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What Will Field Mobility 

In 2017 Look Like?

Heading into 2017, we wanted to take the 
pulse of our audience as it relates to the 
technologies they are using now, look-
ing to invest in next, and how they are 

feeling about the latest trends. In this issue, you’ll 
find data compiled from a survey we conducted this 
fall. We had 321 subscribers provide their insight, 
which we share here to give you a quantitative look 
at how your peers are using today’s technologies. 
We also asked a handful of our audience members 
to lend some more in-depth anecdotal insight and 
advice. And finally, we welcome VDC Research’s 
analyst perspective on the state of the industry and 
what you can expect in 2017.

So what will field mobility in 2017 look like? In my 
opinion, one of the most interesting starting points 
to answer this question is to look at what our sur-
vey respondents said when asked about the driv-
ers for their field mobility investments. Forty-nine 
percent responded that their primary objective 
with their field mobility investment is maximizing 
productivity, followed by 37 percent who answered 
that improving the customer experience is most 
important. While maximizing productivity has long 
been and will remain a major focus, the increase in 
emphasis on customer experience is notable and 
interesting. I expect that this trend will continue 
and advance in 2017, because field service organi-
zations are coming to realize that focusing on the 
customer is the key to a competitive advantage in 
today’s service landscape.

Identifying And Overcoming 
Field Service Challenges
But even with clear objectives, improving a field 
service business isn’t without its challenges. The 
biggest challenges our survey respondents say they 
are facing with their mobile workforce are a lack 
of visibility into mobile operations (61 percent), 
ensuring optimal efficiency (47 percent), and deal-
ing with customer satisfaction issues (39 percent). 
Dealing with these issues successfully takes a multi-
faceted approach. Sure, investing in technology is 
one part of it — but taking a good, hard look at the 
processes and business practices you have and eval-
uating how effective they are in helping you achieve 
your goals is critical. Furthermore, taking steps to 

better understand the expectations and frustrations 
of your customer-base is imperative. 

Here’s the good news — improving your field 
service business will be easier in 2017 than it has 
ever been before. Why? Well, for one there is more 
acknowledgement of the role service plays in today’s 
organizations, which leads to more resources for 
business improvement both 
internally (in the form of staff, 
budget, etc.) and externally (in 
the form of information and 
resources to help create your 
strategy for improvement). 
From a technology perspective 
specifically, solutions will con-
tinue to become easier, faster, 
and more affordable to deploy. 
Easier in that with more orga-
nizations leveraging solutions, 
there are more shining exam-
ples to follow. Not to men-
tion, there are more helpful 
resources than ever before. In 
fact, 52 percent of our survey 
respondents are using EMM 
(enterprise mobility manage-
ment) or MMS (mobility managed services) current-
ly, and another 21 percent plan to. Solutions are 
becoming faster to deploy as providers are getting 
more repetitious from an increase in cloud-based 
software use.  And as more and more companies 
seek to leverage today’s technologies, costs to do 
so continue to come down — which is especially 
reassuring to the 54 percent of survey respondents 
who listed justification of expenditure as their 
number-one barrier to investment. 2017 is going to 
be an exciting year in the world of field mobility, 
and I’m happy to be here to help tell the story! 
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The Growth Of Managed Mobility 

Solutions For Field Service 

Mobility management is rising as a chief 
priority for CIOs and CTOs worldwide. 
More than 85 percent of IT decision-makers 
expect steady or increased year-over-year 

mobility budgets, according to a recent VDC survey. 
Challenged to manage increasingly sophisticated mobile 
technology strategies and deployments, these organi-
zations are procuring third-party technology support 

through a mobile managed service 
model. In contrast to traditional pro-
fessional services, mobile managed 
services facilitate broader outsourc-
ing of the day-to-day IT operations 
and processes required to support 
mobile technology deployments.

Managed services serve to improve 
operations and lower costs while 
enabling IT to focus on business-
critical activities. Enterprises have 
benefitted from outsourcing func-
tions such as network services, data 
storage and backup, hosted enter-
prise applications, security services, 
and business continuity. Managed 
services are typically provided on a 
subscription model with service level 

agreements (SLAs) in place. 
The value proposition for mobility is not too dissimilar. 

Although enterprise mobile solutions are critical to sup-
port business operations — such as field service automa-
tion — organizations often struggle to comprehensively 
support these solutions. Often mobility represents only 
a small portion of an IT staff’s day-to-day responsibilities. 
However, poorly managed and supported field service 
solutions can negatively impact key operational metrics. 
Availability, uptime, and compliance with IT policies 
trump other end user considerations, making managed 
services for field service mobile solutions a good fit. 

At its core, mobile managed services comprise three dis-
ciplines: implementation and deployment, support man-
agement and analytics, and life cycle services. Combined, 
these capabilities offer enterprises a comprehensive suite 
of services to support mobile requirements from deploy-
ment to upgrade. Key capabilities include the following:

Implementation and Deployment: Whether an orga-
nization is deploying 50 or 5,000 mobile devices, critical 

decisions relating to device configuration, kitting, profile 
management, and business process integration need to 
be made. According to research recently conducted by 
VDC, staging/kitting, post deployment testing services, 
and device provisioning were identified as the services 
with the greatest impact on a successful mobile deploy-
ment. Issues such as not managing profiles efficiently or 
poor configuration control have represented key process 
pain points for organizations that can be overcome with 
better device management. In addition, with a mobile 
warehouse workforce that turns over rapidly — espe-
cially considering temporary support required during 
peak seasons — the ability to seamlessly and efficiently 
get these workers trained is critical to these businesses.

Support, Management, and Analytics: Once mobile 
devices have been deployed, the ability to manage them 
and provide support services aligns well with the man-
aged services value proposition. This includes everything 
from ensuring that when a device does fail, the impact 
on operations is minimal to providing a controlled 
release process for mobile OS updates and application 
provisioning. The scarcity of IT resources within orga-
nizations today is resulting in major inefficiencies, often 
leading to cost disadvantages when compared to third-
party services organizations. 

Life Cycle Services: Often overlooked, life cycle 
services provide the business continuity required for 
business-critical mobile solutions such as those support-
ing warehouse operations. Ensuring that organizations 
are proactively managing their installed base of mobile 
devices with clear upgrade goals and the flexibility to 
adapt to business and technology changes is essential.

There is no shortage of options to consider when 
evaluating mobile managed services. However, consider-
ing the unique requirements of successfully managing 
mobile devices, certain capabilities trump others when 
defining quality of service requirements. Few IT depart-
ments have built a strong competency in mobility, and 
while a growing share of enterprises view mobility as 
strategic, the skills gap remains pronounced. For this rea-
son, employees are demanding support for their mobile 
devices, and IT is at a crossroads: Either develop compe-
tency in mobility or outsource it to a managed mobility 
or professional services firm. Considering the continued 
pressure to do more with less, outsourcing is becoming 
increasingly attractive.

