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Evaluating Driver Monitoring Technology Investments

Summary

During the past fifteen years, many new technologies have been developed to help fleet managers identify drivers who need urgent attention and assistance.  This focus has helped fleets to reduce collisions, save lives, improve operational efficiency, and improve both fuel consumption and maintenance costs. 

There are different programs with varied costs and logistical issues related to implementation and ongoing administration.

We only offer these insights to help folks work through their decision making process.  Each type of program outlined here offers real benefits to many fleets, but not every choice may be right for your fleet.  

Overview of Technologies

There are four essential types of programs used to monitor drivers’ habits and safety performance:

1. Safety Hotline Services (aka “how’s my driving?”) – a decal with a toll free number is placed on the vehicle inviting motorists to call in their observations.  The point of the program is to offer material coaching assistance to drivers regarding their performance - not to “get them in trouble”.  Several large fleets (with statistically relevant numbers of vehicles) have validated the program, and several insurance carriers have also documented significant savings while paying for the program for their policyholders.
2. Passive GPS Tracking System – also called a “black box” recorder, this system uses Global Positioning Systems to track your vehicle’s speed, location, and handling criteria (hard braking, etc.).  The system produces data reports when a memory card is used to transfer data from the vehicle-based recorder to your local desktop computer. 

3. Active GPS Tracking System – this system is similar to the Passive GPS system, but includes an active link to transmit and receive data between the vehicle and a base station.  Some systems include messaging capabilities and custom reports so that you can track your vehicles “live” as they move around the map of your service area.

4. Camera In Cab System – this system uses small digital cameras to record events that occur while the vehicle is in motion.  Some can capture footage while the vehicle is parked.  Typically, some trigger event (rocking the vehicle, collision impact, or hard braking) will make the unit store 20-40 seconds of footage in hard memory for later review by safety managers.  The data is typically transferred from each vehicle to a base station (laptop computer) at the garage terminal.  Some systems also provide the driver with live camera views that cover the “blind spots” along side the vehicle and at the rear of the vehicle.

What About Driver “Risk Profiling”?

While many fleets have developed software mechanisms to “profile” their driver population against a set of criteria (such as their current hiring criteria), we’ve chosen not to include this process in this review.  The profiling process is valuable (and SafetyFirst offers this service through our OSCER System); however, it looks only at past performance, not current “day-to-day” activity.  Monitoring present activity provides fleet managers with “real time data” that can be used to coach and counsel drivers immediately (ie. within 1 to 48 hours of the behavior) in order to pro-actively “prevent” collisions.

Year One Costs (Implementation)

The initial expense of purchasing equipment, installation and training of your staff to learn their roles and responsibilities under the new program are often under estimated.  We have provided some of the most obvious expenses in the chart below.  Supervisory time (for training on the system, reports, and time spent coaching drivers using the data) is estimated at a uniform $20/hour.

	
	Safety Hotline
	Passive GPS (black box recorder)
	Active GPS
	Camera In Cab

	Hardware cost per vehicle
	$0 

(Included in subscription fees)
	Typically $300-$500 depending on features, can be higher
	Typically $500-$1000 depending on features, can be higher
	Typically $1000-$1200 depending on features, can be higher

	Installation Costs
	5-10 minutes per unit (clean surface, apply sticker)
	1 hour per unit ($50) (install unit, run wires for power and GPS antenna)
	1 hour or more/unit ($50) (install unit, run wires for power, GPS antenna and cell antenna)
	1 hour per unit ($50) (install unit, run wires for power)

	Optional Costs
	Custom decals (color, slogan)
	Reporting software, mapping software if not included
	Reporting software, mapping software if not included
	Supervisor training on dealing with the video footage

	Monthly Fees    (or annual subscription expressed as a monthly rate)
	$1.42 per unit
	$0 per unit
	$20-$50 per unit
	$0

	Safe Driving Training Materials Included?
	YES – Monthly Training Topics for Drivers and Managers
	NO
	NO
	NO

	Training for Managers on use of program?
	Included
	Varies
	Varies
	Extra Expense – Scheduled Training Program, etc.

