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1: General rules 
1-1  Apart from  prefixes and  spaces exactly the sam e nam e is used  for the field  nam e, caption (for the 

form  control that m aintains the d ata), report colum n he a d er and  cod e variab le nam e. We call this 
the “Crad le to the Grave N am ing Convention”.  

 
Good : 
Field  nam e:  Custom erFirstN a m e (ta b le nam e prefix) 
Field  c aption:  First N a m e  (spa c e a d d e d  for clarity) 
Report colum n he a d er: First N a m e 
Form  c aption:  First N a m e 
Cod e varia b le:  strFirstName  (d ata type prefix, no spa c es) 
Bad : 
Field  nam e:  CustFN a m e 
Field  c aption:  Christian N a m e 
Report colum n he a d er: Given N a m e 
Form  c aption:  N a m e 
Cod e varia b le:  strFNm 

Believe it or not the second  exam ple is, alm ost universally, what you will find  in the re al world  of 
com m ercia l applic ations.  Ba d ly inform ed  m a na g ers often erroneously b e lieve that ha cking  tog ether 
low-quality applic ations will result in them  b e ing c om pleted  faster. A very im portant responsib ility 
of your job as a d evelopm ent professiona l is to ed uc ate and  inform  so that this d oesn’t happen! 

1-2 There m ust only b e one exit in any sub  or function.  
Cod e that has m ultiple exits is confusing  to re a d  a nd  c auses prob lem s with cle anup cod e (such as 
closing  re cord sets, d e-re ferencing  ob je cts, d estroying  ob je cts and  ensuring that warnings are always 
re-ena b le d ). 
Good : 
Function CodeToName( strCategory as string) as string 
Dim strReturn as string 
IF strCategory = “MAN” Then 
    strReturn = “Manchester” 
Elseif strCategory = “LHR” Then 
    strReturn = “London Heathrow” 
Else 
     strReturn = “Unknown” 
End If 
    CodeToName = strReturn 
End Function  
(Error handling code not shown) 
 
Bad : 
Function CodeToName( strCategory as string) as string 

IF strCategory = “MAN” Then 
     CodeToName = “Manchester” 

W e c an tra c e the footsteps of St. Patrick a lm ost from  his cra d le to his g rave b y the nam es of 
pla c es c alle d  a fter him . 
E. Cobha m Brewer 1810–1897. Dictionary of Phrase and Fa b le. 
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     Exit Function 
Elseif strCategory = “LHR” Then 
     CodeToName = “London Heathrow” 
     Exit Function 
Else 
     CodeToName = “Unknown” 
    Exit Function 
End If 
End Function 
 
Be particularly c are ful not to violate the sing le exit rule in error hand ling cod e.  
Good :  
Private Sub txtFilmYearReleased_Exit(Cancel As Integer) 
    On Error GoTo ErrorHandler 
    Me.lblHelp.Caption = "" 
CleanUpAndExit: 
    Exit Sub 
ErrorHandler: 
    Call MsgBox("An error was encountered" & vbCrLf & _ 
        vbCrLf & _ 
        "Description: " & Err.Description & vbCrLf & _ 
        "Error Number: " & Err.Number, , "Error") 
    Resume CleanUpAndExit 
End Sub 
 
Ba d:  
Private Sub txtFilmYearReleased_Exit(Cancel As Integer) 
    On Error GoTo ErrorHandler 
    Me.lblHelp.Caption = "" 
    Exit Sub 
ErrorHandler: 
    Call MsgBox("An error was encountered" & vbCrLf & _ 
        vbCrLf & _ 
        "Description: " & Err.Description & vbCrLf & _ 
        "Error Number: " & Err.Number, , "Error") 
End Sub 
 

1-3 Use m ixed  case nam es, no und erscores and  capitalised  first letter throughout for sub, function, 
variab le, field , ob ject and  control nam es. 
Good : 
strCompanyPostCode 
txtCompanyPostCode 
GetCompanyPostCode() 

Bad : 
strCompany_Post_Code 
txtcompanypostcode 
GetCompanypostcode() 

