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Handheld Computing Predictions: What Went Wrong? 119

1995 70m PDA Technologic Computerworld, Aug 31 92
1994 3.2m hand-held Data uest Sales & Marketin M tFeb 91

The handheld computing predictions can be divided into three distinct periods,

based on the most common definition of what the product category was assumed to be.

Though these products were always assumed to be highly portable, and were

computing devices, the names given to them varied over time. Predictions before

1992 tended to focus on handheld computers being pen-based. Predictions made

around 1994 tended to define handhelds as Personal Digital Assistants CPDAs), while

predictions afterwards used the label handheld computer or handheld companion.

While longer-terrn predictions about the handheld computer market were inflated

in the first stage (the pen-based stage), they were surprisingly accurate in the second

stage (the PDA stage), and even became excessively conservative in the third stage

(the handheld stage). Figure 1 plots these numerical predictions against the actual size

of the world handheld computing market, as reported by Dataquest.

Handheld Computer Sales Forecasts (Units)

A PDA (70m)
PB (6.lm)

5m

4m

Bmecasts

3m
PB = Pen-Based Computers
PDA = Personal Digital Assistants
HH = Handheld Computers

2m

Q = Actual Shipments (Dataquest)

lm     
1995 1996 1997 1998 1999

Fig. 1. Handheld computer sales forecasts appear to be almost random, unless the forecasts are

classified by product concept definition. The first definition (pen-based) results in

overestimates, the second definition (personal digital assistants) is not as inaccurate as often

suggested, and the third definition (handhelds) is conservative

During the period when handheld computers were assumed to be primarily pen-

based computers, the predictions of future market size can be fairly criticized for

being both highly variable and too inflated. One prediction of 70 million PDAs by the

year 1995 falls into the category of pure fantasy. Yet, by 1994, when the industry

began to talk about the importance of PDAs more generally, the widely published long
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