Access Tutorial 8: Combo Box Controls

8.1 Introduction: What is a combo
box?

So far, the only kind of “control” you have used on
your forms has been the text box. However, Access
provides other controls (such as combo boxes, list
boxes, check boxes, radio buttons, etc.) that can be
used to improve the attractiveness and functionality
of your forms.

A combo box is list of values from which the user can
select a single value. Not only does this save typing,
it adds another means of enforcing referential integ-
rity since the user can only pick values in the combo
box. For example, a combo box for selecting course
activities from a predefined list is shown in

Figure 8.1.

Although advanced controls such as combo boxes
and list boxes look and behave very differently than
simple text boxes, their function is ultimately the
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FIGURE 8.1: A combo box for filling in the
Activity field.

B frmCourses : Form

4 Department code: ICOMM
Course number: IEEID
Title: IIntdeuc:tiDn to Quantative Decision Mal
Credits: | 3
Activity: e |
LAR
TUT

same. For example, in Figure 8.1, the combo box is
bound to the Activity field. When an item in the
combo box is selected, the string (e.g., “LEC”) is
copied into the underlying field exactly as if you had
typed the letters L-E-C into a text box.
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8. Combo Box Controls
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8.2
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It is important to realize that combo boxes
have no intrinsic search capability. Combo
boxes change values—they do not automati-
cally move to the record with the value you
select. If you want to use a combo box for
search, you have to program the procedure
yourself (see Tutorial 15 for more details).

Learning objectives
How do | create a bound combo box?

Can | create a combo box that displays values
from a different table?

How do | show additional information in a
combo box?

How do | prevent certain information from
showing in the combo box?

Can | change the order in which the items
appear in a combo box?

Learning objectives

O What is tab order? How do | change it so that
the cursor moves in the correct order?

O Should | put a combo box on a key field?

8.3 Tutorial exercises
* Open your frmCourses form in design mode.
» Ensure the toolbox and field list are visible (recall
Figure 6.3).

8.3.1 Creating a bound combo box

Although Access has a wizard that simplifies the pro-
cess of creating combo boxes, you will start by build-
ing a simple combo box (similar to that shown in
Figure 8.1) with the wizard turned off. This will give
you a better appreciation for what the wizard does
and provide you with the skills to make refinements
to wizard-created controls.

 Delete the existing Activity text box by select-

ing it and pressing the Delete key.
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8. Combo Box Controls

 The wizard toggle button (i) in the toolbox
allows you to turn wizard support on and off.
Ensure the button is out (wizards are turned off).

* Click on the combo box tool (E). The cursor
turns into a small combo box.

» With the combo box tool selected, drag the
Activity field from the field list to the desired
location on the form’s detail section, as shown in
Figure 8.2.

The process of selecting a tool from the toolbox, and
then using the tool to drag a field from the field list

ensures that the control you create (text box, combo
box, etc.) is bound to a field in the underlying table or

query.

If you forget to drag the field in from the field
list, you will create an unbound combo box, as
shown in Figure 8.3. If you accidently create

Tutorial exercises

an unbound combo box, the easiest thing to
do is to delete it and try again.

FIGURE 8.3: An unbound combo box (not what

you want).
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Since the control
is unbound, no
field name
shows and the
label is generic.
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8. Combo Box Controls Tutorial exercises

FIGURE 8.2: Create a bound combo box.

B frmCourses : Form
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:I * Detail
- | |Depafimentcpde:| | [DeptCode = = Ensure the wizard button is not
i !CDUI‘ E numb r'! !CrsNum —+— Alfab depressed'
. [T | B
f Credits] inEd“f | | o _\ ‘b Click on the combo box button to
: i Foiviy E et activate the combo box tool.
Z 5 | 8
+Q .. .
s C Select théActivity field from
the field list.

d Drag theActivity field on to the detail area. If you

have done this correctly, the name of the underlying
field should show in the combo box and the label
should take the value of the field’s caption
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8. Combo Box Controls

8.3.2 Filling in the combo box properties

In this section, you will tell Access what you want to
appear in the rows of new combo box.
» Switch to form view and test the combo box.

