MULTIMEDIA TRAINING KIT

INTRODUCTION TO DATABASES HANDOUT

Developed by: Anna Feldman 

for the Association for Progressive Communications (APC)

1MULTIMEDIA TRAINING KIT


1INTRODUCTION TO DATABASES HANDOUT


1About this document


1Copyright information


2Introduction


2But what is data?


2What does "managing information" mean, and why is it important?


3Understanding different database concepts


3Fields


3Records


4Queries


5Reports


5The database planning process


5The information and referral database


6Contact/client databases


6Donation databases ("donorbase")


7In conclusion: taking information seriously




About this document

These materials are part of the Multimedia Training Kit (MMTK). The MMTK provides an integrated set of multimedia training materials and resources to support community media, community multimedia centres, telecentres, and other initiatives using information and communications technologies (ICTs) to empower communities and support development work.
Copyright information

This unit is made available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike License. To find out how you may use these materials please read the copyright statement included with this unit or see

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/1.0/legalcode
Introduction

A database is a storage space for content/information (data). Databases store information in the powerfully organised and structured space of a computer. Understanding how that storage works, and how it can work best for you, is the first stage to getting the most out of any database project. 

But what is data?

Data is factual information such as measurements or statistics about objects and concepts. We use it for discussion, or calculation. It could be a person, a place, an event, an action, any one of a number of things. A single fact is an element of data, or a data element. 

If data is information and information is what we are all in the business of working with, you can start to see where you may be storing it:

· Filing cabinets

· Spreadsheets

· Folders

· Ledgers

· Lists

· Colleagues’ memories

· Piles of papers on your desk

They all store information, and so too does a database. But because of the mechanical nature of databases, they have terrific power to manage and process the information they hold. This can make the information they house much more useful for your work. 

With this understanding of data, we can start to see how a tool with the capacity to store a collection of data and organise it especially for rapid search, retrieval and processing might make a difference to how we can use data. This is all about managing information.

What does "managing information" mean, and why is it important?

Managing information means taking care of it so that it works for us, and is useful for the work we are doing. The information we collect is no longer subject to "accidental disorganisation” and becomes more easily accessible and integrated with the rest of our work. Managing information using a database allows us to become strategic users of the data we have.


We often need to access and re-sort data for various uses. These may include:

· Creating mailing lists

· Writing management reports

· Generating lists of selected news stories

· Identifying various client needs

The processing power of a database allows it to manipulate the data it houses, so it can

· Sort

· Match

· Link

· Aggregate

· Skip fields

· Calculate

· Arrange

So a database tracks data, finding the bits you need and processing them in the way you arrange for them to be processed.

Because of the versatility of databases, we find them powering all sorts of projects. A database can be linked to:

· A web site that is capturing registered users

· A client tracking application for social service organisations 

· A medical record system for a health care facility

· Your personal address book in your e-mail client

· A collection of word processed documents

· A system that issues airline reservations
Understanding different database concepts

Fields

We know that a database stores pieces of information or facts in an organised way. Understanding how to use and get the most out of databases requires us to understand that method of organisation.

The principal storage units are called fields. These will house the basic components of data that your content can be broken down into. Deciding which fields to create means thinking generically about your information, i.e. drawing out the common components of the information that you will store in the database, and avoiding the specifics that distinguish one item from another.

	Look at the following example of an ID card to see the relationship between fields and their data:



	
	Field Name
	Data
	

	
	First Name
	Isabelle
	

	
	Family Name
	Whelan
	

	
	Nationality
	British
	

	
	Passport Number
	019166957
	

	
	Date of Birth
	15 September 1983
	

	
	Marital Status
	Single
	

	
	Occupation
	Journalist
	

	
	Place of issue
	Addis Ababa
	

	
	Valid until
	17 December 2003
	

	
	
	
	


Records

Just as the content of any one document or item needs to be broken down into its constituent bits of data for storage in the fields, the link between them also needs to be available so that they can be re-constituted into their whole form. Records allow us to do this. 

A simple table gives us the clearest picture of how records and fields work together in the database storage project.

Records and fields form the basis of all databases.

	Record ID
	Field a (date)
	Field b (author)
	Field c (title)
	Field d

(body text)

	1
	26/07/1968
	M. Lopez
	Rights and Wrongs online
	Blah blah blah

	2
	03/05/2000
	I. Odebayo
	Networking for Change
	Rhubarb Rhubarb

	3
	27/02/1971
	J. Konko
	The Myth of Cyber Crimes
	on and on and on

	4
	15/09/1983
	I. Whelan
	Connecting the disconnected
	Log on log on log 


Now transferred to a real database system – in this case MS Access, we can see how the database presents the table[image: image1.png]


.

The example above shows us how fields can hold a range of different sorts of data – this one has:

· An ID field: ordinal number.

· A date field: day/month/year.

· An author field: Initial. Surname.

· A title field: limited text.

· A body text field: extensive text.

By creating fields especially for the sorts of data they will house, the database can sort them intelligently. You can request a selection of records which are limited by their date – all before a given date, or all after a given date or all between 2 given dates. Similarly you can choose to have records sorted by date. What is happening here, is that the database is reading the information in the date field, not just as numbers separated by slashes, but rather as dates which must be ordered according to a calendar system – because the field was set up as a date field. You are commanding the database to sift through its data and organise it in a particular way. These commands are known as queries.

Queries

Queries are the information retrieval requests you make to the database - the way you search through the information. The complexity of your query will depend on the complexity of the fields that the data is housed in, the functionality of the database, and the type of information you are trying to gather. 

