
Visualizing the future
of field service

Wearables, drones,
augmented reality, and other
emerging technology



Humans are predisposed to think about how amazing and different the future will be. Consider this: The Jetsons originally 
aired only one season in 1962, yet 50 years later it’s still enormously popular. Part of the reason for that is simple: it 
painted a fantastic version of the future that many of us found interesting. 

It might be a little cliché to say that ‘the future is now,’ but certainly the rate of technological innovation has increased 
drastically even in the last 10 years. Moore’s Law, or the idea that overall processing power for a computer doubles every 
two years, is one of the drivers. But advancements in engineering, robotics, virtual reality, augmented reality, and more are 
creating some amazing business opportunities.

Field service is at the forefront of this intersection of ‘future technology’ and ‘potential for business growth.’ But what will 
it look like? Here are a few ideas.

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/50-years-of-the-jetsons-why-the-show-still-matters-43459669/?no-ist
http://www.mooreslaw.org/


1. Wearables and related technologies   
‘Wearables’ refers to wearable computers and advanced electronics that can be incorporated into clothing and other 
accessories and comfortably worn on the body. Two of the more prominent mainstream examples in recent years are 
Google Glass and the Apple Watch. There is a concern on the business side that ‘wearables,’ while cool gadgets, may not 
be tied to revenue growth.

In field service, however, they are. Imagine these technologies and scenarios:

Smart glasses and contact lenses: These devices have tiny screens that allow field 
technicians to see customer data and warranty information or manuals as they 
work on-site to repair machines. (For more on this, see the sections on virtual and 
augmented realities.)

Health monitors: Devices like FitBits and smartwatches monitor vital signs such 
as heart rate, blood pressure, respiration, and other important health indicators 
– which could warn employees about physical overexertion. (According to the 
National Safety Council, physical overexertion is the most common cause of 
workers’ compensation claims.)

Safety monitors: These monitor the surrounding environment and give feedback 
on metrics such as temperature, air quality, contamination, and carbon dioxide 
levels – especially useful for technicians in dangerous or toxic environments, 
allowing help to be sent sooner in the case of emergencies.

Smart clothing: Clothing with embedded electronics and sensors detect signs of 
fatigue and even capture a person’s posture as he or she moves around heavy 
items (and can report back, “That’s the wrong way! Bend at the knees!”)

Language translators: Prototypes of small wearable instant language translators 
are now emerging that could ease communication barriers when technicians 
service equipment for international clients. 

Haptic feedback technologies: Haptics is the science of applying tactile sensation 
to human interaction with computers. (When you type on your smartphone, think 
about the small vibrations you feel telling you that you have typed a letter.) In field 
service terms, this could translate into something like ‘data gloves.’ With haptic 
feedback technologies, technicians can wear such gloves when fixing machines, 
and the machines provide feedback when the parts have been properly adjusted, 
increasing first-time fix rates.

Biometric security technologies: Wearables can be used for security measures, 
such as tracking gait or even measuring brain waves, as a way to restrict access to 
sensitive areas or pockets of information. 



2. Unmanned vehicles

Most people might think about this simply as drones, but there is more to the idea. Within field service, practical 
applications include:

     ● Self-driving cars
     ● Drones or other aerial assets

In terms of self-driving cars, the benefits are immediately clear: the technician can focus on other aspects of his or her next 
appointment, such as the logistics of what needs to be done or brushing up on manuals related to the part or machine 
being serviced. The focus is no longer on driving, as the car will do that. 

Some people are terrified by a world of self-driving cars, and there are legitimate concerns there. However, it should be 
noted that human user error is responsible for almost all accidents on the road so self-driving cars might actually be safer.

In terms of aerial assets or drones, some of the key benefits to field service would include:

     ● Infrastructure monitoring
     ● Machine and equipment visibility in hard-to-reach places
     ● Aerial mapping
     ● Heat or thermal imaging to detect equipment overheating
     ● Drones that follow the technician and record progress and process for future training of new technicians

That is just scratching the surface, too. The biggest value-adds in terms of unmanned vehicles involve time (your field 
service organization gets more of it) and information (ditto). Effective use of time and information is basically the central 
key for business success, so unmanned vehicles in field service can entirely change the industry.

http://bigthink.com/ideafeed/googles-self-driving-car-is-ridiculously-safe


3. Virtual reality  

This is how you think of it, although a bit more nuanced: you put on a headset and are completely transported to ‘a new 
world.’ Facebook bought Oculus Rift, one of the primary virtual reality (VR) companies. That started to shift attention 
toward consumer implications of virtual reality products.

The field service applications have already begun. For example, Ford (the automaker) is using VR for virtual assembly 
training so if technicians have no background in assembling cars, Ford can train them via headsets. While the headsets 
might be costly, they have many benefits over attempting to train technicians in-person on actual cars.

