Access

Access is a real database – not a spreadsheet like Excel. Access is made for handling data, text and numbers, while Excel is built for calculating. The main difference between Excel and Access is that you do all your work with queries – the table or tables that you use don’t change. Even if you sort or calculate – the table you started with stays the same. The different ways you want to sort or select is saved in the queries. It is also possible to handle large amounts of data in Access – the only limitation is the hard drive on your computer. 
Importing 

The first thing to do when starting Access is naming your database – before you have entered any data. Select New database, enter a name and save the empty database on your computer. You can create tables (worksheets) by entering data – or by importing. To import a worksheet from Excel you choose File – Get external data – Import in the menu. Or right click in the white area and choose Import from the small menu. Either way a import guide is opened and you can start by opening the file. Access looks just for Access files as a standard, so don’t forget to change the file format to Excel in order to see the Excel files. 
You start by choosing the worksheet you want to import. Then tick the box for headers – if you have entered headers in your Excel file – otherwise you can enter the headers in Access. Note that the headers in Access are not a part of your data – they are the names of your columns. There are a number of file formats you can import into Access. Sometimes it can be better to save your Excel file as text (in Excel) and then importing the text file. In that case it is possible to select the format for each column. 
Unlike Excel Access needs to know if the column contains numbers or text (or dates) – if you have a numeric column that suddenly has a letter in one of the cells, that cell will not be imported, and you will get an error message when importing. If you have numbers that you will not be calculating, like zip codes or order numbers it can be good to import them as text instead of numbers. You are asked for a name for your table, and Access also asks if you want to add a primary key. If you have some kind of unique identifier for each row – choose that one instead, otherwise let Access add the primary key. The primary key helps Access to look up things quickly – often it is also used as a cross reference to other tables – a key to connect two tables together. Choose Next in the bottom of each window to complete the import. 
Exercise: Go to http://www.gijc2008.no/participants. Select all the participants and press Ctrl-C to copy them. Open Excel and paste the speakers into an Excel worksheet. Remove the top rows and the first column (if needed) so that you have the first name of the first speaker in cell A1, the organization in cell B1 and the country in cell C1. You can adjust the row height by selecting the whole worksheet and then choose Format – Cells in the menu. Click on the tab labelled Alignment and make sure that the Wrap Text box is not chosen. If you missed the headers, insert a row on top of the worksheet and enter the following headers: Given name, Surname, Country, Title, Company. Save your Excel file. Start Access and import the file into a database named speakers. Name the table Participants.  
Interviewing the table
When the import is done – always start by “interviewing” your table. Double click on the name and you see the whole table. You can use all the usual keys to move around, arrows and page up and down. Close the table by clicking the small x in the upper right corner. Another way to open the table is to select the table and then choose Open. As you can see you are now in the table window – and the commands on top of the box apply to the tables. 
Another way to look at the table is to choose Design. Then you see how the table is designed. What are the names of all the columns, what kind of formats do they have, what are the maximum length of each column. Close the design view of the table by clicking the small x in the upper right corner. Remember that almost every analysis you want to do is done in the queries – the tables stays the same what ever you do.
Sorting 
To sort you will have to create a new query. Start by selecting Queries and then New. Choose to create your query in the design view by clicking OK. Then select the table (or tables) you want to sort and click on Add. Then select Close to close the select table window. This is the Query Design Window – this is where you will do most of your analysis of your table – or tables. In the upper area you find the table you just selected – the lower area is where you design your query. 
One difference from Excel is that you can choose which columns – or fields you want to include in your sorting. You can also choose in which order you want them to appear in your sorted list. Select the columns by double clicking of each field (column) and watch them appear in the design grid in the lower area. You can also drag the fields down – or you can click on the small arrow to the left of the row labelled Field. 
If you want to change the order of the columns then you have to select that column, move the cursor to the upper part of the column – the cursor changes its appearance to an arrow – and then you drag the column to the right place. 

