Problem #7: Defining Field Lookup Properties

Microsoft Access for Windows 95 (version 7) introduced the ability to define lookup properties for fields in tables to allow you to pre-define how you want the field displayed in a datasheet, form, or report. For example, if you have a DepartmentID field in an Employees table that stores the foreign key value of the department for which the employee works, you can display the department name rather than the number value when you look at the data. If you’re displaying a Yes/No field, you can provide a drop-down list that shows options for “invoiced” and “not invoiced” instead of yes and no or true and false. Using a lookup—a combo box or list box on a form to select values from a related table to set a foreign key—is not a bad idea in some instances. For example, you can open the frmOrders form in the Inventory application, and you’ll see combo boxes for both Customer and Tax Status. However, I avoid defining lookup properties for fields in my tables unless the “looked up” value is also the foreign key. 

More Info: In Chapter 3 you’ll learn that using a combo box or list box to display a row source of several thousand rows is detrimental to obtaining good client / server performance. Chapter 3 also shows you techniques to either minimize the number of rows or use an alternate method to choose a value from a lookup.

First and foremost, a lookup masks the actual underlying value for sorts and searches. If you open tblOrders in the Inventory application, as shown in Figure 1-6, you can see that it has no lookup properties defined for any of the fields. You see the numeric value of the CustomerID foreign key field, not customer names, and you see the numeric tax status code, not a text description.
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Figure 1-6.

The tblOrders table in the Inventory application has no lookup properties defined for fields.

To see how a lookup on customer name appears, open qxmplLookup in the Inventory application, as shown in Figure 1-7.
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1203 Ottlies Kaseladen 111972005 o 0 0,000
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Figure 1-7.

The qxmplLookup query has lookup properties defined for the CustomerID field. The query is sorted on CustomerID, but the result appears to not be in the correct sequence because the Lookup masks the underlying value.

You can now see the customer name instead of the customer ID, and dropping down the combo box list shows you additional useful information about each customer. However, if you look at this query in Design view, you’ll find that the query is sorted ascending on the CustomerID field. Do you think “Ottilies Käseladen” should appear before “Great Lakes Food Market” if the query is sorted correctly? The query output is correctly sorted on the underlying numeric customer ID value, not the name.

You can actually click in the Customer column and then click the Sort Ascending button on the toolbar to see the rows in sequence by customer name, not customer ID. When you do this, Access sets the OrderBy property of the query to something strange:

Lookup_CustomerID.CustomerName
The field CustomerName does not exist in the query at all! Clearly, a field name prefixed with “Lookup_” has special meaning to Access. To correctly honor the sort request, Access is forcing the JET engine to perform a hidden Join with the tblCustomers table so that it can sort on what you see rather than the actual underlying value.

To see one of the other bad side-effects of lookup properties, open the frmOrders form in the Inventory application, click in the Customer field, and click the Find button (binoculars) on the toolbar. The first order should be for customer Ottilies Käseladen (unless you’ve reloaded the sample data), so you should be able to find all customers whose names begin with the letter O. Type that letter in the Find What box, choose Start of Field in the Match box, clear the Search Fields As Formatted option, and click Find Next. Your result should look like Figure 1-8.
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Figure 1-8.

Displaying an apparently incorrect Find result in a combo box lookup.

The problem, of course, is Access is searching on the underlying numeric customer ID value (to which the combo is bound), not what you see displayed in the control. So, there is no match for a numeric value starting with the letter O. Of course, you can execute the Find again, but first check the Search Fields As Formatted option. You’ll find the records you want, but Access is performing the Find on the looked-up values, not the actual field value. If you have ever performed a Find on a very large table using the Search Fields As Formatted option, you know that using this option is very slow and inefficient.

As with a query, you can click in the Customer field on the form, click the Sort Ascending button, and see a correct result sorted on the looked-up value. If you ask Access to do this in the frmOrders form, you can find out what really happened by opening the Immediate Window (press Ctrl-G) and entering:

?Forms!frmOrders.OrderBy

Visual Basic will respond:

Lookup_cmbCustomerID.CustomerName
The name of the combo box control is “cmbCustomerID.” Again, the “Lookup_” prefix has a special meaning. Access is performing a hidden join with the Row Source of the combo box (a query on tblCustomers) to be able to sort the rows by what you see. Interestingly, the Record Source of the frmOrders form uses a query that does include tblCustomers along with tblOrders, so the extra join is redundant and wasteful of resources.

You can also highlight the customer name in the combo box and click the Filter By Selection button on the toolbar to see only the orders for that customer. Again, you can find out what happened by going to the Immediate Window and entering:

?Forms!frmOrders.Filter
Visual Basic will respond with something like:

((Lookup_cmbCustomerID.CustomerName=<;$QD>Alfreds Futterkiste<;$QD>))
As it did with the sort on the combo box, Access is forcing the JET engine to do an extra hidden join on the Row Source of the combo box to get the correct result. Even worse, unless you’ve secured your database to disallow Modify Design permission on your forms, Access silently saves the modified Filter and OrderBy properties when the user closes the form! If your code depends on the contents of the Filter property to correctly filter related objects (such as a report to display the currently filtered orders or customers), your code will likely break if you try to borrow the form filter. Another form might not have a cmbCustomerID control, and reports don’t understand the strange “Lookup_” filter syntax.

What about the Lookup Wizard entry under Data Types in table design? I recommend that you never use this Wizard. It often builds strange SQL for the Row Source property, it always defines a relationship between the table you’re editing and the lookup table, and it defines additional indexes on both fields. If the lookup table contains only a few rows, the index is a waste of time and resources. As you probably know, there’s a limit of 32 indexes on a table. I have seen some cases where I haven’t been able to build all the indexes I need because the Wizard built these unnecessary indexes.
Finally, if you have secured your data, using a lookup forces you to grant permissions not only on the record source of the form but also the row source of all combo boxes. If you use a With Owner Permissions query as the row source, filters and sorts will fail because the hidden join required to do a filter or sort on a lookup control does not directly use the query.

For more details about the evils of lookup properties, go to: http://www.mvps.org/access/lookupfields.htm.