By never using und erscores in your own sub a nd  function nam es it will always b e ob vious which 
sub s are event hand lers.   
By never using und erscores in varia b le nam es it will always b e e asy to d ifferentiate b e twe en 
varia b les and  constants.  
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1-4 N am e variab les in the form  N oun or N oun–Verb .  
Be c ause of our Cra dle to the Grave Nam ing Convention just a b out every varia b le nam e that relates to a 
field  will b e g in with a noun.  This is b e c ause every entity (ta b le nam e ) in the system  is usually a 
noun.  For exam ple:  
strCustomerFirstName 
strCustomerLastName 
strCustomerPostCode 
 
Boole a n varia b les often includ e a verb . 
Good :  blnCustomerIsValid, blnCustomerHasCar 
Ba d:  blnIsValidCustomer, blnHasCarCustomer 

1-5 N am e sub s and  functions as in the spoken word .  
All function and  sub  nam es should  re a d  just like the spoken Eng lish word .  This m a kes cod e less 
quirky and  ne arer to “re al life”.  
Good : 
AddCustomer 
DeleteCustomer 
CalculateMovingAverage 
GetCustomerByPrimaryKey 
Ba d: 
CustomerAdd 
CustomerDelete 
MovingAverageCalculate 
CustomerGetByPrimaryKey 
You should  b e aware that there is a contrary school of thoug ht (to which we d o not sub scrib e ) that 
sug g e sts that sub s and  functions should  b e nam e d  in the form  of noun-verb .  The a d vanta g e of this 
approa ch is that an a lpha b etic listing  of a ll sub a nd  function nam es will g roup all sub s relevant to a 
specific entity (such as Custom er) tog ether.  

1-6 N ever use ab b reviations for tab le, field — or any other— nam es. 

 
Exam ple: A ta b le contains Custom er d ata.  One of the field s in the ta b le contains the Custom er’s first 
nam e.  
Good : strCustomerFirstName  
Ba d: strCustFNm, strCstmFName 
If you were playing  Charles Sim onyi’s g a m e and  you ne e d e d  to g uess which nam e another 
prog ram m er ha d  c om e up with for a varia b le containing  inform ation of d ata type string  that 
contains a Custom er’s first nam e you’d  prob a b ly win (with strCustom erFirstN a m e ) in the first 
exam ple a b ove b ut would  prob a b ly lose with the second  two. 

A g ood  yard stick for choosing a nam e is to try to im a g ine that there is an extraord inary reward  
for two prog ram m ers if they c an ind epend ently com e up with the sam e program  text for the 
sam e prob lem . Both prog ram m ers know the reward , b ut c annot otherwise com m unic ate. Such 
a n experim ent would  b e futile, of course, for any siza b le prob lem , b ut it is a ne at g oa l. The 
reward  of re a l life is that a prog ram  written b y som eone else, which is id entic al to what one's 
own prog ram  would  have b e e n, is extrem ely re a d a b le and  m od ifia b le. 
Dr. Charles Sim onyi (form erly Microsoft's Chief Architect) 
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A long  tim e a g o, when visual b a sic d id n’t have a com piler and  m em ory was a precious com m od ity, 
there was a sm a ll perform anc e g ain to b e  ha d  b y a b b reviating  nam es.  There isn’t any m ore (and  
hasn’t b e e n for som e ye ars).  So why d o 21st century prog ram m ers still cre ate cryptic, b ug  prone, and  
d ifficult-to-m aintain cod e b y a b b reviating  nam es? It is one of the gre at m ysteries of life!  
Som e prog ram m ers arg ue that you d on’t have to type as m uch if you use a b breviations.  You m ay 
save a few keystrokes when you write the cod e b ut you’ll waste m any hours later on when you have 
to ana lyse every sub  in ord er to esta b lish what your cryptic ally nam e d  varia b les a ctually contain. 

