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The Real Cost of Field Device Failure Isn’t the
Device
By: Charlie Gibbs

Most  conversations  about  frontline  field  technology  start  and
end with the cost of a replacement. A tablet or handheld device
goes down; it gets swapped out, and the line item is closed. But
in increasingly complex telecom environments, the replacement
cost  is  rarely  the  most  significant  impact.  The  higher  cost  is
operational  disruption,  when  a  field  team  cannot  complete
critical  work,  service  timelines  are  delayed,  and  network
performance is affected.

It  is  a  framing  problem  more  than  a  technology  problem.
Procurement teams are trained to compare unit costs, warranty terms, and refresh cycles. Those
measures continue to be important, but they only capture one part of the equation. What often goes
unmeasured  is  the  operational  impact  when  technology  failures  interrupt  the  workflows  that  keep
networks running. 

Traditional  procurement  metrics  rarely  reflect  the  downstream  consequences  when  a  device  stops
working in the middle of a job that other people and other schedules are depending on. As telecom
networks become more distributed and interconnected, leaders need to assess frontline technology
decisions through a broader operational lens.

Downtime in the Field Is Downtime on the Network 
In most industries, device failure is an inconvenience. In telecommunications, it is operational. Field
teams are responsible for work that directly impacts network availability, customer activation, and
service restoration. When their technology fails, the impact extends beyond an individual worker and
into the broader network ecosystem. 

A technician who loses access to a device mid-activation loses time and loses the ability to complete
the task that was scheduled to bring a customer, a node, or a segment of the network online.

That failure rarely stays contained to one person. A stalled activation can extend into the next
appointment window. A delayed repair can extend an outage that is already affecting subscribers. A
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tower crew that cannot complete a validation step holds up the rest of the crew, and the next crew
scheduled  behind  them.  What  appears  to  be  a  one  technology  issue  can  suddenly  become a
scheduling, customer experience, and network performance challenge.

The numbers back up what field leaders already sense. Research from VDC Research has found that
device failures cost workers roughly 75 minutes of downtime per incident. This time can mean the
difference between hitting a service window and missing it with operations running at peak capacity. 

The  findings  show  a  wider  challenge:  The  visible  cost  of  hardware  represents  only  part  of  the  true
operational impact. The full  cost includes technician downtime, missed service windows, delayed
work, and the additional coordination needed to recover.

Executives  need  to  begin  evaluating  frontline  technology  through  a  different  lens.  Device  reliability
should  not  be  viewed  solely  as  a  procurement  line  item.  Yet,  in  field  operations,  it  increasingly
functions as a service continuity and operational resilience metric. Treating it purely as a procurement
decision  means  the  people  who  actually  feel  the  cost  of  a  failure  —  including  dispatch,  field
operations, or network operations teams — are rarely the ones in the room when the device gets
chosen.

Scale and Complexity Are Raising the Stakes 
The calculus around field reliability is shifting because the networks themselves are changing. Fiber
buildouts continue to expand into denser, more distributed footprints. Tower portfolios are growing
more complex as carriers layer in new spectrum and equipment. Last-mile operations increasingly
depend on tightly coordinated, time-boxed work windows shared across multiple crews and vendors.

The scale of that expansion is worth sitting with. U.S. fiber broadband deployments reached a record
11.8 million homes in 2025, and fiber now passes more than 60% of U.S. households. This pace does
not display any signs of slowing as providers continue to accelerate deployment plans. Every new
service location requires a technician, a device, and a work window that must be held. 

As networks scale, so does the operational cost of any single interruption. A device failure on a small
network is a local delay. The same failure on a sprawling, interdependent network can ripple across a
schedule that dozens of technicians and multiple contractors are relying on that day. The margin for
error  in  field  execution  has  narrowed  as  providers  manage  larger  networks,  more  complex
deployments, and growing service expectations. That shift is worth noting since work that used to
tolerate the occasional glitch now sits on a less forgiving schedule. A device that mostly works, most
of the time, is a different kind of risk today than it was a few network generations ago. Previously, a
technician  with  a  dead  tablet  could  often  pick  the  job  back  up  the  next  day  without  much
consequence. Today, that same delay can back up a coordinated multi-crew rollout with funding
timelines, contractor commitments, and subscriber activation targets all tied to the same calendar.

This  is  why  the  cost  of  a  device  failure  looks  different  depending  on  what  kind  of  device  fails.  Not
every device an organization deploys is exposed to the same conditions, and the math changes
accordingly. 

Technology  deployed  in  controlled  office  settings  faces  different  reliability  demands  than  those
supporting constant outdoor operations, where exposure to weather, mobility, and demanding work
conditions can directly impact performance.

A recent study found that the average cost of a single notebook failure can be up to $1,150 once
everything is counted such as IT service and lost productivity. That number multiplies quickly when
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devices are deployed in a fleet that spans fiber, tower, and last-mile crews working in conditions an
office device was never tested against.

Rethinking What “ROI” Should Actually Measure 
If the real cost of field device failure is disrupted work rather than a broken screen or a dead battery,
then the way organizations think about return on investment for frontline technology needs to catch
up. The most important question is, “What does it cost operationally when work in the field stops?”

For telecom leaders, the question should extend beyond the purchase price: What does it cost the
organization when field operations cannot move forward?

Answering that honestly usually surfaces a few things. First, how much of a delayed activation or
extended outage is attributable to a technology failure versus a process failure? Second, what does
downtime cost  when it  ripples across a coordinated multi-crew job versus a technician working
independently?  And finally,  are  decisions  about  frontline  technology  being  made by  the  teams who
feel the operational consequences of failure or by the teams who only see the line-item cost?

These questions help organizations understand whether their technology decisions are aligned with
operational priorities.
 
These  are  not  questions  with  a  single  right  answer,  and  the  answer  will  look  different  across  fiber,
tower, and last-mile operations. Asking them consistently will  reveal that the conversation about
frontline technology has been anchored to the wrong number for a while. 

A  more complete  ROI  calculation  must  account  for  the operational  consequences  of  downtime,
including lost productivity, delayed service delivery, and the downstream impact on customers and
network performance. When those factors are included, the initial purchase price becomes only one
part of the decision.

A Question Worth More Attention as Networks Grow 
As telecom networks become more distributed and more demanding, the organizations that adapt
best will not be the ones with the lowest per-unit hardware cost. They will be the ones that have
mapped how much an interrupted job costs downstream and who in the room has the answer when
frontline technology decisions get made. They will be the organizations that understand how frontline
technology decisions influence broader operational resilience and service continuity.

That is a harder conversation than comparing replacement costs. It requires pulling in the people who
feel the effects of downtime, such as dispatch, field operations, and network operations teams, and
not  just  the  people  who  sign  the  purchase  order.  As  telecom complexity  increases,  workforce
demands  grow,  and  networks  continue  to  expand,  understanding  the  operational  impact  of
technology  decisions  will  become  increasingly  important  for  executives  responsible  for  service
continuity.

Organizations that get this right tend to share a common trait: They treat frontline device decisions as
an operational reliability question first and a procurement question second. That shift changes what
gets measured, who participates in the decision-making process, and how investments are evaluated.
The discussion moves beyond “What is the cheapest device?” and toward “What does it cost us when
this device fails on this job, in this environment, and on a tightly coordinated schedule?”

Ultimately, reframing the discussion means evaluating operational impact alongside acquisition cost.
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The cost of the device is only one part of the equation; the larger consideration is how technology
reliability affects teams, customers, and networks that depend on it every day.
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