Access Archon Column #1:  Null to Zero

By Helen Feddema

Way before Access existed, I yearned for a great Windows database, to go with the other Microsoft Office applications, Word and Excel.  I wrote to Microsoft about the need for such a database back when I was beta testing Word 1.1, and in 1992 I was invited to join the beta of Access 1.0.  Even at that early stage, Access was clearly a winner, and I soon ditched dBASE and Paradox, and moved over to Access development.

Access has gone through several upgrades since then – 1.1, 2.0, 95 and 97 (how's that for a numbering sequence?).  In typical Microsoft fashion, simple, basic modifications developers have requested from the first beta have been neglected (for example:  carry-through of database object name changes, automatic use of a naming convention, sticky column sizes in the query designer, Find and Replace in the Zoom window, and a MDI interface), while fancy new un-asked for features have been added (all the Internet stuff in Access 95, for example), at the instigation of marketing suits or the ever-popular Usability Lab (which might better be called the Excusability Lab), allegedly reflecting what "real users" want in the product.

Well, inadequacies in the product are just an opportunity for developers to hone their skills, and maybe create some marketable 3rd party add-ins.  In this column I will discuss a variety of workarounds for various problems you may encounter while working with Access, and describe ways to make your Access databases more efficient and attractive.

I'll start with the handy Nz (Null to Zero) function, which was introduced back in Access 95, but has had remarkably little publicity for such a handy tool, apparently even within Microsoft, because Access 97 Help topics are still full of obsolete advice on using older, less efficient methods such as the IsNull function combined with an If … Then or Select Case statement to detect and deal with Nulls in fields or expressions.

Why do you need to deal with Nulls?  Simply, most of the Access data types can't store Null values, so if you try to store a Null to (say) an Integer variable, you will get the dreaded "Invalid Use of Null" error message when you run the code.  Using the Nz function converts a Null in a field, control or variable into either a zero (for numeric fields), or a zero-length string (""), thereby making it acceptable in the target variable..  

You can even use Nz to insert a value of your choice (instead of a 0 or "") if a field or variable contains a Null, such as "[No data in field]" – sometimes a handy option for reports.  Nulls are particularly likely to cause problems when you are using OLE Automation to transfer data to another application, so if you are exporting Access data to Outlook or Word, I recommend using the Nz function to wrap each piece of data you are exporting, to prevent problems.

Example:

Say you are picking up date values from fields in a form's record source, to use for filtering a report.  What happens if there are no values in these date fields?  You are then feeding Null values to the report, and you will get an error message.  You can use Nz to fix this problem, optionally supplying default Start and End dates where no dates are stored, by using the following function to process the date (just substitute To for From, and supply an appropriate ending date, to get the equivalent ToDate function):

Public Function FromDate() As Date

Dim dbs As Database

   Dim rst As Recordset

   'Pick up from date from Info table

   Set dbs = CurrentDb

   Set rst = dbs.OpenRecordset("zstblInfo", dbOpenTable)

   With rst

      .MoveFirst

      FromDate = Nz(![FromDate], "1/1/90")

      .Close

   End With

   Debug.Print "From date: " & FromDate

End Function

The FromDate function picks up the Start date from a little table which I use to store information needed throughout an application.  This is a nice option for reports, guaranteeing that even if the user hasn't supplied Start and End dates, you will still get a report printing for a pre-defined date range.  If you want to get fancy, you can use Access' extensive date management functions to set the From and To dates to (say) the beginning and end of the current year, or from 3 months before today to 3 months in the future – but that will have to wait for another column!