At this point, the combo box does not show any list
items because we have not specified what the list
items should be. There are three methods of specify-
ing what shows up in the combo box list:

1. enter a list of values into the combo box’s Row
Source property;

2. tell Access to get the value from an existing table
or query;

3. tell Access to use the names of fields in an exist-
ing table (you will not use this approach).

Although the second method is the most powerful
and flexible, you will start with the first.
» Bring up the property sheet for the Activity
combo box.

List

Tutorial exercises

¥ Combo Box: Activity
FDrmatl Data | E-ent | Other All

Mame ... ........... Activity

Contral Source ... .. Activity
Format.............

Decimal ™ oo .0 ~uw

wputbask o L

Row Source Type .. Table/Query |
Row Source ... . Table/Query

Coven Count .
Column Heans ... .. =

[
m
I
4

Column \Widths .
Bound Column ... 1
List Rows ... ... .. a
ListWidth ... .. Auto
Status Bar Test .

Limit To List. ... Mo

» Change the Row Source Type property to Value
as shown in Figure 8.4. This tells Access to
expect a list of values in its Row Source property.

FIGURE 8.4: Set the Row Source Type property.

-
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8. Combo Box Controls

 Enter the following into the Row Source property:

LAB;LEC; TUT
» Set the Limit To List property to Yes.

If the Limit To List property is set to No, the

A user can ignore the choices in the combo box
and simply type in a value (e.g., “SEM”"). In
this particular situation, you want to limit the
user to the three choices given.

» Switch to form view and experiment with the
combo box.

@ Notice that the combo box has some useful
built-in features. For example, if you choose
to type values rather than select them with a
mouse, the combo box anticipates your
choice based on the letters you type. Thus, to
select “TUT”, you need only type “T".

Tutorial exercises

8.3.3 A combo box based on another
table or query

An obvious limitation of the value-list method of cre-
ating combo boxes is that it is impossible to change
or update the items that appear in the list without
knowing about the Row Source property.

A more elegant and flexible method of populating the
rows of a combo box is to have Access look up the
values from an existing table or query. Although the
basic process of setting the combo box properties
remains the same, it is more efficient to rely on the
wizard when building this type of combo box.

Before you can continue, you need a table that con-
tains appropriate values for course activities.
» Switch to the database window and create a new
table called Activities
» The table should consist of two fields: one called
Activity and the other called Descript , as
shown in Figure 8.5.

6 of 23
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8. Combo Box Controls

FIGURE 8.5: Create a table containing course

activities.

B Activities : Table
| Field Mame Data Type

BH| Activity Text three-letter code
Descript Text description

General | Lookup |
Field Size 3 B Activities : Table
Format I_'—l—
Input Mask ~ITH . Activity | Description
Caption LAB Lab
Default Yalue LEC Lecture
“alidation Rule TUT Tutorial
Yalidation Text *
Required Mo

Allow Zero Length Mo

Indexed

“res (Mo Duplicates)

Tutorial exercises

» Populate the table with the same values used in
Section 8.3.2.

The result is a table containing all the possible
course activities and a short description to explain
the meaning of the three-letter codes. You can now
return to creating a combo box based on these val-
ues.

 Delete the existing Activity combo box.

« Ensure the wizard button (JX) in the toolbox is
depressed (wizards are activated).

» Repeat the steps for creating a bound combo box
(i.e., select the combo box tool and drag the
Activity field from the field list on to the detail
section). As shown in Figure 8.6, this activates
the combo box wizard.

The wizard asks you to specify a number of things
about the combo box:

1. the table (or query) from which the combo box
values are going to be taken;
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8. Combo Box Controls

B frmCourses : Form

Tutorial exercises

FIGURE 8.6: Create a combo box using the combo box wizard.

Create a bound
a combo box.

|:||-|-1-|-2-|-3-|-4-|-5-|-

[ ][ Detail

Have Access look up the

values from a table or query.
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Combo Box Wizard
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This wizard create® a combo box, which displays a list of values vou

% | wantthe combo box to look up the values in 2 table ar queny.

