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Deferred maintenance: short term gain, long term cost?
BY MARY LOU JAY

 D
uring the past two years, retail facilities managers have been following a recessionary man-

date to ªdo more with less.º Some have deferred routine store maintenance, while others are 

repairing older equipment instead of replacing it.  The challenge is to ® nd an approach that 

will cut expenses in the short term without raising them over a longer period. 

Matthew L. Whelan, founder of W Services Group LLC, a facilities maintenance service 
company, sees many stores postponing both recurring and demand services. ªThey may 
try to get away with cleaning their stores six times a year instead of ten times and then use 

the money they save to pay for some of the demand services that come up, like an HVAC problem or a painting 
repair,º he says. The most commonly deferred services are routine  ̄oor maintenance and ªwish listº services 
like  ̄oor sanding or repainting. 

Retailers usually decide which services to defer based on their impact on customers and store operations. 
A customer might notice on some level if a store reduces its cleaning schedule. But a customer who trips on a 
loose board in front of a store is likely to get a negative impression of the retailer. ªSomething like that loose 
board would be considered urgent, something that can't be deferred. When something is more of an aesthetic 
concern, you can defer it,º Whelan adds.

Long-term consequences
Whelan compares the effects of postponing store maintenance services to postponing an oil change in 

your car. ªYou may be supposed to change the oil every 3,000 miles, but money is tight so you think can put 
it off for a month and then maybe put it off again, so you go an additional 1,000 miles, 3,000 miles or even 
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5,000 miles. But if you wait too long, you could run your oil dry 
and blow your engine . . .. So you may save $30 on that oil change, 
but it may cost you $600 to clean out all your valves or $5,000 to 
replace the engine.

ªThe same thing is true for a store. You might be able to avoid 
painting a wall for a whole year, at the end of the year that wall 
might be so beyond repair that you can't patch or paint it and 
you end up having to replace the sheet rock. So did you really save 
money?º Whelan asks. 

Deferred maintenance can impact customers and employees on 
many levels. ªMaintenance can get pushed back on the employees, 
and that takes them away from focusing on sales and on driving 
that customer experience in the store,º Whelan says. ªIf they're not 
catering to customers because they're thinking about ® ve other 
things that need to be done, it can affect their attitude towards 
customers and their attitudes toward the company as well.º

Adapting to the new reality
Whelan recommends that facilities managers adopt a deferred 

maintenance strategy. ªTake different sections of the store--sales 
 ̄oor, ® tting room, etc. -- and rate them. Consider what's going to 
impact the customer experience, and what would have the least 
amount of immediate impact if you defer that maintenance,º he 
advises. He suggests bundling non-emergency demand calls into 
a single call to save dispatch and service call fees. 

ªPut together a planned program so you're not just randomly 
picking areas to defer, that you have a thought process to it. You 
need to have a plan: we're here today, this is where we need to be 
tomorrow, and here are the services that we're going to bundle 
together to get things done by tomorrow. 

ªPartner with your stores,º he continues. ªCommunicate with 
your store managers and educate them so they can assist you with 
completing some of the basic services.º Store employees can do 
some spot painting, or, given a basic toolbox, retighten a lock or 
a door hinge, holding off a major repair until a crew can get in to 
take care of it. 

Managers can provide pictures of a problem that will assist 
their facilities management in determining if it can be deferred. 
Retailers could also consider implementing a program where 
service contractors could look at the pictures and talk store 
managers through simple repairs that would either ® x the prob-
lem or alleviate it until it can be addressed during another ser-
vice visit.

Service vendors can provide retailers with some guidance on 
which services to defer, Whelan says. ªRight now, we're taking a 
look at each of our customers' locations and working with them, 
taking a look at their existing budgets, ® guring where they want 
to be in the next year, two years, ® ve years. We're developing a pro-
gram that not only meets their needs but that will help extend the 
life of their assets.

ªPeople realize that although you can save money now it might 
cost you that same amount down the road. They're trying to avoid 
that, and that's where it comes down to having conversations with 
their contractors,º he adds. It's a partnership, with retailers sup-
plying the expertise on their locations and the vendors supplying 
the expertise on services.º

Retailers should look for partners willing to provide some ser-
vice ef® ciencies, Whelan continues. ªSomething I've been work-
ing on right now is bundling trades, so I may send out a crew to 
provide a  ̄oor cleaning but I'll also provide them with the basic 
tools to spackle and repaint a wall, re-adhere wall paper, change 
lights or help a manager move some ® xtures. These are value-
added services that can save additional visits.º

Contractors should be willing to assess stores' needs to 
improve service ef® ciencies. ªI can walk into a location and cre-
ate a punch list of ® ve things that need to be done and let my 
customer know that they could be done on the next service visit. 
It helps to have those eyes out there monitoring your stores. The 
closer you monitor your stores to know their asset conditions, the 
better prepared you are to maintain them.º