1-7 N am e tab les, field s— and  everything else—in the singular.  
As m entione d  in the previous rule, One of the g oa ls of our nam ing c onvention is that prog ram m ers 
should  b e a b le to intuitively g uess the correct nam e of a ny varia b le or function. 
The use of plurals m a kes this g oa l m ore d ifficult.  Consid er a GetCom panyType( lngCom panyType) 
function that returns zero, one or m ore com pa ny record s.  W ithout this rule prog ram m ers would  
have to g uess whether the correct function was GetCom panyType() or GetCom panyTypes(). 
This prob lem  is avoid e d  b y only ever using  sing ular nam es for varia b les, ta b les, sub routines, 
d irectory (fold er) nam es, we b pa g e nam es, file nam es and  field  nam es. 
The sing le exc eption to this rule is in the nam ing  of ob je ct colle ctions.  While we haven’t covere d  
cre ating  your own ob je ct colle ctions in this b ook you c an se e that Microsoft a d here to this stand a rd  
within the Acc ess ob je ct m od el.  For exam ple the Form s colle ction contains m any Form  ob je cts and  
the Controls colle ction contains m any Control ob je cts.  
Ab out Tab le Nam ing 
You should  b e aware that som e d ata b a se d esig ners turn this convention upsid e d own and  m a ke all 
ta b le nam es plural.  It is (vastly) prefera b le to enforc e an “everything in the sing ular” convention as 
field  nam es m ust pre fic e d  with the ta b le nam e (se e table and field na ming rules) a nd  would  look very 
confusing in the plural. 
 

1-8 Do not use “Ma gic N um b ers”. 
N ever use num eric values as control varia b les.  Inste a d , includ e a g lob a lly visib le constant. 
Good :  GetCompany( TSM_NORTH_WEST_AREA_ONLY )  
Ba d: GetCompany( 23 ) 

1-9 Strong ly type all function and  sub  param eters. 
Good : Function GetCustomer( lngCustomerID as Long ) 
Ba d: Function GetCustomer( lngCustomerID) 

1-10 Declare all param eters ByVal unless there is a good  reason to d eclare them  ByRef. 
Good : Function GetCustomer( ByVal lngCustomerID as Long ) 
Ba d:      Function GetCustomer( lngCustomerID) 
       Function GetCustomer( ByRef lngCustomerID) 

Both of the two “b a d ” c ases a b ove are functiona lly equivalent b e c ause ByRef is the d e fault m ethod  of 
passing arg um ents. 
Good  re asons to pass param eters ByRe f would  includ e cod e that m ust b e  he avily optim ise d  for 
spee d  a nd  a  low m em ory footprint or the requirem ent to return m ultiple values from  a sub  or 
function. 

1-11 Do not use glob ally scoped  variab les.  



Learn Access 2003 VBA with The Smart Method 

 280 www.LearnAccessVBA.com 

The use of g lob a l varia b les violates the conc ept of enc apsulation.  Glob a l varia b les also result in 
b ug g y cod e that is d ifficult to m aintain and  prevents cod e re-use as cod e b e com es reliant upon a 
supporting  infrastructure. 
N ote that this rule d oes not apply to g lob a l constants.  

1-12  Do not use the ad d ition operator for concatenating strings.  
Use & for conc atenating  string s and  + only for arithm etic operations. 

1-13 Avoid  Exit For and  Exit Do 

 
Bailing  out of loops c an c ause the sam e prob lem s as having  m ultiple exits in sub s as it m a kes cod e 
less re a d a b le and  m ore prone to b ug s.  Unless there is no re asona b le alternative avoid  d oing  this. 

1-14  Use the Call statem ent when calling sub s and  functions.  
Consid er the following exam ple: 
Without the Call statem ent 
strCustomerName = GetCustomerName( lngCustomerID) 
DeleteCustomer lngCustomerID  
MsgBox “You have successfully deleted customer: “ & strCustomerName 
With the Call statem ent 
strCustomerName = GetCustomerName( lngCustomerID) 
Call DeleteCustomer( lngCustomerID) 
Call MsgBox( “you have successfully deleted customer: “ & strCustomerName ) 
The second  exam ple re a d s m ore cle anly than the first b e c ause the three function c alls use id entic a l 
syntax (b ra ckets d e-line ate arg um ents).  For this re ason Call should  b e use d  in every c ase when 
c alling  functions, sub s and  ob je ct m ethod s. 

