
2018 Commercial Drone  
Industry Predictions 
DroneDeploy weighs in on the future of drones in 2018 and beyond



Introduction: 2018 Commerical 
Drone Industry Predictions

2017 was the biggest year for commercial drones yet. We saw 
drones used in almost every industry from archaeology to 
agriculture. More than 66,000 remote pilots were certified by 
the FAA in the the US alone. And major companies have started 
scaling operations. 

It’s an exciting time for our industry. Here at DroneDeploy, we’ve 
been close to the action, helping companies large and small put 
drones to work. Our customers have used drones to improve 
safety, increase efficiency, cut costs, and drive ROI. We think this 
is just the beginning. 

What’s next as our industry continues to grow and mature in 
2018? How will drones continue to transform workflows and 
generate insights in new and innovative ways? 

Read on to get DroneDeploy’s top 8 predictions for the 
commercial drone industry in 2018.

https://blog.dronedeploy.com/drones-seek-out-lost-shipwrecks-below-lake-huron-1420f8b407b4
https://blog.dronedeploy.com/leading-producer-of-sugarcane-traces-planting-lines-75-faster-with-drones-341729ae1564
https://blog.dronedeploy.com/proving-the-value-of-enterprise-drone-programs-in-construction-afd60ee8c94
https://www.dronedeploy.com/
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Consumerization of Drone 
Hardware Continues; Services 
Drive Industry Ahead 

Consumerization isn’t a new trend. Tech giants like Apple and Google have 
been using this model for years to create products simple enough for the 
consumer, but powerful enough for the enterprise. (Hello, iPhone) The drone 
industry is no different. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You no longer need an engineering degree to get a drone in the air. Just look 
at DJI, its hardware is getting simpler—not more complicated—which is 
great for the industry. They have adopted a model that builds on top of an 
existing consumer platform to fast-track development for the enterprise while 
benefiting from economies of scale. Their latest drones are reliable, easy to 
use, and available at price points companies of all sizes can afford. 

The DJI model has been hard for others to compete with, causing smaller 
manufacturers to halt production or pivot to an enterprise software model. 
According to Skylogic Research, DJI has now amassed an impressive 72% 
of the global market share for drone hardware (up from 50% in 2016). DJI’s 
growth will continue unless a more substantial, experienced hardware player 
enters the industry to compete, while other existing manufacturers remain to 
accommodate niche uses. 

This likely means that fewer companies will get into hardware in 2018 as 
compared with previous years. We expect this will result in the majority of the 
industry’s growth to come from software and other service providers over the 
next year. 

DJI’s Phantom 4 Pro is a great example of the  
consumerization being seen in commercial drone hardware.
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The best technologies address the needs 
of individuals and businesses alike, while 
also solving problems across industries.

“
Mike Winn, CEO at DroneDeploy

https://dronelife.com/2017/06/09/consumerization-great-commercial-drones-lessons-learned-apple-google-dji/
https://dronelife.com/2017/06/09/consumerization-great-commercial-drones-lessons-learned-apple-google-dji/
http://droneanalyst.com/research/research-studies/2017-drone-market-sector-report/


7 (More) Outside Players  
Enter the Industry

In 2017, we saw some major players throw their hat into the ring. From Intel 

to Facebook, more outside companies are getting into the drone industry. 

We expect this trend to continue as new partnerships form and deeper 

integrations merge with existing industry solutions. 

There is no shortage of interest in connecting drone data to everyday tools like 

CAD, BIM, GIS, and other software. A great example is the DroneDeploy App 

Market which experienced tremendous growth in 2017. Today, there are more 

than 60 apps available—growing 328% since its launch in 2016. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This trend will continue in 2018. As drones begin to gain traction in new 

industries, we expect to see more companies developing software solutions for 

drones and contributing to ecosystems like our App Market.

The DroneDeploy App Market has helped dozens of outside companies get into the drone industry.