David Krebs
executive VP, enterprise 
mobility & connected devices,
VDC Research
www.vdcresearch.com
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The Future Of Mobility Through The 

Eyes Of Your Techs And Customers

The world of field service is evolving quite 
quickly. Just a decade ago, technicians worked 
in a reactive, paper-based environment where 
customers and their experiences were a 

byproduct of a work order. Even as recently as the past 
few years, technicians were still primarily expected to 
show up within a schedule window determined by  an 
SLA (service level agreement), turn a wrench, and move 

on to the next job. 
This is no longer the world we live 

in. The convergence of technology, 
(specifically mobile devices), custom-
ers’ expectations, and the consumer-
ization of service has led to new met-
rics and measurements of success. 
Customers demand improved ser-
vice levels and higher quality interac-
tions as options become more abun-
dant. Industries such as manufactur-
ing, aerospace & defense, and HVAC 
are beginning to see customers who 
expect the same level of transparency 
and service as they receive from the 
pizza place or their online retailer. 
And finally, the field team assumes 

they will have work tools which closely mirror the feel 
and functionality of the tools they use at home to com-
municate with friends, connect with colleagues, and find 
information. 

This next leap in delivering exceptional field service 
depends on more than just deploying new mobile devices 
to the technician. Service organizations must ensure they 
break the cycle of investment for internal operational 
gains, and no longer neglect to think about the impact 
these tools have on the technician, the customer, and 
other support functions who have to use the data cap-
tured by these devices. As you think about mobility and 
how technology will impact your service future, I would 
like to share with you a few lessons I recommend you 
consider:

• Make a technician’s job easier, not more com-
plicated. Technicians have a difficult enough job
as it is; don’t make it harder. Mobile tools should
streamline administrative tasks and free up the
technician to engage with customers to deliver
value-added services. A technician on site, in front

of a customer, has a wealth of value to the service 
organization. So don’t have them walk through 
cumbersome workflows or conduct complicated 
tasks which could be done in the background. 

• Ensure data captured in the field in real time
has value to others in the back office. True ROI
from an investment in technology should not just
be measured with the payback method but also by
the impact and value the tool provides across the
organization. Service excellence is not something
just field technicians are responsible for; it should
be a team effort. Therefore, other functions of the
business need access to data captured in the field,
and this insight should help them support the field
and deliver more customized value to the customer.
This mindset should help sales sell products that are
a better fit for a customer, marketing specifically to
certain segments of the customer base, and engi-
neering design products that resonate better with
potential and current customers.

• Bring your customers into your mobile strategy
for the present and the future. Too often tech-
nology investments and other initiatives are viewed
solely  from the perspective of the internal users and
organization, with little or no thought paid to the
end customer. Your mobile strategy should involve
your customers, and they should be a primary stake-
holder in your roadmap. More and more service
organizations are looking for ways to connect with
their customers and create true partnerships that
are difficult for the competition to break.

When I think of mobility, I think of concepts and themes 
like engagement, empowerment, transparency, insights, 
and value. If these words don’t come to mind, I think you 
are missing out on the value of what mobile can mean 
for your service business. The future of mobile shouldn’t 
be about cool new features. The future of technology 
in mobility must be about the customer experience and 
the empowerment of the field team to deliver on service 
promises. Technology for investment’s sake is a waste 
of time, money, effort, and the workforce’s goodwill. 
Initiatives around mobile need to be made strategically 
with a vision for how these tools will positively impact the 
lives of technicians and the customer. Without this, you 
will end up with just another device or app that is unde-
rutilized and more a distraction than a tool for success. 

Aly Pinder Jr
director of member research 
& communities,
The Service Council
www.servicecouncil.com

http://www.servicecouncil.com
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Field service organizations 
(FSOs) are going through 
a dramatic evolution from 
primarily reactive opera-

tions that are viewed as a cost 
center by management to much 
more proactive businesses that 
are an important — and in some 
cases primary — revenue center 
in industries where margins on 
sales of new products have been 
cut to the bone. With this evolu-
tion comes much opportunity but 
also a unique set of challenges 
for today’s service organizations 
to face.

Customer Expectations 
Are At An All-Time High
At the core of it all, customer 
expectations are high, and the 
service experience has become 
a critical differentiator for field 
service organizations. That tech-
nicians should arrive at the right 
location, on time, and equipped 
with necessary tools and parts 
has become table stakes both 
for FSOs and technology vendors 
that help to automate their opera-
tions. Service providers also need 
to add value by offering more pro-
active maintenance and service, 
customized service agreements, 
and a flexible and agile service 
chain that can respond quickly 
to customer requests. Customers 
today expect a service experience 
from field service organizations 
similar to what they receive from 
many consumer-facing services, 
such as Uber and Netflix. Today’s 
field service organizations are 
tasked with keeping up with 

these growing customer expecta-
tions and demands. 

The challenge doesn’t stop 
there. These FSOs also have to 
find ways to meet and exceed 
their customer demands at a rea-
sonable cost, which is likely why 
the majority of respondents to 
our survey (56.8 percent) said 
that ensuring their mobile work-
ers were at optimal efficiency/
productivity was one of the top 
challenges they face related to 
their mobile workforce.

FSOs also struggle with ensur-
ing that technicians and man-
agers have access to the infor-
mation they need to effectively 
provide quality service. Other top 
challenges cited in the survey 
data include knowledge sharing 
and management/technician col-
laboration (31.3 percent), accu-
rate data capture (30.7 percent), 
and a lack of visibility into field 
operations or assets/lack of real-
time information exchange (30.7 
percent).

“Information management [is a 
challenge],” says Rich Clark, vice 
president of field operations at 
GOJO Industries. “We need the 
ability to connect disparate data 
sources in a meaningful/credible 
way in support of our complex 
service needs.”

Barriers To Field 
Service Investment
Getting those field automation 
solutions in place requires com-
mitment and investment from 
management, but finding ways to 
prove the ROI for these solutions 

Understanding The 

Current Field Service Landscape
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Top 5 fi eld service 

objectives:

Maximizing 
productivity1
Improving the 

customer experience2
   Access to 
better data3

Top 5 barriers to 

technology investment:

Justifi cation of 
expenditure1

Limited 
resources2
Building a 

business case3

Reducing costs4
   Increasing 

revenue5

Training4
   Employee 

buy-in5
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— at least to the level management wants — can 
be difficult. According to the survey, 64.3 percent 
of respondents said that justifying the expenditure 
was a barrier to technology investment, and 39.5 
percent said that building a solid business case was 
an obstacle for them.

Internal support is another major challenge 
today’s field service organizations are facing, with 
41.4 percent saying that having limited resources in 
their organizations for solution evaluation, deploy-
ment, and support was holding back their technol-
ogy spend. Concerns about training employees and 
employee adoption were also a problem for 37.6 
percent of our respondents.

“Where we do have a barrier to technology invest-
ment, it’s usually first cost,” says James Mylett, 
senior vice president of service at Comfort Systems 
USA. “The overwhelming majority of the existing 
installed base does not have pre-existing data col-
lection capabilities, so we’re looking at how to 
retrofit for that base. Beyond that, we are really 
experiencing more of a pull than a push when it 
comes to technology adoption. We are going as fast 
as we can to meet the expectations of our teams, 
and that bar keeps moving up. So perhaps another 
barrier for us is speed to market for the solutions 
we deploy.”

Speed is also an issue at Southwest Airlines, 
according to Tom Raffalski, manager of safety, 
standards, and regulatory compliance. “Technology 
today just changes so rapidly — our own technol-
ogy/IT team struggles to keep up with the latest 
advancements,” he says.