Repair versus replace
Although Best Buy has not deferred maintenance in its stores, 

it has changed the way it approaches maintenance issues. ªWe've 
been challenged to ® nd ways to make the assets last longer, so 
we're repairing more instead of replacing to try to keep the future 
committed dollars down,º says Jim Boushee, the company's direc-
tor of retail facilities. ªFor example, we might have an older air 
conditioning unit. When we looked at it in the past, we would 
just replace it, so it would be a $14,000 capital expense. Now we're 
asking, `If we put another $2,000 to $3,000 into this, can we get 
another year or two years out of it to try to avoid that big capital 
expenditure?' The same thing with storefront doors, forklifts ± 
anything not related to safety.º 

This decision-making process saves money for the company 
but creates additional work for Boushee's already-stretched retail 
facilities management employees. ªIt takes my team a little more 
time to go through this kind of evaluation. In the past, when we 
had a 15-year-old, 10-ton air conditioning unit, if we were facing 
major repairs we'd just replace it. Now we're looking at what the 
payback is as far as a new unit's energy ef® ciencies and the cooling 
we'd get out of it as opposed to repairing it and getting another 
year or two out of the old unit. 

ªOf course, you're always crossing your ® ngers as summer 
rolls around that the air conditioning doesn't break down again 
and you have to scramble to try to get something else done to the 
unit,º he adds. Emergency repairs can disrupt a store, and you 
may end up spending more than you would have done if you pro-
actively stuck to your original maintenance plan.

To maximize its maintenance dollars, Best Buy has modi® ed 
its store remodeling program. ªOur construction department 
still has a full remodel program where we take speci® c stores and 
do full remodels from a facilities standpoint. But we also have 
between 70 and 100 stores each year where we go in and replace 
the carpet, put in some paint, re-lamp ± things that freshen the 
stores, bring them back to life. We are still freshening the same 
number of stores, but we are really scrutinizing everything. Do we 
automatically re-lamp, paint, refresh the bathroom? Maybe this 
speci® c store just needs carpet, and this one just needs re-lamp. 
We are not automatically saying that every store on the list gets 
everything, we are saying that every store on the list gets a menu 
of these things,º Boushee explains.
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To ensure that stores are kept up 
to date with Best Buy's latest concepts, 
Boushee's department maintains a 
spreadsheet to track what's been done at 
every store. Stores that are missing one or 
more elements of that concept ± paint col-
ors or lighting, for example ± are  ̄agged. 
They won't have to wait three to ® ve years 
for the next freshening cycle to get the 
missing concept elements, but will be 
updated as soon as possible. 

ªThat's the whole problem with 
deferred maintenance. It's work that's 
going to have to be done anyway, and you 

end up spending more on the backside 
than you would have if you had done it 
right away. Or something gets missed, so 
you have to scramble to get caught up,º 
says Boushee. Despite the drawbacks, 
repairing instead of replacing when pos-
sible has ªabsolutelyº saved his depart-
ment money.

Boushee says his team is scrutiniz-
ing every emergency call from stores to 
see if the service is really required imme-
diately or if it can be postponed. When 
the problem does demand an immediate 
call, the Best Buy facilities management 

department asks the service provider to 
check the store for other problems and ® x 
them on that same visit. ªIf you can get 
the emergency calls down, then you get 
your costs down,º he says.

Best Buy store managers who want to 
perform some basic maintenance jobs, 
like painting an employee break room, 
may do so as long as the jobs don't require 
any potential safety hazards and as long 
as they are not in ªcustomer-facingº 
areas. ªWe don't want our brand image 
to change; if somebody paints the vesti-
bule and it doesn't look like it should, we 
would have to go back and paint anyway,º 
Boushee adds.

Long-term transformation
Over the course of the last year or two, 

Boushee has been benchmarking with 
other retailers more often than he used 
to. ªI want to understand if my team 
and I are doing everything right; maybe 
somebody out there is doing something 
better than we are,º he says. ªI found that 
reaching out to my peers has been very 
successful; they are very open to sharing 
how things work. It's not that our indus-
try wasn't open before, because we have 
a very good group of people, but this is 
something that we've never had to do 
before. Now, because of the economy, we 
do. We're ® nding that it works very well.º 
Due to these contacts, his department 
has found some different ways to evalu-
ate repair versus replacement of air con-
ditioning units, for example. 

Even as the economy improves, 
Boushee believes that most changes Best 
Buy has made in its maintenance pro-
gram are likely to remain. ªI think we'll 
go back to a situation where justifying 
or coming up with a decision on repair 
versus replacement will be easier to do, 
but as far as the model and the thought 
process that we're following I really 
believe that it's probably something that 
we will stick with. Instead of saying `All 
of these stores are three years old, let's 
redo them,' I think it will be `Let's look 
at what the real need is and challenge 
whether we need to be doing everything.' 
It may not be as dif® cult if the answer 
is yes, we need to do everything. But I 
think the process of really looking at the 
way you do business is here to stay for 
Best Buy at least. l


