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What to do When Your PDM is No Longer Enough

What should manufacturers look for when they’ve outgrown PDM and need to “level up” to PLM? 
Product Data Management (PDM) is a critical capability for a manufacturer of any size. As our research1 shows, PDM helps 
companies achieve business benefits including increased efficiency, improved quality, reduced cost, and the ability to bring 
products to market much faster. 

At some point, however, most manufacturers find that their PDM system falls short of their growing needs. They face a decision to 
either upgrade to a more capable PDM system or “level up” to a broader PLM solution. How can they tell which direction is right 
for their business? What should they look for in a replacement PDM or a PLM solution?
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The Purpose of this Guide
Like all of our buyer’s guides, this eBook is intended to help 
manufacturers make the right decision when they select a new 
solution. When companies need to move beyond their current 
PDM, the information in this guide will help them choose the 
right course of action. It complements our Expanding Beyond 
Your Outgrown PDM System guide that explains how to move 
from a basic PDM system to a more capable PDM solution. 

Understanding the Structure of the Guide
The guide focuses on how to know it’s time for PLM, where to 
find PLM requirements, and some key things to look for in order 
to achieve the most value from the transition. The guide covers 
functional requirements, but also highlights what’s needed for 
successful implementation, adoption, and support. It also puts 
forward criteria to identify the right vendor partner.

References to Other Buyer’s Guides
This guide doesn’t repeat requirements covered in our existing 
PDM and PLM guides, including guides for selecting basic or 
Extended PDM systems. Those guides already share the key 
requirements that we’ve found make a difference in achieving 
desired value. In order to prevent duplication, this guide 
references the others to help companies gather requirements to 
help manufacturers quickly identify the solutions to evaluate 
more closely. 

A Guide for Upgrading from PDM to PLM
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Upgrading to PLM 
Evaluation Criteria

Basic PDM 
Requirements

Extended PDM 
Requirements

Requirements to 
Upgrade to PLM
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Recognizing When the Time has Come for PLM 
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But more often, a solution that fulfilled company needs at a 
certain point in time just isn’t enough anymore due to:

o Product complexity
o Product development complexity
o Growth
o Globalization
o Outdated software
o Increased product innovation maturity
o The need to achieve value beyond product development
o The need to support digital transformation

The Time is Right to Evaluate PLM
Whatever the reason companies hit a dead end with their 
PDM solution, it’s time to make a change. But before 
moving to a new PDM, it’s prudent to consider if a more 
advanced PDM system will be enough. Even if companies 
feel they aren’t ready for PLM and choose to move to an 
Extended PDM system, we recommend considering the 
PDM components of a modular Product Innovation Platform 
that gives them a path to add the capabilities they need as 
their needs grow and their processes mature.

Making Sure that PLM Stands the Test of Time
In the same way, it’s important to incorporate 
requirements to support digital transformation when 
looking for a new system. PLM is the digital product 
backbone for the manufacturing enterprise. Even if a 
manufacturer isn’t ready to adopt a digital model, it’s 
important to choose a solution that will support that 
eventual transition. 

When PDM Capabilities Aren’t Enough
The PDM Buyer’s Guide encourages manufacturers to “consider 
future needs” and “build a foundation to grown on” when they 
select a PDM system. Sometimes that advice wasn’t followed. 
Other times, business circumstances dictated implementing a 
less capable solution.
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Move Beyond the Basics
Our PDM guide shares that PDM 
helps with the basics of 
controlling, accessing, and 
sharing product data. But many 
software packages lack 
advanced capabilities required 
to extend value beyond 
Engineering. Manufacturers 
need more mature solutions to 
support advanced collaboration, 
configuration / BOM 
management, or project 
management capabilities that 
help increase business value. 

After companies get the basics 
under control, they recognize 
the potential to do more. When 
they turn to their PDM system, 
they are confronted with the 
reality that some PDM systems 
are ready to accommodate 
growth, but others weren’t 
intended to or just fell behind 
the times. The Expanding 
Beyond Your Outgrown PDM 
System guide shares ten signs 
that a company has outgrown 
the potential of their PDM. 