Top Field Mobility Challenges: 
We Asked, You Answered
We asked our end user panel to share with us, 
“What’s your organization’s biggest field mobility 
challenge?” and here are some of the pain points that 
they shared. “Change management is always a big 
challenge when you have a distributed workforce. 
As customer expectations evolve, we need to evolve, 
and that involves change. For example, our custom-
ers are looking for a more effortless experience. For 
some of them that will mean interacting with us via 
a Web portal. That’s a big change for our teams. 
Other customers are looking for a connected offer-
ing whereby we collect data via a device rather than 
a technician logging the data in person. That’s a big 
change as well,” says Mylett.

“The fear of technology obsolescence is a barrier to 
investment for our organization. As the GOJO organi-
zation has begun to more fully appreciate the incred-
ible value and benefit of [business intelligence], the 
ability to fully integrate tools, technology, and infor-
mation streams has become a prerequisite to adopt-
ing new tools/technology. The challenge is that the 
‘bigger’ the universe of information streams becomes, 
the less likely everything will easily connect, commu-
nicate, and integrate easily,” explains Clark.

“While we are excited to create an experience that 
is mobile first and delivers smart solutions, our 
company’s biggest challenge is around technology 
integration. We’re looking to create a single solution 
for integrating service schedule monitoring as well as 
fleet management,” says Mirza Chughtai, CIO, Miner 
Corp.

M A J O R 

THEMES

“We are really experiencing more 

of a pull than a push when it comes 

to technology adoption. We are 

going as fast as we can to meet the 

expectations of our teams, and that 

bar keeps moving up.”

James Mylett, Comfort Systems USA



Mobile Device Trends At A Glance

Top 3 selection criteria:

Portability 1
Wireless communication 

capabilities2
   Operating 

system3

6%

39%

47%

What type of laptop does

your mobile workforce use?

● rugged or semirugged
● nonrugged/consumer
● oriented
● mini
● convertibles
● other

Top 3 selection criteria:

Ruggedness/
durability1

Wireless communication 
capabilities2

Ergonomics3

67%

Which device form factors do you 

plan to consider at your next refresh?

rugged handhelds/
smartphones

rugged tablets

nonrugged
 tablets

28%

14%

11%

6%
nonrugged
handhelds/smartphones

1%

57%

24%

What type of handheld does 

your mobile workforce use?

● nonrugged/consumer-oriented
● handheld/smartphone
● semirugged handheld/smartphone
● rugged handheld/smartphone
● other

74%

20%

9%

9%

6%

Which device form factors do you 

plan to consider at your next refresh?

rugged or 
semirugged tablets

rugged or semirugged 
laptop

Handhelds & Smartphones

Laptops, Notebooks, & Convertibles
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95%

Which device form factors do you

plan to consider at your next refresh?

stick with
tablets

8%

rugged or semirugged 
handheld or smartphone

28%
18%

What type of tablet does your 

mobile workforce use?

● 10” rugged or semirugged
● 10” nonrugged/consumer-oriented
● 7” nonrugged/consumer-oriented
● 7” rugged or semirugged
● other

28%

Top 3 selection criteria:

Operating
system2

Cost1

Portability
Ruggedness/reliability3

Tablets

8%

nonrugged/consumer-oriented laptop

17%

6%
3%

23%

5%

stick with
handhelds/
smartphones

nonrugged/consumer-
oriented tablets

nonrugged/consumer-
oriented laptops

stick with
laptops

rugged or semirugged laptop

nonrugged/consumer-oriented 
handheld or smartphone

3%

3%
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The mobile device space continues to be highly 
dynamic, with companies adopting a wide variety 
of form factors and operating systems, as well as 
a mix of both rugged and consumer-grade hard-

ware. Much of the shake-up in the device market has been 
caused by the use of both smartphones and new tablet 
devices in field applications.

But handheld devices seem to be making a comeback. 
While tablets have been the fastest growing mobile device 
segment for several years, handheld devices still rule in field 
service. According to our survey, 51.79 percent of respon-
dents are using handhelds or smartphones (up from 45 per-
cent last year), compared to 24.4 percent using tablets and 
22.62 percent using laptops, notebooks, or convertibles.

The Current OS Landscape
There has been a relatively rapid shift in operating systems  
when it comes to enterprise mobile solutions. In the past, 
Windows and its mobile derivatives (CE, Windows Mobile, 
etc.) dominated. With the adoption of more consumer-
style devices, the landscape has shifted significantly. 

Windows is still the most common OS at 31.29 percent, 
but Apple’s iOS is in second place with 26.38 percent 
of respondents, and Android devices are used by 15.34 
percent. Apple’s growth in the enterprise has come at 
the expense of both Windows (which is down nearly 7 
percentage points from last year) and Android (which lost 
almost 3 points).

And the platform’s popularity is growing as more enter-
prises adopt Apple devices. “iOS allowed us to ensure a 
consistent deployment and seamless experience for part-
ners and technicians,” says Mirza Chughtai, CIO at Miner 
Corp., which is using iPads and iPhones to connect its 
own field force of 300 technicians, in addition to thou-
sands of third-party contractors.

A lot of enterprises are also using multiple types of 
devices, with 25.77 percent of respondents saying they 
use a combination of operating systems. Because of the 
uncertainty around Microsoft’s plans for the mobile space 
over the past few years and the release of several Android-
based rugged devices, you may see some additional shifts 
in the near future.

While 68.10 percent of respondents said they would 
remain with the same operating system during their next 
technology refreshes, 20.86 were not sure. Just less than 
5 percent said they were switching to Android.

There is also increasing interest in enterprise mobil-
ity management (EMM) and managed mobility services 
(MMS) solutions, with 51.53 percent currently using them 
to help plan, provision, maintain, or manage their mobile 
deployment. Another 21.47 percent are considering such 
solutions in the future. As David Krebs of VDC Research 
explained on page 4 of this issue, the value proposition 
for these services in the enterprise is huge. Many of the 
challenges we’ve discussed related to barriers to adoption 
can be alleviated or at least lessened through the use of 
EMM and/or MMS.

Consumer Vs. Rugged Devices In The Enterprise
There has also been an increase in the use of both semi-
rugged and consumer-oriented/non-rugged devices in 
field mobility deployments, driven in part by the per-
ception that consumer-oriented devices present a cost 
savings. Among laptop users, 47.22 percent are using 
rugged or semi-rugged devices.

When it comes to the next wave of hardware deploy-
ments, it appears that, in addition to more handhelds, 
tablets may eat into applications where laptops have 
been more common. 

Laptop users generally plan to stick with that form fac-
tor, with 66.67 percent saying they would deploy anoth-
er laptop in their next technology refreshes. However, 
27.78 percent indicated they would switch to rugged 
tablets, while another 11.11 percent were considering 
non-rugged tablets.

The preponderance of consumer-grade hardware is even 
more apparent with the other form factors. Among hand-
held/smartphone users, 57.47 percent are using non-rugged 
or consumer-oriented devices, while 24.14 are using semi-
rugged devices, and 17.24 use rugged hardware.

The majority of handheld users plan to stick with hand-
helds (73.56 percent). Just 19.54 percent of handheld/
smartphone users were considering switching to rugged 
tablets, and another 9.2 percent were considering non-
rugged tablets.

