Access Archon Column #3:  Mysteries of the Enums

By Helen Feddema

Many Access functions and methods (and a few properties) take arguments – sometimes many arguments.  For some arguments you need to supply textual information (such as a form name) or numeric information (the width of a column), but other arguments take either named constants or their numeric equivalents.  More and more named constants have been added with each version of Access.  Microsoft has chosen to cluster these named constants together in constructs called Enums (from Enumerations), which you can see in the Object Browser.  Some Enums (such as those in the DAO object model) are explicitly labeled as such, for example the CollatingOrderEnum, which includes constants from dbSortArabic to dbSortUndefined.  (The constants in the CollatingOrderEnum are used to set the CollatingOrder property of a Database object.)

In the Access object model, a different convention is used:  Enums are identified by a capitalized first letter, such as the AcCommand Enum in the Access object model, which contains a long list of command constants from acCmdAboutMicrosoftAccess to acCmdZoomBox.  These constants are used as arguments for the RunCommand method of the DoCmd object.

VBA Enums don't use a consistent naming convention – some use the same convention as Access, capitalizing the first letter of the Enum name, such as VbAppWinStyle (containing window style constants from vbHide to vbNormalNoFocus), while others have no prefix at all, such as the ColorConstants Enum, which contains color constants from vbBlack to vbYellow.

In the case of methods and properties, you can see the name of the Enum in the bottom pane of the Object Browser for a selected method or property.  To see what I mean, open the Object Browser in Access, select DoCmd in the Classes list and RunCommand in the Members of 'DoCmd' list, and you will see 

Sub RunCommand(Command As AcCommand)

in the lower pane, indicating that the members of the AcCommand Enum are used as arguments for this method.

Functions aren't listed in the Object Browser, but often their Help topic will list the appropriate constants that can be used for a particular function.  Open the MsgBox Function Help topic for an example.  It helpfully lists the numerous VBA constants you can use for the function's several arguments.  But this same Help topic is less helpful when it repeats the outdated recommendation to use Chr(13) & Chr(10) to break message lines, when the new vbCrLf constant is ever so much handier.

Named constants have different prefixes, indicating which object model they belong to:  ac for Access, vb for VBA, and db for DAO.  Constants are not restricted to use in their native object model, however; you can use the VBA named constants with components of the Access and DAO object models, and with Access functions as well.  Take a look at the lists of constants in the Object Browser, when you need to supply an value for an argument.

Some of the most useful constants are found in the ColorConstants and Constants Enums in the VBA object model – no longer do you need to supply cryptic numeric codes for colors, or sequences of ASCII numbers for various special characters! (vbCrLf, vbNullString, and vbTab are especially useful).

An extra tip:  if you need to supply arguments in Outlook VBS code, you can't use the named constants; instead, supply the constant's numeric equivalent, which is listed in the bottom pane of the Object Browser for each constant.