This speaks to a huge implication of VR in field service: training, and specifically technician training. Before technicians go 
into the field, they could train on VR replicas of the exact machines they would be working on. Once it is time to go on-
site with clients, they have essentially ‘practiced’ what they need to do -- and that will drive up first-time fix rate, which will 
drive up customer satisfaction, which will drive up business. Win-win-win.

https://www.coresystems.net/en/blog/cool-virtual-and-augmented-reality-gadgets-for-field-service


4. Augmented reality

Unlike virtual reality, which immerses you in a fully virtual world, augmented reality (AR) is about enhancing your 
interaction with the real world. So a major application with augmented reality is step-by-step instructions overlaid onto 
the real world. While this is going to come to the consumer space sometime in the near future -- imagine coming home 
from IKEA with a complicated piece of furniture and using your AR headset for guided instructions -- this is already 
happening in field service. This also makes it easier to recruit technicians. Specialty experience will be important, but the 
training processes will be more robust. This allows people with less experience to catch up quickly.

At Microsoft, the AR headset is called Microsoft HoloLens. We have partnered with Trimble to create new applications for 
the architecture and construction industries. You can easily see the implications for field service training and development 
at play. The gas and utility space is also making headway in AR in interesting ways with the HoloLens.

In short? These things are already beginning to happen. In a half-decade, they will change your entire business. 

https://www.microsoft.com/microsoft-hololens/en-us
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kXVW4sUsh3A
http://www.gsiworks.com/augmented-reality-in-the-electric-and-gas-utility/


5. Robotics

This is where people start to get a little nervous about the future -- will robots automate our jobs? 

In reality, the core business issue here is cloud robotics. If you essentially move the ‘brain’ of a robot to the cloud, you 
reduce onboard processing costs. You also increase functionality, as skill upgrades for robots will be easier to manipulate 
and design. Robots are then sharing what they learn to a cloud storage area, which can be accessed by similar robots. All 
these steps working in sequence will help drive down costs and make robot knowledge bases more accessible.

One of the implications in field service is automation. For example, you could replace some human technicians doing 
routine maintenance jobs with robot technicians. But you could also use robots to bolster the knowledge base of human 
technicians, to train new technicians, or to help with automating some back-office processes related to customer data and 
billing.



KPIs 
There are literally a dozen more technological innovations we could discuss here, from nanotech to artificial intelligence 
to wireless electricity, but we want to make sure we underscore how technological change can help with your field service 
business’ key performance indicators, or KPIs.

Obviously KPIs vary by specific organization and service type, but in general some of the more prominent ones are:

First-time fix rate: The general value play here is increasing effective use of 
time and information. Both of those elements allow your back office and your 
technicians to focus on customer need, which drives up first-time fix rate.

Extra quotes or orders by technician: This speaks to the idea of using your 
technicians as marketers for your business, and/or just generally increasing 
customer satisfaction. Let us say a technician is on-site with a client and gets a 
question he or she can’t immediately answer. Via HoloLens, the technician can pull 
up a manual and demo about the part or machine the client is asking about. The 
technician runs through the demo and then answers the client in an informed way. 
Repeat business is almost guaranteed.

Percentage of billable hours: This refers to the percentage of a technician’s 
working hours that can be billed directly to clients. A self-driving car getting a 
technician to a site more effectively, or a drone allowing a technician to know 
everything about a site before he or she arrives, will drive up this KPI.

Number of work requests: This ties a bit more to predictive analytics. Predictive 
analytics means getting data directly from machines (which are connected because 
of the Internet of Things), in turn allowing you to predict service cycles -- and thus 
reduce work requests and focus on delivering customer satisfaction. But there are 
technological innovation ties here as well: an automated, robotic back-end process 
that ties everything together will drive down work requests as well. 

Overtime hours: Again, technology in field service should be designed to make 
your job easier, in turn reducing overtime hours and pay.

Employee productivity: Wearable technology can be huge for monitoring this, 
understanding it, and even using it to understand what you need in future 
employees.

http://blog.fieldone.com/5-smart-kpis-for-your-field-service-operation


Technology and field service overall

You may not end up with a robot maid named Rosie, but your business model will change -- so you need to start thinking 
about the above elements now. 

Wearables, unmanned vehicles, virtual reality, augmented reality, and robotics are all poised to change how we approach 
field service management -- and the changes are crucial, as they will drive KPIs toward business growth.

Consider the above ideas and how constant innovations will factor into your specific business, its capacities, and its needs. 
Once you have thought about it, come to us for help. That is our singular goal: making field service organizations aware 
of the current opportunities to drive productivity and customer satisfaction. The technology of the future is already here. 
Learn how to leverage it. 

http://www.fieldone.com/contact


Schedule a demo

Contact us for more information
on how we can help you.

http://bit.ly/1T5eYgj

