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3 WAYS THE MOBILE WORKFORCE LANDSCAPE IS 

EVOLVING…  
The evolution of the mobile workforce management 
landscape can be charted in parallel with the emergence 
and rise of technology. The more technology that becomes 
available, the more businesses will use it to their 
advantage by automating and managing workforces. 
 
Research shows the mobile workforce is set to increase 

from 1.52 billion in 2017 to 1.88 billion in 2023, that’s 43.3 

per cent of global labour. Coupled with the rise of 

digitisation, workforces are under pressure to transition to 

mobile technology while still meeting safety, compliance 

and budgetary requirements. 

1) The role of mobile 
workforce management 
apps and software 
 

The arrival of mobile workforce management apps and 

software has enabled businesses to streamline tasks from 

job assignment through to invoicing. By automating the 

planning, scheduling, managing and tracking of jobs, 

workforces are improving operations, saving time and 

enhancing productivity. 

Using cloud-based software, handheld devices and GPS 

positioning, businesses can monitor the progress and 

location of employees in real-time. Software and apps 

also reduce paperwork and enhance the quality, speed 

and security of data access. 37 per cent of organisations 

state mobile apps alone have allowed them to drive 

enhanced revenue, but the importance of the hardware 

they are run on cannot be understated in the modern 

working environment. 

2) The criticality of device 

selection and the docking 

dilemma 
88 per cent of buyers now say device ruggedness is 

important when considering new purchases for 

workforces. This makes it crucial to select the right device 

in the right form factor to run software effectively in 

challenging environments for extended periods of time. 

Smart phones are convenient, portable and cost-effective, 

but won’t provide the reliability rates needed. Conversely, 

ultra-rugged devices are now protected to such an extent 

that they can be used in any environment without fear of 

breakage or failure – although they can seem expensive 

initially. With a full understanding of the use case, a 

balance between portability, size, protection, 

performance and cost can be struck, enabling the right 

device to be specified. 

For applications requiring usage in and outside of vehicles, 

mounting is the most effective way of optimising safety, 

security and accessibility. However, many workforces still 

leave their devices free in vehicles, creating a safety risk to 

both the hardware and workers. Lockable mounts deter 

and prevent theft, while a consultation with the vehicle’s 

crew will determine the best place for installation. 

Additionally, vehicle mounts provide an effective means of 

keeping devices charged between shifts. 

3) Eyes on the future: New 
devices and sustainable 
strategies 
The mobile workforce isn’t finished evolving, not by a long 

way. Technologies including IoT, big data and sensors look 

set to enhance operations even further, at unprecedented 

rates. To keep pace with the landscape, it will be 

interesting to see whether new and emerging 

technologies, such as foldable smart phones and voice-

assisted computing, will include ruggedised models. This 

would allow field workers to benefit from new 

technological advancements, while still ensuring fit for 

purpose solutions. 

As the world moves towards a more eco-friendly approach 

to business, the mobile workforce will too. 97 per cent of 

businesses state devices sustainability is important, 

while 41% say they will implement sustainable strategies 

over the next two years. These will include extending 

operational life, improving energy efficiency and reducing 

power consumption. So for now, rugged and customised 

devices look like they are here to stay. 

Research from Gartner identifies workforce management 

as an area under a constant state of transformation. 

Predicting a cloud-only future in which all data is delivered 

in real-time, Gartner suggest that some truly disruptive, 

next generation platforms are right around the corner. 

With all this in mind and from what we see on a daily basis, 

we believe the technology landscape and how it impacts 

the mobile workforce is one to keep an eye on, especially 

with some innovative solutions just over the horizon. 

Sources: Strategy Analytics, Zendesk , Panasonic – “rugged confusion”,  

Panasonic – sustainable IT”, Gartner
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3 TECHNOLOGIES SET TO SHAPE THE FUTURE OF 

THE MOBILE WORKFORCE 
The evolution of the mobile workforce has enabled 

businesses worldwide to harness the advantages of 

technology on-the-move. Communication streams have 

become optimised, the working day has become 

streamlined and the execution and reporting of tasks has 

become more reliable. This is, in part, due to mobile 

workforce management software and ruggedised 

hardware, enabling businesses to benefit from high 

performance technology regardless of environment. As 

technology develops, opportunities invariably arise, so 

which three disruptive technologies look set to shape the 

future of the mobile workforce? 