Target Extended PDM
The research identified four 
areas that expand PDM from an 
Engineering Document 
Management (EDM) style of 
PDM to a more enterprise-ready 
PDM, including functionality to:

o Communicate & 
Collaborate product 
details

o Review & Release
designs

o Enrich & Extend product 
engineering data

o Manage and control 
Projects & Processes in 
association with product 
data

These are the key requirements 
that allow companies to expand 
on the value they achieved 
from core PDM. But that may 
still not be enough for some 
companies, particularly if they 
have plans to grow, drive 
further productivity 
improvements, or transform to 
a digital enterprise.

When You’ve Outgrown Your PDM
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Path 1: A More Capable PDM
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Requirements for a more Capable PDM
When they have outgrown PDM, some companies may find 
that a more advanced PDM system will meet their goals. The 
Expanding Beyond Your Outgrown PDM System guide offers 
requirements to consider in two primary functional areas:
• Extending basic PDM capabilities to control, access, and 

share product data
• Going beyond the basics to address broader capabilities 

including collaboration, enriched product data, 
engineering-related processes, and project tasks

These considerations, along with those in the PDM Buyer’s 
Guide, are important to consider whether a company moves 
to a more capable PDM system or chooses to upgrade to PLM.  
The requirements in these guides can help manufacturers 
collect a list of requirements needed to choose the right 
system to replace PDM. These guides don’t include an all-
compassing list of requirements, but instead focus on the key 
criteria that we’ve found differentiate systems (see example 
to right). Companies can use these requirements to quickly 
narrow done the solutions they wish to evaluate.

PDM Requirements - Control
(commonly missing needs in bold) 

Part identification

Release numbering

Secure centralized vault

Check-in/out 

Manage engineering change process

Manage mechanical CAD designs 

Support multi-CAD 

Support multi-CAD assemblies

Document management

Metadata management

Approval processes

Manage product states

Manage release process

Manage product / embedded software

Track revision history

Manage physical representations of electronic designs

Manage electronics designs

Managed data associations

Please see our PDM and Extended PDM 
buyer’s guides to gather additional 

requirements applicable to selecting 
the right system.
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Signs that a New PDM Isn’t the 
Answer
Beyond the signs that PDM isn’t up to 
today’s challenges, there are five value 
levers that demand an upgrade to 
PLM. These are the primary ways that 
PLM capabilities expand beyond PDM 
to drive more enterprise-level value. 
In order to achieve PLM-level value 
PDM must be extended to support:

o The Whole Product – Providing 
a richer view of the product, 
beyond technical specifications

o More People – Including more 
people outside of Engineering and 
the company

o Processes – Expanding beyond 
core product development and 
engineering

o Lifecycle – Enabling processes 
further up and down the product 
lifecycle

o Enterprise Integration –
Connecting with other enterprise 
solutions in addition to a broader 
spectrum of design tools

Path 2: Upgrading to PLM
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Making the Transition
When a company recognizes these 
needs, it’s time to level up from PDM 
to a full PLM solution. Fortunately, 
their PDM implementation will serve 
as a head start because they have 
already gathered and organized at 
least some of their product data. It’s 
easier to step up from even a basic 
PDM than implement PDM in the first 
place. In addition, today’s leading 
PLM systems incorporate best 

practices to help companies adopt 
more mature processes without 
having to invent them on their own. 

It’s important to remember that the 
journey from PDM to PLM doesn’t 
have to happen all at once. 
Companies should look for modular 
solutions that allow them to adopt 
incremental capabilities as needed to 
get rapid benefits. 
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Create a Requirements Framework
While PDM may have a relatively well-defined 
set of requirements, PLM doesn’t lend itself 
as well to a “one size fits all” list or priorities. 

Recognize Company and Industry Needs
PLM solutions can support a very broad 
range of capabilities. It’s important to base 
requirements on company business goals, 
improvement targets, and industry needs. 

Focus on Five Areas of PLM Expansion
The five areas of expansion identified earlier 
can offer a helpful framework to gather and 
prioritize needs. While the details of each are 
beyond the scope for this guide, the eBook 
references requirements in other guides to 
help companies gather and document their 
needs.

What to Look for to go Beyond PDM to PLM
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Upgrading to PLM 
Evaluation Criteria

Basic PDM 
Requirements

Control

Access

Share

Extended PDM 
Requirements

Communicate & 
Collaborate

Review & Release

Enrich & Extend

Projects & 
Processes

Requirements to 
Upgrade to PLM

Product

Processes

People

Lifecycle

Integration
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Manage a Complete Technical Product Perspective
A product is a lot more than the sum of its parts, or as that 
would be represented in PDM, a BOM with associated CAD files. 
In order to fully define a product, companies need to manage a 
much more comprehensive and cohesive product definition. 