The use of rugged or non-rugged devices was much 
more mixed for companies with tablets. Respondents 
indicated they were using a fairly equal mix of 10-inch 
rugged/semi-rugged or non-rugged tablets at 27.50 per-
cent each; 7-inch non-rugged tablets were second at 22.5 
percent; and 7-inch rugged or semi-rugged came in third 
at 17.50 percent.

Navigating The Increasingly 

Complex Mobile Device Landscape
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Tablet Users Happy With The Form Factor
Tablet users were the most loyal in the sample, with 95 
percent saying they would stay with tablets during their next 
technology refreshes.  Just roughly 10 percent each were 
thinking of switching to a handheld or laptop.

Interestingly, while non-rugged devices are beginning to 
hold a larger share of the enterprise space, 78.53 percent 
of respondents said they believe that “some level of rugged-
ness” is essential for the device their mobile workers use. 
While replacement costs for consumer hardware tend to be 
lower, the long-term total cost of ownership (TCO) can in 
many cases be higher than rugged hardware because of the 
added cost of employee downtime.

One of the benefits companies often cite in deploying con-
sumer-oriented devices like the iPad is that end users are 
familiar with the interface. However, as Southwest Airlines 
found when it deployed iPads for its crews, that comfort 
level can vary. “Although more than 50 percent of our users 
were already owners of iOS devices, it has become appar-
ent that their level of proficiency with the devices varied 
greatly,” says Tom Raffalski, manager of safety, standards, 
and regulatory compliance at Southwest. “Right now, our 
biggest challenge/goal is to get the majority of our users to 
a certain level of competency/proficiency, first with the iPad 
and secondly with our proprietary apps.”

Selection Criteria Differ Based On Form Factor
Users with different types of hardware also prioritized their 
selection criteria differently. Laptop users were most likely 
to focus on ruggedness/durability and wireless communica-
tions capabilities (tied at 52.77 percent), followed by ergo-
nomics (38.88 percent). Processing power/speed, operating 
system, and cost were tied at third place (33.33 percent).

Tablet users, on the other hand, were more concerned 
with cost (42.5 percent), followed by operating system (35 
percent), portability, and ruggedness/reliability (both at 

32.5 percent). 
Not surprisingly, handheld users listed portability as their 

top selection criterion (57.47 percent), followed by wire-
less communication capabilities (37.93 percent), and oper-
ating system (27.58 percent). Ruggedness/durability and 
cost followed closely at 26.43 percent and 25.28 percent, 
respectively.

Field service organizations should also pay attention to 
ease of use when it comes to selection. 

“Last year we went through an extensive selection pro-
cess for a mobile platform. Our overarching criteria came 
down to two things: Make it easier for our customers to 
do business with us, and make it easier for our people to 
get their jobs done. Setting the bar here was a result of a 
‘voice of the customer’ analysis we completed with both 
constituencies. For us, ease of user adoption is another 
factor in selection. The feature and functions of a tool are 
only impactful if they are used. We’ve found that something 
that is less robust but more intuitive to the user has a great 
impact on our business results,” says James Mylett, senior 
vice president of service at Comfort Systems USA.

Finally, even when you are confident in your device 
selection, you have to keep in mind some of the challeng-
es you’ll likely face, regardless of how well you’ve chosen. 
“Weaning our users off their previous paper resources/
manuals and communications was tough. We still have 
employees asking for us to restore our web/PC-based 
resources, which we discontinued when we launched our 
mobile/iPad platform and app-based resources. Our work-
force used paper-based manuals and communications for 
over 30 years. We also have a highly mobile workforce 
that spans the country and into parts of Central America. 
Offering support is a challenge since our crews are often 
in the air or not at one of the crew bases where we can 
offer either hardware or application support,” explains 
Raffalski.

M O B I L E 

DEVICES

“Although more than 50 percent of 

our users were already owners of iOS 

devices, it has become apparent that 

their level of proficiency with the 

devices varied greatly.”

Tom Raffalski, Southwest Airlines



The field service automa-
tion software market 
continues to be highly 
dynamic, with a number 

of mergers and acquisitions and 
new solutions being released. 
The net effect has been a wide 
array of full-service software 
suites that cover a broader num-
ber of features (i.e., work order 
management, inventory, schedul-
ing/routing, etc.), as well as spe-
cialized application software and 
mobile development platforms 
that allow companies to create 
forms-based solutions that can 
be integrated with existing back-
office systems.

The vast majority of compa-
nies (68.48 percent) are current-
ly using some sort of mobile 
workforce automation software, 
such as scheduling, routing, work 
order management, and other 
applications. Of the companies 
that have not yet deployed such 
software, 46.15 percent plan to 
deploy field automation software 
in the near future.

As Rich Clark, vice president of 
field operations at GOJO, points 
out, it can be challenging for 
service organizations to find soft-
ware that is a good fit for their 
operations without significant 
customization. “We’re still look-
ing for a full-featured field ser-
vice solution,” Clark says. “We’re 
currently using our existing CRM 
solution with bolt-on form-based 
tools to collect and share infor-
mation. We have poor visibility 
to workflow and resource avail-

ability and capacity. We will need 
to ‘solve’ for these challenges if 
we hope to scale our field service 
offerings.”

Commonly Used Field 
Service Software Features
When we look at the feature set 
of the solutions already in place 
among respondents, the most 
common applications/functions 
were dispatch/work order assign-
ment (66.67 percent), service/
work order management (65.77 
percent), basic scheduling (62.16 
percent) and parts/inventory 
management (55.86 percent).

The top three are common solu-
tions that many service organi-
zations have had for some time 
and address the most pressing 
issue of managing a dispersed 
workforce — how to determine 
which technicians should have 
the work orders, how to get the 
work orders to them, and how 
to most efficiently 
document the work 
once they are on 
site. 

Parts and invento-
ry management is 
often a “next level” 
capability for many 
organizations that 
are searching for 
ways to further optimize their 
operations. By having complete 
visibility of inventory both at the 
depot and in the trucks, they can 
make it easier for technicians to 
get the parts they need without 
a lot of wasted windshield time.

Field Service Software: 

From Basic Use To Beyond
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Other common functions among our respon-
dents included routing/navigation (49.55 percent), 
customer history access/knowledge management 
(47.75 percent), and accommodating emergency/
urgent work (43.24 
percent). Again, 
these are more 
advanced capa-
bilities that service 
organizations often 
investigate once 
they’ve streamlined 
work order assign-
ments and elimi-
nated paper work 
orders.

Solution 
Selection 
Criteria
The most important 
selection criteria for 
the software solu-
tions our respon-
dents already have 
was a near three-way 
tie among the abil-
ity to integrate with 
current back-office 
systems (42 per-
cent), the ability to 
work without con-
nectivity or offline 
(41 percent), and 
ease of use/mapped 
workflow (41 per-
cent). Ease of use 
was a key consider-
ation across almost 
all technology seg-
ments in our survey, 
likely because of the impact that the user interface 
can have on the time and expense required for 
deployment and staff training.

The ability to configure and customize the solu-
tion was the second-most important factor (33 
percent), followed by scalability (32 percent) and 
real-time communication (27 percent).

