NULLS
The value of a field in a table in a relational database might be null (unless the field has a property that specifically does not allow null values).  The field can be of any datatype.  

What does it mean for a field to have a null value?  It means that the value for the data is unknown.  This is NOT the same as the number zero or a zero-length string.  It simply has no value. 

There are several possible situations for an unknown value:
· The value exists but you don’t know what it is.
· The value will exist but hasn’t been determined yet.
· The value will never exist for that field, ever!
So the meaning is ambiguous.  

Let’s take a look at a simple example: a table containing the inventory for a fruit stand. Suppose that our inventory contains 10 apples, 3 oranges. We also stock plums, but our inventory information is incomplete and we don’t know how many (if any) plums are in stock.  It would clearly be incorrect to include a quantity of 0 for the plums record, because that would imply that we had no plums in inventory. On the contrary, we might have some plums, we’re just not sure. 
Any of the follow could be true:
· It could be that a shipment of plums just arrived but no one has unpacked them yet and counted them, so we don’t know what the number is.

· It could be that the shipment hasn’t arrived yet, so we can’t know what the value is until it arrives.

· It might be that there was an infestation of the plum crop and we will never have plums at all this year.

In general nulls are bad and should be avoided, whenever possible.  

Nulls can cause queries to return unexpected results that can cause serious problems.  You need to be cognizant of how the database will handle null values.  Whenever you write a query, you need to consider that a returned row may have a field that contains a null value in it.  You need to ask yourself, what will happen to the result if that is the case?  Is the default manner in which the database will handle a null value OK with you?  If not, then you need to take action and design the query to handle nulls in the manner in which you want them handled.
Here are some things to keep in mind regarding null values and zero-length strings:
· IS NULL returns TRUE when the supplied operand has a null value. Conversely, IS NOT NULL returns TRUE when the supplied operand does not have a null value. 

· IS NULL will find all null values but not the zero-length strings.
· LIKE ‘’ will find the zero-length strings but not records with null values.  (Note something very strange:  To enter a ZLS, you must type in two double quotes, but the test uses two single quotes.)
· Query results that are based on specific columns having matching values (such as INNER JOINS) will not return a record that has a null value in the specified column.  If you want data included for which a field has a null value, you must use an Outer Join.
· A calculation’s returned expression is null if you try to use a null value in the expression.
· Aggregate functions (SUM, COUNT) don’t include null records in their calculations.

· When sorting in ascending sort order, null values first, followed by zero-length strings.  So if you do a TOP 3, you might not see any values!

· You can convert a null to a zero-length string with the function ISNULL (in T-SQL) or NZ (in Jet SQL).

· When a null value appears as an operand to an AND operation, the operation’s value is FALSE if the other operand is FALSE since there is no way the expression could be TRUE with one FALSE operand. On the other hand, the result is null (unknown) if the other operand is either TRUE or null because we can’t tell what the result would be.  A null result is treated as FALSE, i.e. the row will not get into the return set.
· The OR operand treats null values in a similar fashion. If the other operand is TRUE, the result of the OR is TRUE because the actual value of the null operand doesn’t matter. On the other hand, if the other operand is either FALSE or null, the result of the OR operation is null.  A null result is treated as FALSE, i.e. the row will not get into the return set.
To test for nulls and zero-length strings, try this:
SELECT     
TOP 100 PERCENT  BkTitle, 

(CASE  
WHEN  BkTitle    IS NULL
THEN 'Null' 
WHEN  BkTitle      LIKE ''
THEN 'ZLS' 
ELSE 
  BkTitle 
END) 
AS NULL_ZLS_Title


FROM       
tblBook

ORDER BY 
BkTitle
Note something very strange:  To enter a ZLS, you must type in two double quotes, but the test uses two single quotes.

Nulls and Zero Length Strings
In Access and Access Projects, there are two different kinds of “blank” values:  

· a null value (literally “no value”) – you don’t know what the value is 
  




    – or it may not exist yet 
· a zero-length string – the value does not exist and will never exist. It is not relevant to the current record.

You can enter one of these in a field by:

· pressing the enter key
· pressing the space bar
· typing two double quotes right next to each other with no space inbetween.  
The result of these actions is either a Null or a Zero-Length String, depending on the settings of the field property.  You can set the field property in a table to allow null values or not. In Access you can also set the field property in a table to accept zero-length strings or not, but this is only available to text, memo and hyperlink fields. 

This table shows the results of the three methods of leaving blank values with the two properties set in all possible combinations. 

	 The Results of Entering Blank Values

	ALLOW NULLS
	Allow Zero Length
	Action
	Resulting Value

	Yes
	No
	Pressing ENTER
	Null

	
	
	Pressing SPACEBAR
	Null

	
	
	Typing two double quotes together with no space
	Not Allowed

	
	
	
	

	No
	No
	Pressing ENTER
	Not Allowed

	
	
	Pressing SPACEBAR
	Not Allowed

	
	
	Typing two double quotes together with no space
	Not Allowed

	
	
	
	

	Yes
	Yes
	Pressing ENTER
	Null

	
	
	Pressing SPACEBAR
	Null

	
	
	Typing two double quotes together with no space
	Zero-length string

	
	
	
	

	No
	Yes
	Pressing ENTER
	Not Allowed

	
	
	Pressing SPACEBAR
	Zero-length string

	
	
	Typing two double quotes together with no space
	Zero-length string