To start with, PLM should encompass a broad technical view of 
the product. While many PDM systems cover designs from only 
one engineering discipline, such as mechanical CAD, today’s 
products include a combination of perspective representing 
different aspect of the product. For a piece of equipment, that 
could include mechanical, electrical, and software elements. For 
a consumer packaged good, that could encompass recipes, 
packaging, and labels. This broader view lets companies support 
a complete digital product definition, digital thread, and digital 
twin.

Recognize that a Product is more than an Item
PLM has the ability to go beyond the physical aspects of a 
product. Companies should look for the ability to manage a 
business or commercial view of their products. Depending on 
company needs, that could include product costs or procurement 
information like approved materials lists (AML) or approved 
vendor lists (AVL). Or, it could include information dependent on 
(or derived) from product design data like marketing or sales 
documentation. 

Manage Multiple Product Views in Context
PLM also supports multiple perspectives of a product. For 
example, Manufacturing needs additional information on

1) Manage the Whole Product
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materials and production processes to do their jobs (see 
more in the Expand the Support of the Lifecycle section). 
In the same way, Service requires different information 
and a different view of product data, as we discuss in our 
Buyer’s Guide for Managing Service Information. 

Key Considerations 
These are potential areas that companies should evaluate 
to identify their needs, depending on their goals for PLM. In 
addition, two final requirements stand out as priorities 
when looking for the right PLM solution: 
• Look for a solution that can handle product data in 

context, managing not just data but data relationships
• Ensure that data can be stored as native digital data, 

not just as attached documents
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Support Business Processes
In some ways, business process management is what differentiates PDM from 
PLM. PDM may support some engineering-related processes such as simple 
change management or release processes. Typically, these are managed based 
on a status, or “state,” that identifies a next step or responsibility. PLM can 
support more complex workflows. For example, change management at the 
PLM level should include an impact assessment that goes beyond CAD to 
identify impacts on other aspects of a product, other departments, and perhaps 
integrate with a manufacturing planning system to determine optimal timing. 

It’s important to look for a PLM system that can manage more complex 
workflows and tasks, doing so across the enterprise and into the value chain. 
It’s also important to ensure that the system manages processes in the context 
of the underlying data. Managing processes and data together streamlines 
execution by providing the information needed for for action.

Support PLM-Related Processes
A generic workflow system is not enough. A PLM system should support product 
innovation and product development processes that go beyond core product 
development and engineering. Although each company’s needs will vary, the 
sidebar lists some of the common areas that companies improve as they 
expand beyond PDM to PLM. For more, see our Expanding Beyond Your 
Outgrown PDM System guide. 

Key Considerations 
One final consideration stands out above the others. Manufacturers should not 
have to reinvent the wheel in defining practices, particularly if their company 
doesn’t have well-defined processes in place. Ensure that the PLM solution:
• Provides proven, industry best practice processes 
• Offers flexibility to tailor processes to company needs

A Product Innovation Platform 
with a modular approach will 
allow companies to scale and 
add capabilities as they need 
them. Some common areas 
that manufacturers extend 
include:
o Requirements Management
o Quality Management
o Product Costing
o Product Compliance and 

Sustainability
o Manufacturing / Bill of 

Process
o Service Lifecycle 

Management
o Systems Engineering
o Program Management

Source: Outgrown PDM Buyer’s Guide

2) Support Product Development Processes
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Extend Support to the “Front End”
Product innovation starts with concepts and requirements that 
should flow through the product development process. PLM 
systems should support innovation, conceptual design, and 
collaboration further upstream in the product lifecycle. It’s 
important to ensure that a PLM system can support the business 
of product development, not just product engineering.

Continue Support Post Engineering
Designing a product is not the final step in developing and 
launching a profitable commercial offering. PLM systems should 
support functions further down the product lifecycle, for example 
manufacturing engineering. For more information on these 
requirements, like the extension of an engineering BOM to a 
manufacturing or service BOM, please see our BOM Management 
Buyer’s Guide. 