The Adoption Of Cloud-Based Solutions
Adoption of cloud-based solutions continues to 
expand in the field service market, with 46.85 
percent of respondents noting that their current 

software is cloud-based. In the past, companies 
often turned to cloud-based systems because they 
believed they could reduce their infrastructure 
and IT support costs. While that is true in some 

cases, lower upfront 
costs were much less 
important to our 
respondents, with 
just 15.38 percent of 
respondents saying 
it factored into their 
decisions.

Instead, the ability 
to deploy the solu-
tion quickly was seen 
as a top reason for 
selecting cloud-based 
software at 34.62 
percent. Producing 
less strain on limited 
IT resources was sec-
ond, at 25 percent, 
followed by deploy-
ing a device-agnostic 
solution (also 25 per-
cent).

For companies that 
are planning to deploy 
a field software solu-
tion soon, organiza-
tions appear to be 
focused on some basic 
functionality that will 
help automate manual 
processes. The most 
sought after function, 
desired by 56.52 per-
cent of respondents, 
was service/work order 
management solutions. 
Another 39.13 percent 

would like to include parts and inventory management.
Tied for third place were basic scheduling, accom-

modating emergency work, dynamic scheduling, 
and routing/navigation, with 34.78 percent of 
respondents looking for each of these functions in 
a future deployment.

As more field service organizations master the 
basic use of field automation solutions, we expect 
to see more and more advanced use cases. For 
instance, companies will begin to incorporate func-
tions like the IoT and augmented reality to further 
expand their business cases.

16 December 2016 ● FieldTechnologiesOnline.com

F I E L D  S E R V I C E 

SOFTWARE

What functionality does your company’s 

current software provide?

66%

dispatch/work order assignment

service/work order management

routing/navigation

62%

30%

50%

dynamic scheduling

basic scheduling

22%

13%

48%

29%

13%

56%

25%

43%

14%

6%

SLA management

CEM

contract and
warranty management

customer history access/
knowledge management

capacity forecasting/shift planning

tech-to-tech collaboration

ability to accommodate 
emergency/urgent work

predictive capabilities

67%

other

parts & inventory management



Save time.  
Save aggravation.  
Save gas and tolls.

Before you send the field tech out, take a look 
at the problem with Rescue Lens.
We’ve all seen it happen. The customer calls in with a problem, but they can’t quite 

explain it to you. So you send your tech out only to find that the problem’s pretty 

simple. If only your technician had been able to see it for themselves. 

With Rescue Lens, customers can send a real-time video stream so your support 

reps can see exactly what’s happening. Many fixes can be made on the spot. For 

others, two onsite calls become one, as the field technician comes prepared with 

the part that’s needed. 

Isn’t it time you took a look at Rescue Lens?

Learn more!  

Visit rescuelens.com today!

www.rescuelens.com

http://www.rescuelens.com


When it comes to field mobility, our survey 
respondents, by and large, want to increase 
their productivity in the field and reduce 
costs. Those twin goals of achieving a more 

productive and less costly field operation were also reflect-
ed in the fleet management data.

Cost reduction was a critical goal established by our respon-
dents for their GPS/fleet management solutions, which makes 
sense since fleets represent a huge capital expenditure that 
includes both vehicle purchases and main-
tenance. Just over 55 percent of respon-
dents listed reducing fuel costs or reduc-
ing overall operating expenses as a top 
goal for their fleet management deploy-
ments. That was just about even with the 
desire to drive productivity, which was a 
very close second at 53.44 percent.

Ranking slightly lower on the list were 
improving visibility into driver location 
and improving driver safety/reducing 
accidents and liability. Just less than half 
of respondents listed either factor as a 
top priority.

The Valuable Role 
Fleet Management 
Plays In Field Service
Fleet solutions improve driver productiv-
ity by helping operators streamline their 
routing and scheduling operations. With 
real-time data about driver location, staff 
can dynamically reroute vehicles based on 
SLA requirements, traffic or weather events, 
emergency calls, and other factors. The 
closest technician/driver to the customer 
can be quickly dispatched to a new service 
call, and dispatchers can see which jobs are 
in danger of falling behind and then adjust 
schedules accordingly.

Fuel costs are another important KPI 
that fleet management can positively 
affect. While fuel prices are currently low, they are typi-
cally volatile, so using a fleet solution to improve routing 
and reducing unnecessary idling can generate hundreds 
of thousands of dollars in savings (or more) each year. 

In some installations, fuel savings alone can pay for the 
entire cost of the fleet management solution. Even if 
“going green” isn’t a corporate priority, fuel savings can 
generate a hefty carbon footprint reduction as well. 

The ability to monitor driver location and safety also 
contribute to cost savings. If drivers know they are “on the 
radar” of a fleet solution, they are less likely to use vehicles 
in unauthorized circumstances. Telematics data can also 
help monitor vehicle condition, as well as driver behav-

iors like speeding and harsh braking. By 
improving driver performance, there is 
less wear and tear on the vehicles and a 
lower likelihood of accidents or speed-
ing tickets. Some insurance companies 
even provide discounts to fleet operators 
for installing GPS systems.

The value of a fleet solution lies in 
having quick access to location and 
driver data. When selecting a solution, 
most of our respondents (68.42 per-
cent) said that reporting functionality 
was an important factor. Advanced solu-
tions provide dashboards and customiz-
able alerting functions so that managers 
can easily view fleet-wide metrics like 
idling or fuel consumption. They can 
also receive alerts (an important feature 
according to 25 percent of respondents) 
when vehicles leave designated areas 
(geofencing) or if drivers exceed pre-set 
speed limits, for example. 

As we’ve seen in some other technol-
ogy categories, ease of use was criti-
cal for these companies when selecting 
a fleet solution, with 40.35 percent of 
respondents reporting it as an impor-
tant factor in their solution selection 
process. Coming in third was the ability 
to integrate with other applications (39 
percent).

With pressure to provide better custom-
er service, field service organizations can leverage fleet man-
agement solutions as a means to ensure their workforce is 
operating at optimum efficiency and to keep controllable 
costs (like fuel usage and idling) low.

The Cost-Cutting Power 

Of Fleet Management
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The Internet of Things (IoT) is an important 
and growing technology segment for the 
field service industry. The ability to con-
nect many different classes of assets and 

equipment to the network has been enabled by a 
convergence of several technologies, including low-
cost smart sensors, cloud-based computing solu-
tions, Big Data and analytics solu-
tions, secure wireless connec-
tions, and dynamic scheduling/
dispatch tools that help service 
companies quickly respond to 
signals from remote equipment.

Slightly more than 41 percent of 
our survey respondents are cur-
rently using remote monitoring, 
machine-to-machine (M2M), or 
IoT technologies to monitor or 
provide service to assets and prod-
ucts. That figure is likely to grow 
rapidly, as roughly half of our 
respondents (47.31 percent) who 
aren’t already using these solu-
tions plan to research using M2M/
IoT solutions in the near future.

IoT Enables The Shift 
To Proactive Service
The interest in IoT is driven by 
the potential benefits of obtain-
ing, analyzing, and using real-time asset data from 
the field. Remote monitoring and troubleshooting 
can increase asset uptime, reduce mean time to 
repair, and improve first-time fix and remote resolu-
tion rates. This type of remote connectivity can help 
eliminate unnecessary (and costly) truck rolls and 
ensure that when technicians do have to go on-site, 
they will have all of the tools and parts necessary 
to complete the work. Furthermore, the insight 
that IoT provides can play a major role in enabling 
companies to provide the more advanced service 

experience many of their customers are demanding. 
Namely, IoT data helps an organization shift from 
a reactive service model to a proactive — and even 
predictive — one. 

