Access Archon Column #14 – Pick from/Write to Combo Boxes

By Helen Feddema

One of the handiest uses of combo boxes on an Access form is to let you easily select an item from a list, then write it to a field in another table that is not in the form's record source (I call this a Pick from/Write to combo box).  The need for such a combo box setup arises when you have a many-to-many link, such as Courses and Students (one Course has many Students, and one Student takes many Courses), or Books and Authors.  Since there is no explicit many-to-many link type in Access, such a link is accomplished by setting up two one-to-many links, using a linking table (for the "many" side of the two links) containing just the two key fields from the two main tables to be linked.  In this column I will discuss an example using Books and Authors.

Normally a combo box on a form is bound to a field in the form's record source (in this case tblBooks), but in this case you need something different:  a subform with just a single combo box control on it, with the list of authors displayed in the combo box's row source, and the combo box bound to the Author field in the tblBookAuthors table.  tblBookAuth is a linking table, containing just two fields, BookID and AuthorID; it is used to link two tables (tblBooks and tblAuthors) in a many-to-many relationship.  The fields in the three tables are listed below:

tblBooks
tblBookAuthors
tblAuthors

BookID
BookID
AuthorID

Title
AuthorID
FirstName

PubDate

MiddleName

Publisher

LastName

[etc.]

[etc.]

No code is needed to make this combo box work – it works by just binding the combo box to the right control on a linked subform.  Here is a brief description of how to set up a Pick from/Write to combo box to select authors for books, assuming you have created tables like the ones described above:

1. Create a form called frmBooks with tblBooks as its record source.

2. Place fields from tblBooks on frmBooks as desired.  Note that there is no Author field.

3. Create a form called fsubBookAuthors with tblBookAuthors as its record source.

4. Place a combo box (cboAuthor) on fsubBookAuthors, bound to the AuthorID field, and shrink the form to just fit around the combo box.

5. Enter the following properties for cboAuthor:
RowSource: SELECT DISTINCTROW tblAuthors.AuthorID, [LastName] & ", " & [FirstName] & " " & [MiddleName] AS AuthorName FROM tblAuthors ORDER BY tblAuthors.AuthorID;
ColumnCount:  2
ColumnWidths:  0";2"
BoundColumn:  1

6. Close fsubBookAuthors, and drag it as a subform onto frmBooks.

7. Check that both the LinkChildFields and LinkMasterFields properties list BookID as the linking field.

8. Make the subform tall enough to display several rows of the combo box on the subform, and wide enough to display the full width of the combo box plus the drop-down arrow.

9. Now you can select as many authors as you need for a book in the subform; each selection will become a record in tblBookAuthors, with the appropriate BookID and AuthorID in its fields.