I o T  
In the industrial computing markets, we know that IoT is 
the future. Juniper Research has predicted that the 
number of IoT devices will increase to a staggering 50 
billion by 2022. That gives a clear indication of the way the 
world is heading in terms of the technology it will adopt. 
But what does it mean for the mobile workforce? 
 
Any business with a mobile workforce will be able to use 
IoT to interlink any device in their technology arsenal. 
Coupled with the rise of connected and autonomous 
vehicles (CAVs), devices and cars will soon be able to speak 
to each other in real-time, ultimately leading to a more 
connected workforce with enhanced speed, accuracy and 
reliability of decision making. 
 
To successfully keep up with evolutions in technology and 

software, hardware selection is crucial. Rugged devices 

often come with extended operational life, enhanced 

availability and are designed for high performance and 

reliability. Choosing a specialised, modular device will not 

only be effective and cost-efficient for today’s needs, but 

will also deliver the scalability to support the software of 

tomorrow. 

A I  
Mobile devices have empowered field workers to do away 

with paper trails, enabling them to digitally log data and 

share it in real-time, and yet physically storing information 

remains a time consuming act. AI – or artificial intelligence 

– can be summarised as the ability of machines to replicate 

human thoughts and actions. Gartner state that 37 per 

cent of organisations have implemented AI in some form, 

and that uptake has tripled over the past year. 

Its emergence as a workforce tool allows for the 
processing and storage of data in such vast quantities and 
complexity, that it’s simply not possible for a human to 

replicate. Improving the speed and analysis of data, AI will 
free up mobile workers to concentrate on delivering 
quality customer service while office workers will gain a 
more in-depth insight into proceedings out in the field. 
 
AI is slowly asserting itself into our daily lives, with virtual 

assistants like Alexa and Siri becoming the norm and 

accepted ubiquitously. For the mobile workforce, these 

can deliver hands-free communications for tasks like 

scheduling meetings; ensuring business is kept moving at 

all times. The next stage of development for AI assistants 

can already be seen in the healthcare industry where they 

are being used to help diagnose illnesses. It is highly 

possible that we could see this extend into field service 

applications, where a technician can get support to 

identify technical issues, saving the time and expense of 

having to call for human support. 

5 G  
Now into the fifth generation of cellular network 

technology, 5G will provide speeds up to 100 times faster 

than 4G. According to Deloitte, this will also result in 

improved reliability and capacity. For mobile workers 

operating in remote locations – say an ordnance surveyor 

situated up in the Brecon Beacons – 5G connectivity and 

reliability will come as a welcome advancement in 

connectivity. 

Once fully rolled out, 5G will allow remote working to 

become much easier as well as enable workers to enhance 

their presence through 4K, AR and VR capabilities. In the 

case of 5G, the future is already here – so expect to see 

businesses take advantages with the creation of new 

products, applications and jobs not previously possible 

with 4G. 

5G will also make cloud processing a lot more viable. The 

legwork of the CPU/GPU will be enacted on dedicated 

server farms using industrial machines, with only the 

output being streamed to devices. For mobile workforces, 

this could spell the end of laptops with heavy batteries, as 

lightweight devices can easily be plugged into 5G 

streamers for remote access to office PCs. 
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KEY CONSIDER-ATIONS FOR SELECTING AN 

MOBILE WORKFORCE AUTOMATION PLATFORM
Mobile workforce management is a proven advantage that 
many fleets are adopting in and outside of their vehicles to 
leverage a competitive edge. 
 
Using mobile technology to electronically automate tasks 
that were previously executed using clipboards and job 
sheets, workforces are removing reliance on paper, 
accessing information in real-time and aggregating major 
productivity gains. 
 
With a plethora of devices to choose from, each marketed 
as being tougher and better performing than the last, it 
can be difficult to select the one that best fits the use case 
or the in-vehicle deployment. Manufacturers like Dell, 
Getac and Panasonic currently dominate the rugged space, 
while both Android and Apple commercial tablets and 
phones are being deployed (with limited success) to 
automate, streamline and improve some aspects of the 
working day. 
 
