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The software that organizes and directs how “content” will play is central to providing the unique, powerful and inherent capabilities of Digital Signage. The selection of software can be complex and daunting.
There are more than 150 software products listed in the Content Management and Distribution Software section of the Digital Signage Resource Directory produced by Digital Signage Quarterly and The Digital Signage/Group.

In helping to demystify software, five prominent firms served as panelists during a Digital Signage Expo session.  
In reflecting the unanimous view of panelists, Bil Trainor, CEO of Capital Networks said "It is critically important that the software provider totally understand all objectives and expectations that the client has”. He added, “The next wave of advancement in software will be based on the realization that ROI and accountability are where the projects start."
Overall cost of ownership and not just licensing cost is the key to software selection. While selecting a lower level of functionality may serve the needs, the panelists warned that this often results in the need to change the software after parts of a network have been deployed.

Some of the key areas of software functionality to be considered in the selection decision are as follows.  
Media ingest and use:  The ability to import content files in a range of file formats such as .jpeg, .pdf, MPEG, flash and others increases the efficiency of system operations and reduces costs of media reformatting. The ability to then schedule, store and playout these files in their native form add operating economies and increases proficiency in media usage.  
Content authoring tools useful to composing messages and content spots enable easier operations. Often graphics, animations and text provided with a system are optimized to enable efficient storage and playout, and these tools can enable content spot to be composed and managed as layers of information.

For example, a simple spot presenting the sale price of apples in a grocery store may have 4 layers including the background of store logo, a text layer with a seasonal tag line used in the produce department, the picture of apples and the sale price. Each of these layers may be still or animated elements which are assembled to create the composite ad. This approach makes media management easier and could allow for the special pricing to be added from a data feed linked to inventory levels.   

The pricing model of the software offers buyers multiple options. A monthly usage fee which applies to the “Software as a Service (SAAS)” allows buyers to minimize upfront costs, while licensing a software package may provide benefits of system control and ownership.

Internet or closed system: Software operations typically fall into two options, linked to the pricing model. The internet model requires content to be routed through the internet, and at times the software providers servers, whereas software operating in a closed system uses available connectivity inside an organizational firewall or its own dedicated network for media transport.   

Supply approaches used by software providers must be suitable to the buyer and network operator. Some software is provided or distributed by resellers which may bundle the media player, displays, deployment, training, financing, operations and other elements. Or the software provider may also bundle these elements for network operators. Alternatively, software and directly related support services may be the sole focus of the provider. 

Ongoing support: Linked to the supply approach is the key issue of ongoing support. During software selection it is essential to identify who will provide support, how this will be provided and the costs associated with it.    
Ease of Use: The objectives and operating plans related to the media to be presented on the digital signage system will be used to define the functional requirements of the media management software. Elements such as the file formats to be ingested and presented, zone layout(s) of the display, length and refresh rates of the playloops, external inputs, triggering of content, number of different display views (playloops), and hardware configurations all impact on operations of the software. By selecting the best software for the intended usage, the costs of operating the software and network can be minimized. Bil Trainor said “In selecting software, the key issue of cost price has been addressed, and replaced by true cost of ownership over 3-5 years."
 
Interface: The digital signage software may be required to interact with other systems such as point-of-sale, media asset management, operational systems, campaign planning, goods inventory, loss prevention/security, public alert and external content triggers such as proximity, sound, movement, RFID or bar codes. The areas of near field communications (NFC) through Bluetooth or handheld interactivity, which are increasing areas of digital signage functional interface, may require software interoperability. Further, dedicated traffic auditing systems attached to displays will require interface with the media playout software. As these viewing systems are increasingly used for “dynamic content provisioning” to better match messages to viewers, an interface to the software system will be of critical importance.

Stability of software provider: Digital signage systems are typically deployed for planned periods of 4-8 years reflecting the amortization of hardware, mean time to failure, deployment costs, etc. In selecting software and its supplier(s) therefore, it is important that the selection consider the stability of the software and the operating system it uses, and the organizational strength of the supplier(s).   

Software should be selected based on a range of considerations including a) ability to meet the functional needs, b) suitability of pricing model c) ability to grow with the system and d) the stability and strength of the software provider. 
Information about digital signage software is available from software supplier, industry articles and specialists and at industry events. InfoComm (www.infoCommShow.org), a major Digital Signage event planned for June 14-20, 2008 in Las Vegas will be an excellent source of education, contacts and resource materials. Plan to attend the Digital Signage Technology Expo (www.strategyinstitute.com) on June 16-17 and the InfoComm June 18th morning Digital Signage session.
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