How to Buy A Digital Signage Platform to Fit Your Needs

Maria Porco, Vice President of Business Development, X2O Media

As an industry, digital signage is maturing — which means there is now a plethora of options available for the customer looking to implement a winning digital signage solution. In order to select the right equipment and execute a successful rollout strategy, there are key criteria that should be considered to help customers find the best solution for the specific needs of a project.

We are surrounded by evidence that digital signage is an extremely effective communications tool; in fact, we encounter it in many facets of our daily lives. From employee communications at work, to electronic menus at our favorite eateries, to wayfinding maps at hotel and conference facilities, to the stunning billboards in Times Square, digital signage will only continue to engage audiences in visually compelling ways. The good news is that creating eye-catching displays does not need to break the bank. 

When evaluating your digital signage needs, here are some factors to consider:  

· Does the digital signage software require proprietary hardware, or will it work on standard off-the-shelf systems? What is your preference in terms of hardware footprint: a small unit mounted on the back of the display screen, built as part of the display itself, or a separate unit that’s wall- or rack-mounted?

· How many channels would you like to implement and does the player output the desired channels? 

· Will you be outputting in HD and will your content feature MPEG and Flash files? 

· How much storage capacity do you need: 1GB, 4GB, or even more? 

· Will you implement live data feeds and is this integration supported by the system?

· Do you have a need for multiple font languages in your signage? 

· Does the system include content authoring tools and graphical effects that yield quality productions? 

· In terms of connectivity, are players connected to a network, or are they standalone units?

· What are your A/V and input/output needs? 

Digital Signage: On-premise Software or Software-As-A-Service (SaaS)

As you address some of these questions, you will find that some digital signage software solutions are available for purchase and others offer “software as a service” solutions. With so many choices available in the marketplace, how do you choose one approach over another?

With a traditional software approach, users install the software on either proprietary or off-the-shelf hardware. This approach gives users full control over their network as well as the content on it. With a “software as a service” (SaaS) solution, you are removed from hardware issues, and access the platform remotely. With this model, customers enjoy low monthly payments, which is very attractive to many in these economic times. However, some control is lost when you can’t tinker with the hardware directly.  

Software solutions may all seem alike until one gets “under the hood” to understand how the assets are created, scheduled, and distributed. There’s also a vast difference in output quality. The choice of a solution again comes down to your needs and objectives. You may want full control and flexibility, or you may want nothing to do with hardware whatsoever. The type of network being deployed, the type of content, and your budget are all key factors, which will ultimately help you determine the desired platform.

What About Content?

When designing a digital signage network, it’s easy to focus solely on technical aspects such as the hardware considerations described above. Choices such as the type of display screen, the number of screens, where they’ll be located, how they will be connected, and the type of engine that will drive them tend to dominate the development of a digital signage system. When it comes time to launch a digital signage network, it’s in fact the content that will spell success or failure.

By analyzing your content needs up front and having a keen awareness of the strengths of various digital signage systems, you can select the right technology partners to help ensure that success. Tools for customizing and personalizing your content can go a long way toward reinforcing your brand and creating a more engaging and effective digital signage system. Digital signage is really all about the content and the related workflow processes, so think about the types of assets you will display, who your audience is, what your objectives are, whether you’ll be running ads on your network, how you plan to keep content fresh, and who will ultimately manage the content. 

Each digital signage technology solution has its own strengths and weaknesses for content delivery, so a thorough evaluation of your content needs before you purchase a system is a critical success factor. 

Content Creation

Visually appealing content is crucial to a digital signage network’s success. One way to produce compelling content at a reasonable cost is to employ templates. The template components allow users to create professional-quality graphics without decades of content production experience. X2O Media, for example, offers a library of professionally designed “smart” templates that provide digital signage users with the ability to create high-quality content easily and inexpensively.

Keeping the content updated without expending too much valuable staff time is another important consideration for a digital signage application. When evaluating software, make sure it includes tools and hooks that will simplify the content updating process. One way to keep content fresh and interesting is to integrate live data feeds such as weather conditions, news tickers, RSS feeds, and even a Twitter feed if desired. Also, look for solutions that integrate with standard software such as Microsoft® Office applications, allowing users to create and publish content in a familiar environment. 

Content Scheduling and Monitoring

Scheduling is a crucial part of effective digital signage. The right message must get to the right audience at the right time, especially if you implement an ad-based network. The most advanced digital signage systems offer monitoring and reporting tools that enable you to track how many times an ad ran, as well as report valuable statistical data that you can take back to the advertisers who are paying for the brand exposure. Some platforms, such as X2O Media’s, can provide powerful and flexible content scheduling that targets specific designated market areas (DMAs) and segments within DMAs. 

Additionally, monitoring, tracking and reporting tools should ensure that the proper content and advertising mix has been distributed to the target sign locations and timeslots, and that the signage is in full working condition at all times. With this degree of reporting capability, the digital signage owner can instantly determine if a problem has occurred, when, and why.

Output Quality 
With high-definition broadcasts now standard fare worldwide, the bar has been raised for visual content in general. Harnessing the power of video to communicate effectively with customers, employees or the general public requires a unique combination of strong editorial, design and technological skills. 

To put things into perspective, here is an excerpt from a white paper by broadcast industry veteran and X2O Media’s Vice President of Production Services, Vern Freedlander, who shares three lessons learned from the broadcast industry that should be integrated into digital signage:

· Great Content Wins Viewership: For digital signage, this can be achieved by selecting a solution that allows you to update content quickly and easily so that the programming is always fresh and targeted to the specific audience. 

· Build A Strong Brand Identity: It is paramount to build a consistent and strong brand identity for digital signage networks. There should be no mistake that viewers are watching an identifiable, unique, branded network. Broadcasters achieve this with strong, identifiable graphics, marks and music that clearly distinguish one network from the next. Likewise, a digital signage network must consistently remind audiences of what they are watching. 

· Take Advantage of Ad Placements: Broadcasters have become very skilled at selling billboards, logo placements, segment blocks, specific sponsorships and all kinds of creative tie-ins with content. Digital signage networks that do the same can create additional revenue streams beyond traditional spot sales. The cost of these additional ad placements can be offset by sponsorships or cross-promotions. Likewise, there are opportunities to barter space on the network in return for content. 

While the differences between digital signage and broadcast television are obvious, the two mediums share a great deal in common. Both use the power of visual elements to communicate, and both focus content on specific demographic groups. Deploying these known tactics yields more effective content, increasing the network’s chances for success.

Web Control and Remote Management

An all-important consideration in setting up an effective digital signage system is an easy, interactive method for managing updates and the content displayed throughout the network, whether displayed on one screen, multiple screens, or on all screens simultaneously. The ability to update content and deliver messages or alerts in real time from multiple platforms — the player, a Web browser from any location, or even your mobile device — should also be considered when selecting the best platform. 

Conclusion

In summary, the key to a compelling and effective digital signage network that is easy to update and maintain begins with a clear understanding of your network’s primary objectives — whether to inform, to sell, or to reinforce your brand. Take into careful consideration the type of content your network will deliver: video, ads, graphics, live information feeds such as news crawlers, weather, stock tickers, etc. Of course, scalability, reliability, and ease of use are important criteria as well. For example, in a network where content will be updated by non-technical staff, ease of use is paramount. Furthermore, your selection of a digital signage solution should not only support your immediate needs, but it should also provide the ability to scale and adapt as your requirements evolve into the future.

# # #
