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Facility managers (FMs) face many 
challenges in the delivery of services to 
the institutions they support, such as high 

customer expectations, chronic underfunding of 
facility needs, and difficulties in recruiting and 
retaining qualified staff members. While it may 
be tempting to point the finger at others (“Our 
customers don’t understand how many obstacles 
we have to overcome,” or “The university just 
doesn’t fund us the way it should”), we have 
found that it is important for FMs to manage 
expectations. 

Creating service level agreements that are 
aligned with anticipated resources, supported 
by leadership at organizational levels above the 
facilities department, and clearly communicated 
to facility stakeholders helps to bridge this gap 
and ensure customer expectations and service 
delivery are aligned.  

What is a Service Level Agreement? 
A service level agreement (SLA) defines 
the services to be provided by the facilities 
organization, the targeted standards for those 
services, the method of measuring achievement 
of the standards, and the responsibilities of both 
the facilities organization and its customers 
in achieving the outcomes described by the 
SLA. An SLA can be an overarching agreement 
for the entire campus, a series of agreements 
that address unique needs or requirements of 
specific colleges or departments, or both.  

For example, a campuswide SLA might define 
custodial task frequencies and outcomes for 
traditional classrooms, while a department 
level agreement may be needed for cleaning 

services to support the teaching and research 
mission of a specialized space such as a cadaver 
laboratory or computing center. The specialized 
cleaning protocols and training required for the 
custodial staff to meet department needs and 
ensure compliance with local, state, or federal 
regulations, along with any associated costs 
that are agreed to be borne by the receiving 
organization, should be clearly defined so that 
all parties have a shared understanding of 
responsibilities for service outcomes. 

As another example, the University of 
Connecticut (UConn) implemented an SLA with 
Residential Life as the Building Services group 
of Residential Life was merging with Facilities 
Operations. The SLA was designed to reduce the 
administrative burden associated with billing 
for individual maintenance and service requests 
throughout the year, while also ensuring 
consistent service levels as staff transitioned to 
Facility Services oversight. After implementing 
this first SLA, additional SLAs were set up with 
other auxiliary units.   

Getting Started with SLAs: Leadership 
Buy-In 
While it may be tempting to jump in and start 
writing SLAs, it is crucial that FMs first get 
the backing of the organization they support 
before engaging in SLA discussions with 
their customers. A facility strategy, whether 
expressed as a formal Facility Strategic Plan or 
in an informal briefing to leadership, is essential 
for setting clear facility objectives that align with 
broader organization’s goals. Having a defined 
facility strategy lays the groundwork for FMs to 
then: 
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Figure 1: Figure 1 shows the top-level descriptors for each of five levels of service defined 
by APPA. 

•	 Present to leadership the level of service 
standards being proposed  

•	 Define the resources needed to sustain the 
standards 

•	 Gain consensus that university or school 
district leadership concurs that the 
proposed standards are acceptable to the 
organization and will be funded accordingly 

Without the endorsement of leadership, 
FMs run the risk of agreeing with customers 
on levels of service that are not in line with 
organizational constraints imposed on the 
facilities department or of not being able to 
deliver on the SLAs they make. 

Leveraging APPA’s Levels of Service 
Facilities departments are built upon 
a customer service mindset, and FMs 
understand that facility services enable the 
critically important mission of the institution. 
Additionally, FMs recognize that the 
recruitment and retention of students, faculty, 
and staff are influenced by the appearance, 

cleanliness, and ongoing maintenance of our 
campuses. The APPA level of service definitions 
for maintenance, custodial, and grounds 
provide an excellent framework for describing 
outcomes and defining the resources needed 
to meet or exceed the agreed SLA standards. 
Figure 1 shows the top-level descriptors for 
each of five levels of service defined by APPA.  

APPA’s Operational Guidelines for Educational 
Facilities provide FMs with a great resource for 
a deeper dive into the multiple characteristics 
that define each service level and the tools to 
estimate the staffing and budget needed to 
sustain each level. For example, if an institution 
determines that their current staffing count 
enables the delivery of Casual Inattention 
(Level 3) custodial services, but customer SLAs 
require Ordinary Tidiness (Level 2) outcomes 
on a consistent basis, FMs can estimate the 
Full Time Equivalent (FTE) staff and requisite 
funding to move to Level 2 service. Figure 2 
illustrates the snapshot results of a hypothetical 
staffing analysis that could be used in the 
development of an SLA or for requesting 
resources to meet a targeted level of service. 
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The implication of this illustration is that the 
onboard count of 85 custodial FTE staff should 
be able to consistently provide APPA Level 
3 service outcomes. To improve service and 
provide APPA Level 2 outcomes, custodial 
staffing would need to increase to about 112 
FTE. FMs can use this suggested increase to 
estimate other non-personnel budget needs 
that are required to elevate custodial outcomes, 
such as additional cleaning supplies or 
equipment. 
Preparing the SLAs 

Once the facilities department has determined 
the targeted APPA levels of service and secured 
the resources to deliver such, the creation 
of the SLAs can begin. This should be a 
collaborative initiative with the stakeholder 
departments. While the specifics of each 
agreement can vary, effective SLAs have the 
following traits: 

Focus on Customers: Including verbiage in 
the SLA that speaks to the mission of the 
department enables the facilities team to 
underscore their customer service mantra. 