T will type in the values that L want.
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8. Combo Box Controls

2. the field (or fields) that you would like to show up
as columns in the in the combo box;

3. the width of the field(s) in the combo box (see
Figure 8.7);

4. the column from the combo box (if more than one
field is showing) that is inserted into the underly-
ing field; and,

5. the label attached to the field (see Figure 8.8).

When you are done, the combo box should look sim-
ilar to that shown in Figure 8.1. However, updating or
changing the values in the combo box is much easier
when the combo box is based on a table.

* Add “SEM” (Seminar) to the Activities table.

» Return to the form, click on the Activity combo

box, and press F9to requery the combo box.
* Verify that “SEM” shows up in combo box.

Access creates the rows in a combo box

when the form is opened. If the values in the
* Fill'in the wizard dialog sheets as in Section 8.3.3

Tutorial exercises

source table or query change while the form is
open these changes are not automatically
reflected in the combo box rows. As a conse-
guence, you have to either (a) close and re-
open the form, or (b) requery the form.
Although you can automate the requery pro-
cess, we will rely on the F9 key for the time
being.

8.3.3.1 Showing more than one field in the

combo box

One problem the combo boxes created so far is that
they are not of much use to a user who is not familiar
with the abbreviations “TUT”, “SEM”, and so on. In
this section, you will use the Descript  field of the
Activities table to make the combo box more
readable, as shown in Figure 8.9.

* Delete the existing combo box and start again.

but make the changes shown in Figure 8.10.

90f23
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8. Combo Box Controls

Combo Box Wizard

Catalog Wies
Courses
Departments
Employees
Sections

tables contains
the values for * ——
the combo box. Tables

Cance

Combo Box Wizard

HARRER RHE ORRR
HHH R HEE R
HARRER RHE ORRR

—

I HRHERR 'I

Awailable Fields:

Tutorial exercises

FIGURE 8.7: Fill in the combo box
wizard dialog sheets.

Which table or querny should provide the walues foryour combo box?

“Which fields contain the walues wouwant included in your combo
box?

The fields you select become columns in wour combo box,
The combo box can show
more than one field. Select
only Activity for now.

Selected Fields:

______________________________________ ;lm

Combo Box Wizard

Hawy wicle would you like the columns in your combo box?

To adjust the width of a column, drag its right edge to the width wou want, or double-click the right
edge of the column heading to get the best fit

Activily

C Use the column selector (the grey bar
at the top of the column) to resize the
column to the desired width.
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8. Combo Box Controls Tutorial exercises

FIGURE 8.8: Fill in the combo box wizard dialog sheets (continued).

Combo Box Wizard

. Microsoft Access can store the selected walue from yaour combao box
d The combo box is already bound in vour database, or remermber the value so wou can use it later to
to theActivity field, this step perform atask.
IS aUtomatlca”y filled in for you. i Remember the value for later use.

H::x e | e ' Store that value in this field: |A|::tivily j
Combo Box Wizard

HAH REN RHE OENR
HHH HHE HHE NER
Y What label would wou like for your combo box?
F Y
Those are all the answers the wizard needs to create your combo
box.

e Because the combo box is bound|
the Activity field’s caption is

provided as a default label. __
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8. Combo Box Controls

FIGURE 8.9: A combo box that shows two fields
from the source table or query.

B frmCourses : Form

L4 Department code: |COMM
Course number: |EEID
Title: |IntdeudiDn to CQuantative Decision Ma
Credits: I 3
Activity e |
[LAE Lah
TUT Tutorial

« Verify that your combo box resembles Figure 8.9.

8.3.3.2 Hiding the key field

Assume for a moment that you, as a developer, do
not want users to even see the three-letter abbrevia-
tions and want them to select a course activity value
based solely on the Descript  field.

Tutorial exercises

In such a case, you could include only the

Descript  column in the combo box. However, this
would not work because the Activity field of the
Courses table expects a three-letter abbreviation.
As such, the combo box would generate an error
when it tried to stuff a long description into the rela-
tively short field to which it is bound.

In this section, you will create a combo box identical
to that shown in Figure 8.9 except that the key col-
umn (Activity ) will be hidden from view. Despite
its invisibility, however, the Activity column will
still be bound to the Activity field of the underly-
ing table and thus the combo box will work as it
should.

