
Having access to and control of all your data is key to making good business decisions. But with technology and data 

management changing as fast as it is, not to mention data flowing in from a variety of sources, how do you keep up?

How to gather the right data and manage it for maximum value were topics of a recent webinar presented by the Truckload 

Carriers Association (TCA) and sponsored by FleetLocate by Spireon. Leading experts reviewed what data you need, how 

to gather it and how to analyze it. 

Chris Henry, Program Manager for the TCA Profitability Program (TPP), says the Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 

established by the TPP Best Practice group can help serve as a scorecard for managing your fleet. 

Do You Know Your Operating Costs?
Surprisingly, Henry says many companies do not know their operating costs. This is a key place to start, and should be 

tracked in your financials. These include:

• Driver Wages & Benefits/Purchased Transportation

• Driver & Truck Associated Costs/Extra Pay

• Equipment Costs/Lease Purchase Negative Balance

• Fuel & Maintenance/OO Revenue Credit

• Insurance Costs/Trailer Accident & Incident
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Henry says that one of the things the TPP Best Practice Groups discuss frequently is gross margin, which they recommend 

calculating a little differently than most CFOs and controllers. The reason for that is so that you can compare and contrast 

across all operating modes (reefer, dry van, etc.). You can see their recommended method of calculation in the graphic 

(below).

Gross Margin Calculation
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After you’ve calculated your gross margin, compare that to the TPP target, which is 25% for all TPP members. 

“In 2019, it was challenging for carriers to accomplish that target,” Henry says. “However, if you look at results over three 

years, if you’re operating efficiently, you should be able to come close to that gross margin.”

• Revenue

• FSC not included (Cost Offset)

• Accessorials IN (Sold as Option Pricing)

 

• Driver Wages & Benefits

• Equipment Cost (Lease, Depreciation, Interest)

• Net Fuel (Fuel, DEF, Additives minus FSC)

• Maintenance (including Shop Wages)

• Insurance Expense (including Self-insured claims, deductibles, etc.)

• Variable Driver Costs (Tolls, Fines, Driver Screening, etc.)

MINUS
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The Golden Ratio
That target of 25% is considered the first part of the Golden Ratio, which is a simple way of understanding where your 

revenue and expansion should be “bucketed,” according to Henry. 

The second part of the golden ratio is the admin overhead. This is defined as all your non-driver wage benefits. All your 

operations, admin, recruiting and safety falls under this category. The target there, Henry said, is for it to be a maximum of 

25% of the calculated gross margin

The final component of the golden ratio is for fixed overheads. Things such as rent, utilities, and maintenance on your 

buildings and terminals are in this category. That’s the final component of the golden ratio, and a cap or ceiling of 25% 

should be reserved for that final piece of the puzzle.

“So, if you do the math,” Henry says, “if you achieve that golden ratio of 25, 25, 25, that ends up being an operating ratio 

of 87.5. That’s more in line with what carriers deserve for the risk and all the problems that you have to solve on a day to 

day basis. It’s kind of a soap box thing for us, but we feel that’s a more realistic and a better margin opportunity for trucking 

companies participating.”
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Data Control – Something Top Performers Do Well
Controlling data is something the top performers do well, Henry says. Carriers should be able to have full access to their 

financial operational database. With that control, you don’t have to wait in a Transportation Management System (TMS) 

Development Queue to gain access to your information. Henry said it’s imperative to have a strong TMS to build on, but 

you want to have the ability to utilize your data outside of the TMS. That access is very important for you to be able to build 

tools and provide your customers with the data they need.
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One of the recommendations of the TPP Best Practices 

group is to develop a Weekly Operating Control Report. This 

report tracks key data that TPP recommends companies 

monitor weekly and is typically generated by a TMS. 

Examples of data displayed in this report include: 

• Revenue per truck per week, 

• Revenue per seated truck per week, 

• Revenue per driver per week, and 

• ELD data. 

Top performers are using their ELD data in addition to miles 

to track their time, and that’s new to daily metrics.  KPI 

examples using ELD data (as opposed to Miles, Trucks, etc.) 

include:

• Revenue per On-Duty Hour

• Revenue per Driving Hour

• Gross Margin per On-Duty Hour

• Gross Margin per Driving Hour

• Driver Wages & Benefits per Driving Hour

“That allows you to better price your services and hold 

your shippers accountable in terms of the yield that you 

are achieving for the work you are doing,” Henry said. “So 

instead of looking at one element, which is the per-mile rate, 

you are actually able to quantify on a per-hour or time basis 

the yield that you are generating customer by customer. 

That’s another one of our soap box things: Any company is 

effectively selling their time, so you need actually to start 

measuring your expenses and revenues based on that.”

