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Preventive Maintenance (PM) is supposed to be the backbone of equipment reliability. But in many 
plants, the PM program that was meant to prevent failure is actually enabling it. Why? Because most 
PM strategies are built on flawed assumptions, outdated templates, and habits that haven’t evolved 
with the equipment—or the business. 

This report isn’t about working harder. It’s about working smarter—by identifying the silent, 
structural failures baked into many PM programs and offering a practical path forward. 

Inside this report, you’ll find the most common—but often unnoticed—reasons PM programs 
underperform. We’re talking about variable scheduling, vague inspection criteria, time-based 
replacements that don’t work, and tribal knowledge that only one tech knows how to use. 

These aren’t just minor inefficiencies. They’re the cracks in your foundation that lead to chronic 
breakdowns, reactive chaos, and rising costs with no reliability gain.   

This report walks you through the real causes behind your most persistent PM frustrations—and lays 
out the countermeasures that turn confusion into clarity, and activity into results. 

Too many organizations pour time, money, and manpower into PM activities that simply don’t work. 
Why? Because they’re relying on outdated assumptions, OEM templates, and reactive thinking 
disguised as proactive strategy. 

Inside this report, we explore eight key breakdowns that derail PM programs, including: 

• Variable scheduling that creates chaos and inconsistency 
• Misguided mentalities that treat PM like a racecar pit stop 
• Vague task instructions that lead to unplanned corrective work 
• Time-based replacements that increase cost but not reliability 
• Guesswork-based task intervals 
• Inspection criteria that vary by technician 
• PMs built around OEM checklists instead of real failure modes 
• A lack of structure connecting defect detection to planned action 

Each section outlines the failure mode, the underlying root cause, and the best-practice 
countermeasure that separates average maintenance departments from high-performing reliability 
teams. 

Whether you're rebuilding a program or refining an existing one, this guide will help you take 
meaningful steps toward a more reliable, proactive, and effective maintenance culture. 

If your PM program isn’t producing reliability, this report will show you why—and more 
importantly, how to turn it around. 
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Why Unstructured Scheduling is Slowly Breaking Your PM Program 

Let’s talk about one of the most overlooked failure modes in preventive maintenance: scheduling. It 
seems simple, right? Put tasks on the calendar and get them done. But if your PM tasks are being 
completed on a variable schedule, you’ve already introduced chaos into your maintenance system. 

Here’s the failure symptom: teams complete PMs based on convenience—when the machine is 
down, when labor is available, or when someone remembers. This “on-demand” approach may feel 
flexible, but in reality, it’s unreliable and unaccountable. 

The real problem? PMs are being released inconsistently, not because they’re due, but because it’s 
convenient. That means important tasks slip through the cracks. You’re not building a program—
you’re playing defense. 

 

The countermeasure is simple but 

powerful: move to a fixed and 

automatically issued schedule. 

Let your CMMS drive consistent task 

releases. Make the schedule rigid and 

system-driven—not subject to variation. 

A well-scheduled PM is the first line of defense against unexpected failures. It builds rhythm, 
reliability, and trust in your maintenance program. 

Want to be proactive? It starts with scheduling discipline. 
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Your PM Program Is Only as Good as Its Mentality 

Here’s a tough truth: most preventive maintenance programs fail in the way they’re designed—
mentally. It starts with a flawed mindset: “Only fix the big stuff” or “PMs are just pit stops.” That 
thinking is reactive, not reliable. 

If your PM window feels like a racecar pit stop, you’re doing it wrong. You rush in, patch things up, 
and rush out—no time for meaningful inspections, no time for adjustments, no time to actually 
prevent anything. That’s not a PM; that’s a panic measure with a clean name. 

The result? Nothing gets fixed unless it’s already breaking. Your “preventive” maintenance becomes 
thinly veiled reactive work. And the only time something gets addressed is when it fails in spectacular 
fashion. 

Flip the mentality. 

A good PM program isn’t about fixing 

what’s obviously broken—it’s about 

keeping things from ever reaching that 

point. 