	Total implementation cost for 100 Truck Fleet for one year’s service
	$1700 + Shipping Costs
	$35,000 - $55,000
	$69,000-$165,000
	$105,000

	Average Time Required to work the program for a 100 truck fleet
	3 reports per 100 vehicles per month (average 30 minutes per report)

[1.5 hours / month]
	Download data from trucks, upload to computer, run and read exception reports, inform staff actions to take, inform drivers, monitor to see that actions are implemented

[100 truck fleet = 60 hours per month]
	Active transmission of data daily – time involved in reading reports and taking action.

[100 truck fleet = 24 hours per month]
	Assume an average of only 3 trigger events/truck/day.

100 trucks = 90+ minutes of footage to review per day, add time to download the data, plus the drivers must be coached.

[an additional 105 hours per month]

	Cost of supervisory time to review reports, talk to drivers for a 100 truck fleet
	$30/month
	$1200/month
	$480/ month
	$2100/month

	Soft Costs During Year One (admin, supervisory time)
	$360/yr.
	$14,400/yr.
	$5,760/yr.
	$25,200/yr.

	Grand Total
	$2,060
	$49,400-$69,400
	$74,760-$170,760
	$130,200


What About Ongoing (Years 2-5, etc.) Costs?

There are maintenance costs associated with every monitoring program.  Hardware, connectors, wire cables and memory cards used for moving data between your vehicle and the base station may fail and need replacement under warranty.  Even with a safety hotline program, there will be nominal expenses in subsequent years -- as vehicles are replaced replacement stickers will need to be placed on newly acquired units, etc.  

Additionally, the ongoing administrative costs seen in year one will naturally continue each year as your team downloads and uploads data, coaches drivers on their performance and files reports with management to verify that these actions are, indeed, taking place.  The cost in terms of manpower vary based on fleet size:  as the fleet size grows, so does the volume of raw, unprocessed data that must be reviewed, interpreted and acted upon.

Interpreting and filing all the information generated by these programs can become a logistical issue, requiring IT infrastructure investments, database creation to archive data that may be used in court cases (for collision events, etc.).  The legal issue of how to store and when to purge data may need to be reviewed by your staff counsel.  

Other Potential Shortcomings

GPS systems are fantastic at providing precise data about vehicle performance, but do not always cover driver behavior.  For instance, a recorder may note speeding, but it is poorly equipped to note tailgating, rude gesturing, improper signaling and lane changes, merging at construction zones, and differentiating safe speed for the local weather or traffic conditions.

In the case of Camera In the Cab systems, the amount of raw video footage can become a problem for larger fleets.  For instance, a public utility that operates 24/7/365 with 3000 trucks would amass a stockpile of raw footage at the rate of 3000 minutes per day (or more – this assumes an average of only 1 minute of footage per truck per day (three 20-second recordings)).  Since there are only 1440 minutes in a 24 hour day, the only way to review the footage would be to assign 7 supervisors to each watch 7 hours of footage per day (@ $20/hour that’s $1000/day) to determine which events require follow up with drivers.  Also, this analysis does not include time to transfer data from each unit at the end of each shift, the cost of networking each terminal to a central database or developing a coaching protocol to discuss the footage with affected drivers.

Since the camera in cab system self selects serious events such as collisions, hard stops, swerving, and jostling, there would likely be more than three events per truck on average.  That is quite a number of driver counseling sessions to schedule each week.  

Conversely, if there were far fewer events recorded, say only a single 20-second event per truck per day, one would have to question the value of the capital investment to capture so little data (3 million dollars for hardware, $150,000 for installation costs and the uncalculated costs of training supervisors, maintenance staff, union representatives, IT infrastructure support, repairs to faulty equipment, turnover of equipment issues, new equipment upfitting and so on).

Finally, one vendor even acknowledges on their web site; “Recorded driving incidents can often be complex and challenging to interpret…” If interpretation is a key part of the system, how much time will be devoted to this activity by managers?  This begs the question “what are you really getting for the capital investment that you would not receive from a safety hotline at a tenth or less the cost?”).
So What Evidence Exists to Support My Investment in These Systems?
Each vendor can supply references and testimonial letters from clients who’ve made the investment and have documented reductions in collisions, savings in fuel costs and other areas, too.  Take time to talk to the references – they represent success stories that you may be able to learn from!  The testimonials do represent best case scenarios, and you are looking to emulate these results – talk to the safety managers and learn why the program was a fit for their company and determine whether your company is likely to benefit as greatly.

Safety Hotlines have also been studied extensively by various fleet insurance providers.  These statistically valid studies show measurable and significant reductions in collisions.  Does your insurance provider/advisor have any other clients who’ve already tried any of these four systems?  