We are working with the best solutions 
in the industry and bringing them into 
the DroneDeploy ecosystem. Whether 
you work in construction, agriculture, 
inspection, or even roofing, there’s going 
to be an app for you.

“

Ian Smith, App Market Lead at DroneDeploy
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https://www.dronedeploy.com/app-market.html
https://www.dronedeploy.com/app-market.html
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2017 was, without a doubt, the year of the enterprise drone program. At 
DroneDeploy, we saw the number of internal programs surge as companies 
decided to bring operations in-house. This is to be expected, just as IT 
departments began popping up when large firms started adopting computers. 
A 2017 survey from Skylogic Research shows that the majority of companies 
currently flying drones are choosing to hire in-house employees (67%), while 
just 10% choose to contract out their services. Almost a quarter (23%) prefer a 
mix of both. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We expect the see more companies take this approach as drone adoption 
continues across major industries. But contracted services won’t disappear; 
they just won’t be as common in the enterprise when operations transition 
in-house. Drone service providers will continue to find work in niche markets 
and get contracted by small to medium-sized companies seeking drone data. 
Many providers may also transition away from regional services to join larger 
nationwide providers, or consult with large companies setting up in-house 
operations. Larger companies need to develop specialized teams that are 
familiar with their challenges, workflows, and can work full-time to meet the 
organization and industry demands.

In-House Drone Programs 
Become Mainstream

In-house employees

Outsourced to contractors

A mix of both

Source: Skylogic Research

23%

10%
67%
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Read Skylogic Research’s  
report to learn more here.

Contract vs. In-house Drone Program

http://droneanalyst.com/research/research-studies/2017-drone-market-sector-report/


In 2017, we saw a shift in the commercial drone space. Particularly, the number 

of enterprises adopting drones and DroneDeploy. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As more companies move past proof of concept and expand operations in 

2018, we expect to see the first large-scale deployments take to the skies. 

What does this look like? Think company fleets of 100’s to 1000’s of drones 

flying around the world on a daily basis generating aerial insights to solve 

business problems. We expect some companies to complete more than 

100,000 missions with their drone fleets in 2018.

First Large-Scale Fleet 
Deployments5

Enterprise adoption of DroneDeploy skyrocketed in 2017.
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Drones Enter a New 
Era of Automation

As more enterprises put drones to work, we can expect to see a greater need 
for automated flight and workflows. More APIs and integrations will connect 
drone data with industry tools downstream, eliminating silos and driving 
collaboration across organizations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Automation is key to increased industry adoption, as this will drive richer, more 
valuable insights. As businesses grow to rely more on aerial data, drones will 
take to the skies more often. The increase in the data produced will require 
automated data transfer and analysis around the clock.   

We can also expect to see the automated generation of flight plans and 
adaptive flight planning from the air start to play out in 2018—making 
drones applicable in more complex environments. This will ultimately lead to 
completely autonomous drone operations in the coming years.

With improvements to flight automation, 
a drone will be able to evaluate its 
environment—enabling smarter in-flight 
decisions and adaptive flight planning in 
challenging environments.

“

Jono Millin, CPO at DroneDeploy
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Better Data Drives  
Better Insights

To date, computer vision and photogrammetry algorithms solved most drone 

mapping problems. In 2018, this will change. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the future, fewer problems in the drone space will be solved purely with 

algorithms. As we enter an era of automation and begin to harness machine 

learning and artificial intelligence, the volume of data is the key to solving 

industry problems. Companies with the largest datasets—gathered from a wide 

range of customers and millions of flights—are best positioned to tackle these 

problems in 2018 and beyond. 

The companies that acquire the largest 
datasets are best positioned to build 
solutions that will lead the industry. 
They have the clearest insight into the 
problems customers face and can deploy 
machine learning solutions to solve them 
effectively.

