
You know it’s coming whether you
want it to or not. No matter what you
do, your body won’t last forever. It’s

the same with taxes—April 15th comes
around every year, so you had better keep
track of those receipts.

Just as inevitable is the rise of handheld
devices. Thirteen million PDAs were sold last
year, and many more are on the way as prices
continue to drop. Dell Computer Corporation
(Austin, TX) released its Axim X5 Pocket PC
at $249 list, and Palm, Inc.’s (Milpitas, CA)
Zire and m105 are both under $100. By the
time you read this, the prices will probably be
even lower. Add to this all the smart phones
coming out and specialized devices from com-
panies like Symbol Technologies, Inc.
(Holtsville, NY), which alone has built over
seven million specialized portable computing
devices. Bottom line: There is a growing need
to develop enterprise-class handheld-ready
applications, databases and security proce-
dures to transform handhelds from handy toys
into mission-critical business tools.

“A lot of companies will find very good
economics around built-to-purpose hardware
with customized applications,” says Charles
Golvin, senior analyst for Forrester Research
in San Francisco, California. “People who
today have laptops will have a smaller, lighter
better connected device oriented to the two or
three things they do all day long.”

The fact is that, no matter how easy it is for IT
to deal with a hardwired network, man is not
meant to be tethered to a desk. Cubicle-dwelling

office workers only emerged as a predominant
life form in the United States in the last half of
the twentieth century, and they never reached
prominence in most of the world. By the start of
this century, the trend was already on the wane.

“Most enterprises recognize that wireless or
mobility is a cornerstone of future operations,”
says Adam Zawel, director of wireless mobile
enterprise and commerce for The Yankee Group
(Boston, MA). “It’s okay for next few years to
dabble in one or two initiatives, but most enter-
prises will want to rethink all their operations
with mobility in mind, and based on those
plans, design the most cost-effective gateway.”

So to help you prepare for your own venture
into the newly (again) mobile world, here is
some advice on selecting and setting up data-
bases for handheld devices.

MARKET SPLIT

Companies use mobile devices in three
basic ways. They use them as stand-alone
devices to improve an individual worker's
productivity without interacting with the
enterprise systems. A step up from that is
downloading information such as customer
contacts or price lists from a corporate data-
base without the ability to upload information
from the mobile device to the corporate sys-
tems. Then there is full two-way interaction,
where the mobile user can not only download
information, but also upload it. This article
focuses on mobile databases, which can interact
with the main databases.

While PDAs are considered cutting edge in
some areas, they have already established a
strong foothold in certain industries where
data needs to be recorded and accessed away
from the office. Just as most people now word
process their own documents rather than dic-
tating them and having someone else type
them up, so is it simpler to directly enter data
into a handheld than it is to record it on paper
and later try to decipher the handwriting and
enter it into a database.

“Vertical markets tend to be earlier adopters
of mobile technology and mobility solutions
because they can take advantage of functions
that are offered,” says Randy Giusto, Vice
President, Personal Technology and Services,
for consulting firm IDC (Framingham, MA).
“These markets are a major force in driving
the extension of CRM applications to mobile
environments, as well as the adoption of wire-
less networks.”

The problem is that these vertical markets
are split between the Palm OS and Microsoft’s
Windows CE/Pocket PC as their choice of
mobile platform. A survey last fall of one
thousand members of IDC’s Mobile Advisory
Council revealed that Palm is preferred by
those in the healthcare, education and govern-
ment arenas, whereas utilities and field sales
and services elect to go with Pocket PC.

Which is best? Each has its advantages.
“Both Palm and PocketPC have a role in the
enterprise,” says Sumit Deshpande, technology
strategist in Computer Associates Inc’s
(Islandia, NY) Office of the CTO. “The focus
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is not so much on the device as the solution as
a whole.”

In addition to being cheaper, Palm units
are easier to learn and operate and have a
greater battery life, which makes them ideal
for continuous field use. The Pocket PC, on
the other hand, is more robust and has a faster
processor for running higher-level applica-
tions. Unfortunately, that faster processor
also drains the batteries faster.

“Palm is lightweight and has more applica-
tions than PocketPC,” Deshpande continues,
“but you can do more with PocketPC—there is
more memory, more storage space and the
Windows look and feel.”

Then there is a third option to consider—
Linux, though it has relatively minor installed
base and vendor support at this point in time.
Sharp Electronics Corporation (Mahwah, NJ)
uses Linux on its Zaurus PDA, and at Linux
World in January, IBM announced that it was
offering a PDA blueprint that would let com-
panies develop handhelds using its PowerPC
chip together with MontaVista Software, Inc.’s
(Sunnyvale, CA) Linux version.

