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Corporate Training

How to Design your Access Database
(Suzanne Mann’s design principles in a nutshell)
1. Identify the purpose of the database.

2. Identify the stakeholders (managers who review the data, people who run the reports, people who do the data-entry – anyone who has a stake in the information).

3. Determine what reports, queries and other activities the database must support.
Hint: ask people to sketch out the reports on paper and identify required sorts and filters. 
4. Identify any existing data available (Excel, Word, other databases) and review the format of  the data as a guide to the fields you will need create. Don’t perpetuate bad design, however. Just because the data is organized in a certain way in Excel does not mean you have to keep that format. 

5. Now is a good time to consider how the data is “handled” by the organization at large and to rethink the  process. This is a great opportunity to redesign  the organization’s processes as well the way data is tracked. Try not to perpetuate bad design!.

6. Define the data you need to track. For example employees, benefits, work hours, benefits eligibility, hire dates, etc.
7. Define the specific fields of information you need to track. 

8. Determine granularity: How specific do your fields need to be. For example, should the address field contain street address city state and zip all in one field or should each piece of information be in a separate field?

How do you make this decision? Ask the stakeholders if they will need to sort on zip code, or if they will need to run a report just on employees from a specific city or location. If the answer is yes, that piece of information should be in a separate field.

9. Organize the fields into tables.
10. Enter some sample data to test the design. Apply the rules of normalization.

11. Identify the relationships between data in the tables.

12.  Identify primary and foreign keys. Primary key fields are unique identifiers for each record. An example would be SSN# or employee number or driver’s license number in the employee table. Foreign keys are fields that contain the same data but are in another table that relates to the employee table such as a table that lists the house an employee works in each pay period. You use the Primary and foreign keys to relate (tie) the two tables to each other.

13. Finalize the design, make adjustments to table design and begin entering or importing your data.

14. Begin building queries and reports.

15. Consider creating some forms to make data entry easier. 
Hint: NEVER do this without first consulting the people who enter the data!

16. Test, Test, Test!!!

17. Remember that there is no such thing as a “finished” database. Databases grow and change over time so your design must allow for that. We say that a database is Scaleable when is well designed and can accommodate changes to meet the organization’s needs. 
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