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What is Field Force Automation? And why Is it important?

Field Force Automation (FFA) stands for information and communication technology
(ICT)-enabled field operations on the basis of fully mobile wirelessly connected
(FMWC) applications, which are frequently linked with back-end Enterprise Resource
Planning (ERP) systems

FFA targets the enormously diverse area of fieldwork, which has enjoyed far less
attention than proximal organizational areas such as back offices, front offices, or
shop floors

So far, fieldwork has lacked dramatic gains in productivity or improved decision-
making

With FMWC technologies, or FFA, field operations have become a viable target of
automation and ICT-enabled process and workflow-redesign efforts potentially leading
to significant gains in productivity
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Seattle, WA City of Seattle

Seattle Public Utilities
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SPU Drainage and Waste Water Division (DWWD)

45,396 catch basins; 1,491 miles of combined sewer and sanitary pipelines;
450 miles of storm drainage pipelines; 212 miles of ditches and culverts; 69
pump stations

In the midst of field force automation project phase 1
SPU Water Operations Division (WOD
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Improvement in the management of (aging) assets

Increase in field force productivity and efficiency, and
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Itronix fex21 Husky Handheld

Panasonic CF-28 Toughbook
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NSF Grant # 0535088, 2005 to 2008

Studying the impact of and challenges in the City of Seattle’s Public Utilities
(SPU) GoMobile Initiative (a FFA project)
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Phase 1: Research design development, piloting, & training (complete)

Phase 2: First 18 cases (of 50) studied in situ at one SPU unit (Drainage and
Wastewater Division-DWWD)

Phase 3: Stakeholder Analysis at DWWD
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(1) Highly structured field operations such as in the cases of the police, fire
guard, or real estate assessors with comprehensive and pre-programmed
routines

(2) Primarily structured field operations such as construction, transportation,
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Low to relatively high complexity regarding task and work object
coupled with
Mid- to high-level tacitness of knowing regarding task and assets

Traditional, context-unaware computing concepts might have much
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With growing tacitness regarding task or object it is harder to
separate that specific task or that specific object/asset from the
human actor who holds that intimate tacit knowledge about it:

Unique asset-actor couplets
P
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Division of powers and the system of checks and balances

Rapidly shifting priorities due to changes in
Political leadership
Short annual budgetary cycles

12/12/2007 Scholl, Liu, Fidel, & Unsworth, 2007 Slide 16




Mobile FFA systems and applications are more challenging to design for
field operations of the latter two sub-categories than for sub-category 1.

The introduction of FFA, hence, needs to be aware of the high risks of
failure, particularly, in cases of adopting and extending extant and well-
structured applications from other organizational areas
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(R1) What are the particular technical problems encountered by the field
force in their work, when using FFA systems?

(R2) What are the particular organizational problems encountered in work in
the field?
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Lack of flexibility ignoring the semi- structured nature of that unit’s fieldwork
Lack of synchronization

Lack of local decision making authority

Cumbersome work order management
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Lack of sufficient training and expert support

Questionable adequacy of extant process design of work in the field
Unfitting compensation schemes and levels in fieldwork

Lack of standard operating procedures
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When using a stationary application in a mobile environment, and the
application prescribes and imposes a rigid workflow structure, then chances
are that such applications might rather stifle than support the mobile context
Mobile FFA systems,

should be designed and built from a fieldwork-centric

perspective. Business
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Route optimization, equipment scheduling, and asset maintenance prioritization
should be integral part of a mobile FFA

The field force must maintain the authority to rearrange routing and service
assignments.

Mobile FFA must have the capability of supporting the disruption of workflows in
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Special care needed to determine, which information ought to reside on the

FFA client, and which information needs to be updated through wireless
connectivity

Downloading static bulk files such as detail maps from servers might
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Mobile FFA systems

should provide fieldworkers with search-engine-type search functionality, which is capable of
capturing both structured and non-structured data

contain a knowledge management component such as asset and location- specific wikis,
which let fieldworkers easily record an update important information for sharing with co-
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Fieldwork is a unique “mix of planned maintenance activities, scheduled construction,
and unplanned emergency repair attending to trouble calls” (Bharman et al., 2006,2)
The disruption of schedules and the rearrangement of priorities are other
characteristics of this type of work (ibid)

Tasks are highly specific, so are many assets and objects involved in fieldwork

Over time f|eldworkers accumulate high Ievels of |d|osyncrat|c and tacit knowledge
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