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Four approaches  
to creating  
location-aware apps



To do their jobs effectively, today’s field workforces need location-
aware apps: apps that connect what’s happening — inspection 
data that’s being collected, or steps in a checklist that someone is 
checking off — with where it’s happening, or that provide users with 
maps to understand the location context of what they’re doing.

Because of the variety of work that field teams do, they need their 
location-aware apps to have a wide range of features that can 
adapt to their specific needs, depending on the task: from building 
digitized checklists that can show exactly where a field worker 
was standing when she took a picture, to compiling reports for 
supervisors or clients that indicate specific locations on map, to 
accessing custom-built field maps of anything that needs mapping — 
cable routes, poles, political or property boundaries — that can help 
guide them in the field. 
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Field teams also need stable, fast and easy communication to the 
back office. Timeliness is often an issue in field work, and apps that 
operate, sync, and update in real-time means that, connected to the 
back office, the right information is getting to the right people at the 
right time.

Perhaps most importantly, a field team needs high-quality data. Apps 
have to be configured to target the right location data they require 
to tackle the specific task at hand. And this works both ways: field 
teams need the right tools to collect and share high-quality data, 
but also to have important data shared with them, be it updates or 
approvals or SOPs. 

All told, creating location-aware apps is one of the most important 
ways you can support your field teams, and there are four 
approaches to current technologies that field operations managers 
can follow to provide this support. Each approach has its unique set 
of advantages and challenges, and must be carefully considered 
before deciding how to create the location-aware apps that will 
power your field operations.
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GIS-specific mobile app development

The first approach to creating location-aware apps for mobile use is 
to develop them directly through your GIS tools. GIS programs shine 
at building tools for geographical analysis and bringing together many 
layers of location-related data, but when it comes to creating mobile 
apps, they suffer as development platforms.

Yes, by using your GIS expertise you can support your teams with in-
depth analysis of a wealth of location data, but without an advanced set 
of development skills, it’s challenging to build the specific location-aware 
apps that do exactly what your team needs them to do in the field.

And even if you have the development skills to build those apps, 
GIS platforms don’t make it easy — they tend to be complex. And 
because GIS tools tend to be considered their own central application, 
integrating them with other systems can be very difficult, and so wiring 
together all the features you want in your app can be time-consuming. 
The effects of these roadblocks compound quickly: a much longer time 
to show an app’s value, fewer apps deployed to your field teams and 
slower response time when you need to make changes to an app.

Even if you have the development skills to build those 
apps, GIS platforms don’t make it easy — they tend to 
be complex.
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Because mobile app development is more of an afterthought in GIS 
platforms, creating location-aware apps solely from within them can 
be a long and user-hostile process that slows everybody on your team 
down. And so as the GIS expert — whether you have the development 
skills or not — not only will you be doing the lion’s share of the work, 
laboring against roadblocks to develop and iterate apps that at best 
feel incomplete, but you’ll quite often be lagging behind your field 
team’s needs.

IT-managed, general-purpose low-code platforms

Many general purpose low-code platforms are designed for a 
company’s IT staff to create apps without writing much code. Compared 
to GIS-specific apps that require a heavier investment in coding and 
development, low-code platforms give IT greater control over the 
development process and, with it, a flexibility as to what can be created. 
Still not quite no-code, this approach to creating location-aware apps 
may work if you have an innovative and responsive IT team.

 ⊲ Access to advanced GIS 
features

 ⊲ Complex development

 ⊲ Longer time to value

 ⊲ Need for advanced 
development skills

 ⊲ GIS expert working alone

 ⊲ Reduced agility

Pros Cons
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Still, it’s not without its drawbacks. Chief among these is that these 
general-purpose platforms usually have minimum capabilities for 
location data because they are designed more for people in the office, 
rather than provide specific location data to those than in the field.

Collecting location data is neither their primary focus nor default 
behavior, and so we can see how the usefulness of general-purpose 
platforms is undermined in all kinds of ways, including:

 ⊲ Apps need to be specifically configured to geotag a record using 
GPS, usually a long and complicated process; failure to do so will 
mean, for example, that your audit trail will be lacking the location 
data you need.

 ⊲ Because it needs to stay at a general purpose level, GIS integration 
isn’t high on the list of features offered by these platforms, so the 
high value that GIS data can bring is lost.

 ⊲ Their location-based data often amounts to little more than clunky 
“apps with maps,” afterthoughts that give a cartographic overview 
for the office without the quality specifics for the field teams; that is, 
if they have maps at all.

To make a general-purpose low-code platform provide 
effective location-aware apps, more people need to 
get involved. Field managers, GIS professionals, and IT 
all have to work together to ensure the app does what 
everyone needs it to do. 
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Finally, to make a general-purpose low-code platform provide effective 
location-aware apps, more people need to get involved. Field 
managers, GIS professionals, and IT all have to work together to ensure 
the app does what everyone needs it to do. More cooks in the kitchen 
means more back-and-forth, adding unnecessary layers of complexity, 
stretching out the length of time to show an app’s value and, similar 
to GIS-specific development, quickly reducing your team’s agility to 
respond to timely events.

 ⊲ Greater control by IT over 
the apps

 ⊲ More flexibility within the 
app, with programming 
knowledge

 ⊲ More people involved in 
app-building

 ⊲ Non-native GIS integration

 ⊲ Longer time to value

 ⊲ Reduced agility

Pros Cons
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Business-unit-managed, general-purpose no-code platforms

Moving away from a heavy reliance on IT,  there are general-purpose 
no-code platforms that can be used to create location-aware apps. 
With no need for code, it is much easier to design apps using these 
platforms compared to using GIS-specific tools, which means IT teams 
don’t need to be involved in either the development or management of 
the platform.