With everything from food deliveries through to 

emergency services standing to benefit from automation, 

here we will take a look at the features and benefits of 

the hardware options available to manage workforces, 

while taking factors including dismounting, use in vehicles 

and operating environment into account. 

The mobile phone and 

mobile workforce 

management dilemma… 
Mobile phones have transformed the way we live our 

personal lives. The same is true in the mobile workforce 

management domain. With initial gains to be made from 

their size and cost, field workers can use mobile phones to 

run simple workflow tasks that benefit from portability, 

like recording proof of delivery. 

Deploying mobile phones to run applications with more 

complex interfaces such as data capture and route 

optimisation presents an issue, however. Their smaller 

display size makes them unsuited to tasks with more 

complex interfaces or information onscreen. At the same 

time, their construction means they will not cope in 

outdoor environments where they may be dropped and be 

exposed to rain or bright sunlight – meaning more 

downtime and ultimately, lost revenue. In this instance, 

rugged handhelds are a viable alternative. While 

addressing the breakage concern, rugged handhelds are 

limited in terms of screen and O/S compatibility, and 

therefore not built to perform applications requiring a high 

level of computing power or onscreen visibility. 

Mobile phones present some tempting advantages. 

However, the reality for field workers is that they are not 

compatible with use in fixed installations, tough conditions 

or storage overnight in vehicles. Workforces thinking of 

using mobile phones to meet their mobile workforce 

management needs will ultimately have to weigh up which 

is more important: portability and cost, or usability and 

protection as a means to reduce cost of ownership and 

downtime from breakages. 

Commercial tablets vs 

rugged tablets 
When a mobile phone won’t cut the mustard due to 
display size and both vehicle and use case requirements, 
the commercial tablet market delivers some attractive 
benefits. Like phones, commercial tablets are cost-
effective and quick to deploy. They also have the added 
benefit of being able to run more complex applications. 
Unfortunately, and again like phones, they are also fragile 
and unsuited to vehicle installations, use in bright 
conditions and frequent undocking. Devices like iPads will 
deliver everything you need to run simple mobile 
workforce management applications smoothly, but for use 
cases that demand operation in tougher, dirtier conditions 
– where rough handling is likely – something more robust 
has to be implemented. 
 
Rugged tablets are the ideal solution for mobile 
workforces looking to manage tasks in more challenging 
environments, such as inside a vehicle or outside in all 
weather conditions. But when choosing a device, 
workforces should remember that not all rugged tablets 
are created equal. 
 
Recently released models from the likes of Samsung and 
Captec are good examples of rugged tablets with low initial 
costs, representing value for money in an otherwise 
expensive marketplace. With IP-rated water protection for 
dependable use in the rain, drop-testing up to 1.2 metres 
and device-specific docking stations, these models are 
ideal for applications needing outdoor use with both a 
mounted and dismounted requirement. The only potential 
disadvantage is that they are not compatible with external 
antennas, slightly limiting their performance in industries 
and applications demanding real-time information access 
in more built-up locations through mobile data and GPS 
positioning. 
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Then, there are fully-featured rugged tablets which deliver 
several further mobile workforce management 
advantages. They are able to link to external antennas for 
enhanced connectivity, and with rigorous testing and 
certification to stringent military standards, allow 
workforces to use technology with confidence in any 
vehicle and in any environment. Specified with wide 
operating temperature ranges, rugged tablets are suitable 
for fixed installations and the most extreme applications 
like waste management, construction and even military 
use cases. 
 
Through hot swap batteries and sunlight readable displays, 

these models are ideal for applications needing to power 

through longer than a working day and in all conditions, 

both in and out of vehicles. Rugged tablets are also 

compatible with a range of additional peripheral 

equipment such as barcode readers, providing the 

flexibility and performance to meet a wider range of 

application requirements. While the initial costs are 

typically considered outside the budget of many fleets, 

rugged tablets lower total cost of ownership in especially 

challenging applications and often prove to be a savvy 

investment. 

 

The role of rugged laptops 

in mobile workforce 

management… 
Despite their extensive list of uses, handheld devices won’t 

always fit the bill for mobile workforce management 

requirements. For applications needing computers to 

perform the role of a mobile office, rugged laptops come 

with distinct benefits to be strongly considered. With both 

semi and fully-rugged models available, there are options 

to satisfy the cost and protection needs of most 

workforces. 

