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Handhelds/Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs) 
 

How have PDAs been used for collecting information from children? 
Researchers and practitioners use handheld/PDA-based surveys to collect health information and/or to measure 
program effects. Surveys using handheld/PDA devices have been used successfully with children ages 9 years and 
older. 

What are 
important 
considerations 
when using 
handheld/PDA 
surveys with 
children? 

 Children under 11 years of age may need visual as well as verbal stimuli to make 
issues concrete. 

 Investigators can use standard survey questions with children ages 11 and older, but 
the questions must be modified to reflect children’s cognitive and language abilities, 
address issues of confidentiality of reporting certain behaviors, and ensure they are 
relevant to children’s main social and cultural context (e.g., home or school).  

 In general, children perceive computer-based surveys, particularly those using 
PDAs, as fun and interactive. 

 Filling out handheld/PDA surveys is typically easier for children than filling out 
written surveys because of features such as audio and automatic skip patterns. 

 The use of audio-enhanced surveying is ideal for children with lower literacy skills; 
it also can provide an opportunity for children to hear a culturally familiar voice. 

 Children can typically complete more questions in a given timeframe using 
handheld devices than on written surveys. 

 Surveying using handheld devices saves resources (e.g., paper, data entry costs); it 
also facilitates data analysis by reducing the potential for data entry errors and 
reducing the time between data collection and analysis.  

 The number of children interviewed at a single time is limited by the number of 
handheld devices/PDAs available for surveying. 

 This method requires specialized software, and may require time to become familiar 
with the technology when creating surveys. 

 Hardware and software purchases can increase the setup cost the first time this 
method is used, with total costs going down for future uses. 

What are the 
advantages of 
using this 
approach? 
• Acceptability 
• Ease of use 
• Flexibility 
• Privacy 
• Data quality 
• Data management  

What the Research Says… 
 Data collectors and youth report positive experiences with PDA-based data 

collection and preferences for this mode over written surveys. 

 Using PDAs is convenient for data collection in diverse settings and in resource 
poor environments.3 

 PDAs are more portable than laptop computers.1,2 
 Data collectors and youth need relatively little training to use the PDAs.3 
 Data collectors report relatively few technical problems.3   
 The inclusion of an audio component allows students with cognitive deficits and 

language barriers to complete PDA surveys in a similar amount of time as other 
students. 2 

 PDAs offer more privacy than written surveys and other computer-based methods 
that have larger display screens (laptops and desktops), making it easier for youth to 

 



     

provide truthful answers to sensitive questions. 1,2,3 
 Compared with written surveys, reliability estimates were found to be adequate and 

similar.3   

What are the 
drawbacks of 
this approach? 
• Equipment 
• Data quality 
• Cost  
 

What the Research Says… 
 Use of PDAs for data collection requires access to adequate numbers of PDAs that 

are loaded with survey software. Depending on the needs of the project, these 
purchases can be costly. 

 The effect of audio enhancement on reliability estimates and missing data for 
students with special education needs or for English learners is unclear and requires 
further investigation. 2   

 Reliability estimates for special education students were notably lower than for 
regular or English learner students. Studies on whether PDAs yield better data for 
special education students as compared to written surveys are forthcoming. 2 

 The small size of the PDA screen may make it more difficult to answer users’ 
questions about what is on the screen without getting very close to students and 
infringing on their personal space.1  
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