 

 

PM tasks should be structured around inspections, cleanings, and adjustments—not last-minute 
repairs. These aren’t soft tasks. These are the activities that spot early wear, correct developing 
issues, and extend the life of your equipment. 

Want a high-performing plant? It starts with redefining what PM time is for. It’s not a gap between 
breakdowns. It’s your first and best line of defense against them. 
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Proactive maintenance begins with proactive thinking.  
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The PM Trap: When “Correct as Needed” Means “Fix It When It Fails” 

Preventive Maintenance (PM) is supposed to be your first line of defense against unplanned 
downtime. But for many organizations, it quietly becomes a source of planning chaos—and it all 
comes down to how we handle corrective work during PMs. 

Here’s the problem: many PM tasks contain vague instructions like “Repair if necessary” or 
“Correct as needed.” These phrases sound practical, but they leave too much open to 
interpretation. They put pressure on technicians to make split-second decisions and throw 
production planning into disarray. 

Now add to that the inconsistent time it takes to complete each PM. One day it’s a 30-minute task. 
The next day it turns into a 3-hour repair because something was found “needing correction.” What 
does that do to your production schedule? It breaks it. 

This approach turns your PM into a wildcard—unpredictable, unplannable, and unsustainable. It 
becomes reactive work disguised as proactive intent. 

The solution? Decouple corrective work from your PM execution. 

Your PM should identify problems, not fix them on the fly. When an issue is found, the technician 
should log it clearly, using standard inspection criteria. Then, that finding should flow into the 
planning system where it’s evaluated, scoped, planned, and scheduled for a dedicated outage or 
maintenance window. 

This doesn’t mean ignoring urgent repairs. It means you avoid making long-term decisions under 
short-term pressure. 

Here’s what a healthy process looks like: 

• PM identifies a defect. 
• The defect is classified by severity and risk. 
• The corrective action is planned with proper parts, tools, time, and labor. 
• The work is executed with intention—not urgency. 

This model stabilizes your PM schedule, respects your production commitments, and gives your 
maintenance team time to do real, quality work. 
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Stop patching. Start planning. Your plant deserves a better PM process—and it starts with how 
you handle corrective work. 
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Timing Is Everything—Especially in Corrective Maintenance 

Here’s a harsh truth: if your team is constantly fixing things the moment they’re discovered, you don’t 
have a maintenance strategy—you have a reaction cycle. 

In too many plants, corrective work is identified so late that it has to be performed immediately. 
That means emergency repairs, overtime, disrupted production, and unplanned costs. Your PM 
program may be finding issues—but if it's finding them too late, it’s not doing its job. 

A healthy PM program should do more than spot urgent issues—it should generate a backlog of 
planned corrective work. If your schedule isn’t at least 40% full of proactively identified jobs, you're 
flying blind. 

Ask yourself: 

• Is your PM driving a backlog that feeds the weekly schedule? 
• Or are you constantly chasing today’s crisis? 

The timing of defect detection makes all the difference. When problems are caught early, you get 
options: time to evaluate, time to plan, time to schedule. You avoid the scramble. You break the cycle 
of reactive chaos. 

The goal is simple: identify defects early enough to schedule them proactively, not reactively. 
Build your PM tasks to detect problems well before functional failure. Include measurable inspection 
criteria. Train your team to distinguish between early warning signs and urgent defects. 

Then, use that data to build a forward-looking schedule—one that’s driven by insight, not incident. 

This is what maturity looks like in a maintenance organization. 
Not fire-fighting. Not guessing. Not surviving the day. 

But planning the week with confidence because your PM program is delivering what it was always 
meant to: early detection and controlled execution. 

Early detection isn’t just a benefit. It’s the entire point of PM. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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The Preventive Maintenance Illusion: When More Effort Doesn't Mean More 
Reliability 

Have you ever felt like you’re doing more maintenance, spending more money, committing more 
hours—and yet, your equipment is still failing at the same rate? You’re not alone. It’s a common trap. 
And it stems from one of the biggest misconceptions in the maintenance world: the belief that time-
based replacement is the cure-all for failure. 

