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Location Labs and Placecast are both heavily location-dependent companies. Location

Labs works on the tech side of things; the process of figuring out where your phone is so

that location services can do their job. Placecast is on the services side; providing retailers

and advertisers with a platform to serve location-based ads and promotions to nearby

customers. The twist here is that both companies use readily available systems to achieve

this: no-one needs a GPS-enabled smartphone to access their services. And today they’ve

announced a deal to feed location information from 180 million handsets into the Placecast advertising platform.

What’s the story?

The mobile world is crazy for location at the moment. The launch of LBS awards service shopkick has seen it reach a

fever pitch: retailers can reward shoppers for simply walking into their store. shopkick is a pretty cutting-edge

application that uses the GPS ability of smartphones to detect your location – but the technology to create a service

like this existed long before either apps or GPS were widely available in mobile devices. And today we’re getting an

example of that as Placecast and Location Labs announce a deal to offer location-based promotions to anyone with

even the most basic handset. All you need is to be able to receive an SMS.

How does it work?

The technology comes from Location Labs. Founded in 2001 as WaveMarket, the company partners with mobile

operators to get location information. Every operator can determine the location of it’s mobile users through cell-tower

triangulation – and it sends this info on to Location Labs with the actual phone numbers stripped out. So Location Labs

can tell where you are without knowing who you are. It’s possible for any company to get that info from an operator, but

it’s a lengthy and costly-process, wrapped up in red tap. Location Lab has already done the work, and has a lot of

deals in place with operators all over the world.

The next step is particularly smart: Location Labs hosts all of that location data in the cloud. It’s a web-hosted location

database, and anyone developer with the cash to spare can buy the access API from Location Labs. The developer

can then use that info to power any location-based service they want. It doesn’t need in-phone GPS to work – if your

phone is subscribed to a mobile network, then Location Labs can detect its location.

It goes without saying that any service powered by Location Labs has to be opt-in. No one is allowed to use your

location info without your explicit permission beforehand.

The service then comes from Placecast. It’s called ShopAlerts, and is based on “geo-fencing”. Retailers using the

ShopAlerts system can draw a series of “fences” – and when an opted-in phone crosses that line, the service activates
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and sends them an SMS. So if a retailer draws a fence around the shopping mall that their sales location is in, any

opted-in mobile owners who enter the mall will get their message. Info about promotions, sales, rewards and coupons

can be sent to the consumer in this way. It’s also a white-label service – as far as the shopper is concerned, the brand

is reaching out to them, not Placecast.

The deal is that Placecast can now provide brands with location information from Location Labs – which means that

Placecast is offering them location-information from the biggest operators in America. Location Labs claims to be able

to detect 180 million devices in the US: over half the total population of the country.

What we think?

It’s not secret that I’m a fan of using older technology to replicate newer services. It’s a fascinating “hand-me-down”

effect that is happening in mobile. Higher-tech devices and services taught consumers that they could use their mobile

devices for far more than they currently were. Rather than just making and receiving calls and texts, the phone could

become a services hub. The technology to provide many of these services has existed for a long time now – it’s just

that the market wasn’t educated, and wasn’t interested.

But now they know those service exist, and mobile owners do want them on their phones – but most of us don’t have

high-tech smartphones. We have mid-range devices, which are awkward to use for anything beyond voice and SMS.

And that is why I believe that services like ShopAlerts are now potentially much more valuable than shopkick. It can

target a stratospherically larger number of phones, because that mid-range market still represents the majority of all

mobile phones in the world.
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