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PDAs are finding their way into the business world and like many new technologies developed today, it looks like the PDAs are here to stay.  In the process, the CEOs and salespeople are asking for ways to connect their PDAs to the company databases.  Companies are also asking there IS Staff for specialized applications that run on the PDA as it finds its way into production and clinical environments.

That’s right, us Programmers, Consultants, and IT Staff have to find time to add another “New Technology” project to the stack of other projects that are sitting in our overflowing inbox.

But like may of my other articles, I’m here to give you solutions to your overburdened pile of projects, in addition to introducing you to all these new possibilities that the CEO, Accounting, Sales people, and everyone want.

Before I get into solutions, let me muddy the water a little bit with the different types of PDAs you can choose from.  PDAs range in functionality and price.  The most commonly talked about are the PocketPC (Windows CE) and the PalmPilot (PalmOS).  The Palm is the most well know and has been on the market the longest and is the most mature.

The PocketPC devices are only in their second and third generation of devices and range in price from $500 to $1000.  While the Palm is on its sixth generation with the release of the Color Palm (Palm IIIc) devices and the wireless Palm device (Palm VII), and ranges in price from $200 to $600.

Due to its maturity, the Palm devices have many more application already developed for them, which of course means less work for you and your IT Staff.  May of them are free and downloadable from the Internet.

The applications range from expense reporting tools to mileage logs, email sending and receiving to web browsing, bar code scanning to database data collection.  Not to mention the most popular and useful, the appointment calendar, contact list, and To-Do list found on every Palm device.

When I first start looking at integrating MultiValue data with PDA I thought that the PocketPC with WindowsCE would be the better platform because it was just a stripped version of windows with all the standard Windows development tools available.  After looking at the PalmPilot, I have to revise my option a little.

The Palm has just as many, if not more, development environments.  The original assumption was that a Palm application would have to be written in C or Palm Assembler.  This is not the case.  There are several versions of BASIC, a few GUI style development environments, hooks for Java programs, as well as an add-in for Visual Basic that will convert Visual Basic programs into Palm applications.  In addition to the application generation languages, you can create a connection, or conduits, to existing applications already on the Palm, like the Date Book (Appointment Calendar) or the Contact list.  These conduits can then be used to update these applications data with your own information.

Due to the number of PalmPilots already being used, I’m going to talk primarily about the Palm devices instead of the PocketPCs.  In general, because the Palm devices are so simple in their design, it is much easier to update the PalmPilots with database information than with the PocketPCs.

The key feature that makes this so easy is the Hot Sync button found on the docking cradle, as well as, the simplicity of the applications that run on the Palm.  When you install a Palm Hot Sync cradle on a PC, you load a program call HotSync Manager.  This program is use to connect your Palm to the PC and sync the data with the Palm Desktop on the PC.

There is a hidden gem with this program.  Normal operation will sync the data on your PalmPilot with the Palm Desktop running on your Windows or Mac machines.  Hidden in HotSync right-click menu, there is the ability to create a link to a comma-delimited ASCII file located on your PC.

This feature allows you to load information onto you PalmPilots address book and memo pad.  This is useful if you want to upload a specific salesperson a list of their customer contact information on their PalmPilot every time they sync with their PC in the office.  All you have to do is export this data from the MultiValue system into a comma-delimited file on the PC and create a link to it.  Then every time the salesperson presses the HotSync button, this information will be updated.

To do this, you right-click on the HotSync Icon in the toolbar, it will then display a menu that will have an option of "File Link…" (See Figure 1).  It will bring up a wizard that will allow you to create the link between the comma-delimited file and the Palm database.
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Figure 1

This is really nice, but there are 3 drawbacks to this feature that you will have to keep in mind.  First, the comma-delimited file has to exist on the PC before you can create the link with the HotSync Manager.

The second is that the data is only one way.  What I mean by that is when you sync the Palm the data in the comma delimited file will only be uploaded to the Palm.  Any change done the Palm will not be downloaded into the comma-delimited file.  Depending on your application, this can be a problem.

The third is that you can only add data to your memo pad and address book.  The Date Book and To-Do list are not support in this release of the program.

Fear not, though, there are some simple solutions to get around these limitations, but I’ll have to leave that for another time and another article.  For those that can’t wait for the next article, join me for my presentation on PDAs and the MultiValue database at International Spectrum 2001 Show in January.

_1034619626

