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Comparison of Inmagic DB/Textworks and Microsoft Access : Notes taken at a lunch highlighting some of the differences

by Sally Walsh
On 21 September 2004, some members of the group gathered at a venue in Smithfield for a special lunch to discuss the differences between Inmagic DB/Textworks and Microsoft Access.

Wendy Duckett, of Format UK and Chairman of UKIUG, gave us a presentation, concentrating on the differences between the way the two applications deal with queries and reports. Linking was not included in this presentation, as there was insufficient time, but may serve as a topic for a further lunchtime meeting. Wendy had created a “whisky” database, in both DB/Textworks and Access, both databases had the same fields and the same records, and we then compared the two.

I am writing this from the perspective of someone who knows very little about Access, but quite a lot about DB/Textworks, so what I learnt at the meeting and what I write for this article may be slanted because of my lack of understanding of Access, but hopefully this article can serve as a building block, and we can add further comments/observations/corrections if you have any, later on. 

To help you understand Access better, there is a good article called Microsoft Access Database Fundamentals on the Internet at http://databases.about.com/library/weekly/aa120300a.htm

Overall, from the Librarian’s point of view, I feel that Inmagic DB/Textworks is a far better choice for the kind of application I need in the Library. However, this is not to say that there is anything wrong with Access, it is just different, and suited to different applications.

At the lunch, the following differences were highlighted:

Database files required:

The Access database, once it has been compiled, consists of one file (a .mdb file)

An Inmagic DB/Textworks textbase consists of 10 or more files, usually including .sdo, .occ, .log, .ixl, .dbs, .dbr, .dbo, .btx, tba (dbtextworks textbase file), and a Microsoft agent file. There are also .dmp files, .ini files and .tbu files (the latter contains private settings and may be stored on an individual’s PC rather than on the network), that are important files and which may affect the functionality of the textbase.

To back up a DB/Textworks textbase, and in order to later fully restore the previous functionality of same, it is necessary to make sure that you copy all of the files to a safe place.

Security

The security features of DB/Textworks are intricate, but relatively easy to use. It is possible to protect whole textbases (e.g. from editing, by making them read only), or certain fields, or certain records. It is also possible to make some fields hidden to certain users.

In Access security is more difficult (we did not go into detail on this)

The textbase structure in Access can be easily exposed, but it is easily protected in DB/Textworks.

Queries – The Query and Report Screens

In DB/Textworks a basic query screen containing all fields is immediately built-in and available for use once you have created your textbase fields.

A basic report screen containing all fields is also immediately available, either for viewing a list of multiple records or for displaying a single record.

In Access, there is no basic query screen, and it is necessary to compile a query screen that consists, not only of all the fields that may be required for searching, but also all the fields that you may wish to display afterwards. This requires forward thinking.

In Access it is easy to widen or narrow fields as required. In DB/Textworks you need to go into the report design facility to do this.

In Access it is easier to see all data on a screen. In DB/Textworks this can be achieved, but again requires the report design facility to do this.

Queries – Finding all records

We found that there was little difference when searching for “all records” in Access and DB/Textworks. In both cases you typed in an asterisk in any field and the same number of records was found.

Queries – Searching across more than one field

Access cannot search more than one field at a time.

In DB/Textworks it is possible to set up Query boxes that can search multiple fields (even all fields) at once.

Queries – Multiple Entry fields

In DB/Textworks it is possible to create fields that accept multiple entries (a new entry can be created by pressing F7). An example of where you may wish to use this is a “keywords” field. It is then possible to choose to search for entries already used in the database by making use of the browse choices option on the Query Screen (press F3 or press the “eyeball” icon).

In Access you cannot create, or search for entries in, multiple entries fields. There is therefore also no F3 or “browse choices” facility.

Queries – Finding parts of a term (truncating using wild cards)

Wild cards (*) can be used in both DB/Textworks and Access, but in different ways.

e.g. Aber*

In Access, a word or phrase ending with a wild card asterisk will find all records with that word or phrase at the beginning of the field, but only those that are at the beginning of the field.

In DB/Textworks, a word or phrase ending with a wild card asterisk will find all records with that word or phrase used anywhere in the field (i.e. it will find all).

In Access, however, you can find words or phrases that appear either in the middle, or at the beginning of a field, by truncating with a wild card to the left and right of that field.

e.g. *Aber*

In DB/Textworks you cannot find strings of letters within words, and you cannot front truncate.

Queries – Using comparisons and range operators

We found no difference in the results between the two applications when using comparisons and range operators 

e.g. 

= 
equal to

<
less than

> 
more than

<= 
less than or equal to

>=
more than or equal to

Queries – Proximity searches

There are no proximity operators in Access as there are in DB/Textworks

e.g.

W# (within # number of words of)

P# (preceding the term by # number of words)

Queries – Using Boolean operators

????
Queries – Anomalies

????

Queries – Checking for empty fields

We found no difference in the results between the two applications when searching for empty fields.

In Access we used “is null”

In DB/Textworks we used “not *”

The results were the same.

Reports – Exporting to Excel

Exporting reports from Access to Excel is easy because they are both Microsoft products.

Exporting reports from DB/Textworks to Excel is not straightforward (you have to export in comma delimited format first, then import into Excel). Excel also doesn’t often cope with multiple entry fields exported from DB/Textworks.

Validation / Pick Lists

In DB/Textworks it is possible to set up validations lists to ensure that only data conforming to a certain format or range can be entered, or to ensure that only certain specific entries are selected. (IS THIS POSSIBLE IN ACCESS?)
Other anecdotal differences that I have heard of – not discussed at this lunch

Searching

DB/Textworks provides greater flexibility and the ability to search within fields for text words in a much more sophisticated manner than Access.

Field Lengths

Fields in DB/Textworks can be a variable length, but Access is not so flexible in this respect.

Indexes

In DB/Textworks it is possible to create indexes for individual pieces of data within fields (i.e. one author from a group of four or five), and to create lists of the indexes. This cannot be done in Access.

Web-enabling

Graham Beastall wrote: “The other fact compared to MS Access is the fact that DB/Textworks can be used to develop applications for the web using SOAP so allowing web interactive access with the minimal of programming and without a limit to the number of users.”
SQL

Both DB/Textworks and Access now have SQL server versions (in DB/Textworks case it is Content Server)

Graham Beastall wrote “What is reported to us is that most organisations abhore the prevalence of so many Access applications that have been created and are not centrally managed so each is different in the ways that they have been created and use. By moving to a system such as DB/TextWorks the database manager can control them within a SQL database environment without having to teach anyone SQL. This helps users because they can quickly get things done without involving IT and IT knows that the data is safe within MS SQL. 

We have recently been confirmed as the chosen supplier at London Fire and Emergency Services for the Library System and they plan to use it to help stop the proliferation of MS Access (over 1000 Access apps are believed to be in use around their offices and when whoever started one leaves so does the knowledge to maintain it).”

Type of Database

Access is a relational database with limited (searchable) field lengths, DB/Textworks is a text retrieval database that can handle large volumes of text and can search this with ease.

Speed

At an annual UKIUG Conference, Phil Green of Inmagic Inc demonstrated the difference in speed of searching between Access and DB/Textworks. He searched across a very large number of Library of Congress records. DB/Textworks was extremely fast compared with Access.

Bugs

One person said “Access if full of bugs – things it is supposed to be able to do in theory, but just doesn’t do”. (I don’t know if this is true or not, as I haven’t used Access enough).