While these devices are bulkier and therefore harder to 

dismount and transport into the field than their handheld 

counterparts, rugged laptops are more versatile and have 

greater computing power. They also have additional 

connectivity and features, chief among them are built-in 

keyboards, which enable the laptops to be more versatile 

and function like a mobile office, as well as provide 

effective workforce management. 

 

 

 

M o u n t e d  a n d  
d i s m ou n t e d  u s e  
c a s e s …  
The considerations for mobile workforces don’t relent 

after narrowing down the options and selecting a device. 

Whether to mount hardware in vehicles or leave it loose 

presents another dilemma. For applications with very 

frequent dismounting requirements – or no need to 

charge devices between jobs – mounting might be 

unnecessary, however it will still deliver significant safety, 

security and accessibility advantages. For all other 

applications, workforces will want to strongly consider the 

benefits of mounting. 

Through a professionally installed vehicle dock, 

applications including route management and navigation 

can be displayed real-time in vehicles. Mounting devices in 

docking stations can also provide a reliable means of 

charging in transit, ensuring hardware is always kept on 

and ready. With lockable storage, mounting is also a highly 

effective way of deterring thieves while maximising safety, 

even in the event of a vehicle collision. 

 

Horses for courses… 
Mobile technologies allow workforces to make simple 

improvements and achieve wider productivity gains. But 

with such a wide range of devices across multiple form 

factors and manufactured from a long list of suppliers, 

workforces are spoilt for choice and presented with 

something of a selection headache. 

The initial trade-off between portability and screen size 

will get things moving, with further considerations then 

having to be taken on aspects including ruggedisation, 

operating environment, use case and battery life. In what 

is very much a horses for courses scenario, workforces will 

do well to ensure they take the right considerations and 

back the right runner for the trip. 

 

The table below summarises the strengths and weaknesses 

of each hardware option available to run mobile workforce 

management applications… 
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Mobile Phones Strengths: 

Lowest cost 

Highly mobile 

Battery typically lasts a day without 

charge 

Weaknesses: 

Not protected for regular outside use 

Little to no drop protection 

Small screen size not suitable for displaying 

more complex applications/interfaces 

Little to no vibration protection for in 

vehicle use 

 

Commercial Tablets 

Strengths: 

Low cost 

Range of screen sizes supporting more 

complex applications/interfaces 

Weaknesses: 

Not protected for regular outside use 

Little/no drop protection 

Little/no vibration protection for in vehicle 

use 

 

Rugged Handhelds 

Strengths: 

Highly mobile, suitable for regular 

outdoor use 

Optional integrated peripherals such 

as barcode readers 

Weaknesses: 

Less OS support, limiting application choice 

Low screen size not suitable for displaying 

more complex applications/interfaces 

Rugged Tablets Strengths: 

More cost-effective than rugged 

tablets 

Optional integrated peripherals such 

as barcode readers 

Range of screen sizes supporting more 

complex applications/interfaces 

Weaknesses: 

No external antenna support to improve 

GPS/3G/4G connectivity 

 

Fully Featured Rugged 

Tablets 

Strengths: 

Tested to work in very challenging 

environments 

Hot swappable batteries increase 

tablet uptime without charging 

Support external antennas to improve 

GPS/3G/4G connectivity 

Optional integrated peripherals such 

as barcode readers 

Range of screen sizes supporting more 

complex applications/interfaces 

Weaknesses: 

Initial purchase costs are more expensive, 

though total cost of ownership may be 

lower 
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Semi-rugged Laptops / 

Convertibles 

Strengths: 

Versatile with built in keyboard, 

enable office-like use as well as fixed 

mobile workforce management 

applications 

More cost-effective than rugged 

laptops 

Weaknesses: 

Bulky, less suitable for dismounted mobile 

use 

Not usually protected for outdoor use in 

wet conditions 

 

Rugged Laptops / 

Convertibles 

Strengths: 

Versatile with built in keyboard, 

enable office-like use as well as fixed 

MWM applications 

Suitable for use in all weather 

conditions 

Weaknesses: 

Bulky, less suitable for dismounted mobile 

use 

Less cost effective than semi-rugged laptops 

To learn more visit: www.Captec-Group.com/MobileWorkforce  
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