Access Archon Column #21 – Printing Forms And Why You Shouldn't

By Helen Feddema

Sometimes new Access users, having finished a form and seeing that it looks good on screen, think they can just print the form, and get a nice-looking printout of their data.  Access lets you print a form (just as it lets you place command buttons and combo boxes on reports), but you really shouldn't, except perhaps for a quick printout during form development.  Anyone who has tried printing a form knows it doesn't necessarily work out well in practice.

To see what I mean, open the Northwind sample database and print the Employees form.  This form has a Tab control, with two pages, displaying Company and Personal information respectively.  However, when you print the form you get a very curious document, with "Nancy Davolio" at the top (the name of the first employee), and the other records displayed one after the other, much like they are on the form, but with one significant exception:  only the data from the Company Info page is displayed!  This printout has some other problems, too.

It takes six pages to print the information, and it includes the gray form background and the picture of the employee (real toner wasters!).  Additionally, the printout has no title (unless you count the misleading "Nancy Davolio"), and no header or footer.

Why do forms print so poorly?  The reason is that forms and reports serve very different purposes.  A form is intended to let users examine and modify data in records, one record at a time.  A form displays all the fields in the record (or all the ones available for modification), perhaps using a Tab control to manage large numbers of fields.  A report, on the other hand, typically displays information from many records on one page, often grouped and sorted by one or more fields.  Forms often make use of colored backgrounds and graphics; reports don't need them, and will be much slower if you use these features.

In the case of the Employees form, while it is convenient to examine each employee's company and/or personal information, then move on to the next, in a report you would be much more likely to want to group employees by LastName, Country, or some other field.  To see how much more useful a real report is (compared to a form printout), make a simple grouped report based on the Northwind Employees table as follows:

Select the Employees table; drop down the New Object menu on the toolbar and select Report, then select Report Wizard from the New Report dialog.  On the first screen of the Wizard, select the Country, LastName, FirstName, Title, EmployeeID and Extension fields for the report.  On the second screen, select Country and LastName for grouping levels, then click the Finish button to accept the defaults for the remaining options.

The resulting report, though you would probably want to do a few adjustments, is much more useful than the printed form.  The records are grouped first by country, then by last name, and the entire report fits on a single page.  This is a much more useful way of displaying data from multiple records, and not that much trouble.

So when you are wondering whether to print a form, or create and print a report, just think about the purpose of doing the printout:  if you want to check the form layout, or see if a colleague likes the way the form looks, print the form; if you want to examine the data behind the form, print a report based on the same data.

