
Summarizing with access

Grouping is another key skill in Access. Reporters use it to answer questions that start with the words, “How many…?” and “How much…?”

Think of grouping as working with categories, or piles. You want to know the candidate who received the most in contributions, or the intersection with the most accidents. You need “totals” (or “group-by” or “summary”) queries to answer the question.

Reporters use grouping to:

· Focus further reporting to categories with particular characteristics, like neighborhoods with the most home loan rejections, or families who contributed the most money to candidates.

· Produce summary statistics that will be exported to Excel for further analysis: The number of complaints by type of business, or the number of c-sections by hospital or doctor.

· Test databases they receive from the government to find errors in translation codes, missing records, or incorrect totals. 

Setting up a totals query 

You start your query the same way you start a filter query.

With grouping, though, you have one last step: Clicking on the totals symbol to add the instructions for Access to group the results: 
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A new line appears, filled out with the words, Group By. 


Here are some other choices for that line:
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Envision your answer

There are two crucial pieces to every totals, query:

Labels = The words or categories you want to see, which are shown as Group By in the Totals row. They’re equivalent to individual piles you make, or, in playing cards, the suits of the cards.

Values = The number you want Access to calculate, usually Count, Sum or Avg. They’re the answers to the how many and how much questions – The value of campaign contributions or the number of hearts.

Try to envision your answer – the table that you want to see at the end:

Suit
Num Cards
Point Count

Hearts
4
30

Spades
4
29

Clubs
2
13

Diamonds
2
10


You Group By Suit for your labels, you Count the cards id’s, and you Sum their values: 
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Counting – How many?

Many of your queries will be simple counts, sorted to find something you express as the most: Which zip code has the most crimes, which airline the most accidents, or which company the most contracts?

In Access, it’s crucial to choose the correct column to count. We really want to know how many records fall into each category. That means we want to count records, not values. 

Count a field that’s always filled in, even if you have to create one.

Checking for filled-in fields

Filter for a Null value in the field you intend to count in a simple filter query, selecting all fields and an additional copy of the field you’re testing:
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If it’s always filled out, Access will come back with a single record, in which all fields are empty:
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Counting by one category:

Pick your word (Group-by) and number (count). You’ll usually want to see the most common occurrence first, so you normally will sort by a Descending count:
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Displays the most common stage in airlines’ service difficulty reports occurs during maintenance and inspections:
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Counting by more than one category:

Add categories by dragging the new ones to the lower area and leaving the Totals row as “Group By”.
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Note that Access doesn’t produce sub-totals for you:
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Summing (totaling) values by category

The only difference between counting and summing is in which field you choose for your number column. You always have to sum a number field. It wouldn’t make sense to try to add counties or ID numbers:
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Asks for the total soft money contributions given in the 1995-96 election cycle, sorted with the committee that got the most shown first.
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Averaging values

This is the same as summing. 

There is one trick to this one, too, though: Access ignores missing values, but counts values that are entered as zero. Make sure there are no fake values included in your data if the field is missing. Otherwise, you’ll have to use criteria. 
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Requests both the sum of and the average amount of soft money contributions, by committee:
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Filtering with grouping

Filtering requires you add the category with another of Access’ options, the Where clause. Use Where instead of Group By, Sum, or Count in the Total line to filter within a field.

Here is how you’d filter for the count, sum, and average soft money contributions for committees that contain the word “DNC”:
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Note that you can’t turn on the Show box when you’ve chosen the Where clause. That means you have to choose the field twice to both filter in it and show it in your results.
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Tips, traps and frequently asked questions

Access won’t let me run the query:
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The Total line on the query must be filled out. If you want to see the entries in a field, you should pick “Group By.” If you want math, choose the function. If you want to use it as a criteria, choose “Where”.

I get an error  when I try to sum

[image: image17.png]



Check the field you’re summing. It must be a numeric field. This is the number you’ll add up, so it’s got to make sense, as an amount, or something else you want to do math on.

Access works just fine choosing the same field to count as the one I Group By. 

Just make sure you know what you’re missing. You’ll miss the count of missing values, which is sometimes the biggest category:

And which one will you use when you’re grouping by two categories? Your answers might be completely different.

I get the same answers when I just put the criteria under the Group By field. Why bother adding a “where” clause?

You’ll get the same answer so long as you are searching for text fields in your criteria. But it could take much longer on a big database. 

But worse, it’ll screw up any criteria that work with numbers:

This query
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Gives you any committee that raised more than $100,000:
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This query
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gives you the total of large contributions (those greater than $100,000):
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Use grouping to check your data

Many reporters go through the pain of counting up records, and adding up any crucial values, by each category before they ever start analyzing their data for a story. 

That’s because the effort will point to problems in the data, such as missing values, negative numbers where there shouldn’t be any, or dates in the future. It will also show you whether or not any code translations are incorrect (see the Joining handout for more details).

Type all of your criteria into one column:

To speed your work up and make fewer columns in  your form, you can put all of your criteria in one spot. Just include the field name (it must be in brackets [ ]) and contain the appropriate AND or OR words. You also have to type the word Like and the quotation marks for wildcard searches
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Make your queries foolproof by typing an expression for counts:

True byteheads don’t check the field they want to count. Instead, they use a formula to tell Access, “Count up records, not values in a field”:
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NumRecs is just a word that tells Access what you want to call the column in your answer. Count is the function you’ve asked Access to perform. The * means “All Fields.” Instead of using Group By, Count, or Where in the Total row, use the word “Expression” to tell Access that this is a calculation.
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