The time you invest in research will pay enormous dividends when you make a decision to implement one of these systems.
You need to start by laying out your goals – is reducing crashes your main concern, or do you need real time location data to help your operations team meet other business goals?  Do you want to manually download data from each truck daily or weekly in order to avoid the monthly transmission fees associated with Active GPS systems, or is it better to pay $20 per truck and not spend the time and manpower to handle the manual data transfers?

Next, look at your capital issues.  Can you afford to invest in the hardware, installation, and maintenance of your technology?  Have your maintenance teams determined how long it will take to install a unit onboard a typical vehicle?  Who will review video footage?  Has HR discussed how drivers will be coached on their performance?  Has legal looked at the potential consequences of gathering, storing, archiving, and purging this data?  Has IT signed on that they will manage the data in their server network?  Will any custom programs be needed?

Bottomline…each of these systems work for certain types and sizes of fleets.  Your challenge is determining which one will be the best fit for your fleet.

Summary

	
	Safety Hotline
	Passive GPS (black box recorder)
	Active GPS
	Camera In Cab

	Total Year One Cost (100 vehicles)
	$1700 + Shipping Costs
	$35,000 - $55,000
	$69,000-$165,000
	$105,000

	Internal Administration Expense  (100 vehicles)
	$360/yr.
	$14,400/yr.
	$5,760/yr.
	$25,200/yr.

	Chief Benefits
	1. Measurable collision reductions and behavior patterns have been widely verified and reproduced
2. Easy set up and administration at very low cost

3. Driver training included
	1. Provides a lot of data about vehicle operations

2. Hardly no ongoing costs of system after installation

3. Can help other areas of company beyond safety
	1. Real time data from vehicles

2. Can help many areas of your company

3. Potential two-way communications
	1. Actual capture of trigger event

2. May help settle claims by demonstrating no fault on part of your driver

3. Driver coaching can be supported by viewing the footage

	Main Concerns
	1. Will drivers argue over details?

2. Does not directly address vehicle performance data

3. Misunderstanding of program details
	1. Tedious transfer of data between vehicle and base station

2. Delay in data review since there is no live transmission

3. May not capture driver behaviors
	1. Ongoing cost of comm. Charges

2. Sorting out the data “noise” from important info.

3. Installation expense and downtime for repairs
	1. Very expensive

2. Larger fleets can not keep pace with raw data – computers can not filter video footage for you

3. Interpretation issues, video quality issues, “will drivers argue over details?”
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Partial SafetyFirst Client List



2. Our employees answer the calls from motorists around the clock, every day of the year.  Calls are carefully screened for accuracy using a technique called “polite interrogation” of the caller.  By repeatedly asking for more details, we provide a clear picture of the event, and dump any “questionable calls” immediately.





1. Decals are placed on each commercial vehicle





About 10% of all observations offer praise or compliments on proper behavior





4. Coaching and closeout of the report is where the program makes its mark on your safety results.  Coaching sessions reduce collisions by helping operators recognize the need to change their habits before they are involved in a collision.





80% of all drivers NEVER get a Motorist Observation Report, 10% get only one – it is the 10% who get repeat complaints that need the most urgent attention!





5. Monthly we distribute summary reports to spot trends in behavior, and to highlight repeaters.





We also send a “Ten-Minute Training Topic” to reinforce the “right” behaviors for the benefit of ALL drivers in your fleet – avoiding specific types of collisions and conditions.





3. We send detailed “Motorist Observation Reports” to you within minutes of screening the call and verifying details.  





Our system also attaches driver safety fact sheets related to the type of behavior observed by the caller





Insurance Providers





Acadia 


AIG 


America First Insurance (Liberty RAM)


Carolina Casualty


Crum&Forster 


Financial Pacific 


The Insurance Professionals


Montgomery Insurance (Liberty RAM)


Penn National 


Philadelphia Insurance


PMA Group  


Safety Insurance


Seaboard Underwriters


Selective 


St. Paul Travelers 


Zurich North America











Direct Subscribers





Advance Auto Parts


American Red Cross Biomedical Services


Asplundh Tree Expert Company


Duke Power


Henkels and McCoy


MYR Group


Rent A Center


RoadLink USA


Ryder System, Inc.








www.safetyfirst.com 

888-603-6987