The majority of the respondents currently using 
IoT (just about 50 percent) are using the technolgy 
to remotely monitor their own equipment. Another 

33.85 percent are using the tech-
nology to monitor equipment 
they service at customer sites. 
Just a handful of respondents is 
using the IoT for applications like 
smart meters (common among 
utility companies) and telematics.

For companies monitoring their 
own assets, reducing downtime 
and saving costs on mainte-
nance operations are often the 
primary drivers. For companies 
that monitor customer equip-
ment, many do so to improve 
customer service (through more 
proactive operations) and gener-
ate new revenue by offering IoT-
enhanced services at a premi-
um. Sensor data from connected 
assets can also generate valuable 
performance data that will help 
improve new product designs.

IoT Solution Selection
When it came to selecting an IoT solution, our respon-
dents indicated that integration, ease of deployment, 
and data presentation were critical factors. Slightly 
more than 72 percent of respondents listed “integra-
tion with other applications” as an important selec-
tion criterion. That’s because IoT data on its own isn’t 
that helpful; it has to be parsed, analyzed, and turned 
into actionable business information that can be used 
by existing applications. The value proposition of 
leveraging the IoT is far higher when data from the 

The Growth Of IoT In Field Service
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solution can be easily integrated with the company’s 
field service software solution.

Users are also looking for solutions that are easy 
to deploy. In our survey, 66 percent of respondents 
listed “simple to deploy” as a top selection factor. 
Cloud-based infrastructure has played an important 
role in the adoption of IoT 
solutions for that reason. 

Making The Most 
Of IoT Data
In order to make sense of 
the vast volumes of data that 
can be generated by these 
systems, some sort of filter-
ing should occur before the 
data makes its way to a field 
service organization’s (FSO’s) 
business solutions. Hosted 
systems often offer this type 
of data aggregation and fil-
tering. Because of the large 
amounts of data often associ-
ated with IoT, cloud systems 
also provide a lower cost of 
entry. Analyzing terabytes of 
data requires high performance computing solutions 
that most FSOs simply can’t afford or don’t know how 
(or have the bandwidth) to manage and maintain.

Keep in mind that to have success with IoT, you need 
to seek the appropriate connectivity for the transfer 
of data. “Our number-one challenge [with IoT] is get-
ting the data out due to low bandwidth environments. 

Without low-latency transmission, we cannot take full 
advantage of our IoT-enabled platform,” says Mirza 
Chughtai, CIO, Miner Corp.

Organizations also want solutions that present the 
IoT data in a way that is easy to view and under-
stand. Sixty-three percent of respondents listed 

“organization/presentation 
of data being collected” 
as an important factor. 
Companies can be quickly 
overwhelmed by the sheer 
amount of the data that 
can be generated by remote 
equipment (depending on 
how it is configured). 

With analytics capabili-
ties operating in the back-
ground — provided by a 
cloud-based infrastructure 
partner or a dedicated 
IoT solution — much of 
the heavy lifting can be 
outsourced and the data 
viewed through a dash-
board or similar interface.

The IoT will continue to 
have an increased presence in field service and 
in many markets is likely to become an important 
competitive differentiator. It has been fascinat-
ing to see how service organizations have quickly 
evolved from turning wrenches to turning con-
nected equipment data into an important part of 
their operations.
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As we move into 2017, the field service 
industry is entering an exciting new era 
marked by innovations, both in new tech-
nology and in new approaches to cus-

tomer service. Mobile technology is just the tip of 
the iceberg when it comes to field service advance-
ments. We’re seeing the convergence of a number 
of different (often disparate) solutions that, when 
combined, could revolutionize service.

Based on the survey data, anecdotal contributions 
from the executives we spoke to for this report, 
and the industry developments we’ve been cover-
ing all year, we’ve put together a short list of some 
of the important field service trends that are likely 
to affect your business in the coming years.

How Technology Can Help 
Address Field Technician Shortages
In many industries, retiring baby boomers may 
decimate the existing field force, both in sheer 
numbers and in institutional knowledge. It will 
be difficult (and in many industries impossible) to 
replace all of those technicians with new employ-
ees who are able to address customer needs with 
the same level of skill or knowledge.

That’s why many service companies are investing 
in knowledge management solutions to help auto-
mate this process, create data repositories for both 
customer information and repair tips, and have 
begun using social media-style tools to help techni-
cians collaborate.

Asked what their top objectives were for their field 
mobility solutions, respondents ranked “gathering 
data to help knowledge management and company-
wide decision-making” as their third highest prior-
ity. It was also the number-two response when it 
came to the biggest challenges service companies 
face. 

Nearly half of respondents with a field mobility solu-
tion are using knowledge management functionality. 
The Internet of Things (IoT) may also help address 
this technician shortage by reducing the number of 
issues that require a truck roll, while augmented real-
ity and video collaboration can allow veteran techni-
cians to support new employees by remotely provid-
ing guidance from a central location.

Having modern, mobile technology can also help with 
recruiting and retaining new employees. “Attracting 
and retaining talent is our main priority,” says James 
Mylett, senior vice president of service at Comfort 
Systems USA. “We continue to invest in building our 
service business here, and with the growth we’re 
enjoying comes a need for additional talent. Where 
optimization fits in is maximizing the productivity of 
our workforce while also making the work experience 
more engaging for our folks.”

Mobility Remains A Major Focus
Mobile devices were at the top of the list when it 
came to technology areas that respondents plan 
to research or consider in 2017. While it could 
almost be considered an entrenched technology at 
this point, the mobile hardware space is constantly 
shifting. As new features emerge and lower-cost 
devices hit the market, field service companies 
have been willing to replace their hardware at a 
much faster pace, shifting from rugged handhelds 
to laptops and then to tablets or smartphones. 

This accelerating turnover, combined with the 
wide variety of form factors and operating systems, 
is going to make deployment and support even 
more complex. According to Tom Raffalksi, manag-
er of safety, standards, and regulatory compliance 
at Southwest Airlines, examining similar deploy-
ments helped his company successfully navigate a 
large nationwide iPad deployment.

“We’re interested in hardware trends and use 
cases in our own and other industries,” Raffalski 
says. “Learning from others often helps speed up 
our time to market. As the last major carrier to 
deploy iPads, our deployment was faster than any 
other based on lessons learned from others.”

Self-Dispatching Service
For Rich Clark, vice president of field operations 
at GOJO Industries, the focus is on technologies 
that can be integrated, so that field technicians can 
provide insight from the field, which can be turned 
into data that provides value across the organiza-
tion. “We want to make it easier for our mobile 
service employee [field service rep] to quickly and 
accurately capture the right information and send/

A Look Ahead: Field Service 

Trends To Watch In 2017
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share it in formats that meet the customer/end-
user needs, while also building on the collection of 
information needed to make fact-based decisions 
about the business via business intelligence and 
analytics,” Clark says.

