A database is nothing more than a file that contains useful information that you need to save and retrieve in the future. A database can consist of a single name and address, or several million names and addresses. A typical Access database file consists of several parts:

Fields:
A field contains a single chunk of information such as name, street address, or phone number.

Records:
A record consists of one or more fields. A business card is a paper version of a database record that stores fields (name, address, phone number, and so on) about a single person (record).

Tables:
A table displays records in rows and columns, much like a spreadsheet. Tables group related records, such as records of all your customers or records of all your invoices.

Forms:
A form displays all the fields of a single record onscreen, mimicking a paper form, so that you can add, edit, or view a single record at a time.

Queries:
A query lets you retrieve certain information based on your criteria such as only retrieving names and addresses of people who earn more than $55,000 a year and have children.

Reports:
A report arranges your data in a certain way, such as showing all customers who placed over 1,100 orders last year or all customers who live within a certain ZIP code.

Access is known as a relational database. Basically, this means you can store data in separate tables and link or "relate" them together to avoid duplicating data in multiple tables. One table might contain customer names and addresses while a separate, related table might contain those same customers’ purchase orders.

Here are the two basic steps to using a database. First, you need to design your database, which means deciding what type of information your database will hold, such as names, addresses, e-mail addresses, telephone numbers, and so on.

After you design a database, the second step is filling it with actual data, such as typing the name Mik John in the Name field or the e-mail address MJohn@somecompany.com in the E-mail field.

The whole purpose of a database is to store information you need to retrieve in the future, such as names and phone numbers of customers. For example, there is no point in storing the fax number for people if you will never need to send them a fax.

When you first create a database, you will probably start out with a single table that contains customer information. Inside the Customer Information table will be multiple records where each record represents a single customer. Each record will consist of multiple fields such as First Name, Company Name, Phone Number, and E-mail Address.

To help you edit and view your database table information, you might eventually want to create a form that displays your fields on the screen mimicking a paper form that is easy to read.

If you find yourself searching for the same type of information on a regular basis, such as looking for the names of your best customers (those who order more than $1,100 worth of products from you a week), you can store this search criteria as a query. Then you can just click on the query name and make Access show you exactly what you want to find.

Finally, you may want to print out your data in a way that makes sense to you, such as printing a quarterly sales report. By saving your printing criteria in a report, you can make Access print out selected data on a page that is easy for you to read and understand.

Features like forms, queries, and reports are optional but handy. Features like tables, records, and fields are necessary to store your information in your database.

To design a database, you need to first create a database table and then define the names of all the fields you want to store in that particular table. Database tables let you divide a file into separate parts. For example, one database table may hold the names and addresses of all your customers, a second database table may hold the names and addresses of all your employees, and a third database table may hold the names and addresses of your suppliers. Access stores all this related information in a single Access file that is saved on your hard disk.

	Customer Table:
	Employee Table:
	Supplier Table:

	Name Field
	Name Field
	Name Field

	Address Field
	Employee ID Field
	Invoice Number Field

	Phone Number Field
	Salary Field
	Amount Due Field


To design your database, you can create a database from scratch or use an existing template, which you can modify. Designing a database means defining both the number of fields to use for storing information and the maximum amount of data each field can hold.

If you have a field that stores last names, what is the maximum number of characters you want the field to hold? If you make the field hold too few characters, people with long last names (maybe they are hyphenated) won’t be able to enter their entire name. Conversely, if you make the field hold too many characters, you waste storage space.

Similarly, if you have a field that stores numbers, what are the maximum and minimum limits on the numbers you want to save in that field? If you are storing someone’s age, you probably do not want the field to contain negative numbers or numbers beyond 200. If your field needs to hold salaries, the field may need to hold large numbers but no negative numbers.

In general, store information in separate fields. So rather than create a single field to hold someone’s full name, create two separate fields: One field holds a first name, and the second field holds the last name. By storing last names in a separate field, you can easily yank last names out of your database to create form letters that state, "The John family has just won $15,000 dollars in the Publisher’s Sales Pitch Sweepstakes!"

