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Much of the software trucking companies now use daily, including for telematics and fleet
management, is delivered via the Software-as-a-Service method. Exceptions include high-end
customizable enterprise or trucking management systems and proprietary software that some
companies develop in-house.

“It has become the norm,” says Brian McLaughlin, president of PeopleNet, Minnetonka, Minn.
He notes his company was one of the first to offer a SaaS model when they started in 1996.
“Back then, it was kind of a risky bet. The majority of the industry had on-premises software
they would load and maintain. I think we’ve seen tremendous adoption of the SaaS model.”

SaaS generally refers to software that’s “located in a centralized area and delivered remotely to
the client,” says Dan Speicher, chief technology officer, Omnitracs. That means a company does
not “load” software from disks or other media onto its on-premises server, desktops or laptops.
Instead, the software and the data generated by it remain in a central location — either on the
vendor’s own servers or on third-party servers linked via cloud-computing.




What’s also different is how a company pays for such software. Instead of buying it outright,
companies pay a monthly fee based on the number of users. In many ways, SaaS is similar to
leasing power units or trailers.

In the traditional model, “you bought a version of the software once, and only bought another
version when the first became so obsolete you had to replace it,” says Ken Weinberg, vice
president and co-founder, Carrier Logistics Inc. “The vendors only got money from you when
you bought new software. Now, they get money from you every month.”

Pros and cons

Over time, the amount the end user pays may end up being higher than buying new versions of
software, since the subscriber can always opt to skip a couple of versions. On the other hand,
there are numerous benefits for the end user with the SaaS model. Key among them is always
getting to run the latest version, with little effort. You have “instantaneous updates and access to
new features,” McLaughlin says.

Staying current with the latest version of software can be “a pain for customers,” Weinberg says,
and that’s why many fleets put off upgrading. The
SaaS model takes care of that issue.
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SaasS also provides trucking companies with a

consistent cost — they know what to budget each

month for their software since it’s a relatively fixed

cost spread over the term of the subscription (which typically run three to five years).

There are some downsides. Potentially higher cost over time would be one. The other is that,
since the vendor is pushing out upgrades or new features on a regular basis, there is a chance for
users to be overwhelmed. With SaaS *“changes come more rapidly and a lot of fleets don’t like
rapid change,” McLaughlin notes. Some upgrades may require training for dispatchers, drivers
and other users, which can be disruptive and costly for a fleet.

To alleviate that problem, SaaS providers alert users to updates that will require such training so
they can prepare for that need. Some SaaS products allow uses to turn on or off automatic
updates.
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The majority of software products offered in the telematics, mobile communication and
GPS tracking space are SaaS models. Photo: NetworkFleet

To tweak or not

Many users may tweak or customize their software to their liking. But that can also create some
problems with updates. It’s important that fleets work with vendors that can accommodate that.
As Weinberg says, users want to be sure that after an upgrade, anything they “did yesterday will
be there today and that the upgrade does not eliminate functionality they are accustomed to or
unique to them.”

While SaaS providers no longer get the full price upfront for their products (although a number
of fleets do pay a full subscription up front), the model offers a host of benefits. These include
lower development, deployment and support costs.

“The most significant benefit to us is the efficiency” of product development and distribution,
McLaughlin says. “I don’t miss the days of having to distribute software to thousands of users ...
it could take years.”

Speicher agrees, saying that “time to market can be less” with the SaaS model. “With an on-
premises solution, you are limited to how often you can update.”

Supporting customers is easier with the SaaS model, notes Weinberg. Since all customers are
relatively current with the latest version, “when you call in for support, I know your system is up
to date,” he says. Having to maintain several levels of software increases development costs for
software providers and slows down the pace of deploying new versions.

Most SaaS offerings used in trucking share the same basic attributes, but there may be
differences in how they are accessed by the user. Many use the web to access the software,
whether through a web-services web page or thin-client software, that is housed in a central
server.




Mobile apps, on the other hand, allow the application and data reside on the mobile device —
smartphone, tablet or navigation device — or on a computer.

And with some systems, the application and data can reside in both the central location and on
desktops or tablet computers at the client’s location. McLaughlin refers to this as an “in between
or hybrid approach. There is a local app you download that allows you to work offline and store
your most essential data, but the majority of the data and horsepower will happen back on the
remote computer. | think that is where the world is going with SaaS.”

What’s up with the cloud?

Many Saas fleet tracking applications, such as those from GPS Insight can be run on
mobile devices as well in the office. Photo: GPS Insight

Cloud-based refers to a method of delivery for SaaS products. “Usually when people talk could-
based... that is usually a term for people who are developing things for other people to use,”
McLaughlin says. “The definition of SaaS is offering service that is hosted somewhere else.”

That could be a physical space the vendor maintains or a third-party server in the cloud. The
cloud, then, is an option for software providers to use in managing and storing the application
and data that runs and feeds into its SaaS products.

Weinberg calls the cloud “just a way of getting data from our facility to someplace that’s going
to process it for you.”

A bottom-line consideration is that a number of trucking companies use software products that

are not compatible with the SaaS model. These especially include ERP and TMS products. But
for other applications, SaaS has indeed become the norm.
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