Eventually, these processes can be streamlined to 
the point that the customer is communicating their 
needs directly to the field technician. At Miner Corp., 
the company sees a future where connected assets 
can communicate a maintenance need via the Internet 
of Things to a central field service management 
solution. Machine learning or artificial intelligence 
systems could be developed to analyze the service 
information and intelligently issue a work order to 
the most qualified or closest technician.

“We are looking at the ability to introduce e-com-
merce into the field service experience where the 
client portal can dispatch service without the need 
for a dispatcher,” says Mirza Chughtai, CIO at 
Miner Corp. The technology to create this type of 
“dispatchless” system exists today, although very 
few companies have all of the necessary solutions 
implemented.

Mylett also sees an increased focus on improving 
working conditions for field technicians. “I’m seeing 
more and more best practice sharing around worker 
safety today than ever before,” Mylett says. “That’s 
a major step in the right direction for the service 
industry. There isn’t another topic that gets more of 
my attention than safety, and the trend toward plac-
ing even greater attention on getting people home 
safely to their families each night is encouraging.”

Safety has been a key component of fleet manage-
ment deployments. Most companies have found 

that using these types of GPS-based systems can 
provide a lifeline for field technicians who work 
in remote locations under dangerous conditions, 
(such as utility linemen or oil field workers) and 
can help fleet operators get a handle on poor driv-
ing behaviors through retraining.

Connected Assets Guide Service
Our survey found that more than 40 percent of 
respondents already have machine to machine 
(M2M) or Internet of Things (IoT) solutions in 
place, and another 47 percent plan to evaluate 
them in the future. Connecting assets to the net-
work not only enables proactive service models, 
but it also helps service companies reduce the cost 
of their operations and increase asset uptime. In 
addition, the IoT can generate valuable product 
data for engineering departments. 

To support this expansion of “smart” assets and 
equipment, we will likely see broader adoption of 
cloud-based solutions and Big Data/business ana-
lytics. There will also be an accompanying demand 
for low-latency, low-power wireless technology 
to enable the communication necessary for all of 
these connected devices.

A New Era Of Field Service
Exactly how each of these technologies will affect 
service delivery will vary by market, but our overall 
impression is that field service is in the early stages 
of a fascinating evolution that will present new 
challenges and opportunities to organizations that 
are willing to make the investment in mobility and 
other supporting technologies.
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“We want to make it easier for our 

mobile service employee [field service 

rep] to quickly and accurately capture 

the right information and send/share 

it in formats that meet the customer/

end-user needs.”
Rich Clark, GOJO Industries
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Investing In Next-Generation 

Field Mobility Solutions 

The next wave of field mobility investment 
may look a lot like previous cycles, as 
many companies are focused on accelerat-
ing their hardware refresh cycles. By far, 

the area of future interest at the top of respon-
dents’ research/consideration lists for 2017 was 
mobile devices, with 65.61 percent of respondents 
indicating that investing in new mobile hardware 
was top of mind.

The mobile computer space 
is highly dynamic, and it has 
been challenging for enterprises 
to keep pace with new features 
and functionality as they become 
available. In an industry where 
typical device cycles historically 
ranged from five to ten years, 
the deployment of consumer-
style devices and the need for 
hardware to support new soft-
ware features have made device 
upgrades more frequent.

These upgrades are often driv-
en by software requirements or 
the emergence of new hardware 
capabilities. “[We are] happy with 
our mobile device selection, but 
we are not married to it,” says 
Rich Clark, vice president of field 
operations at GOJO Industries. “If 
better technology comes along, 
we’ll switch.” This illustrates that 
today’s field service organizations are continually 
keeping an eye on new introductions to evaluate the 
benefit of new features and functionality, rather than 
waiting for device end of life or failures.

Mobile Security Is Crucial
Mobile security was the number two area of 
research/future investment, cited by 38.22 percent 
of respondents because mobility has introduced 
new security threats into the enterprise. In line-

of-business applications like field service, IT secu-
rity was traditionally more a question of physically 
securing the hardware and making sure employees 
didn’t lose their devices. As the capabilities of the 
hardware have advanced and more companies rely 
on hosted or cloud-based solutions along with 
wireless communication, the security vulnerabili-
ties have increased.

In addition to the hardware 
becoming more portable and 
likely to be lost or stolen, the 
mobile device represents a path-
way behind the firewall that can 
be exploited by hackers to either 
access sensitive data or hijack 
the network or servers to launch 
denial of service or other types 
of attacks. With some very public 
and high-attention data leaks, 
protecting mobile data is top of 
mind for most companies with a 
mobile workforce.

Emerging Technologies Make 
Their Way In Field Service
Beyond the major focus on new 
mobile devices and mobile secu-
rity, our survey respondents plan 
to look at a wide variety of 
emerging technologies for their 
field mobility objectives. This 
makes sense as we see a greater 

interest from today’s field service organizations in 
moving beyond the basic functionality that today’s 
field technologies offer and looking for ways to 
leverage more up-and-coming solutions to truly 
advance their business. 

After new mobile devices and mobile security, 
areas of interest/next investment that tied for third 
place were field service software, asset manage-
ment, and M2M/IoT solutions, all polling at rough-
ly 25 percent.

Top 5 areas of interest/

next investment:

New mobile 
devices1

Mobile security2
Field service 

software3
IoT4

Asset 
management5



Video collaboration is also under consideration 
by 23.57 percent of survey respondents, and while 
it ranked lower in the survey, the related technol-
ogy of augmented reality has many respondents 
intrigued. Both of these technologies (along with 
wearable computing) are set to have a big impact 
on field service. The technologies help organiza-
tions easily share information to improve techni-
cian collaboration and training and can even help 
address the looming technician shortage that many 
industries face. Organizations have cited the role 
of video collaboration and augmented reality as 
a way to efficiently leverage the insight of aging/
experienced technicians as they train newer techs. 
Rather than needing to pair an older tech with a 
newer tech, you can have one experienced tech 
in the back office training multiple new techs at a 
time by taking advantage of these solutions.

The Role Of Augmented 
Reality In Field Service
“Augmented reality is the most intriguing new 
technology for us mainly because of the real-time 
practical application of it today,” says James Mylett, 
senior vice president of service at Comfort Systems 
USA. “As we build a technical support team for 
our field workforce, an augmented reality toolset 
would provide a greater level of differentiation in 
the employee experience.”

In the airline industry, augmented reality could 
play a big role in training employees. “We are 
looking for augmented reality software for training 
purposes,” adds Tom Raffalski, manager of safety, 
standards, and regulatory compliance at Southwest 
Airlines. “Currently, regulations require a lot of 

hands-on training. We are hoping to find ways to 
simulate certain activities using iOS devices.” As 
the mobile workforce becomes more and more 
comfortable with using technology, the idea of 
providing training via augmented reality and hav-
ing that training be accepted and effective is far 
less  a concern than it has been in the past (when 
many employees weren’t yet comfortable with the 
use of mobile technology). As the aging workforce 
is replaced with younger techs, their comfort level 
will only increase the ease with which companies 
can embrace these new applications.

Artificial intelligence is playing a role for some 
organizations, too. “Miner is currently investing 
in further platform optimizations using artificial 
intelligence (AI) and machine learning,” says Mirza 
Chughtai, CIO of Miner Corp.

