Filtering with Access

Filtering is one of the most common things you'll do in any database manager. Master filtering with queries, and you’ll be able to find most anything in a database. The skill will even help you when you search the Internet.

You'll use databases as tip sheets for reporting – they give you questions, not answers. Here are some examples of uses of filtering:

Find good examples worth examining for a larger story: Old, forgotten and potentially dangerous dams or bridges, charities with unusually high administrative costs.

Find people to interview: Campaign contributors in an area or occupation, gun dealers or pilots.

Get background for breaking news: Previous incidents at the site of an industrial accident, toxins held at the site of a spill, histories of an intersection. You’ll have to confirm them, but you’ll have details no one will give you unless prompted.

Perform a quick check on a tip to evaluate whether it’s worth pursuing. If you can’t confirm it in the database, it might still be true. But you can question the accuracy of some tips quickly, or find details to support others.

Vertical filtering – Picking fields

Once you've set up your main query screen, use Access first to get a vertical cut of your data. You’ll normally choose only the fields that might have newsworthy information in them, or fields that will help you confirm results, such as dates of birth along with names.




Once you've chosen your fields, you might sort by each of them to look for problems, such as missing data:
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Filter horizontally with criteria

To pick out rows, use the Criteria section of the design grid. Enter the word or other condition you need.

Filter for words

Enter the word you’re searching for in the design grid under the field it’s in:

Dams in Summit County:
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You don’t need to type the quotation marks. Access will add them after you hit the Enter key or move to another part of the window.
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You’ll only get answers that match exactly. 

Filter for numbers:

Type the number you’re searching for into the criteria. Use the less than, and greater than, symbols to find large and small numbers:

< is Less Than. It points to the left
> is Greater Than. It points to the right.

Old dams:
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Will retrieve dams built in 1945 and earlier. Access does not include dams with missing years in its list.
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Filter for dates

Type in something that looks like a date. These three entries are all converted to the same thing by Access:

7/23/85
Jul-23-85

become

#7/23/85#
July 23, 1985


Dams that haven’t been inspected since 1990:
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Narrow with AND 

To find records that match all of the criteria you specify, put the criteria all on the same line. This is equivalent to typing “AND”. It will produce the least number of records.

Old, forgotten dams in Summit County:
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Widen with OR

Sometimes you want to find certain newsworthy people along with their associates. Use OR to tell Access to give you either one. You’ll always get at least as many records as you got with only one criteria when you use OR.

To enter an OR, put the criteria on the next line down under its field.
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You get 56 contributions using just the name of one sugar family in South Florida, FANJUL.

To find the Fanjuls and their associates, look for the LAST name FANJUL or the OCCUPATION of FLO-SUN INC.
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You pick up another seven records.

Each new OR condition goes in its own line. Keep scrolling down your lower window to get new blank lines.

Inexact matches with wildcards

All data is dirty. That often means that company names are entered differently, words are misspelled, or there are other reasons you can’t use exact matches.

· Use an asterisk (*) to mean “find any words or numbers here.”

· Use a question mark (?) to mean “find any single letter or number here.”

Search for entries that begin with a word or phrase:

Put a single asterisk after the phrase you want to find. To find any occupation beginning with a word, type the word then an asterisk: FLO-SUN*:
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You don’t have to type the word Like or the quotation marks. When you type the asterisk, Access adds these for you. Because the asterisk is at the end, Access will give you anything that begins with FLO-SUN.
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Search for a word or phrase anywhere in the field:

To find the word SUGAR anywhere in the occupation field:
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The asterisks surround the word: *SUGAR*.
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Search for misspelled words

If words aren’t entered consistently, use question marks in key positions to find close matches:
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*FLO?S?N* searches for anything with something that looks like FLO-SUN in it, such as FLO SUN or FLO-SON.
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Putting it all together

Putting ANDs and ORs together can be a bit dicey. 

Make sure to put the AND condition next to each OR condition it applies to. This means you sometimes have to repeat the AND part on each line.
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This query finds:

· Anyone who put down an occupation that looks something like FLO-SUN, along with

· Anyone with the last name of FANJUL who has the word, SUGAR, anywhere in the occupation, along with

· Anyone with the last name of FANJUL from a city with the words PALM BEACH in it.

Tips and traps

My answer doesn’t contain fields I selected for output: 
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Check the Show box for the field. Click on the box to check it on again. 

I lost a criteria I know I put in:

You probably just don’t have enough room on your screen to show all of them. 

Check the scroll bars in the area with the lost element. If the button isn’t all the way at the top, or all the way to the left, you just have to scroll up or left to see the rest of your query. The same thing happens in the upper window.
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How do I change column widths? 

Click in the right border of the column in the top (in the gray area), and drag it to the right until you see as much as you want.

How do I move a column in my answer?

In either the design grid or the answer, click in the gray area above the field name to select the column. Now click when you see the arrow, and drag it to the new location.

How do I save my results?

Normally, you’ll save only the question form you’ve filled out, not the answer it produces. To save the question form, just pick the menu item File, Save As/Export. Then give the query a name: 
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Next time you look under the query tab in the main database window, you can run this query by pressing “Open”, or modify it by pressing “Design.”
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If you really want to save your answer, then you have to make a Make Table query. Normally, Access produces what it calls a Select query, in which your answers only last while the window with them is open. Choose the menu item, Query, Make Table, then give it a name. 
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Note that you will store another copy of the table, which could result in a very big database if you do this a lot. The table will appear under the Tables tab of the main database window.

Is it AND or is it OR?

OR means: 
You’ll get more records. It widens your net so more fish can get in.

AND means: You’ll get fewer records. It narrows your net, filtering out more fish.

Getting lost in the windows? Read it in SQL
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Sometimes reading the computer language that generates a query is easier than stepping through the windows. To look at the program, use the drop-down menu on the upper left corner, and choose SQL View:
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To return to the form, choose Design View from the same menu.

Type the “or” instead of using another line

Instead of repeating each criteria on a separate line, you can write out the word “or” in a single line to pick out many possibilities in one field:

You type this:
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And Access changes it to:
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Search for missing values

Use the keyword Null to look for fields with missing entries. If you type “null”, Access adds the word “is”.

[image: image29.png]Fild:
Table:
St
Show
Citeria

LAsT

REST

OCCUPATION

CONTRIE

CONTRIE

CONTRIE

Ts il





Search for “everything but”

Use the keyword Not, or use the symbol <>, to look for every record that doesn’t contain your criteria:
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