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Transportation, the
Internet of Things, and
legitimising big data
Ford Global Warranty Operations is one company in the transportation sector taking
advantage of IoT and big data technologies – and as Michael Corcoran, CMO of
Information Builders explains, the game has changed even though the data remains
the same Words: James Bourne

Of all the industries the Internet
of Things is set to impact, it’s hard to
argue a case against transportation
and logistics being one of the
most influential.
It’s not just the numbers – although
analyst firm Technavio says the sector
will see a CAGR of 16.9% between
now and 2020 – but its wider impact.
Not only can data around vehicles be
collected to enable the long-awaited
autonomous driving revolution, but
the interaction with the environment
around it needs to be considered. Take
Philadelphia as an example; according
to a report from GCN, the US city, as part
of its Smart Cities Readiness Challenge
Grant, did not realise the extent of
their current technology projects, from
smart traffic light sensors to datainfused water meters.
Transportation is at the heart of
all of these initiatives – and plenty
of companies, not least automotive
manufacturers
themselves,
are
taking the lead and hoping to gain a
competitive advantage.

Michael Corcoran, the CMO of
Information Builders, explains the
rationale. “New technologies help
us bring in new customers every
day, but we have taken a number of
our long-standing customers and
continually moved them into new
technologies,” he says.

By crunching the
numbers – five years’
worth of warranty
information in a
Teradata database
– various aspects
of the business
can be analysed
Ford, described by Michal Stencl,
founder and CEO of Sygic, in IoT News
online earlier this year as the ‘poster
child of Fortune 500 connected
technology adoption’, is a classic
example. Among its many involvements
is the use of big data visualisation for its
Global Warranty Measurement System
(GMWS). By crunching the numbers
– five years’ worth of warranty
information in a Teradata database –
various aspects of the business can be
analysed, from customer experience
to supplier quality, with predictive
analytics enabling repairs to be carried
out at much greater efficiency.

The key to this is WebFOCUS, a
business intelligence (BI) tool. Ford
has been a customer of Information
Builders, the company behind it, for
more than a decade. As Jim Lollar,
business systems manager at Ford
Global Warranty Operations, explains:
“We’re accessing the same data
as before, but we have presented
and visualised it in new ways for a
different audience.”

Part of the beauty of these types
of use cases is that data can become
truly transformative when put in the
hands of non-specialists – “taking the
knowledge of a 20-year veteran and
putting it in the hands of a first day
rookie”, as Corcoran puts it.
How do you make the data operational
and get it out to the truck drivers and
operational workers so they’re not
only able to make decisions and ask
questions of data easily, but also see
how they compare against their peers?

“So we gave it a user interface so
that an application developer could
easily use it without having to be a data
scientist or a programmer.”
When it comes to IoT technologies
more generally, Corcoran sees plenty of
positives. “What’s starting to legitimise
IoT for business is the consumerisation
of it,” he says.

“Technology has to be applied to a
very real business need – something
that can have quantifiable value to
the company,” Corcoran adds. “Those
are the things we try and help the
customers hone in on, and if we do that
successfully then you tend to become a
trusted partner, and if you do a good job
innovating and building new capabilities
then you have an opportunity to stay
there and expand your presence in
those kinds of organisations.”

WebFOCUS
The Business Intelligence tool
developed by Information Builders

Another organisation reaping the
benefits in this sector is Maverick
Transportation. Based in Arkansas, the
company operates more than 1,200
vehicles hauling steel, machinery, and
other building materials throughout
the US and Canada. Using WebFOCUS,
Maverick can put sensors in each vehicle
to more precisely measure performance,
track profitability objectives, and keep
on top of compliance. An additional
effect has been a marked decrease in
driver turnover, a particular boon given
the notoriously high figures across the
industry at large.

Predictive analytics is another
example of this. Information Builders
uses R, an open source programming
language focused around statistical
computing and graphics, to develop
its predictive capabilities – but
with a twist. “It’s a massively used
community, it’s being taught in most
of the universities around the world
today, and what we liked about it was
the mass adoption it was getting,
and the low cost of the open source
technology,” says Corcoran. “What we
didn’t like about it was the fact it was a
programming language.

“There’s way too much work right
now still going on in the back office,”
he explains. “It’s great that we’re
providing tools to people that have the
analytical skills, and that’s important,
but BI and analytics has basically been
halted at about 20% adoption in most
companies, because we continue to
focus on that same audience.”

“When you look at the devices
we’re putting in our homes today,
with all these connected appliances
and devices, having that kind of
automation and capability is extremely
powerful. Individuals everywhere are
becoming more and more familiar
and comfortable with some of these
new technologies, so I think that will
translate to further adoption of voice
recognition in business – I think that’s
going to be an important one.
“What’s exciting to me about IoT is
that it’s actually legitimising big data,”
Corcoran adds. “Big data, I think up
until the past 12 months, has been a
little bit more of a science looking for a
problem to address.”

