Access Archon Column #19 – Fields and Controls – There Is a Difference!

By Helen Feddema

Fields are pieces of data in a table record (they correspond to the columns you see in datasheet view).  Controls are interface elements on forms and reports, which either display data from fields (in which case they are bound controls), or display text (labels), or serve as decorative elements (lines, rectangles, and images).  Some controls also let you select from a list of values (combo boxes and list boxes), or a group of options (option groups).

The distinction between fields and controls is an important one, which unfortunately is often blurred in magazine articles and introductory books on Access (I came across some particularly bad examples in an Access book I tech. edited recently).  To make things worse, several of the standard ways to create an Access form give bound controls the same names as their fields, which can cause problems when the ambiguous names are referenced elsewhere in your application.

Why does it make a difference?  Consider these lists of things you can do with fields (on the one hand) and controls (on the other):

Fields

Use to link to another table in a relationship

Link a form and subform

Use for filtering, ordering and sorting in forms or reports

Use for report grouping

Use for running sums in reports

Controls

Set Focus

Drop Down

Apply a large variety of color, size and special effects properties

Requery

Can be locked or unlocked, enabled or disabled

Can be visible or invisible

The above lists represent only a small portion of the differences between fields and controls.  To see the full extent of the differences, check out the methods and properties of the Field Object and the Textbox Control in Access Help.

To see how easy it is to run into problems caused by confusing fields and controls, try this experiment:  select a table in the Tables tab of an Access database, and click the AutoForm button to create an autoform from the table.  Switch the new form to design view, and look at its text box controls.  Every one of them has the same name as the field to which it is bound.  In code, sometimes you need to reference a field and sometimes you need to reference a control.  If you use a naming convention for controls, such as the Leszynski Naming Convention (LNC) used by many Access developers, there is no confusion.  The statement

Forms![frmEmployeesByCountry].OrderBy = "[Country]"

clearly applies to a field (since 'Country' has no prefix), and the statement

Me![cboCountry].SetFocus

Me![cboCountry].DropDown

clearly refers to a combo box control, indicated by the 'cbo' prefix.

If 'Country' could be either a field in a table, or a control on a form, you could generate syntax errors when you use it with a property or method that only applies to a field, or only to a control.  How do you prevent these problems?  You need to rename every control (and preferably also higher-level database objects, such as tables, forms and reports) with the appropriate prefixes.  Not only will a naming convention prevent syntax errors caused by confusion between fields and controls, but it also goes a long way toward making your code self-commenting, so you always know what kind of object your code is working with.

Applying a naming convention manually is a daunting task, one so onerous that I created an Access add-in to automate the process.  As my New Year's present to my readers, you can download this add-in from my Web site, at the following URL:

http://www.ulster.net/~hfeddema/CodeSamples.htm#code4.zip

