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structure for the solution, whereas today’s adopters can 
avoid the root causes of high TCO.

Pioneering voice users are at a crossroads, facing a 
crucial choice.  Many will double-down on the high 
cost, proprietary infrastructure they implemented for 
voice picking – and see business value and competitive 
advantage erode.  Others will use the hardware refresh 
as an opportunity to extend their lead.

If you are one of these pioneers, you face a decision.  
Which path will you take?

Yesterday’s Advantage –       
Today’s Albatross
Much has changed in the voice picking industry over 
the past decade.  Every enterprise that uses voice in 
their warehouse – or is considering voice – needs to 
understand the issues.

Businesses that first implemented voice in the 
warehouse reaped huge benefits from “first-mover 
advantage.”  These forward-thinking companies reduced 
labor cost, improved customer service, and developed 
more streamlined operations than their peers.  They 
won considerable competitive advantage, and realized 
substantial business value.

But today they must replace old voice units that have 
reached their end of life.  In fact, a “refresh wave” 
is sweeping through the early adopter community, 
producing a new opportunity to increase ROI – but also 
carrying the risk of losing the competitive advantage they 
once enjoyed.

These companies are confronting not only the cost of 
the device refresh, but also the total cost of ownership 
(TCO) of their voice solution.  TCO involves many now-
familiar factors beyond device cost, some of which are 
shown in Figure 1 below.  The simple fact is that early 
adopters of voice were forced to embrace a high cost 
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When voice picking was new, enterprises had to invest 
in proprietary solutions because product offerings did not 
exist.  Still in operation today, these solutions consist of:

• Proprietary hardware made by boutique 
manufacturers.

• Headsets with nonstandard connectors available 
from just one source.

• Closed software and proprietary scripting 
languages.

• Hard-wired direct interfaces into the WMS.

All of these factors are huge red flags to today’s logistics 
and IT executives, because they are a sure-fire recipe 
for excessive long term cost and reduced operational 
flexibility.  But back then there were no other choices, 
and the business value derived from voice paid off 
handsomely for the pioneers.

However, that was yesterday.  

Today, if these same companies were implementing 
voice picking they would choose a better solution.  The 

right hand column in Figure 2 depicts several innovations 
that attack the high cost and inflexibility of legacy voice 
solutions – most of which had not been delivered to the 
market when the pioneers adopted voice technology.  
Today’s buyers are looking for:

• Hardware and standard accessories from a major 
manufacturer.

• Open, portable software that enables freedom of 
choice.

• Configurable solutions designed for easy changes 
on the floor.

• Configurable WMS-Voice interfaces that eliminate 
expensive upgrades.

It’s the classic pioneer paradox.  Having first-mover 
advantage brings great benefits to the business.  But the 
price pioneers pay is buying into proprietary technology.  
If they stick with this technology, their cost of ownership 
will always be much higher than necessary.
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Why Yesterday’s Architecture 
Breeds High Cost
Proprietary hardware is always higher cost than 
open hardware, because customers cannot leverage 
purchasing power by considering alternatives.  Not only 
are unit costs artificially high, but accessory costs can be 
mind-boggling.  

If you want to find out how locked-in you are, just ask 
your voice vendor to outline the steps and cost to move 
your existing solution to a new hardware device made by 
a different manufacturer.  You may need to get through 
howls of protest and posturing to insist on a detailed 
cost estimate – but if you persevere you will discover 
that programming services and new software licenses 
are usually required in addition to the cost of the new 
hardware.

Compounding this is the fact that custom-coded software 
is always more expensive to deploy and maintain than 
configurable software.  This is true of both the voice 
picking workflow and the interface to the WMS.  In an 
industry that prizes agility and rewards enterprises that 
can quickly change business processes, custom-coded 
solutions not only carry higher direct cost, they also 
impose an opportunity cost that could be even greater.

But as noted above, voice pioneers invested in this 
architecture, which today is recognized as high cost, 
because there were no other options at the time, and 
they had the vision to realize how voice technology 
would benefit their businesses.

The question today is what should these pioneering 
enterprises do now?

Business Value and Long Term 
Cost Control
Voice technology used to be viewed as a hardware 
decision, but today enterprises realize that the interplay 
between software, hardware, and the WMS all need to 
be considered.

We will use the example of Voxware and Motorola to 
describe how better business value can be realized, 
which is through these capabilities:

• Adaptability.  The key to both operational agility and 
long term cost control is configurable software.  For 
voice picking, the two most important areas where 
configurability is needed are the workflow process 
and the WMS interface.                                 

 VoxStudio and VoxConnect are visual configuration 
tools that enable Voxware applications to be 
delivered faster – and also changed more readily 
should the need arise in the future.  Configurable 
solutions save logistics executives from 
“modification sticker shock” while giving them a 
powerful competitive weapon.

• Portability.  All Voxware voice applications can be 
“ported” between certified hardware devices without 
changing a single line of code.  This gives Voxware 
customers unprecedented flexibility when choosing 
a new voice unit.  Not only are direct hardware 
costs lower, there are no software-related costs 
associated with moving a solution to a new device.  
Portability is essential if the cost advantages of 
hardware independence are going to be realized.

• Scalability.  By utilizing accepted W3C industry 
standards, offering choices between OS and 
database systems, and delivering a centralized 
deployment architecture, Voxware and Motorola 
solutions more readily fit into the preferred 
technology stack of larger enterprises while scaling 
to meet demanding operational requirements.  This 
reduces the cost of managing the voice solution – 
dramatically so for larger companies.

Pioneers at the Crossroads
These capabilities just didn’t exist when voice technology 
was new, so pioneer users couldn’t get them.  But they 
do exist today, so the question is whether pioneers will 
adopt them or be overtaken by their peers who waited to 
make the investment in voice.

Many voice pioneers are learning that an upcoming 
hardware refresh also requires their voice solution to be 
reprogrammed to operate on the incumbent vendor’s 
newer device.  This raises the cost of the upgrade, and 
increases the feasibility of moving to a more modern, 
flexible, and cost effective solution. 
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True, there is some cost and effort associated with 
moving to open and configurable voice technology.  
However, this investment pays off when compared to the 
cost of upgrading the current system without addressing 
its inherent long-term cost issues.

Refresh time presents pioneers with the possibility 
of positioning for a more positive future with voice 
picking technology.  Of course, they can simply knuckle 
under and pay the freight, which is higher than new 
adoptees are paying, to continue with their legacy voice 
architecture and resign themselves to living with higher 
cost and less operational agility.

Leading enterprises get ahead of the curve.  That’s what 
makes them pioneers.  But getting ahead of the curve 
and staying ahead of the curve are two different things.  
Enterprises that stay at the forefront also have the 
courage to embrace change, and are not afraid to move 
to a better solution when the time is right.  For voice 
picking pioneers, that time is now.
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