This leads to one of the first decisions that a
company must make in setting up handheld
access to its databases—which platform to
support. Palm and PocketPC each has its
advantages for certain users, and it is too early
to tell if one or the other will take over the
market. In addition, many employees have
already gone ahead and purchased their own
mobile devices. Most have installed a cradle to
synch with their workstation without consult-
ing with IT on which OS to use. For some
firms, also, there is the consideration of sup-
porting customers or partners who make their
own independent purchasing decisions.

“Different user groups have different needs,”
says Deshpande, “so we won’t see organizations
standardize on one device.”

This wouldn’t be a serious problem, except
that most PDA databases are designed to operate
with only one platform. Land-J Technologies’
(Orlando, FL) JFile and DataViz, Inc.’s (Milford,
CT) SmartList To Go, for example, just work
with Palm, while PocketSOFT’s abcDB is only
for PocketPC.

The best solution would be a handheld
database that works with both operating sys-
tems, such as DDH Software’s HanDBase.
Rather than waiting to see which OS wins the
handheld war, this database can be deployed
in the enterprise for PocketPC and Palm users
without IT having the headache of running
two separate databases and then having to
synch them internally.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR

Once you have selected which handheld
platform(s) to support, you can start compar-
ing the features of the databases. Keep in mind
that you will want to be sure to get a business
product, not a consumer-level one. Here are
some of the things to look for:

� Direct Conduit: While it is easy to get
a small PDA database for personal
information, what you need for a business
is a way for mobile users to gain access
to corporate databases. PDA databases
achieve this in two ways. Some do it by
synchronizing with the user’s laptop or

workstation, which then accesses the
database server. A simpler and more
effective method is to choose a database
that has a direct ODBC conduit between
the PDA and the server so the user can
also access and update data via a cell
phone, wireless or dialup connection.
PDAs lose a lot of their value if a person
has to come into the office to get current
info rather than being able to do it while
in the field.

� Wide Database Support: PDA databases
require different conduits to connect
with each type of database. Make sure
that the PDA DB you select has the
necessary conduits to connect to all your
backend systems. You may also want to
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What’s Your Beef?

There is real value in a brand name, and companies spend millions of dollars annually
protecting their trademarks.When a customer shells out $15,000 for a Rolex, for instance,
they want to know that they are purchasing the real thing.The food industry, too, is moving
in the direction of greater branding. Not just for prepared and packaged food, but for raw
items that have traditionally been generic.

“The whole beef industry is going through tremendous changes as consumers are
demanding a more predictable product,” says Dr. Dale A. Blasi, a professor at Kansas State
University whose job involves researching methods that assist the beef industry.
“Handhelds can help our clientele move into the new era.”

Part of this involves creating such brands as “Certified Angus” so that consumers know
the type and quality of beef they are getting inside that cellophane package at the grocery store.
While it is easy to put the Rolex name on all the watches that come out of the company’s fac-
tory, monitoring a beef brand is much more difficult.A single truckload may contain calves
that originally came from thirty to forty different herds. These must all be individually
tracked, including their history and medical records.

To achieve this, Blasi and his colleagues have been developing handheld applications for
veterinarians and feedlot operators to track animals’ health.To do so, they use a handheld
relational database by DDH Software, Inc. known as HanDBase.

“The cross-platform capability is really attractive so that we are not locking people out from
the handheld devices that they prefer to use,” says Blasi.“Our workhorse is the TRG Pro from
HandEra, but I’ve also used HanDBase with other mobile hardware such as the Symbol SPT
1700, the Kyocera 6135, the new Palm phone, several handhelds and even on an iPaq.”

Out in the field, those taking care of the animals carry handhelds with wireless con-
nections to an onsite computer. When they see a sick animal, they scan or punch in an ID
on its ear. This brings up the animal’s ID and health history contained in the handheld data-
base.That way, the person can tell if the animal is already being treated and, if so, what the
treatment program is.Any updates get entered into the PDA, which synchs with a database
stored on a desktop at the location. Using the PDAs ensures more complete and accurate
records than relying on a paper-based system.

“We can’t collect that information and then have a roomful of people to keypunch the
data,” Blasi says.

The desktop package includes health reports, treatments and their cost, generated using
Crystal Decisions, Inc.’s (Palo Alto, CA) Crystal Reports.When a driver comes to pick up
the animals, he can take their electronic health histories with them to the next location.

