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The last few articles I’ve written have received quite a bit of interest from the market place.  The last 2 articles covered methods of transferring your data from your multi-value database to your PDA.  This article will talk more about “synchronization” and problems and limitation you will need to take into account.

PDA where first marketed as "desktop extension" designed to allowing you to take information from your business databases with you wherever you go.  If you already have a PDA, or are looking at using them in your work place, I’m sure you can imagine many applications for this device.  Some examples of applications are: 

Car dealer's vehicle database 

Inventory control 

Data monitoring device 

Time tracking tool 

One common aspect of all of these applications is the ability to change data while in the field, and then merges those changes with the information in your business database, preferably without losing any of the changes in the process. This intelligent merging of separate database for different sources is referred to as "synchronization."

At first glance, “synchronization” seems simple, but in reality it can get a bit complex depending on what you are trying to accomplish.

There are 5 different types of “synchronization:”

1) Overwrite all data on the PDA

2) Overwrite all data in the Database

3) Overwrite only changed information from PDA

4) Overwrite only changed information from Database

5) Field level data Syncing

Each type of “synchronization” produces it’s own set of problems and limitations that you have to decide how to deal with or work around.  Also, the style of “synchronization” will dictate the style and complexity of the application running on the PDA.

“Overwrite all the data on the PDA” and “Overwrite all data on the Database” are the 2 simplest ways to synchronize data, but they create a limitation in the type so of PDA and database applications you can use them.  These limitations are due to the fact that you are overwriting all the data from either the PDA or the business database with new data, and you are assuming that there has been no changes to the data on the side you are overwriting the data on.  If you are creating a PDA application that is for data inquiry only, then this type of syncing works well.  An example of this style of application is a “Car dealer's vehicle database”.  In may cases, all the user will be doing with this information is checking to see if the vehicle is in stock or has the options a customer wants.

Another use for this style of “synchronization” is if you are creating an application that is used only to create new records.  An example of this type of application would be a “Time Tracking System”.  With a “Time Tracking System”, the data on the PDA is more than likely going to overwrite the data in the database because it contains the most current dates and times the user has entered.

The “Overwrite only changed information from PDA” and “Overwrite only changed information from the database” styles of “synchronization” usually work together.  They allow you to only update the data on the PDA or in the database that has only been changed.

You are then able to create/run PDA applications that can have the data updated from both the PDA and the database, but there are limitations to take into account as well.  Since we are again overwriting the complete record in the PDA or in the database, we run into a problem of what set of data is the most current; the PDA or the database.

Now we get into an additional complexity that is generally not thought about until late into the project.  I’m not trying to discourage this type of “synchronization”, it works well in production floor applications like “Order Statusing”.

Since “Order Statusing” can be updated by both someone sitting at the keyboard and from a production person entering the date or status information on the PDA, checking to see which is the most current record works well.  But when you start working with data like “Contact Lists” or “Appointments”, you run into problems.

These problems are address by using “Field Level data Syncing.”  “Field Level data Syncing,” or what I would call “True Syncing,” is the most complex style of “synchronization”.  It requires you to know at a field level in a record which data is the most current.  Applications like “Contact List” or “Appointments” benefit the most from this style.  If you allow your users to alter the “Contact List” information on the PDA, then you need to know when the data on the PDA is correct and when the data on in the database is correct.

Since most “Contact List” information is generated from a CUSTOMER file of some kind, and that file generally contains more information like credit limits and discount terms that isn’t found on the PDA, just check to see if the database record has an older modification date than the PDA won’t work.

The reason I say this is because the modification data may have changed due to the update of data in a field that has nothing to do with the PDA.  So, if the PDA has a contact name or phone number that has been altered to be correct, it may not update the database with the corrections.

As you can see, each type of “synchronization” style products it’s own set of limitations and problem that you have to take into account.  Before you start creating applications to run on your PDA, you must decide how you are going to use the data on the PDA and then how you are going to “synchronize” that data with your database.

The next issue, I will start talking about how to create an application that will run on your PalmPilot.

