When There’s Too Much and Not Enough
When resources are constrained and enrollment is tightening, it takes thoughtful and strategic involvement of all stakeholders
to develop and execute a Comprehensive Facilities Plan.

In 2014, St. Cloud State University in St. Cloud, Minnesota had too much, and not enough.

Too Much

Like many institutions of higher education, SCSU found itself with too much aging infrastructure competing for limited
deferred maintenance dollars, too much capital wrapped up in facilities that didn’t meet current and future needs, and –
maybe surprisingly – just too much real estate.
“I think there was a sense across the board that we had too much square footage overall – that we were bigger than we
needed to be,” said Phil Moessner, the Assistant Vice President for Facilities Management at SCSU. Building projects and land
purchases completed during record-enrollment years in the early 2000s were out of sync, a decade later, with the changing
landscape of higher education.

Not Enough

At the same time, there were not enough of the types of spaces actually needed to meet student and campus demands. “The
square footage we had wasn’t necessarily the kind we needed,” said Moessner. “In some cases, we didn’t have nearly
enough space to serve a particular function. There was a need for right-sizing to occur, at all levels: departmentally, within the
various functions, and campus wide.”
Complicating the desire for right sizing was not enough enrollment revenue to justify and pay for existing deferred
maintenance, let alone new construction; and not enough clear rationale for new facilities when, clearly, there were existing
spaces being under-utilized.
Underlying these realities were two deeper “not enough” truths:
1. There was a lack of campus-wide knowledge and understanding of the existing spaces and facilities on campus,
what condition they were in, how they were being utilized, and how that impacted students and programs; and
2. A history of decision-making without transparency had engendered a lack of full trust between and among the
various stakeholder groups including students, administration, faculty, departments, and the community.
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It Was Time to Plan
It was time for SCSU to update its Comprehensive Facilities Plan (CFP). While the existing CFP had a year or so of potential life
left, it didn’t really address the school’s current realities. It had been developed primarily by the facilities department, with
little cross functional participation, and its objectives were not clearly aligned with space utilization or other data. In the
context of all SCSU’s too-muches and not-enoughs, this CFP update process had the potential to go either way: to be a
“makes-no-difference” exercise in frustration, or a jump-start for an institution at a critical juncture.
“We knew because of our enrollment situation that there was no way to do what everyone wanted to have done,” said Tammy
McGee, then-Vice President of Finance at SCSU and the primary driver of the CFP update. “The two biggest currencies on a
college campus are money (how much is in your budget, how much you are paid, etc.) and physical space. We knew going
into this project that we would be working with people in an arena that would hit them right at their core, one way or another.
How do we construct a process that both educates people, brings them along, and holds them accountable for whatever
decisions get made? In order to do that and live it, we had to be as transparent as we could be.”
SCSU and the Minnesota State (MinnState) system office engaged RDG Planning & Design to update the university’s
Comprehensive Facilities Plan, with the additional assistance of the Sextant Group (technology and pedagogy consultant) and
Anderson Strickler (campus housing and real estate consultant).

Clear Strategic Principles
It’s a basic tenet of planning that clear, aligned, strategic principles, articulated and understood from the highest level and
throughout an institution, are foundational for a successful plan. This process had that kind of clarity in spades.
At the start of the CFP update process, SCSU leaders established high-level guiding principles to steer the tone and direction
of the plan. These included an integrated student experience, rigorous programs that offer applied learning, community
engagement, development of a diverse campus, sustainability, and a capacity for excellence and innovation.
The guiding principles were fundamental – but they weren’t enough. With the help of their consultants, planning team
members created a set of 22 specific priorities they wanted to accomplish with their Comprehensive Facilities Plan – from
“Reduce the campus footprint by up to 10 percent,” to “Enhance connection to Mississippi River.”
“These priorities didn’t come just from administration,” said Jonathan Martin, RDG’s project manager for the process. “They
came from all kinds of voices across campus – people representing so many different perspectives. The planning group really
dug into all the input to come up with a list they could all agree on, and that laid a great foundation of agreement that set the
process on a positive track.”
SCSU and RDG Team Leaders
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Transparency, Collaboration, Comprehensiveness
Key to the planning effort were the commitment to provide transparency throughout the process, to cast a wide net in order to
achieve a truly comprehensive Plan, and to involve as many people as possible who might be impacted by the Plan.
This was a big deal, and a courageous commitment for University leaders. “They really wanted to hear from everybody,” said
Martin. “It became a chance to educate people about facilities and space utilization and to get their buy-in, but it was risky
too. People feel pretty strongly about ‘their’ space.”
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“The idea of being truly comprehensive is something most people overlook,” said Moessner. “A lot of campuses will sit down
to write a CFP and only think about the academic and administrative support buildings. But a campus is bigger than that.
You’ve got residence life and all the facilities that support student life and development. You’ve got athletic facilities that are
key to how students engage and connect with the university. The plan ought to be comprehensive enough to address all those
functions – to take into account the whole campus, not just microcosms. If you look at all the areas collectively rather than as
silos, it’s really helpful. I think our CFP did that really well.”