The goal of augmented reality and artificial intelli-
gence in field service is really to find new and more 
advanced ways to keep your technicians informed 
and connected. The more knowledge they have, 
the more informed and capable they are to do 
their jobs effectively and efficiently — which has 
the potential not only to improve their job satisfac-
tion but also to improve your customers’ experi-
ences. “Knowledge sharing has huge leverage, and 
it’s also a key care-about for our technicians. They 
want to have better connection to their peers and 
are looking for support in helping them solve cus-
tomer problems. Our vision in this area is for our 
technicians to know that they are better equipped 
to solve their customers’ service issues working at 
Comfort Systems than if they worked anywhere else 
in the industry. Knowledge sharing is a key pillar in 
making that happen,” adds Mylett.
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“We are looking for augmented 

reality software for training 

purposes.”

Tom Raffalski, Southwest Airlines
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Field mobility solutions have become easier 
to use and to deploy than ever, but at the 
same time the wide variety of hardware, 
software, platforms, and deployment mod-

els has made it much more challenging to find the 
right solution for any given organization’s needs. 

Service organizations have to do a better job up 
front of not only defining the business problems 
they want to solve but also defining how they want 
to deliver service. These twin directives show up 
in the survey data. Respondents are still more 
likely to list their top objective for a field mobil-
ity deployment as maximizing productivity, but 
improving the customer experience and customer 
satisfaction is a close second. Service is going 
through a number of fundamental shifts — from 
cost center to profit center, from reactive to proac-
tive, from cost-focused to outcomes-focused — and 
any new technology deployment will need to be 
supplemented with a significant amount of train-
ing, business process changes, and even cultural 
changes in order to be successful.

These steps are also critical to obtaining financial 
support for field mobility projects. The top three 
barriers to technology investment cited in our 
survey were all centered on ROI: justification of 
the expenditure, limited resources, and building 
a business case. The first step in overcoming all 
of these challenges is being able to clearly outline 
your current business problems and match the 
right mix of technology and business process opti-
mization to solve them. 

But you don’t have to take our word for it. We’ve 
asked a number of survey participants to share 
their own experiences, best practices, and advice 
based on their recent technology deployments 
and upgrades. Each of these executives has been 
through the process — in some cases multiple 
times — often involving very large deployments. 

Have Clearly Defined Goals
First, stop looking at field service management as 
a single application issue. Successful optimization 
requires a holistic approach that involves software, 

hardware, and a new approach to customer service 
that puts outcomes first. “You need to look away 
from product options and look into a platform 
option,” says Mirza Chughtai, CIO at Miner Corp. 
“Field service is not a point solution but a platform 
solution.”

Make sure you clearly define the problem you are 
trying to solve with the field mobility solution. “I’m 
sure someone told me that when I was younger 
and I just didn’t listen, but when it finally stuck, 
my ability to get big things done changed dramati-
cally,” says James Mylett, senior vice president of 
service at Comfort Systems USA. “All too often we 
wind up with really cool technology solutions that 
feel like they were built by engineers for engineers, 
as opposed to being a great solution for a clearly 
defined problem.”

This also requires a careful evaluation of how you 
want to approach service moving forward. “Spend 
a lot of time defining what it is you are trying to do 
before evaluating solutions,” adds Rich Clark, vice 
president of field operations at GOJO Industries. 
“Be very ‘grounded’ in who you want to be as a 
service provider. If you don’t, you’ll be distracted 
by a lot of cool stuff that your customers will never 
be willing to pay for.”

Don’t Underestimate The 
Need To Involve Stakeholders
Involve end users (technicians, dispatchers, cus-
tomers, etc.) in the selection process. Having their 
input early on will improve your chances of a suc-
cessful deployment, enthusiastic employee adop-
tion, and a faster return on investment. Involving 
a cross section of your team (including IT, opera-
tions, sales, etc.) can also help ensure that you 
don’t miss any important functionality or overlook 
potential integration obstacles.

“It’s absolutely critical to involve the end user 
when evaluating and choosing hardware and appli-
cations,” says Tom Raffalski, manager of safety, 
standards, and regulatory compliance at Southwest 
Airlines. “We ran a 10-month proof-of-concept 
[pilot], with our workforce weighing in heavily on 

Firsthand Field Mobility 

Advice From Your Peers
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our hardware and software applications. Solutions 
cannot be determined solely by an IT department.”

That involvement should be ongoing. Field staff 
can provide valuable suggestions for improvements 
or new features well after the initial deployment. 
Make sure you have a mechanism for responding to 
those suggestions and that you’ve partnered with a 
vendor that is flexible enough to respond to them.

Have metrics in place to determine the proposed 
solution will work and when it is ready for a full 
deployment. “Make better use of data in setting 
objective criteria for go/no-go decisions,” Mylett says. 
“Technology projects can develop so much positive 
inertia that having objective criteria for deployment 
readiness can help avoid a disastrous launch.”

You also have to be willing to select a solution 
that is good enough and make adjustments later. 
Some companies put off deploying or updating 
their field mobility solutions because they haven’t 
yet found an exact fit for their application needs — 
and let the perfect be the enemy of the good.

“There are no perfect, all-in-one solutions,” 
Clark says. “Unless you have the appetite [time 
and money] to build and support a customized 
solution, you’ll need to compromise somewhere.  
When you compromise, don’t do it at the expense 
of the customer! While you are looking for the 
‘close to ideal’ solution [software, devices, etc.], 
try something. Accelerate your learning by getting 
your hands on something to experiment with. The 
investment will pay off.”

That more experimental approach is increasingly 
critical as more service companies begin adopting 
advanced technologies. The sooner you can begin the 
journey of field mobility, the faster you’ll accrue bene-
fits and the better competitive position you will be in.

Understand That Field Mobility Is A Journey
Once you do have a new solution, be prepared for 
that solution to evolve. Hardware and software are 
changing too rapidly for field service companies to let 
their field service systems stagnate.

“We’re not satisfied with where we are today, and 
I think that’s a healthy attitude when it comes to 
technology — it’s a continual improvement pro-
cess,” Mylett says. “Features which were surprising 
yesterday are expected today. Once we get past 
the installation of our mobile solution, the next 
big investment will be in the more customer-facing 
aspects, which include a portal and real-time track-
ing so our customers can see our technicians in 
route to their sites.”

That’s also reflected in our data. Many respondents 
plan to change their mobile device form factor during 
the next technology refresh, changing from hand-
helds or laptops to tablets, for instance. A quarter of 
respondents use a variety of mobile operating sys-
tems, and nearly as many aren’t sure what platform 
they’ll use after their next upgrade.

More and more companies are deploying cloud-
based solutions, in part because they offer faster 
deployments and more hardware flexibility. Nearly 
half plan to evaluate the Internet of Things (IoT) 
functionality in the future. Others are considering 
other leading-edge solutions like augmented real-
ity, video collaboration, wearables, and even artifi-
cial intelligence. 

The important thing to know is what you want 
to accomplish and, more importantly, what your 
customers expect and need from you now and in 
the future. Technology can help you advance to the 
next level of profitability and service delivery only 
if you know where that level is in the first place.
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“We’re not satisfied with where we 

are today, and I think that’s a healthy 

attitude when it comes to technology 

— it’s a continual improvement 

process.” 

James Mylett, Comfort Systems USA
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