Expand PLM to the Field
Traditionally, the day that a product shipped signaled that the 
manufacturer’s role – and revenue opportunity – was finished. 
Today, companies target value from the operational phase of the 
lifecycle. Companies should look for solutions that can support 
initiatives like service transformation. Some areas to look for are 
the ability to support products in the field through the IoT and 
technologies like Augmented Reality (AR). For more information, 
see our Monitoring Equipment with the IoT Guide. 

Beyond service, manufacturers are digitally transforming to 
fundamentally change the relationship with their products and 
their customers. See Special Considerations for more.

3) Expand Support of the Lifecycle 
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Key Considerations 
PLM systems have evolved to encompass more of the 
product lifecycle. It’s important to look for an integrated 
platform of capabilities that does this in a way that:
• Offers digital continuity across all steps in the product 

lifecycle
• Maintains a cohesive digital thread of design data and 

decisions
• Supports a connected digital twin 
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Support More Departments and Roles
The next requirements category relates to people. To this point, 
many of the examples of extending product, process, and 
lifecycle support will inherently involve people from different 
roles. Supporting today’s products demands it. For example, 
requirements in the Smart Systems Buyer’s Guide for Systems 
Engineers and IoT Solution Architects highlight the need for 
broader Engineering involvement. 

Beyond that, product data is valuable to many outside of 
Engineering. As more functions are supported by PLM, those 
outside of Engineering become active participants instead of 
data recipients. Extended PDM systems address collaboration to 
some extent, but PLM goes further. It’s important not only to 
provide these other people access, but provide them access to 
data and processes in a way that is contextual to their needs.

Extend PLM to the Value Chain
PLM is also expanding outside of the business to customers and 
the value chain. In some cases, companies want to have them 
use functions directly, but it’s important not to overwhelm them 
with the complexity of a solution built for company engineers. In 
addition, it’s important for shared information to be visual so it 
can be easily interpreted. Most people outside of Engineering 
aren’t able to easily interpret 2D drawings or parts lists in a 
BOM. For more information on requirements for sharing 
information outside of Engineering, please reference our Design 
Review Buyer’s Guide.

4) Extend to more People, Departments, and Roles
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28%

28%

31%

7% 6%

Strategic Enterprise Platform
Cross-Departmental Process Enabler
Primarily Engineering Tool
Not aware of PLM
Don’t Know

Key Considerations 
It’s important to recognize that most PLM systems were 
not designed for casual users outside of Engineering. For 
people that use the system infrequently, it’s important to 
be able to:

• Tailor applications to make them easy and intuitive
• Provide a limited amount of highly contextual, 

relevant data

VIEW OF PLM’S ROLE ACROSS DEPARTMENTS2
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5) Integrate PLM into the Systems Ecosystem
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Benefits of PLM Integration 
Word Cloud3

Integration is Inevitable
Integration is crucial to supporting the 
other four categories of requirements. 
As much as software vendors have tried 
to develop the “one, integrated system” 
that will suit everybody’s needs, you 
don’t have to look very far to see that 
the needs of today’s digital enterprise 
will never be met with a single system. 
Instead, it’s important to make sure 
that workflows are streamlined and 
data flows across system boundaries 
without duplication. 

Integrate with Engineering 
Solutions
Many PDM systems are integrated with 
CAD, and the better extended PDM 
systems support multiple mechanical 
CAD systems. Companies should expect 
PLM to support multi-CAD designs from 
not only different vendors, but also 
from different domains including 
electronic CAD and software 
development / application lifecycle 
management solutions. Even though 
PLM is not the authoring tool for all 
aspects of a product, it can keep 
product details connected and 
synchronized at the systems level. 
Beyond just storing information, PLM 
should manage data relationships and 
make information associative.

Integrate with Other Enterprise 
Systems
PLM must increasingly exchange 
information with other enterprise 
systems. For example, PLM should be 
able to retrieve or share cost 
information with ERP. Likewise, it 
should be able to share BOMs and 
configurations with ERP or MES 
systems. Given PLM’s expansion, it 
should now also synchronize product 
details and connect processes with 
solutions like CRM and SLM. Look for a 
solution that supports APIs for 

integration from both inbound and 
outbound perspectives. 