McGee said, “When we set up our teams we had representatives from all of our unions, from every major functional area on
campus, from senior leadership to clerical functions, student leaders, deans from different academic areas/colleges, and
more. It wasn’t always easy to get people on board, but it helped that the President was fully behind this. There were a couple
of functional areas that had been slow to get him their strategic plans, but they got on board when the President reminded
them that he couldn’t promise their priorities would be reflected in the CFP if they weren’t at the table with their own goals
articulated.”
“If you’re going to be transparent, you need to be thorough,” said McGee. “People need to understand what the consequences
might be for the decisions that are made, and they need to see their place in the larger conversation. The transparency gave
us an opportunity to educate people, and not just come out with an edict.”
The University established a SharePoint site on the university website early on to give access to meeting notes, presentations
and drafts of the plan to faculty, staff and students. Each on-campus workshop concluded with a campus wide presentation,

Copyright RDG Planning & Design 2018
Page 3 of 8

providing updates on the status of the work and opportunities to provide feedback and field questions about the plan. “There
were 200-plus meetings over the course of the process,” said Martin.

Good Data is Just the Beginning
Thanks to MinnState requirements, SCSU had already collected lots of data. Some examples of the data that was available to
show existing campus conditions:
 Owned Property
 Campus Infrastructure
 Campus Land Use
 Building Conditions
 Topography
 Facilities Condition Index
 Environmental Conditions
 Facility Assessment
 Campus Safety
 Energy Usage
 Pedestrian Circulation
 Sustainability
 Vehicular Circulation
 Landscape
 Parking
 Campus Perception
Plus, there were many other plans, studies, and reports that included such data as:
 Enrollment on campus and online, historical and projected, totals and by department
 Classroom statistics: actual use in hours per week, by day of week, by seats/stations in use
 Technology and equipment needed vs available
 Use of spaces for various purposes, such as Instructional, Residential, Student Services, etc.
 Rental rates and analyses
 Parking, transportation, and public safety
Existing Building Use by Function

How to actually use this data though? “Data alone doesn’t give you all the answers. But if you have clear strategic priorities
that are well organized, then data helps you understand what to do, and in what order,” said Jay Weingarten, RDG Project
Architect. “Not all data was equally valuable, but some yielded gold mines of information that drove planning.”
RDG professionals were able to help SCSU leaders see how to connect the dots. “There wasn’t a template for us to follow; we
had to create it for ourselves,” said Weingarten. “For instance, SCSU had good, comprehensive logs of deferred maintenance
– actually, a $95.6 million backlog of deferred maintenance, which was a much bigger hole than they’d have been able to fill
if they’d just gone down the list and addressed every item. At the same time, they had identified needs for new construction to
accommodate growing programs. Basically, it was an exercise in prioritization.”
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“By looking at the deferred maintenance list together with such other data as building and classroom utilization rates, data
about growing (and declining) programs, and the University’s overall strategic priorities, the CFP was able to align prioritized
program growth with a facility improvement schedule and framework that made sense.”
Campus Statistics - Classrooms & Labs

