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Y
ou arrive early on the jobsite, 
ready to work. You open the door 
on the cab of your new compact 
loader and climb in through the 
roomy opening. You put your 

coffee in the cup holder. Someone with shorter 
legs than yours was running the loader yesterday 
afternoon, so you quickly adjust the seat to �t 
your larger frame. 

You close the door, muting the sound of 
the diesel pickup truck that has just pulled in 
next to you. You fasten your seatbelt, lower the 
safety bar, enter your password in the keypad 
and start the engine. You plug your MP3 player 
into the loader’s stereo and select the new music 
you downloaded last night. Your mobile phone 
needs charging, so you plug the charger into the 
12-volt power accessory.

It’s been cool for this time of year, so you turn 
on the cab’s heater and adjust the air�ow. Later 
in the day, you may switch on the air-condition-
ing as things warm up. The sun still is below the 
horizon, so you turn on the halogen work lights. 
You look behind you to see who else has arrived 
on the jobsite, then grasp the joystick controls 
and head off to where a truck has just dumped a 
large pile of topsoil. 

Ah yes, just another day at the of�ce. But for 

compact loader manufacturers, operator comfort 
and ergonomics have taken center stage in new 
product design as contractors battle to keep 
operators happy, productive — and on staff. 

“It’s hard to get good operators, and harder to 
keep them,” says Mike Fitzgerald, loader product 
specialist at Bobcat Co., West Fargo, ND. “Oper-
ator expectations have changed. They want to be 
comfortable, and they want to walk away from the 
machine at the end of the day and not feel tired.

“What was acceptable 20 or 30 years ago is no 
longer acceptable,” Fitzgerald adds. “Today, it’s 
critical that we offer air-conditioning, radios and 
other items that we didn’t even sell in the past.”

Listening to the customer
“Designing a new cab from scratch can take as 
long as four years,” says Josh Maus, senior design 
engineer at Bobcat Co.
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Operator comfort takes 
center stage for engineers 
designing new cabs.
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Voice of the customer 
(VOC) plays a big role 

in the design and 
development of com-

pact loader cabs.

BY DOUG ZOERB



Listening to customers plays a large 
role in the cab design process, Maus 
says. Manufacturers call this the “voice 
of the customer,” or VOC for short.

“VOC plays a big role in cab design 
and development,” Maus says. “Manu-
facturers need to understand early on 
what customers want before they can 
implement new items into the design. 
This does not just involve the cab. VOC 
for the entire machine must be under-
stood before designing the product.”

Gathering VOC data is a continual 
process for manufacturers, Fitzgerald 
says. 

“Product specialists like myself, dis-
trict �eld managers and district service 
managers all visit customers to see how 
machines are used in the �eld,” he says. 
“Dealer sales and service representa-
tives also feed information back to us as 
manufacturers. In addition, engineering 
personnel may visit jobsites to look at 
speci�c machine features or speci�c size 
machines. So there’s a lot of ways that 
we can gather VOC information.”

Improved control access is a major 
VOC item. It was taken into account for 
all of the controls and throttle layouts 
within the cabs of new Bobcat M-Series 
loaders, Maus says. 

Cup holders and storage locations also 
are major requests from operators, he said. 
By designing them into the cab early on, 
engineers are able to maintain good spa-
tial relationships between these items and 
the rest of the functions within the cab.

A cleaner, quieter and cooler cab 
all were major requirements revealed 
by VOC. Knowing this, Maus says, 
engineers made a conscious effort to 
dedicate space and design time to cab 
seals, the heating and cooling system 
and air �ltration of the cab.

The role of industry standards
Industry standards also play a part in 
cab design, Maus says. He notes that 
standards set out by the International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO) 
and the Society of Automotive Engi-
neers (SAE) are followed when it comes 
to items such as drive control locations, 
overall visibility, seat locations, seat belt 
requirements and display requirements.

Fitzgerald notes that while ISO and 
SAE create standards, they do not have 
regulatory authority.

Designing cabs that meet the needs 
of international markets is another chal-
lenge. One solution is to have a design 
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Long hours in the cab make control 
layout, visibility and comfort top 
priorities for compact loader manu-
facturers.

3D modeling software helps manu-
facturers design cabs for different 
sized operators.
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that will accommodate all regions 
worldwide. 

“There are always different require-
ments from various regions that 
must be met and taken into account,” 
Fitzgerald says. “Typically, we offer a kit 
or an option designed to meet regional 
needs. For example, in parts of Europe, 
they may need a road light kit, turn 

signals, a beacon or strobe 
light. We design the cab to 
accommodate those varia-
tions in speci�c locations.” 

Together with designing 
for international markets 
goes the need to accommodate opera-
tors of various heights and sizes. Most 
manufacturers now use computer-based 
3D modeling software to analyze the 
space requirements needed to meet a 
broad spectrum of operators.

“Typically, what we do is enter the 
parameters of the ISO 5006 visibility 
standards into the 3D software program 
and evaluate the machine that way,” 
Maus says. “Then, when we feel we have 
a design that will work well, we build a 
prototype and evaluate it in a test lab.

“We can use the 3D software to 
check for compatibility with what we 
would consider a ‘95th percentile’ indi-
vidual,” he continues. “In other words, 
we check for someone who is 95% 
bigger than the smallest person and 5% 
smaller than the biggest person.” This 
kind of testing affects the location of 
controls and comfort features such as 
the seat, Maus notes.

Creature comforts
“During the last 10 years or so, the mar-
ket focus seems to have shifted toward 
operator comfort,” Maus says. “Things 
such as cab pressurization, control 
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As for controls, owners of 
compact loaders should 
choose a style that is 
familiar to their operators.

Contractors are taking 
fewer days off, so comfort 
and productivity are 
important.



access and operator space have become 
more prevalent in customer feedback 
than they were before.” 

One reason why may be more hours 
per day and more days per year spent 
in the machine, both by operators who 
work for a contractor and contractors 
who operate their own machines.

“It’s fair to say that in today’s world, 
contractors are under the gun,” says 
Jason Magnuson, product function 
leader for cabs and interiors at Bobcat 
Co. “They need to meet tight deadlines, 
so they’re trying to get as much produc-
tivity out of their machines as they can. 
They’re taking fewer days off.” 

The result is that the cab environment 
is becoming more important to operators, 
even something as small as a cup holder, 
Fitzgerald notes.

“The fact that we have one in there 
is the result of customer requests,” he 
says. LM

Doug Zoerb is a Milwaukee-based writer.

SHOPPING TIPS
Here are three things that the operator and/or owner should look for in the cab 
design of a compact loader:

1. Does the cab offer all the features I am looking for? For example, a radio 
is something that the operator may want, but it may not be standard on many 
machines in the industry.

2. Is the cab size right for my team? Room is important, especially for 
larger individuals who may feel cramped and uncomfortable if the cab isn’t 

big enough for them. The seat bar, 
seat belt, controls and cab threshold 
all will be factors in the operator’s 
overall comfort level while sitting 
in the machine and entering and 
exiting. Similarly, some smaller 
operators may be uncomfortable 
in the machine if the cab does not 
offer enough adjustability to accom-
modate them.

3. Will my team be comfortable 
with the controls? There are many 
different control options available in 
the industry today. Be sure that the 
machine has a style of controls that 
is familiar to your operators.
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