These are just a few examples of the data that the TPP 

track, Henry adds. The best companies are examining 

things including:

• On Duty Time – Which is getting more focus now 

• 7 Hours Average – Actual driving

• More Pressure on Shippers 

• Bill by the Hour – A new trend
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One Big Opportunity for Improvement: Maintenance Expense
One of the benchmarks that the TPP recommends their members track offers particularly big opportunities for profit 

improvement. That’s Maintenance Expense per Truck or per Mile. The top-performing companies achieve about $0.09 

to $0.10 per mile, while the worst performers see up to $0.40 per mile. Henry said a note to keep in mind is that anything 

around $0.20 is considered good, and if you’re able to keep that expense under $0.15 per mile, that is terrific. 

Among the key characteristics of what the best companies do to track maintenance expenses, Henry said, are that they are:

• Proficient maintenance software users

• Using formal repair order process to track tech proficiency and efficiency, and expense 

• Conducting lifecycle management by VIN

• Tracking spending internal/external, truck, trailer at GL level

• Using predictive measures (e.g., DD Virtual Tech)

• Including maintenance teams as a key part of the management team

All of this, of course, requires good data to work with—which takes us to the question of how you collect and utilize the data 

that you have.

Does Better Data Change Decisions?
 “When you look at the normal, or average, operating results from trucking companies—and the trucking companies 

in our group I feel are the cream of the crop, the best managed trucking companies in the world—the results are still 

underwhelming relative to other investments.”
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“Looking at this chart, some people are asking what is an operating ratio? What’s being displayed on the screen?” Henry 

says. “It’s the inverse of your net operating income. What you are seeing here is a 97.5% operating ratio, which in this case 

is the average for dry van operators. Another way of saying that is a 2.5% operating income for people participating in that 

category.
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“That is underwhelming, especially based on the work you do,” Henry says. “You’re essentially keeping two and a half cents 

of every dollar generated. A carrier deserves a lot more money than that, regardless of the operating mode.”

Giving an example of a graph for a reefer with a 96% operating ratio (below), that’s still relatively low.
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So how do fleets squeeze the maximum amount of profit out of their results when the margins are so tight?

“Based on my experience and my fellow TPP teammates’ experience with our members, the best performance is strongly 

correlated with utilizing technology with your data,” says Henry.

Technology that Enhances Data Usability
Clearly, data is vital to improving profit margin. And fleets have much more data available to them now than ever before, 

thanks to technology such as intelligent trailer management systems, GPS tracking, transportation management systems 

and more. But how do fleets keep up with the volume and speed of data so that they can make data-driven decisions? 

“All of those points discussed by Chris Henry, calculating your gross margin, all the KPIs--it’s all based on data,” says 

Daniel Kuperman, Director of Product Marketing for Data Sharing and Data Exchange at Snowflake, a cloud-based data-

warehousing startup. “At Snowflake we have this vision of enabling companies to become data leaders, and what that 

basically means is you should be able to drive your companies’ operations and optimize your operations based on data: 

accurate data and real-time data.”

What Snowflake provides is a cloud data platform. That platform allows you to manage the data from a variety of  

sources, including:

• Operating systems

• Applications

• Different databases

• Website

• GPS devices in trucks

• And much more
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With the cloud data platform, companies can aggregate and analyze that data to run faster analytics for better and faster 

decision-making. Companies use the data platform, Kuperman explains, like a data warehouse or what he calls a “data 

lake” that allows you to aggregate all your data sources and run data applications on top of that.

The most important thing is that whether you are using Google, Amazon, or Azure, you must be able to access your data. 

Snowflake looks to break that “cloud barrier,” so that you can run Snowflake on any cloud and it’s the same experience. 

Because Snowflake has over 3,000 customers worldwide in multiple verticals, it has gained real insights into how best-in-

class companies are making use of data and speeding up decision-making. 

How Does Data Flow Across the Business Ecosystem?
When thinking about data flow through a business ecosystem, Kuperman suggests thinking about something you use 

daily; a good example is a Nike shoe or a mobile device. The company that creates that item collects everyday data from 

the retailers that sell that product. The retailers are sending over data from their cashier systems and historical sales. Add 

in data from e-commerce websites such as website visitors and shopping cart data. Mobile app data also is factored in 

and sent back to the company. All this data is collected, analyzed, and reported to understand how to better operate that 

business. 

The company will now share all this data with their marketing partners for promotions. The data is also shared across the 

company’s subsidiaries, so they have better ways to analyze business decisions. 

Now think about how your company works and the data that you receive from multiple vendors and suppliers, and the 

data that you share and collaborate on with others inside and outside your company. Kuperman explains that this is what 

companies need to think about: Not just the data that you have available but the data that you need to operate and how 

you should be able to collaborate across a data ecosystem. 

There are challenges that companies face when exchanging data with other companies or even other business units. 

Exchanging, extracting, compressing, or encrypting data can take hours on both sides. That is the challenge: If you want to 

run your business as a data-driven business, how can you keep up with the speed of data?