* Delete the existing combo box and start again

using the combo box wizard.

* Include both the Activity and Descript  fields
in the combo box.
M Home | [4Previous | 120f23 | NextP |




8. Combo Box Controls Tutorial exercises

Combo Box Wizard FIGURE 8.10: Use the wizard to
‘hich fields contain the values you want included in your combo add more than one field to the
box? combo box.

B The fields wou select become columns in wour combo box.
E a2 Bring both fields from the
Activities table into the combo box.
Awailable Fields: selected Fields: Uncheck the “hide keyn box and

resize the columns appropriately.
Note that Access version 2.0 does
not have the “hide key” feature

Combo Box Wizard

Howy wicle would ywou like the columnstryour combo box?

Select the column that provides
To adjust the width of &alumn, drag its right edge ta the width you want, Drduuble-clicktﬂ&rﬁ c the value of interest (in this case,

edge of the colwrih heading to get the bestfit. Combo Box Wizard Activity )

[ Hide key column (recommended) “When you select a row in the combo box, you can store awvalue from
that row in your database, oryou can use the wvalue |ater to perfarm
Activity | Descript | Im an action. Chaose afield that uniguely identifies the row.
> Lab - FHEFE Auvailable Fields:
I LEC Lecture wumg | omuno | omann A
| |TUT Tutarial =
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8. Combo Box Controls

» Resize the Activity column as shown in
Figure 8.11. Note that users of version 7.0 can
simply leave the “hide key” box checked—the
result is the same.

» Ensure that the Input Mask property for the
combo box (which is inherited from the field’s
Input Mask property) is blank.

* Verify that the resulting combo box resembles
that shown in Figure 8.12.

Combo boxes with hidden keys can be con-
fusing. The important thing to remember is
that even though the description (e.g., “Lec-
ture”) now shows in the combo box, what is
really stored in the underlying field is the hid-
den key (e.g., “LEC").

Tutorial exercises

FIGURE 8.12: A combo box with a hidden key.

» Department code: ICOMM
Course number: IZQEI
Title: IIntdeuc’tiDn to Quantative
Credits: | 3
Activity EM vl
Lahk
Seminar
Tutarial

8.3.3.3 Changing the order of items in the
combo box

A combo box based on a table shows the records in
one of two ways:

1. If the table does not have a primary key, the
records are shown in their natural order (that is,
in the order they were added to the database).
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FIGURE 8.11: Resize the columns to hide the key.

=, Click on the right side of _ |
the column selector and Hewe weicle wiould you like the columns
H il Il like th
drag the edge of the To adjustthe width of & calumn, drag SHIES WEHIE SRS HE

How wide would you like the colu

Activity column to the
far left (i.e., make its width
Zero)

doe ofthe column heading to getth  To adjust the width of a colun
edge ofthe column heading’  To adjust the width of & colurn, ¢

™ Hide e d edge of the column heading to o
= i e column (recomr
o - > EE 0 DescnpN = ™ Hide key column (recommen
@ Hiding the key is sucha /(==& = TE‘L _Descnpt —
F L & escrip
common ODQI’atIOI'l t_hat SEM Seminar LE Lecture > |
Access version 7.0 includes Tutarial St Seminar P

the “hide key” check box.

T Tutarial Seminar
Tutarial

Cz
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8. Combo Box Controls

2. If the table does have a primary key, then the
records are sorted in ascending order according
to the key.

It may be, however, that you want a different order
within the rows of the combo box. To achieve this,
you can do one of two thing:

1. Create a stand-alone query (in which the sort
order is specified) and use this query as the
source for the combo box.

2. Modify the “ad hoc” query within the Row Source
property of the combo box.

If you intend to make several major changes to the
basic information in the underlying table (e.g., joins,
calculated fields), it is usually better to create a
stand-alone query. In this way, the same query can
be used by many combo boxes.

Tutorial exercises

If the changes are quite minor (for instance, sorting
the records in a different order), you may prefer to
modify the Row Source property.

