
8www.cca-acc.org

87 Summer/Fall 2013
été/automne 2013

Mobile Cartographic Application
Innovations – A Commentary

FEATURE ARTICLE
Stephen Prashker
Carleton University

W   ith the current explosion in portable, location enabled 
technology like smartphones, tablets, phablets and oth-
ers, this author has previously thought of great business 

ideas for use of the technology, only to find out that it already ex-
ists or is in the process of being developed. One such idea, which 
was thought to be great for a class project in my Seminar in Car-
tography course, was to map out locations of products in grocery 
or department stores. Who has not entered a WalMart Superstore 
looking for a car battery or coffee maker only to be faced with a 
football field sized floor containing dozens of aisles of various types 
of consumer products. You stand at the store entrance and wonder 
where to find the product. You attempt to seek out an employee 
who may be able to assist you with your quest, but can’t find one, 
which frustrates you even further. You then start your trek into the 
unknown to find what you are looking for. An hour later and after 
walking what feels like several kilometers, you arrive at the correct 
destination only to find out that they are out of stock!
 
This location meets store inventory scenario sounds like a perfect 
match for a smartphone or tablet app that answers these two key 
questions: Where are the coffee makers located, and what models 
are available, or more generically, where is this product I am look-
ing for and what models, types, brands, sizes are available?. It is also 
a worthy example of how to get cartography students to critically 
assess and analyse what information would be required to make 
a system like that work, and how to present that information in a 
useful manner. Considerations would not only involve cartography 
and geomatics, but retailing methodologies, consumer habits, sale 
information etc. that would all attempt to enhance the consumer’s 
shopping experience. Clearly several types of information would 
be required, locational and non-locational, such as:

1. A floor plan of the aisles and open areas of the store layout, 
which may have to be converted from a Cad drawing to an 
intelligent layer in a GIS. 

2. Topological information as to the left side – right side of the 
aisle.

3. Spot location information of open area product displays
4. Current location of the consumer, i.e. geolocation of the smart 

device in the hand of the consumer, i.e. You are here!

5. A database of products and their location in the store, inven-
tory quantities.

6. An interface on the app that allows searches for products or a 
categorized list of products by product type.

7. Map display of product location within the store.
8. Quickest path to get there.

Of course this list is not comprehensive, and there are several is-
sues that must be considered for each type of information. But 
in the end, you are hoping that what will be displayed on your 
smart, location enabled device is the location of the product you 
are seeking, if there is stock of the product, and the most efficient 
way to get from where you are to where the product is located in 
the store.

As it turns out, there is such an application (probably one of many) 
that has been developed for retailers to assist customers with their 
shopping, named Aisle411. This service seems to provide retail-
ers with all of the necessary tools to geo-locate inventory, check 
stock status, and provide customers with the most efficient route 
to navigate through the store to find the item they are seeking. All 
the customer needs is the app running on their tablet or smart-
phone, the selection of the particular retail outlet, the selection of 
the merchandise they are seeking and voila, a map efficiently di-
rects them to their impending purchase.  Mentioning this app idea 
to a colleague, he responded with “A student of mine did the low 
tech version of this 20 years ago!”, proving that good ideas prevail 
even without fancy hardware and software!

The point is the ubiquitous nature of these devices has spawned 
a plethora of mobile apps, many of which use and require spatial 
information that is processed and presented to users as a map. It 
seems that there will be no end in sight for the innovative uses of 
spatial data, especially in mobile platforms, answering the ques-
tions Where is it, What’s near it, How do I get there, and the many 
other questions just waiting to be thought up and answered in an 
app. This author sees a bright future for students of the discipline 
in creating and developing novel applications that take advantage 
of the technology and its use of spatial information. Now where’s 
the nearest Pizza Pizza?

https://itunes.apple.com/ca/app/aisle411-shopping-companion/id394218369?mt=8