Modern Data Architecture with Cloud Data Platform
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Snowflake has overcome this challenge by deploying “secure data collaboration.” That means that data you provide will 

not need to be copied or moved to another place; essentially the user opens what is almost a secure window to that 

consumer’s account. You can then share data with people without the process of formatting or uploading the data. No data 

movement also means no storage costs for you and your customer. There is no effort required to update and share data, 

which gives you better control over your data. The receiver of your data also will have direct access to live data without the 

need to extract or transform the data. With that said, you can turn off access when needed.

Spireon and Snowflake Partnership and Use Cases
Spireon, currently supporting 4.5 million active subscribers tracking vehicles across the nation, with generally around 15 

billion data points, has partnered with Snowflake to allow our clients to leverage their data. Terence Lei, Principal Product 

Manager at Spireon, says the partnership with Snowflake is helping trailer customers with some pretty advanced analytics 

in order to make better management decisions.

Lei presents examples of two use cases where Snowflake is helping Spireon leverage data, the first being Landmark 

Circulation. 

“Spireon has years of historical data from thousands of assets,” says Lei. “With that data, we can provide reports such as 

how long was a trailer idling at this landmark? On average, at Landmark A the trailer is idle for three days, and at Landmark 

B the average idle is seven days. What happened there? We can allow the user to dig into it.”

Another facet of landmark circulation is Assessment on Asset Performance, which is the ability to join multiple data sources 

to provide unique assessments. An example of that is the question of whether the idle rate at a particular landmark is due 

to a specific group of assets. 

Secure Data Collaboration
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“Say this trailer on this landmark is averaging three days idling there, but the door does not open until one day after arrival,” 

says Lei. “What’s happening there? What wasn’t someone getting to it earlier? Or it could be very positive in that the 

doors open 20 minutes after arrival and it’s closed another three hours later, everything is done. This landmark is moving 

things really fast. Being able to analyze all that and provide those data back to the customer then allows them to leverage 

whatever that process is and use it to improve performance across the board.”

The last item comprising Landmark Circulation is the Audit of Arrival and Departure Timestamp. When a trailer enters a 

landmark, there’s a timestamp to it, and the same is true when the trailer leaves. A use case example for that is a big box 

store customer, which has a requirement that the trailer arrive at 1:00 PM Pacific every Thursday and must depart by 2:00 

PM. This of course is due to the fact that they have a lot of trailers coming and going and they want to create efficiency. 

If your trailer doesn’t arrive within a 15-minute grace period, the customer will penalize you. Fortunately, if you have the 

Audit of Arrival and Departure Timestamp data at your fingertips, you are able to prove that your trailer did arrive within the 

allotted time and avoid the penalty.

Usage of Snowflake - Landmark Circulation

Historical Data Access

• Access years of historical data from thousands of assets

• Example: What is the average idle rate for this landmark in the last 36 months?

Assessment on Asset Performance

• Ability to join multiple data source to provide unique assessments

• Example: Is the idle rate at this landmark due to a specific group of assets? What is the characteristics of this asset  

 group, e.g. Door does not open until 2 days after arrival

Audit of arrival and departure timestamp

• Provide proof on arrival and departure timestamp of trailers

• Example: Does the trailer always arrive at 1 PM PST at Big Box Store and departs by 2 PM PST?
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The third key to Utilization and Turn Rate is deadhead miles. With the ability to combine data from Spireon’s IntelliScan 

cargo sensor and telematics data, we can calculate the number of deadhead miles and which routes are most frequently 

showing deadhead miles. Again, the illustration below showcases the points for utilization.

Data + KPIs = Improved Results
As the old saying goes, you can’t manage what you don’t track. That’s especially true in today’s business world, and even 

more true specifically for fleets. With margins as thin as they are, it’s vital to squeeze out every bit of profit you can. With the 

right data and KPIs, you can do just that.

Chris Henry, Daniel Kuperman, and Terence Lei were the featured guest speakers for “Embracing Technology: Intelligence 
that Moves the Needle,” a recent webinar hosted by Spireon. To see the upcoming slate of Spireon webinars featuring fleet 
and trailer management, visit spireon.com/webinars.

For more information about how Intelligent Trailer Management can help your fleet,

visit spireon.com/trailer-management or call one of our friendly experts at 800.557.1449.

Usage of Snowflake - Utilization and Turn Rate

Another item that is facilitated by the usage of Snowflake is Utilization and Turn Rate. Turn rate assesses how quickly a 

trailer enters and leaves a landmark. For example, has the turn rate improved in the last 12 months since implementation of 

process improvement? The ability to calculate that over a long period and over different areas has helped many customers 

in terms of understanding efficiency and what they can do to improve. 

A second facet of Utilization and Turn Rate is an understanding of loads per trailer. The ability to figure out which trailers are 

underutilized and then improving that can be key to optimizing utilization. Is a trailer underutilized because it’s parked way 

in the back and no one uses it, or it’s old, or there’s some maintenance that needs to be done? Knowing the reason allows 

you to address the issue.
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