1-15 N ever rely upon the d e fault properties of ob jects.  
VBA has a very confusing “fe ature” in that every control has a d e fault property… 
txtCustomerFirstName.Value = “John” 
and 
txtCustomerFirstName = “John” 
 
… are functiona lly equivalent b e c ause Value is the d e fault property of a Text Box control. 
The d e fault property fe ature has (tha nkfully) b e e n rem ove d  from  the latest versions of stand -a lone 
VB (VB.N et and  VB 2005) showing  that Microsoft also a gre e that it isn’t the b est fe ature in the world . 
N ever use d e fault properties in your VBA cod e as they m a ke the cod e less re a d a b le and  m ore prone 
to error (as the a ctual property b e ing  m a nipulate d  m ust rem ain in the prog ram m er’s m em ory).  

2: Table and Field naming  
2-1  N ever use prefixes for ta b le nam es. 

Acc ess d evelopers com m only pre fix ta b le nam es with tbl. W e d on’t like this convention.  The 
prim ary ob je ct in an Acc ess d ata b a se is the ta b le so we pre fer the lack of a ny pre fix to id entify this 
type of ob je ct. 

If you use an Exit Do, people will think less of you. 
Button seen at progra m m er’s convention – unknown author. 
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Ta b le nam e prefixes are also incom patib le with the “Field  nam es are always pre fixe d  b y the ta b le 
nam e” rule. 

2-2 Prim ary keys are nam ed  using the syntax: <tab le nam e> + <ID> 
Exam ple:  Ta b le nam e d  Custom er  
Prim ary Key:  Custom erID   

2-3 Foreig n keys always have exactly the sam e nam e as the related  prim ary key. 
Exam ple: The prim ary key Med iaID in the Med ia ta b le is also c alle d  MediaID when used  as a foreig n 
key in the Film  ta b le.  

2-4 If not ob vious, the unit of m easure is incorporate d into the field  nam e.  
Exam ple: A field  is ne e d e d  to ind ic ate the leng th of a film .  It is not cle ar whether the d ata will b e  
expresse d  in hours or m inutes. 
Good : Film Leng thMinutes 
Ba d: Film Leng th 

2-5 The link tab le in a m any-to-m any relationship is always nam e d with the nam es of the tab les on 
either sid e of the m any-to-m any relationship. 
Exam ple: Two ta b les have a m any-to-m any relationship, the Film and  Actor ta b les. 
A link ta b le nam e d  Film Actor is cre ated  to m od el the relationship. 

2-6 Apart from  Foreig n Keys, field  nam es are always prefixe d  by the tab le nam e. 
This is one of those g old en rules that (in conjunction with the Cra dle to the Grave N a ming Convention) 
will m assively incre ase your prod uctivity and  the relia b ility of your cod e. 
Be c ause all ta b le nam es in a d ata b ase are unique, every field  nam e in your d ata b a se (apart from  
Prim ary and  Foreig n Keys) will also b e  unique if you pre fix all field  nam es with ta b le nam es.  This 
provid es hug e b e ne fits: 
 M any reporting tools (includ ing  Acc ess) have query d esig ners that autom atic ally cre ate joins for 
field s of the sam e nam e.  Be c ause we have a rule that foreig n and  prim ary keys always have the 
sam e nam e, the query d esig ner will g et it rig ht every sing le tim e.  There will never b e a ny 
spurious joins c ause d  b y oc currenc es of the sam e non-key field  nam e in d ifferent ta b les. 

 SQL queries b e com e a lot sim pler when this rule is in pla c e as you will not have to explicitly 
qualify every field  nam e with a re ferenc e to the related  ta b le. 

 Cod e b e com es m ore re a d a b le and  less error-prone: 
strCustomerFirstName = “James” ' I know this originated in the Customer Table 
strEmployeeFirstName = “Peter” ' I know this originated in the Employee Table 
strFirstName = “Paul” ' Which table did this come from?  I’ll have to guess or 
                      ' trace the code. 

Exam ple: All field  nam es in the Film  ta b le are pre fixed  with the word  Film so have nam es such as 
Film Title, Film YearReleased  a nd  Film Review. 

3: Field properties  
3-1 Prim ary keys are always m eaning less and  have the d ata type: AutoNum b er. 
3-2 The d efault value of non-required  foreig n keys should  b e Null and  not 0 (the Access d e fault). 
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Sinc e the d ata type of prim ary keys m ust always b e AutoNum ber it follows that the d ata type of 
foreig n keys are always num eric. It will not b e  possib le to a d d  record s to a child  ta b le if it has a 
foreig n key (that form s part of a constraine d  relationship) with a value of 0. 