Key Considerations
Integration is a critical capability, look 
for a solution with:
• Prebuilt connection to common 

solutions
• Cability to tailor integration to 

company systems and needs
• Ability to connect via the Cloud

BENEFITS OF PLM INTEGRATION 3
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Ensure Business Objectives are 
Met
One of the key tenants of our buyer’s 
guides is that it takes more than 
features and functions to make a 
software implementation successful. We 
don’t define “success” as “going live” 
with software, but as improving business 
performance. As the Buyer’s Guide 
Framework shows, we cover service, 
vendor, and special considerations in 
addition to software requirements.

Evaluate Service Needs
Service included requirements for 
implementation, user adoption, training, 
and support. When moving to a more 
collaborative, enterprise-wide solution 

it’s important to consider the types of 
users that will usie the system and how 
they’ll access it. While engineers are 
comfortable learning the nuances of a 
rich user interface, others will likely 
prefer lighter “apps” that give them the 
targeted information they need for a 
single task. This increases the need for 
the system to be tailorable, but reduces 
the need for training. 

One important difference between 
implementing PDM and PLM is a greater 
need to evaluate business processes. It’s 
even more important with to PLM to take 
into account specific industry needs and 
find a partner with proven industry 
experience. Those in the Life Sciences 

Industry can also find important 
requirements that go beyond PDM in our 
Medical Devices Manufacturers Software 
Selection Guide.

Partner with the Right Vendor
Because a new PLM system will likely be 
in use for quite some time, it’s important 
to make sure to find the right partner. 
It’s important to consider their product 
investments, for example how they plan 
to support the dimensions in which 
extended PDM systems are expanding. 
One of the most important 
requirements, however, is to ensure the 
vendor will support the shift to the 
digital enterprise. 

New Service and Vendor Considerations
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Software 
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Service 
Requirements

Vendor 
Requirements

Special 
Considerations
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Prepare for the Digital Enterprise 
Perhaps the most important consideration is making sure the 
chosen solution will support the company well into the future, 
aka “future proofing.” Our research shows that about two-thirds 
of manufacturers believe that digitalization is important to 
achieving their business strategy, and over one-third believe 
digitalization is critical2. Digitalization is transforming entire 
industries and will reshape the competitive landscape in 
manufacturing. PLM should play a key role in the transition. Look 
for a solution that supports: 

o Digital threads
o Digital twins
o IoT / Industrial IoT
o AR / VR
o Analytics

Consider the Cloud
Any company making a major software transition at this time 
should consider cloud solutions. Even if they aren’t 
contemplating a move to the cloud, they should determine 
whether their software vendor supports a cloud option. Based on 
our research, we believe that cloud offerings will become an 
important requirement for long-term vendor viability. In 
addition, the cloud offers many benefits that can help make the 
transition to a new solution easier. Cloud PLM solutions reduce 
cost, decrease implementation risk, and offer other advantages 
as detailed in our Selecting the Right Cloud PLM Buyer’s Guide.

Special Considerations
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DIGITALIZATION IMPORTANCE TO BUSINESS STRATEGY
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Leverage PDM Investments to Increase Value
Companies that have outgrown PDM can leverage their existing 
investment to take advantage of broader PLM benefits. The value is 
proven. Top Performing companies are more likely to have structured, 
collaborative systems like a more mature PDM or a PLM system4. While 
PDM is often a productivity tool, PLM can drive new business value by 
helping to drive top-line growth. 

Create a Foundation for Further Growth
As companies adopt a PLM system, it’s important to leave room to expand 
to more mature capabilities over time. Mature PLM systems support a 
variety of business processes and initiatives that translate to both top-line 
and bottom-line benefits. In addition, PLM scope continues to grow and 
expand to provide even more capabilities. 

Consider a Platform for the Greatest Potential Value
We recommend that companies evaluate an integrated Product Innovation 
Platform (PIP) when moving to PLM. A PIP offers manufacturers the ability 
to expand from PDM today and create room to grow as they are ready to 
adopt more, or more mature, processes. A PIP with a modular approach 
will allow them to scale and add capabilities as they need them. 

Final Words: Don’t Forget the Future
Finally, no company should select a solution without considering the cloud 
or digital transformation. PLM plays a vital role as the backbone of the 
digital manufacturing enterprise. In addition, cloud PLM solution adoption 
continues to increase. To ignore the realities of these two trends would be 
shortsighted. 

Next Steps
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It’s time to go beyond PDM to 
help unlock innovation 

and improve product 
development efficiency.
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