Although many of the components of an SLA 
will be standard, the unique activities of various 
departments can be woven into each SLA. For 
example, a music department may require 
strict humidity level monitoring to preserve 
expensive instruments whereas an admissions 
welcome center may require only general 
occupant comfort; however, the appearance 
level of the admissions welcome center may 
be of much greater importance because of 
the number of outside visitors that enter that 
facility.  

Educate Campus Leaders: FMs clearly 
understand that there are limits to what they 
are staffed and budgeted to provide in the 
way of service. The reality, unfortunately, is 
that some of their campus colleagues do not. 
A written SLA that is linked to APPA service 

levels enables a “teachable moment.” As many 
have shared with their campus colleagues, “We 
would love to provide APPA Level 1 service, but 
unfortunately we are not funded nor staffed 
at that level.” The clarity and understanding 
that ensues from these kinds of discussions is 
overwhelmingly positive and helpful to the SLA 
development process.  
Document Responsibilities: While it is obvious 
that the tasks and associated frequencies that 
will be executed by the facilities team will be 
outlined in the SLA, so too should tasks and 
responsibilities that are the responsibility 
of the department being served. Asking the 
academic and administrative departments 
to utilize the electronic work order system 
to submit all non-emergency requests for 
service, to not use tape or glue to affix flyers to 
windows or painted surfaces, and to turn off 

Figure 2: Figure 2 illustrates the snapshot results of a hypothetical staffing analysis that 
could be used in the development of an SLA or for requesting resources to meet a targeted 
level of service. 
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manually-controlled lights when spaces are 
not occupied are a few examples of reasonable 
expectations to place on the customers being 
served. For UConn, they found that the SLAs 
between Facilities Operations and auxiliary 
units also helped maintain clear separation 
of funding responsibilities and ensured clean 
accounting for financial statement reporting 
purposes. The Central Budget Office allocated 
permanent funding to Facility Services and 
centrally recovered the relevant funding from 
the auxiliary units. 

Include Examples of “What If” Scenarios: 
Snow removal efforts and unplanned 
emergencies – such as a broken pipe causing 
a flood in a nearby building – can require 
facilities leaders to pull staff from their 
assigned duties and may impact cleaning or 
maintenance routines. Include these potential 
scenarios in the SLA so customers are not 
surprised when these types of circumstances 
inevitably arise. 

Perform Regular Reviews: Annual or semi-
annual meetings to review the agreement and 
to incorporate any needed changes ensures the 
SLA is a “living” document and further forges a 
positive and collaborative relationship between 
the facilities department and its campus 
colleagues. UConn also reviews and adjusts 
their SLAs annually to reflect any increases in 
salaries, service contracts, material costs, or 
actual work order activity. 

Ensure Ownership: Facilities supervisors and 
front-line staff and the department head of the 
office or functional unit for whom the SLA has 
been crafted should be listed as signatories 
on the document. This not only ensures a 
common understanding but also facilitates 
a professional and collaborative relationship 
between the facilities department and those 
being served. 

Keeping the Momentum Going 
Although the process to create SLAs may 
seem formal and cumbersome to manage, 
the exact opposite is the case. Once a facility 
department establishes a template of an SLA, 
it is a straightforward and replicable process 

to amend and adjust to meet the requirements 
of an academic or administrative department. 
One strategy to commence the process is to 
create and share a global, campus-wide SLA 
that explains the APPA service levels model and 
the corresponding level at which the facilities 
department is budgeted and staffed. The 
need for department specific SLA’s – a logical 
outgrowth of the campus-wide document – will 
emerge as departments request services that 
are additive or different from those detailed in 
the global document.  

Benefits of SLAs 
The need to level set expectations with the 
realities of an evolving facilities landscape is 
more apparent today than ever – particularly as 
our industry undergoes significant challenges. 
The “pandemic years,” for example, continue to 
influence task frequencies and methodologies. 
There are additional forces impacting service 
delivery capabilities such as an inability to 
retain talented staff, difficulty filling vacant 
positions, and declining student enrollment 
(and institutional budgets). Each of these 
factors are adversely impactful to facilities 
organizations; however, the reality that all 
these issues have emerged simultaneously 
necessitates a proactive approach that can be 
pursued collaboratively to ensure a common 
understanding of service capabilities. 

After all, customers need – indeed deserve – to 
be kept informed about the services they can 
expect. Creating SLAs that are aligned with 
organizational standards and linking them 
to APPA levels of service accomplishes this 
critical need. ■
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