3-3 At least one (non prim ary key) field  m ust always b e required .  
This rule will prevent users from  ac cid enta lly cre ating e ntirely b lank record s.  While ob serving this 
rule avoid  non-essential require d  field s, only m a king  them  so when b usiness rules d em a nd  it.   

4: Access object naming 
4-1  Prefix ob jects with the following letters in lower case: 

O b je ct Pre fix 
Ta b le N o pre fix 
Query qry 
Form  frm  
Report rpt 
Ma cro m cr 
Mod ule m od  
 
Exam ple: frm Film.  

5: Form control naming 
5-1 Use g enerally accepted  three-letter stand ard  prefixes for all form  controls. Som e of the m ore 

com m on prefixes are:  
Pre fix O b je ct Type Exam ple 
c b o Com b o Box and  Drop Down List 

Box 
c b oEng lish 

chk Checkb ox chkRe a d Only 
cm d  Com m and  Button cm d OK 
ctr Control (when specific type is 

unknown) 
ctrCurrent 

d at Data control d atFilm  
d ir Directory list b ox d irSourc e 
d lg  Com m on Dialog  Control d lg FileOpen 
frm  Form  frm Entry 
fra Fram e fra Style 
im g  Im a g e  im g Icon 
lb l La b e l lb lHelpM essa g e 
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lin Line linVertic al 
lst List Box lstPolicyCod es 
m nu M enu m nuFileOpen 
opt Option Button optRe d  
ole OLE Control ole W orkshe et 
pic Picture picHotel 
spn Spin Control spnPa g es 
txt Text Box txtLastN a m e 
tm r Tim er tm rAlarm  

 

6: Variable naming  
6-1 Mod ule scope d variab les m ust b e prefixe d with the letter m and  g lob ally scoped  variab les m ust 

b e prefixed  with the letter g. 
N ote that, d espite this stand ard , it is ne arly always poor prog ram m ing  practic e to use any g lob a lly 
visib le varia b les in an applic ation (note that this rule d oes not apply to g lob a lly visib le constants that 
are extrem ely use ful). 
mstrCustomerName  ‘ Module level 
strCustomerName  ‘ Local to sub 
gstrApplicationLanguage ‘ Globally visible 
 

6-2 Use g enerally accepted  three-letter variab le prefixes. 
Microsoft pub lish recom m end e d  thre e-letter varia b le pre fixes in their MSDN lib rary and  these are 
g e nera lly ac c epted  b y professiona l prog ram m ers. 
Som e of the m ore com m on pre fixes are: 
Data  Type Prefix 
String  str 
Long  inte g er lng  
Boole a n b ln 
Currency cur 
Doub le d b l 
Varia nt vnt (var also ac c epta b le ) 
Date and  Tim e d at (d tm  a lso ac c epta b le ) 
 
The alternative pre fixes for Variant and  Date and  Tim e a b ove are so com m only use d  that b oth c an b e 
a llowe d  as sim ilies within cod e.   
Early cod e was often written with one letter varia b le type pre fixes (such as s for string ).  There’s 
even exam ples in wizard -g e nerated  cod e of two-letter varia b le pre fixes (such as st for string ) b ut 
neither style is often se en tod ay. 
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7: Constants  
7-1 N am e constants using upper case and  und erscores.  

Prog ram m ers should  a lways b e aware of which varia b les are constants.  Cle arly id entify them  b y 
always using  the upper-c ase/und erscore style for constant nam es (and  only for constant nam es).  It 
will then a lways b e e asy to d ifferentiate b e twe en varia b les and  constants in your cod e. 
Good :  TSM_APPLICATION_STATUS 
Ba d:  conApplicationStatus 

You’ll often se e cod e written using  the “b a d ” convention a b ove.  Note that Microsoft d o not ob serve 
this rule with their own constants such as vbRed. 

7-2 Constants should a lways b e nam ed  with a prefix that is unlikely to b e use d  by any other third  
party cod e.  
Microsoft use the pre fix vb  for all of their constants.  You should  use at le ast three letters, perhaps 
your own initials or the nam e of the applic ation you are writing.  As there are 273 com b inations of 
thre e-letter prefixes it is unlikely (thoug h not im possib le ) that your constant pre fixes will coincid e 
with those use d  b y a third  party lib rary. 