In Section 8.3.2, you set the Row Source property to
equal a list of values. When the combo box is based
on values from a table or a query, however, the Row
Source is an SQL statement (recall Tutorial 5) rather
than a list of values. You can either edit the SQL
statement directly or invoke the QBE editor.

In this section, you will order the items in you combo
box according to the length of the Descript  field
(this is done merely for illustrative purposes).

* Bring up the property sheet for the Activity
combo box.

* Put the cursor in the Row Source property. As
shown in Figure 8.13, a builder button (=)
appears.

 Press the builder button to enter the “SQL
builder” (i.e., the QBE editor).

|ﬁHome | I4dPrevious | 160f23 | Nextp |




8. Combo Box Controls Tutorial exercises

(Len() is a built-in function that returns the

FIGURE 8.13: Invoke the builder for the Row )
length of a string of characters).

Source property. » Sort on DescLength in descending order.

T Combo Box: Activity » Switch to datasheet view to ensure the query is
Fornat | Deta | Event | oter Al | working as it should.

Mame ... ........... Activity - . .

Control Source . Activity :I * Ensure the Show box for the field is unchecked,
Fomat............ as shown in Figure 8.14.

IE:EELTERT&CES_' 0 « Instead of saving the query in the normal way,
~wSource Type .. Table/Query simply close the QBE box using the close button
Fuow Source . SELECT DISTINCTROW [l -

Lo.owan Count . 2 (EI)

Colurnn Heads .. ... 1o

Calumn Widths ... flom;2.54em f If you save the query, it will be added to your
.B;iu ;Ei.?f s l collection of saved queries (the ones that are

a Click the builder button to displayed in the database window). However,

bring up the QBE editor. i imolv cl the OBE window. the R
Alternatively, you can edit r if'you simply close the QBE window, the Row
the SQL statement directly: Source property will be updated and no new

database object will be created.
 Create a calculated field called DescLength )

using the following expression:
DescLength: Len([Descript])
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FIGURE 8.14: Use the QBE editor to modify the
Row Source property.

=! SQL Statement : Query Builder

g
Descript .
i =2 Add a calculated field
calledDescLength .
dod
Field: | Activity Descript DescLength: LenDescript])
Tahle: [Activities Activities
Sort: Descending
Show: v []
Criteria:
ar;
Sortonthe  —— Uncheck the-
calculated field. Show box

Tutorial exercises

8.3.4 Changing a form’s tab order

A form’s tab order determines the order in which the
objects on a form are visited when the Tab or Enter
(or Return) keys are pressed. Access sets the tab
order based on the order in which objects are added
to the form. As a result, when you delete a text box
and replace it with a combo box or some other con-
trol, the new control becomes the last item in the tab
order regardless of its position on the form.

To illustrate the problem, you are going to create a
combo box for the DeptCode field.
» Delete the DeptCode text box and replace it with
a combo box based on the Departments table.
» Switch to form view. Notice that the focus starts
off in the CrsNum field instead of the DeptCode
field.
* Press tab to move from field to field. Notice that
after DeptCode is left, the focus returns to the
CrsNum field of the next record.

18 of 23
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8. Combo Box Controls

* To fix the problem, return to form design mode
and select View > Tab Order from the main
menu.

In Access version 2.0, the menu structure is
é slightly different. As such, you must select
Edit > Tab Order.

» Perform the steps in Figure 8.15 to move Dept-
Code to the top of the tab order.

8.4 Discussion

8.4.1 Why you should never use a
combo box for a non-concatenated
key.
A mistake often made once new users learn how to
make combo boxes is to put a combo box on every-
thing. There are certain situations, however, in which
the use of a combo box is simply incorrect.

Discussion

For example, it never makes sense to put a combo
box on a non-concatenated primary key. To illustrate
this, consider the Departments  form shown in
Figure 8.16. On this form, the DeptCode text box
has been replaced with a combo box that draws its
values from the Departments table.

FIGURE 8.16: A combo box bound to a key field.

