenance for much longer; something must 

change. 

 

There are many challenges out there and many conventions that need to be knocked down.  We keep 

looking for the silver bullet to fix all our ills, yet we must realise that if FM and Built Environment 

Engineering do not challenge these conventions, find new models and operate differently, then 

someone will do it to us and we will be left behind.  

 

This is our time to move our profession to the board room of our clients and positively impact their 

core business, their employees and their client’s every move, every breath, every purchase and every 

transaction.   

 

Conclusion 

 

The next phase of the tech revolution will enable humans to interact with their buildings and their 

buildings to become an extension of their life, with a reliance on buildings to fulfil much more in all 

our lives.   

 

Just as wearables have enhanced humans, next up - buildings will do the same. Smart home or Smart 

buildings, humans are evolving through their interaction with the planet.  The building has always 

fulfilled the lower levels of Maslow’s hierarchy by providing shelter and safety but it will become a 

true enabler of the higher reaches of Maslow such as self-realisation.  

 

M&E is already the fundamental element of built environment that a business cannot operate 

without.  It can close a business for an hour, a day or a week without warning. It must become the 

back bone of delivery for FM to realise its potential for all services lines.   

FM and Built Environment Engineering in the present future will be a business differentiator for our 

clients. We will move away from Facilities Management and we will see a rise of Facility Operational 

Leadership. What we are creating is FM 5.0 and it is just about here.  

   