While he is satisfied with the way the database is working, Blasi wishes that the PDAs
were more rugged.

“It’s a moist, dirty environment,” he explains,“and I don’t want people to get discouraged
if they drop and break something.”
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choose one that has numerous conduits to select from, besides
the one that you are currently using, so that if you change your
corporate database you don’t also have to replace the PDA DB.

� Avoid Intermediate Databases: One important thing to avoid is
setting up an intermediary database. For example, some PDA
DBs require the user to install a Microsoft Access conduit and
first synch with an Access DB on the workstation and then write
some scripts to pull the data out of Access into SQL Server. It is
simpler, faster and less prone to error if you get a PDA DB that
directly synchs with SQL Server.

� Relational Database: For corporate use, you absolutely need a
relational PDA DB, not one that just uses flat files. A flat file is
fine for keeping one’s personal shopping list. But if you want,
for example, to link the client list with customer orders, you
better get a relational DB. Watch out, though, as many of the
“corporate handheld databases” on the market are flat file.

� Peer-to-Peer Synching: In addition to synching with the central
database, employees working in the field on a project will want
to be able to directly synch data with each other via Infrared,
Bluetooth or 802.11. PDA databases have two ways of doing
this—the source device either updates the information on the
recipient, or it erases and replaces all existing information. Be
sure the database you implement updates rather than overwrites.
Again, most current handheld database products eliminate data
synched in the field between handhelds, so test this point carefully.

CONCLUSION: DON’T WAIT

If you are not currently supporting PDAs, it goes without saying
that you will find yourself doing so in the very near future. You can
either enter into the process strategically by assessing the real needs
of the company and its employees; or you can do it reactively, trying
to respond to and rein in employees who are setting up their own
wildcat connections.

As with any developing technology, though, there is still plenty of
uncertainty on exactly which way mobile devices will evolve and
which platforms will come to dominate. Fortunately, you don’t need
to predict the future. By following the above tips, you can set up a

PDA database that is flexible enough to meet evolving business needs
and technology.  

Originally from Scotland, NaSPA member Drew Robb is a full-time freelance
writer living in Los Angeles. He specializes in technology and engineering and
has had hundreds of articles published over the last few years. He is also the
author of a book on Disk Management which is due out in the Fall.
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Ten Tips for Better
Handheld DB Deployments

Independent contractor Shannon Simpson, who has managed
HanDBase installations at major corporations such as Chevron,
offers the following tips to alleviate most problems that might arise.

1. Always make sure the current version of the
HanDBase/HanDBase Conduit/Sync Exchange is installed.
The IT department can keep up with updates at
"http://www.yahoogroups.com/group/HanDBase-announce"

2. Always make sure to keep up to date with the current version
of the HotSync software from Palm/Handspring (the exception
being Mac users, who can only use the conduit with version
2.6 of the HotSync software at this time).

3. (optional, your discretion) Keep in mind that the Pocket PC
and Palm platforms are not meant as full PC replacements,
and that they have limited memory/resources.Try getting
only the data you need to be portable, not necessarily all of
your data, onto the handheld.

4. Periodically make archive copies of the c:\program
files\palm\username folder for each Palm user, and the
c:\program files\handbase\activeync folder (or whichever
folder you are using) for each Pocket PC user. If using Sync
Exchange, also make archive copies of the HanDBase .pdb
files configured to be used with Sync Exchange, since they
may not be in the backup folders normally created by
HanDBase.

5. If necessary to do so, reinstalling HanDBase should not affect
data. Specifically, to reinstall, do not remove HanDBase from the
handheld, but just run the install program again to overwrite
the copy of the program that is already there. Only program
files, not data files, should be touched in this process.

6. Specifically for the Palm platform, I recommend keeping the
programs HanDBase and Forms in real memory. Individual
databases can be stored in external memory (SD card,
memory stick, etc.), but HanDBase should be used to move
the databases to/from external memory.

7. Palm's HotSync Manager will not backup or work with
databases that are not in real memory. Sync Exchange will not
be able to sync with databases that are not in real memory.

8. Don't use hacks on the Palm.
9. Test new situations or setups with test data or a copy of

real data. Never test with the only copy of the real data.
10. Be familiar with the HanDBase 3 Comprehensive Manual

and the FAQs/Knowledge Base on the Web site
http://www.ddhsoftware.com/support.html

FIGURE 1: A HANDHELD DEVICE HELPS TRACK A COW’S HEALTH
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