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Now that every tom, dick and harry seems to be aware 
of mobile ‘apps’ – largely down to Apple raising the 
profile through the launch of its iPhone – organisations 
need to recognise how ‘apps’ can make businesses 
more effective and realise that they don’t just exist to 
allow individual users to play with virtual pint glasses or 
try to use their device as a spirit level.

So, what’s actually behind a PDA – Personal Digital 
Assistant - and what sort of information can an 
organisation send, collect, and act upon to make it 
more effective? 

Thinking about field service-orientated organisations, 
it might be a case of creating and sending out jobs to 
an engineer’s PDA, having dynamic forms which an 
engineer can fill in whilst working on the job, getting a 
customer signature directly on to a device, and taking 
photographic evidence before and after the job is done 
so that all the information is captured in a single time 
period. All this information can be sent from a PDA into 
a back-office system or secure website within seconds, 
where a manager is able to view the data in real-time 
and act upon it or use it as part of a management 
report almost immediately.

Multi-user collaborative apps
Far from being individual stand-alone applications, 
advances in technology mean that each mobile ‘app’ 

can act as collaborative tools which enable multiple 
users to communicate different types of information 
whilst out of the office – text, photographs, video 
content, diagrams, free-hand annotation - seamlessly 
and without delay. 

Some examples of the benefits organisations have 
gained through using customised software on PDAs 
include: reducing administration by 90%; eliminating 
one million paper forms; collecting 6000 sales leads per 
month with response to the interested party reduced  
from 14 days to 10 seconds; reducing carbon emissions 
by 12 tonnes; and realising a return on investment 
almost immediately.

It’s not a case of just improving a business process 
with speedy and accurate information transfer though 
– it’s also a case of analysing current business processes 
and seeing how these can be improved upon with the 
use of customised software applications for mobile 
devices. We often find that customers will alter an 
existing process and improve upon it once they realise 
how rich the information is that can be sent and 
received using a handheld device.

Instant information transfer – worldwide
Customers do of course benefit from instant 
information transfer because they can get their jobs 
done more quickly, but many do not realise that all 

the information sources they use may be located in 
destinations thousands of miles from where they are. 

For example, a fundraising agency for charities - 
based in Australia - required a real-time postcode/
address look-up function for their clients. This 
particular process involves keying the postcode into 
the PDA software, which sends a message to the UK 
office, which connects to servers based in the U.S.  The 
servers then respond by sending the resulting address 
information back the same way, so accurate data is 
populated in the software application on the device in 
Australia. And all within a few seconds!

It’s incredible to think that data can be requested 
and distributed so quickly, but with advances such as 
‘Cloud Computing’ customers can be reassured that 
direct hardware costs are reduced, and information 
transfer is still secure, through encrypted data. ‘Cloud 
Computing’ or ‘In The Cloud’ essentially means the 
information is available remotely via the internet 
without the need to store it locally.

Location, location, location
Location-based services have also become a 
hugely compelling reason for equipping users with 
mobile devices – information on an employee’s 
location can be used to schedule a list of jobs/
visits more economically; location-based data can 
be downloaded to the device - such as where the 
nearest petrol station is; or a social worker, for example, 
can send a message to their central office which 
automatically confirms their latitude-longitude co-
ordinates using information from their device.

Proximity marketing
As more and more consumers and business users 
carry a PDA or smartphone, it becomes easier for 
companies to target messages at individuals based on 
the location of their device. 

For example, at an exhibition, a visitor can be 
targeted by exhibiting organisations that are using 
advanced technology which can pick up the location 
of the device. As the visitor passes within a certain 
proximity range (determined by the hardware used), 
the hardware sitting within the exhibition stand 
can ‘send’ a message to the device via a Bluetooth 
network. This data can be integrated with an 
electronic version of the exhibition floor plan so the 
visitor sees the message as a marked location on the 
electronic map, and can immediately see where to go 
to respond.

This technology can be applied not just to 
exhibition spaces, but to any indoor or outdoor space 
– train stations, shopping centres, concert venues, 
festivals etc., providing the visitor with a richer data 
enhanced experience through their mobile device.

These types of technologies do require the visitor 
to be ‘found’ by a Bluetooth network for example, so 
the visitor still has the choice of whether to enable 
the messages to reach them or whether to remain 
‘undiscovered’. Therefore, privacy is not compromised 
as visitors still ultimately control whether or not they 
can be targeted.  

Security
Collecting data on paper is inherently insecure as it 
can be read by others, it can get lost or stolen, and 
information can’t be transferred instantly on to an 
internal system. Electronic data, however, is generally 
more secure due to encryption and security settings, 
as long as these are used correctly, and it can be 
transferred to a database in seconds. For example, on 
a PDA device, our data is encrypted when saved to 
the device and when sent from it, so there is no risk 
of unauthorised access. We also delete data from the 
device when it’s sent to the client’s back-office or to our 
secure websites. Website security is managed through 
SSL and allocated logins and passwords, so that only 
specified users can access their organisation’s data. 
This makes the whole process more secure than using 
paper forms.

What’s in a device?
Depending on factors such as the amount of usage, the 
locations devices need to be used in, and the features 
– has it got a stylus, a camera, a GPS facility etc. – then 
there are devices which are right for all different types 
of user. 

Some organisations will prefer to use existing 
devices and extend the functionality of them - such 
as the BlackBerry their employees may already use for 
emailing and calendars, whereas some organisations 
will choose new devices and sign a contract with a 
network supplier to enable them to have the devices 
for free. An oil distribution company may prefer to 
purchase ruggedised devices which are hard-wearing 
and intrinsically safe, whereas a company attending 
an event may choose to rent a standard device with 
a large screen for a few days, running the Windows 
Mobile operating system in order to capture sales leads 
and take signatures.

Conclusion
There are many choices available for mobilising 
an organisation’s operations, and solutions to fit all 
budgets, organisation types, and industries. One thing is 
certain though – sales of smartphones/PDAs are set to 
increase year-on-year and have done so for the past ten 
years.  So whether you provide your employees with 
a mobile device or whether they purchase their own, 
there is a growing demand for business productivity 
‘apps’  as the lines between personal usage and work-
related usage become more blurred.  

A PDA is now serious business,  
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By TAAP Limited

Biography
TAAP is a provider of software 
applications operating on 
mobile devices and web 
consoles, designed for any 
industry. www.ontaap.com