Let’s break it down. 

If your PM program is driving higher and higher maintenance costs without any measurable 
improvement in reliability, that’s not a resource problem—it’s a design problem. 

Too many organizations fall into the mindset that if we replace it before it fails, it won’t fail. While 
that sounds logical, it’s dangerously incomplete. Studies and decades of real-world data consistently 
show that only about 11% of failures are age-related—meaning they occur predictably based on 
time or throughput. 

That means 89% of failures are random in nature—caused by improper installation, human error, 
contamination, or operating conditions. Replacing components on a strict time schedule doesn't 
prevent these. In fact, it can make them more likely by introducing new risks during reinstallation. 

What’s worse? This approach leads to more interventions, more downtime, more material waste, and 
more technician hours—all while the actual failure rate stays flat. 

It’s time to reframe how we design PM programs. 

Here’s the realization: Time-based replacement should be the exception, not the rule. 

Instead, focus on: 

• Condition-based monitoring that detects failure before function is lost. 
• Failure mode analysis to understand how components actually degrade. 
• Smart inspection intervals based on usage, operating context, and history—not the 

calendar. 

Reliability doesn’t come from doing more. It comes from doing the right things at the right time for 
the right reasons. 

If your maintenance strategy is rooted in the idea that time-based replacement solves everything, it’s 
time to update your thinking. 

Better reliability doesn’t cost more—it just requires better design. 
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Task Intervals: The Silent Saboteur of Your PM Program 

Let’s talk about something that quietly undermines even the most well-intentioned preventive 
maintenance programs: task intervals. 

Here’s the scene we’ve all experienced—PMs are being done “on schedule,” yet failures are still 
happening between tasks. And when they do, the frustration skyrockets. People question the value 
of PM altogether. “We just checked this last week—how did it already fail?” 

The root cause? Guesswork. 

Many PM task intervals are set based on hunches, habits, or how often someone remembers seeing a 
failure. “We check it monthly because that’s what we’ve always done.” Sound familiar? 

The problem is that this guesswork isn’t reliability. It’s tradition—and tradition isn’t a strategy. 

If the interval is too long, you miss defects. If it’s too short, you waste time, burn resources, and breed 
complacency. In both cases, your team loses faith in the process. 

The fix? Engineering, not guessing. 
Intervals should be assigned based on sound Reliability Engineering principles—considering: 

• Failure patterns and modes 
• Statistical data (like Weibull analysis) 

When you set intervals based on how your equipment actually behaves—not just how often problems 
have occurred in the past—you shift from reaction to effective management. 

This is the turning point where a PM program becomes a reliability program. Because success isn’t 
measured in how often you look at something—it’s in whether you’re catching what matters before it 
fails. 

Stop playing the odds. Set your intervals with data and science. That’s how you win the long game 
of maintenance. 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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If Your PMs Aren’t Catching Failures, You’re Not Preventing Anything 

Have you ever reviewed a failure report and realized the issue that brought down your equipment 
wasn’t even mentioned in the PM task list? 

That’s a failure of the program’s foundation—not the execution. 

One of the most common and costly mistakes in preventive maintenance is this: PMs are designed 
around OEM recommendations, not around the actual failure modes happening in your plant. The 
OEM didn’t operate in your environment, with your load cycles, contaminants, processes, or 
personnel. So why rely on their generic list? 

This results in PM programs that feel complete on paper but miss real-world failure triggers 
entirely. You end up doing all the tasks, logging all the time, and still dealing with surprise 
breakdowns that were “unpreventable”—not because they truly were, but because they weren’t 
reflected in the PM scope. 

If your team is constantly experiencing failures that weren’t part of the PM, it’s time to rethink the 
design—not the workforce. 

Here’s the solution: base your PMs on the most reasonable and likely failure modes. 
That means using tools like: 

• Failure Modes and Effects Analysis (FMEA) 
• Historical maintenance data 
• Operator knowledge and technician feedback 
• Condition-based data and real-time indicators 

You don’t need 100 tasks. You need the right 20. 