The queries placed by people using your database can be a guide to, and a reflection of, how the data is being used. As the limits of the queries they can run will in large measure be determined by the fields in the database, you can see how important it is to consider your data users’ needs when designing the database. You need to think about the work of your data users – whether they are researchers, administrators, fundraisers, or lobbyists. The work they do with information will affect the way they need to process it, and the form in which they need to receive it.

Ask yourself:

· What sorts of data comparisons will they want to make? Historical, regional, institutional?

· What methods of sorting/ordering will they need?

· How will they want results presented?

· What search choices will they need?

Answering these questions involves understanding how they work with information. The answers to these questions must inform your database planning work.

Reports

Reports are the data results that your database will deliver as a result of a query. So if the query forms a question – then the report is its answer. Again the processing power of the database allows us to generate reports tailored to the needs of the data user, making the information they extract much more useful.

For instance, you might want to generate: 

· An alphabetical list of supporters who attended your New Year fundraising event. 

· Personalised letters to donors who have contributed more than US$100. 

· A sheet of mailing labels for members sorted by membership-expiry date.

· A regionally sub-divided list of human rights abuses involving children, from the past year.

The database planning process

With this basic understanding of database concepts, we can now start to make more sense of the priorities involved in planning a database. Different databases have different priorities.

The information and referral database

Information and referral databases store lists of service-providing organisations. Such databases can be used to answer a client’s query or request for referral. By tracking and matching those service providers listed, with the client’s criteria, the appropriate information is retrieved from the database. This could have application for a client’s enquiry about

· Internet Service Providers (ISPs) that provide specialist training for Civil Society Organizations (CSOs).

· Family planning advice for young people.

· Locally-based alcohol-abuse support groups.

· Health care providers for people with HIV.


So by running a query for a certain kind of service provider in a given locality, the database can deliver results which meet the client’s needs. 

For this type of database to be useful and effective, it needs its lists of services and service providers to be updated regularly. Outdated information or misinformation takes all the value out of this type of database project. So although information and referral databases can be easy to set up - often based on a fairly simple design - they may need significant staff input time to maintain. 

Contact/client databases

A contact/client database is the tool of choice for organisations that are working at managing:

· Simple mailing address lists.

· Press lists.

· Staff and volunteer contact information.

At its most simple, a contact/client database stores the basic contact information for each client, but more sophisticated versions go beyond this to record information such as convenient times for contact, availability dates, etc. The design of fields used for this kind of information will range from a basic comments field (a simple free text area) to a more structured weekly or monthly system with check boxes for different conditions. 

If your contact database will be used to generate lists of people to contact at certain times for certain events, it needs to be sortable by useful criteria like:

· Client interests.

· Services provided.

· Subscription expiry dates.

· Last contacted date.

By coupling the information management power of the database with the document processing power of your word processing software (e.g. MS Word or OpenOffice.org Writer), you can get your sorted and selected lists of clients to automatically generate mail-outs using mail-merge tools.

Donation databases ("donorbase")

Donor databases, or donorbases form a crucial part of tracking information about potential donors, current and past donors and their donations. This kind of work is all the more important given the need for accurate reports on where funds have come from, or are going to. 


On the whole we need a donorbase to be able to:

· Generate reports of donations.

· Order or sort donors according to different conditions.

· Record the different(may be multiple) donation details of each donor.

· Create and sort lists of potential and current donors.

· Print letters, labels and reports.


Clearly there is a contact/client database element to any donorbase, but its distinguishing and more complex features arise precisely because donor and donation information is more involved. In order to trace the donations of a single donor over a period of time, we need to use fields, which will accommodate historical sorting. 

Analysing the success of a given fundraising appeal requires that we be able to trace the names of donors approached, the percentages of those that donated, those that didn’t, those that might if approached again, etc. A good donorbase will do all this for us.

A donorbase can also be used for accounting, to generate monthly, quarterly and end of year statements. It donorbase is a particularly good example of a database that could benefit from being connected to an accounting system or other databases, like a membership or client database. 

In conclusion: taking information seriously 

In this unit we have learned that a database is a powerful tool for managing information – it provides us with the technology to process information in tune with our information needs. The importance of recognising the database as a tool lies in how we see its role. You need to think of the task ahead of you as an information project which could be aided by using a database, rather than as a database project, which needs some information. The most important thing to consider in all your database work is the information you are working with and how you and your co-workers need to work with it. If you introduce a new tool to their working environment which you expect them to use effectively, you need to take very seriously:

· Including them at all stages of the project planning process.

· Training them properly in the use of that tool.

· Developing their understanding of the capacity of that tool.


The decisions you take about which database system to use, and how to structure the database must always be led by your information needs and your working styles and practices, not the tool itself. 

So your train of thought should always go in this general direction:
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And never in this direction:
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2nd idea: Is there a database approach which could accommodate that sort of information and produce the sorts of reports that our funders need?








3rd idea: Who has been involved with data gathering and management in our organisation, who can bring ideas and expertise to this project?





1st idea: How can we sort out all that evaluation data we collected about last year’s projects which is contained in statistics and farmers’ testimonies?
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1st idea: We’ve just received funding in kind – a new database software package donated through a corporate social responsibility scheme








3rd idea: Can the donors supply a consultant to implement the changes and explain them to relevant staff in the organisation?








2nd idea: Can we change our current information management systems to use this software rather than our old manual system?
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