If you want to sort more than one column at a time they have to be placed in that order – last name must be to the left of first name if you want to sort on last name and then first name. The third row in the design grid is called Sort – and this is where you sort. Click in the sort field for the column you wish to sort – choose Ascending (A-Z, 1-10) or Descending (Z-A, 10-1). A rule of thumb is to sort numbers descending and text ascending. Click on the red exclamation mark on the row at the top of the screen – and Access executes the query. 
You can now change between the data view of your query and the design view by clicking on the small button at the far left on the upper row – a box with a set square, a ruler and a pencil. If you want to add another field to the query – or sort on another field you must do your changes in the design view.
Don’t forget to save your query – either by choosing Save as in the menu – or by closing the query. Access then asks for a name for the query. Use names that explain what the query does. And if you plan to work with the table and queries for several days I suggest that you use dates in the beginning of the name of the query. Access stores the queries alphabetically – which could be a real bother if you have created a bunch of them. 

If you are creating a new query based on a previous one – use Save as in the menu. If you just close the query window you will risk loosing the old query. 

Exercise: Create a query that sorts the participants first on country, and then alphabetically by last name. Make sure that the country is the first column and the name is the second. Don’t forget to save your query.
Conditions
While building a query it is possible to choose only some of the columns (fields) for the query. If you also want to select just some of the rows you will have to give a condition for which rows to show. Further down the design grid you see a row called Criteria – this is what you use for conditions. You can enter a simple condition – a number or a text – and Access will show only those rows that contain values that match your condition. You can also use > and < signs (less than and greater than) for columns containing numbers. If you want to select all the rows that contain an empty cell in that column you can use the expression IS NULL – and if you only want to show the rows that contain values you write IS NOT NULL. 
For text columns you can use the expression LIKE – for example LIKE “Washington*” gives you all the rows that says Washington, but also rows with Washington DC, Washington D.C.  – and even Washington state. You can also write LIKE “*York*” to get Access to show all the rows with New York, New York, NY or even just York. 
You can also combine NOT and LIKE and write NOT LIKE “*York*” to exclude every row with anything that contains York in that column. 

If you want to set a condition for more than one field (column) you just write your condition in each criteria square. If you write the two (or more) conditions on the same row – both conditions must be true. (AND) If you write the second condition on the second criteria row one of the conditions must be true. (OR) Compare this to York AND Washington – or York OR Washington. 
Exercise: Create a query that contains all columns, but only the participants that are freelance.  Save your query. Change the query so that it only shows all the persons from Norway and Denmark. Save the new query under a new name. Then change again to show only the freelance participants from Sweden.
Group and summary queries
A great advantage with Access is the easy way to group data and count or sum. Use this to find out how many – or how much. It is possible to do this in Excel by using the pivot table function, but that is pretty complicated. You select the columns (fields) you want to use as headers and the fields you want to count or sum. 
Start by creating a new query, choose New and Design View and select the table you want to use. Click Add to add the table and then Close. Start by selecting the field you want to use as header in your summary query. For example, say that you have a table that contains parking tickets. There are four columns (fields); the city, the street name, the registration for the car and the amount. In each row you have a single parking ticket. If you want to see which car that have received the most parking fines you have to sum on car registration and sum the amount. 
Double click on the column (field) you want to sum on. In this case the registration. Then double click on the field you want to sum – the amount. On the top of the screen there is a button with a sigma sign – the summary button – and when you click on this an extra row appears in the grid – a row called Group by. Keep the group text in the first column and change the second one to Sum by clicking the small arrow in the group square. As you can see there are a number of different ways to sum; count, average, max and so on.

Since you, of course, are interested in the car that has received the most fines, you also want to sort your query. Click the sorting square for the amount field in the design grid and choose Descending. Then click the red exclamation mark to run the query.  Don’t forget to save your query.
You can also find out the street with the highest number of parking tickets – choose street and car registration instead, and choose Count instead of Sum in the grouping square. Don’t forget to sort the column descending and click on the red exclamation mark to view the result of the query. 

You can mix conditions in your summary query – if you add the city to the previous query and then click in the group square you see that among all the sum, count and average you can also see a simple where. Click on that and then write your condition in the condition square. Access will then sum or count only those rows that match your condition. 
Exercise: Create a query that counts how many participants there are from each country. Which country contributes most? Save the query. Then finally do a count of the freelance participants, by country – which country has the most freelances?
Access 




Helena Bengtsson

Global Investigative Journalism Conference 2008




Sveriges Television

2008-09-11




helena.bengtsson@svt.se