According to Jonathan Martin, “The big thing we learned from the data is that SCSU has more than enough space to
adequately provide for the needs of its students. Classroom utilization was actually just under 68% - we knew they wouldn’t
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get support for new facilities with that utilization rate. But while the available space may be adequate, it might not be right.
That’s what we had to address in the CFP.”
“Jay did great with ‘churning’ the data,” said McGee, “and Joe Lang from RDG was incredibly impressive with taking the data
and translating it into operational topics. He challenged us on how to think about things. He was really a rock star – a data
guru. I can’t say enough about the role that he played in managing and interpreting the data in ways that could educate people
– and then the rest of the team could take that information and think about the proper phasing and prioritization of the plan.”
With the emphasis on transparency, “it was key to be able to share information with others in ways that would help them
understand what planners are thinking,” said Weingarten. “By linking our data into GIS, we were able to create maps and
diagrams that showed, visually, things like building and classroom utilization and the prioritized timeline for projects.”
“We got pretty granular. Graphic representations shared with groups and in the CFP, for instance, showed not only the
utilization of each building, but also of each classroom. We also showed whether each space was considered to be “owned” –
i.e., had been “claimed” by a particular program or professor for a specific use, even if only for a limited number of hours per
day or week.”
These “owned” spaces were the source of some of the most sensitive discussions in the CFP process. As Moessner said,
“Space is such a personal, emotional thing. We get attached to our home – whether it’s the house we live in or the lab we
work in or the office we work in. When we’re asked to stop and think about whether it’s really the best space for me, or the
best use of the space for the university as a whole, in successfully supporting students, that can be very emotional. There was
a deep recognition of that sensibility up front, and it’s where all the collaborative work really made a difference. It allowed
people to really express their concerns and discuss together where the campus needs to be 20 years from now.”
“Nobody could refute the data about what was going on with the classrooms,” said McGee. “Even if people didn’t like the
data, it forced them to understand and accept the facts.”

“Don’t get me wrong - it’s great to have ownership of place,” echoed Moessner. “I love it when people understand the space
they’re in and want to use it as best they can. But I think since the CFP process the institution as a whole has a better
understanding of the value of space as an asset: the idea of ‘what’s the best space for me to do my function’ as opposed to ‘I
own this space.’ There was lots of work done, especially by the provost, to help faculty understand that just because you’ve
always used that lab doesn’t mean that’s the best lab for you or that that lab may not be better used by the university in
another capacity. It’s been fun to watch that change.”
“RDG kept us thinking about what will serve students best, what will serve our community best,” said McGee. “They brought
in learning from other projects they’d done, regarding student expectations, industry best practices, and more. Jonathan got
us thinking about the need for passive recreational space, for instance. And they pointed out that nontraditional students who
take evening classes have a strong desire to be in a vibrant learning environment. We had evening classes happening all
across campus, when they could easily fit in one facility and have a much more dynamic atmosphere.”
The central question asked by the CFP process, according to Martin, was: What spaces are needed for the instruction we
provide now, and intend to provide in the coming years? And, as follow-on questions:
• How do we currently use the spaces we have on campus?
• Which spaces are in poor condition, and what would it cost to replace/repair/renovate them?
• How does the campus community perceive the different spaces/buildings?
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•

What opportunities does each space/building offer?

“The real task,” said Martin, “was to look at each space with a focus on how to use it best to meet students’ needs,
regardless of how it had been used before. And then, to use the Plan to ensure that all spaces are designed to function well for
their intended uses.”

Planning for Financial Resources
To be viable and actionable, the Comprehensive Facilities Plan needed to have real numbers attached to it, both in terms of
cost projections and revenue opportunities. “We had to show how we were going to fund this,” said McGee. “If we couldn’t
find the funding source, it wasn’t going to happen. We had to identify potential funding sources and have reality checks on
them. What was the real chance that we’d get money from the legislature, or from major funding sources, for instance.”
Part of the phasing plan in the CFP involved allowing time for developing funding sources for some projects and bringing
revenue-producing projects online fairly early in the plan in order to dedicate those revenues to the costs of later projects. The
plan included anticipated revenue from excess property sales, estimated costs of demolition, relocation expenses, and more.
“We had to thoughtfully look at our land, look at all of our assets, and figure out what was really needed, when, and how we
could fund it,” said McGee.
Moessner sees how this foresight paid off. “You have to be honest with yourselves about where you’re going and what
resources you have to get there,” he said. An integral piece of the CFP was the Capital Budget Incremental Improvement
Program, which identified both the planned expenditures and the potential funding sources for each phase: 0-5 Years, 6-10
Years, and 11+ Years out.