This approach is often championed and overseen by more data-savvy 
business users — white-collar managers, if you will — who leverage the 
no-code platform to produce the data that they prefer to see, including 
how it gets visualized and used. This often results in data being built 
up around tables, spreadsheets and other data design concepts that, 
while useful for in-office goals or management strategies, comes at 
the expense of other kinds of configurations, data and functionalities 
— specifically, the right tools for field teams to capture and use quality 
location data they need to do their jobs. In the end, this approach often 
creates little more than a “super-spreadsheet” that adds a few process 
functions to spreadsheet data, rather than a mobile app for the field.

In the end, this approach often creates little more 
than a “super-spreadsheet” that adds a few process 
functions to spreadsheet data, rather than a mobile 
app for the field.
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This approach suffers from some of the same issues as an IT-managed 
platform — location information is generally not a priority, maps are 
generally clunky add-ons if they can even be created at all, different 
groups of stakeholders (business users, GIS specialists, field teams) 
need to work over each other to find common ground — all of which 
takes time and decreases agility. And made worse in this approach is 
that all of this happens without much technical support from IT, which 
makes it hard to connect the apps to GIS, if they can connect at all: 
certain GIS platforms have their own ways of integrating (e.g. GeoJSON, 
Feature Services, etc.) that may not be supported by these platforms. 
All told, using general-purpose no-code tools will see you missing out 
on rich, detailed sources of location data.

Field-managed, location-savvy no-code platforms

Finally, there is a select group of platforms that qualify as field-
managed, location-savvy no-code platforms, and Fulcrum is at the top 
of the class.

 ⊲ No code, little IT support 
necessary

 ⊲ Still need tech-savviness 
to build up table and 
spreadsheet structures, 
without IT

 ⊲ Lack of location intelligence 
and support

Pros Cons
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When we say “field-managed,” it’s important to distinguish it from the 
more generic “business-unit-managed.” A field-managed platform 
is made for and primarily used by people who work in the field, 
instead of business managers that prefer to work at a distance and in 
spreadsheets. On the ground, field teams know best which data they 
need to collect, which forms they have to fill out and which inspections 
they have to do, more than they know endless rows, hidden macros 
and data structures. Designed with the field in mind, creating apps in 
Fulcrum doesn’t constrain you to thinking like a spreadsheet maker.

More than this, Fulcrum brings together the best of all worlds. Unlike 
GIS, where app development is clunky and laborious, Fulcrum is no-
code for maximum productivity and agility. This means it has all the 
range of versatility and functionality of advanced technological tools 
without needing for users to be tech-savvy, so people both in the 
field and back at the office can use it with ease. And, unlike no-code 
general-purpose platforms, Fulcrum is out-of-the-box compatible with 
GIS, so you can maximize the value of your GIS location-data collection 
and analysis.
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Unlike GIS, where app development is clunky 
and laborious, Fulcrum is no-code for maximum 
productivity and agility.

One of the dirtier secrets of most no-code and low-code platforms 
concerns “location-enabling.” In order to check boxes on a product 
feature comparison, platforms are constantly promoting that you can 
indeed enable location information. But if you dig just a bit deeper, 
you’ll find that this is a false promise which actually deprives you of 
valuable location data. Their version of “location-enabled” is not the 
real thing, compared to Fulcrum.

Four examples make this critical point:

1. With Fulcrum, location information is enabled by default, so there 
is no need to manually turn it on. This doesn’t sound like much, 
but manually enabling location information is more complex than 
you might imagine — and even when you do, location data capture 
has serious limitations. Sometimes it’s only on a per-field basis, or 
only for a specific picture field, or only for the record as a whole. 
Ironically, how they structure collecting location data undermines 
collecting actual quality location data.

2. Worse, because this kind of location-enabling functions more like 
an add-on rather than an integrated function, the platform may not 
update the location where a record was changed, which could have 
severe consequences for your field team if, say, they need to know if 
and where an inspection record was updated.
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3. Even when location-enabled, the map feature is often separated 
from other data, so you have to export them into a separate analysis 
tool in order to view records in context. With Fulcrum, analysis can 
be done natively with maps. Everything is right there in front of you, 
with records and maps together in real-time, based on what your 
field teams are doing in the moment.

4. To make the most out of location data, GIS integration should be 
both available and easy. But as we’ve seen, this is not often the 
case. Fulcrum is designed with GIS in mind, so data interchange is 
easy. And with GeoJSON and Feature Services available, on top of 
the more typical spreadsheet-style CSV and other formats, Fulcrum 
can bring all your location data together.

It’s true that Fulcrum doesn’t feel like a spreadsheet in a way that some 
office workers might like — though it can export data as spreadsheets 
for people who want them. It’s generally much easier to work around 
any issues office workers might have than for field workers to do 
without the location information or agility that’s so important to their 
productivity. 

But with native, consistent, automatic location capture, as well as 
location-based analysis and comprehensive map functions to provide 
guidance to field team members, Fulcrum easily meets the wide range 
of your field team’s most important needs so they can respond to 
the variety of tasks and obstacles they face every day, with speed, 
agility and efficiency. And with faster time to value, you can show your 
organization that you’re making the best data-driven decisions that best 
support your team.
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 ⊲ Native, consistent, automatic 
location capture

 ⊲ Location-based analysis

 ⊲ Faster time to value

 ⊲ Greater agility

 ⊲ Not spreadsheet-oriented

Pros Cons

Want to see how it works?
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