Your PM strategy should reflect how things actually fail—not how someone in a different facility 
imagined they might. Build your program from the failure modes up, not the manufacturer’s template 
down. 

If it’s not preventing your actual failures, it’s not a preventive maintenance plan. It’s a 
paperwork routine. 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Finding the Problem Isn’t the Problem—What Happens Next Is 

Let’s say two technicians find the same defect on the same machine—but each responds differently. 
One writes it down. The other fixes it on the spot. A third might ignore it because they’re not sure what 
to do. Sound familiar? 

This isn’t a people problem. It’s a process problem. 

When the outcome of a defect depends on who finds it, you’ve lost control of your reliability process. 
The work isn’t managed—it’s improvised. And when people are expected to just “know what to do,” 
you’re gambling with uptime. 

A mature maintenance program doesn’t rely on individual intuition to determine next steps. It builds 
standard responses based on defect severity and machine criticality—so that every finding 
leads to a clear, consistent, and trackable action. 

This is where your connection to work management makes or breaks your PM program. If there’s no 
bridge between finding a defect and scheduling the work to address it, you’ll always live in reactive 
mode—even if your PM compliance is 100%. 

Here’s what a strong connection looks like: 

• Clear defect definitions and severity levels 
• Standard workflows tied to each severity level 
• Automatic triggers for work requests and planning 
• Visibility into who found what, when, and what happened next 

The goal isn’t to eliminate technician judgment—it’s to support it with structure. That way, when 
someone finds a problem, the response isn’t guesswork—it’s planned, prioritized, and aligned with 
your asset strategy. 

Don’t leave action to chance. Build a system that ensures every finding drives follow-through. 

Detection without action is just observation. And observation doesn’t improve reliability—
execution does. 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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When Your PM Program Depends on “That One Guy” 

Every maintenance team has one: the tech who knows everything about a certain asset. They’ve been 
around forever. They’ve “always done it.” And when they’re not available? Suddenly, nothing gets 
done right. 

That’s not expertise. That’s risk. 

If your PM program only works when a specific individual is available, you don’t have a program—you 
have a dependency. And when that person takes vacation, retires, or moves on, so does your ability 
to maintain equipment consistently. 

This is the trap of resource specialization. When tasks rely on tribal knowledge instead of structured 
guidance, you end up with inconsistent execution, skipped steps, and a constant game of “Who 
knows how to fix this?” 

The solution? Job plans. 
Detailed, clear, standardized procedures that any qualified technician can follow successfully. No 
guesswork. No dependence. Just repeatable, reliable performance. 

A good job plan doesn’t just say “inspect motor.” It says: 

• What to look for 
• How to measure it 
• What constitutes a defect 
• What to do if it’s out of spec 

It’s not about dumbing things down—it’s about making excellence repeatable. 

Want a reliable plant? Build a system that works even when your A-team isn’t on shift. Because true 
reliability isn’t built on people—it’s built on processes that empower your people. 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Conclusion: Turning Preventive Maintenance into a Strategic Advantage 

Preventive Maintenance should be more than a routine—it should be a core driver of reliability, 
performance, and control. But as we’ve seen throughout this report, too many PM programs are built 
on outdated practices, flawed assumptions, and reactive habits that quietly undermine their 
purpose. 

The good news? Every issue discussed in this report is solvable. Whether it's inconsistent scheduling, 
vague inspection tasks, misaligned intervals, or overreliance on tribal knowledge, the path to 
improvement is clear: structure, standardization, and strategic design. 

By focusing on real-world failure modes, tightening your planning processes, and aligning your PM 
activities with proven reliability principles, you can move from firefighting to forward-thinking. You’ll 
gain a program that delivers early detection, informed scheduling, and consistent execution—
regardless of who’s on shift. 

This report is your starting point. Now it’s time to take what you’ve learned and apply it. 

Better maintenance isn’t about doing more—it’s about doing the right things, the right way, at 
the right time. 

Your PM program can become a competitive advantage. It starts with building it to reflect the reality 
of how your equipment fails—and how your people succeed. 
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