8: Variable declaration  
8-1 The Require Varia b le Declaration option m ust always b e switche d on. 

This c an b e d one b y sele cting  Tools? Options from  the cod e e d itor wind ow.  The Option Explicit 
com m and  will then b e includ e d  at the top of every new (b ut not existing ) m od ule. 

8-2 All variab les m ust b e strong ly typed .  
This includ es varia b les d e clared  as param eters for sub s and  functions. 
Good : Dim strFirstName as string 
  Sub DeleteCustomer( lngCustomerID as Long) 
Ba d: Dim strFirstName 
  Sub DeleteCustomer( lngCustomerID) 

8-3 All variab les m ust b e d eclared  and  type d with a d ed icated  Dim  statem ent. 
It is possib le to d e clare m ore than one varia b le within a sing le Dim  statem ent b ut this practic e c an 
c ause prob lem s. 
At first g lanc e you m ay think that: 
Dim strOne,strTwo as string 
W as functiona lly equivalent to: 
Dim strOne as String 
Dim strTwo as String 
The first exam ple would , in fa ct, d e clare strOne as a Varia nt and  only strTwo as a string . 
Good :  
Dim strFirstName as string 
Dim strLastName as string 

Ba d:  
Dim strFirstName, strLastName as string ' first variable is a variant 
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8-4 When d eclaring variab les and  constants includ e an in-line com m ent d etailing their purpose. 
Exam ple: 
dim lngFormMode as long  ' Can be TSM_FORM_INSERT or TSM_FORM_UPDATE  
dim lngCompanyCount as long ' Used to iterate through rsCompanies 
dim blnCompanyIsActive as boolean ' Flags current credit status   
 

9: Error handling  
9-1 Error hand ling m ust b e im plem ente d in every sub and  function without exception. 

Prog ram m ers often arg ue that som e cod e is so sim ple that it c an never fail so d oes not ne e d  error 
hand ling . While this m ay b e true in som e c ases there’s nothing  wrong  with a c atch-all approa ch. If 
a b solutely every sub routine has error hand ling  you c annot possib ly confront your user with an 
unprofessiona l and  confid enc e-sapping runtim e error.  W hen you take this approa ch it is com forting  
to find  that those b ullet-proof sub s that could n’t possib le fail often d o, b ut when they d o the error is 
g ra c e fully hand le d . 

9-2 Whenever SetWarnings m ethod s are use d in a function or sub a call to SetWarnings(True) m ust 
b e includ e d im m ed iately b e fore the single exit point (within the clean up cod e section). 
If cod e b ranches to the Error Hand ler a fter the DoCm d .SetW arning s(Fa lse ) m ethod  c all b ut b e fore 
you re-ena b le stand ard  Acc ess warning s with a DoCm d .SetW arning s(True) m ethod  c all there will b e  
no m ore stand a rd  warning s d uring  the entire Access session.  This could  b e potentially d isasterous.  
Ad d ing a pre c autionary SetW arning s(True ) c all within the cle anup section elim inates exposure to 
this prob lem . 

10: Object destruction  
10-1 Record sets that are opene d m ust b e explicitly closed . 
10-2 All ob jects that are instantiate d m ust b e explicitly d estroyed  when no long er ne e d e d. 

This has b e e n a “hot topic” am ongst VBA prog ram m ers and  fierc ely d e b a te d  on the prog ram m ing  
b ulletin b oard s for ye ars. 
Som e prog ram m ers arg ue that Acc ess c an autom atic ally d e-re ferenc e ob je ct varia b les when they g o 
out of scope (in the sam e way that other types of varia b les d o).     
It is wid ely b e lieved  that m em ory le a ks (a situation where a com puter gra d ua lly g rind s to a ha lt as 
the m em ory b e com es exhauste d  and  then ne e d s to b e re-b ooted ) are often c ause d  b y relying  upon 
autom atic ob je ct d estruction. 
It is instructive to exam ine the wizard -g e nerated  cod e for Acc ess switchb oard s.  The cod e within the 
HandleButtonClick function shows that Microsoft also find  value in closing  record sets and  explicitly 
d estroying  ob je cts when working with their own prod uct. 
 