B Departments

Department code [COb J
BSKW Basket Weawing
Departmant name COkM Commerce and Business Admir
. CREWR Creative Writing
Buileling | £y Eclucation
EMGL English
Recard: 14| <] MATH Math
MUSC husic

This combo box appears to work. However, if you
think about it, it makes no sense: The form in

Figure 8.16 is a window on the Departments table.
As such, when the DeptCode combo box is used,
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FIGURE 8.15: Adjust the tab order of fields on a form.

‘b Drag the record ~ MRLRSICT

selector to the Section
desired position in
the list.

Click on the record
A selector of the field
you wish to move.

Custom Qrder:
CraMum
Title
Credits

Header

= Detall

Tab Order

> 7

=) Earm Eanter Pl
DeptCode

Section————  Custom Order:

Click to select a row, or ! Farrm Header

click and drag to select CrsMum
rultiple rows. Drag @ Detail Title
selected row(s) to mowve Credits
them to desired tab arder. ~ Form Eooizr Activity

Click to select a row, or
click and drag to select
oK I o | multiple rows. DOrag
anee _  selected row(s) to move
therm to desired tab arder.

@ For forms in which the fields are arranged
in a single column from top to bottom g
(such as this one), you can présgo I or 1 Carost |~ B Auto Order
Order to order them automatically.
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one of two things can occur depending on whether a
new record is being created or an existing record is
being edited:

1.

2.

A new record is being created — If a new
record is being created (i.e., a new department is
being added to the information system), a unique
value of DeptCode must be created to distin-
guish the new department from the existing
departments. However, the combo box only
shows DeptCode values of existing depart-
ments. If the Limit To List property is set to Yes,
then the combo box prevents the user from enter-
ing a valid DeptCode value.

An existing record is being edited — Itis
important to remember that a combo box has no
intrinsic search capability. As such, selecting
“CPSC” in the DeptCode combo box does not
result in a jump to the record with “CPSC” as its
key value. Rather, selecting “CPSC” from the

Discussion

combo box is identical to typing “CPSC” over
whatever is currently in the DeptCode field. This
causes all sorts of problems; the most obvious of
these is that by overwriting an existing value of
DeptCode , a “duplicate value in index, primary
key, or relationship” error is generated (there is
already a department with “CPSC” as its Dept-
Code).

Note that a combo box may make sense when the
key is concatenated. An example of this is the
DeptCode combo box you created in Section 8.3.4.

8.4.2 Controls and widgets

Predefined controls are becoming increasingly popu-
lar in software development. Although Microsoft
includes several predefined controls with Access
(such as combo boxes, check boxes, radio buttons,
etc.), a large number of more compex or specialized
controls are available from Microsoft and other ven-
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dors. In addition, you can write your own custom
controls using a language like Visual C++ or Visual
Basic and use them in many different forms and
applications.

An example of a more complex control is the calen-
dar control shown in Figure 8.17. A calendar control
can be added to a form to make the entry of dates
easier for the user. Microsoft calls such components
“ActiveX controls” (formerly known as “OLE con-
trols”). Non-microsoft vendors provide similar com-
ponents but use different names, such as “widgets”.

There are two main advantages of using controls.
First, they cut down on the time it takes to develop
an application since the controls are predefined and
pre-tested. Second, they are standardized so that
users encounter the same basic behavior in all appli-
cations.

Application to the assignment

8.5 Application to the assignment

There are a number of forms in your assignment that
can be greatly enhanced by combo boxes.

» Create a combo box on your order form to allow
the user to select customers by name rather than
CustID . Since your CustID value is a counter, it
has no significance beyond its use as a primary
key. Generally, such keys should be hidden from
view.

» Create a combo box in your order details subform
to allow the user to select products. Since the
ProductID values are used by both you and
your customers, they have some significance
beyond the information system. As such, Pro-
ductlD should be visible in all combo boxes. In
addition, the items in the product list should be
sorted by ProductID . This makes it easier to
select a product by typing the first few numbers.

» Create combo boxes on other forms as required.
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8. Combo Box Controls Application to the assignment

FIGURE 8.17: A calendar control on a form.

D @ The calendar control can be bound
: to date/time fields, thereby making
:ch Detail : it easier for users to enter dates.
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@ Like other objects in Access, controls have
properties and events that determine the
appearance and behavior of the control.
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