Leadership Transitions
Phil Moessner was hired for his position as Assistant Vice President for Facilities Management in July 2016, six months after
the Comprehensive Facilities Plan was produced. He had no hand in producing it but was charged with its implementation.
Moessner found the CFP on SCSU’s website when he was first applying for the position. “My first reaction was, Fabulous –
there’s actually a plan!” he said. “The more I read, the more I was impressed by its quality. I’ve read a lot of plans in my
career. They can be frustrating to deal with, because so often they regurgitate a lot of facts, but don’t draw any conclusions.”
“In the SCSU CFP,” continued Moessner, “I saw great information but also actionable plans. And it was flexible enough to
respond to emerging needs or changes in leadership without losing the overall vision of where we want to be 20 years from
now. It’s a plan that points out areas that need a deeper look and gives us the flexibility to decide what path to take once
we’ve given them that look.”
Indeed, SCSU has experienced multiple leadership changes since the CFP was launched in 2016. Of the 22-member CFP
steering committee, only 11 are still at SCSU. And of the12-member President’s Council in place when the plan was
completed, only five have not moved on to other places. Transitions have included powerful gatekeeping positions for a
Comprehensive Facilities Plan, including the President, Provost, and Vice President for Finance & Administration. Tammy
McGee, who shepherded the SCSU process, is now the CFO of Dunwoody College of Technology in Minneapolis. Such is the
nature of higher education leadership positions in current times.
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“I’ve seen a lot of places where the CFP is created, then the leadership changes and the new leaders toss it in the
wastebasket and want to start over,” said Moessner. “They lose so much information. But because this CFP is so clear and
well defined, new leaders have been able to see the vision and understand how it connects to their own vision. We’ve been
able to use it as a tool to help us move forward. The new leadership has been good at looking at the CFP and saying yes, let’s
do A and B, but maybe C needs tweaking, and maybe we’ll leave E off entirely for now.”
Is it Working?
The rubber meets the road in how a CFP actually works within an institution. Moessner reports that the CFP is actively used at
SCSU to help prioritize requests for capital construction, and to guide strategic decisions about how space is used and real
estate is acquired (or not). “The CFP tells us how the campus should develop, what the core should be, what the campus
boundaries should be,” said Moessner. “It’s guided decisions about parcels we’ve chosen to sell off because they weren’t
serving any useful purpose, and about whether or not to acquire other properties that have become available. We can see
whether they make sense strategically or not.”
“It hasn’t been a linear process; in some areas we’ve gotten lots done, though. The number one capital project is currently
under construction and will be fully operational in spring 2019. That will have campus-wide impact.”
“All the effort for transparency and collaboration that went into the development phase gives the CFP a lot of credibility,” said
Moessner. “There is buy-in across campus for this plan. If I tell people we’re doing something because it’s in the CFP, they get
it. There are always a few who don’t like aspects of it, but they’re few and far between. I would tell anybody that the time you
take up front to make sure that all constituents/stakeholders are really engaged and understand what you’re trying to achieve
will pay dividends in the end – not just in the product but in how the product gets used.”
In a time of too much and not enough, SCSU and its consultant partners found a way to get just the right Comprehensive
Facilities Plan.
“RDG wasn’t the cheapest, but they were by far the greatest value. Just the value of how they laid out and worked with the
analytics exceeded what we paid for them,” said McGee. “They set up a structure and laid out deadlines so we could stay on
track. And they gave us hope and perspective by showing us the positive ways to look at decisions like taking buildings
down.”
The parties agree that the cultural changed engendered by this CFP process was the most profound. “After people, facilities
are the most valuable university asset,” said Jonathan Martin. “This was a sophisticated institutional approach to facilities
management that aligned function with use on the most fundamental level and kept student needs as the front-and-center
focus.”
“I can tell that, across campus, there’s a deeper understanding of the value of space,” said Moessner.
* * *
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