“

Nick Pilkington, CTO at DroneDeploy
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Mosaic of ground control point (GCP) data processed with DroneDeploy. Machine learning automates 
the process of tagging GCPs, making it possible to create survey-grade maps in minutes

https://www.forbes.com/sites/amitchowdhry/2017/10/16/dronedeploy/#bd27290592da
https://www.forbes.com/sites/amitchowdhry/2017/10/16/dronedeploy/#bd27290592da


2
Machine Learning and 
Artificial Intelligence  
Take the Stage

Machine learning and artificial intelligence (AI) have become full-blown 
buzzwords thrown around the drone industry in 2017. But to date, there are 
relatively few applications of these technologies at work in this space. 2018 
will bring a shift in the use of machine learning and AI as they take the stage to 
solve some of the most significant challenges facing industries like agriculture, 
construction, insurance, and inspection.

As automation of flight and analysis kicks into high gear, the frequency 
of data collection will increase, which will require solutions that leverage 
machine learning and artificial intelligence to provide smarter analysis. 
Human interaction at each step of the process will no longer be scalable for 
large organizations. Computers will have to learn what pilots, analysts, and 
other collaborators are looking for in datasets, and provide solutions to their 
problems for greater adoption to continue. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Imagine how much a construction worker could benefit from automated 
safety reports and stockpile analyses generated from the same drone mission 
monitoring a site’s progress. Or the grower who can fly his field to identify 
weeds, count crops automatically, and determine irrigation issues in a single 
flight. These applications of machine learning and AI will become a reality in 
2018.

2

By knowing about the data collected, AI can 
benefit users as it gets to know what customers 
want to do with it. And machine learning will 
enable instant decisions during the drone’s flight. 
For example, it can work to guarantee good 
image quality, and route the drone for a second 
pass where and when necessary.

“

Nick Pilkington, CTO at DroneDeploy

Using AI and machine learning, Tensor Flight—available on the DroneDeploy App 
Market—counts trees in an orchard using imagery from a drone map.
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Drone Data and Analysis 
Enters Real-time—Driving 
Further Industry Adoption 

Fast is better than slow. And gathering insights in real-time is where the 

industry is going. No longer will it take hours, or even a day, to access valuable 

industry insights.   

Advancements in edge computing made possible by the latest mobile and 

drone hardware have made real-time drone data analysis a reality. In 2017, 

we saw the introduction of this technology. 2018 will usher in an era of instant 

insights that will make it possible to understand what’s happening on the 

ground in real time and help organizations make immediate decisions as the 

drone flies.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not only will real-time drone data have major implications for industries like 

agriculture and construction, but it will also help drive adoption in new areas 

like search and rescue, emergency services, and more.   

We’re just seeing the beginning of what’s 
possible with drones. In the next three 
years, I expect drones to be present 
in almost every industry, operating 
autonomously on schedules to produce 
highly accurate data in real time.

“

Mike Winn, CEO at DroneDeploy
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One of these was made in 5 mins, one in 5 hours. Can you tell the difference?

https://techcrunch.com/2017/04/18/with-dronedeploys-fieldscanner-pilots-can-create-maps-as-they-fly/


www.dronedeploy.com @DroneDeployDroneDeploy

About DroneDeploy

DroneDeploy is the leading cloud software platform for commercial drones, and is making the power of aerial data accessible and productive for everyone.

Trusted by leading brands globally, DroneDeploy is transforming the way businesses leverage drones and aerial data across industries, including agriculture, 

construction, mining, inspection and surveying. Simple by design, DroneDeploy enables professional-grade imagery and analysis, 3D modeling and more from any 

drone on any device.

DroneDeploy is located in the heart of San Francisco. To learn more visit us online and join the conversation on Twitter.

7 Continents 160 Countries 25 Million Acres

Areas Mapped with DroneDeploy

http://www.dronedeploy.com?utm_campaign=eBook%20-%20An%20Aerial%20View%20of%20Your%20Jobsite&utm_source=content&utm_medium=eBook
https://twitter.com/DroneDeploy
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