Null, Zero, Empty Values

Null means that we don't know what the value is.  The Empty string means we know what the value is, and the value is "nothing".

Consider the case of the middle initial.  Some people have a middle initial and some don't.  Of those that do have one, we may or may not know what it is.  If I leave it Null, it says that I don't know whether they have one or not.  However, I can set the field to "" (Empty string) which says that they DO NOT have a middle initial.

Why this difference?  Let's assume that my primary key is a composite key composed of FirstName, MiddleInitial, LastName.  A primary key CANNOT have a Null as a part of it, thus we can set the value of MiddleInitial to "", and it will accept it.

Why can't a Primary Key have a Null value?  Well aside from the fact that Access won't let it, the fact that Null means "I don't know the value" means that it cannot positively guarentee that the field is unique, which is one of the properties of the primary key.

The following four subs illustrate the differences:

Sub test()

If Null = Null Then

MsgBox "True"

Else

MsgBox "false"

End If

End Sub

Sub test2()

If IsNull(Null) Then

MsgBox "True"

Else

MsgBox "false"

End If

End Sub

Sub test3()

If "" = "" Then

MsgBox "True"

Else

MsgBox "false"

End If

End Sub

Sub test4()

If IsNull("") Then

MsgBox "True"

Else

MsgBox "false"

End If

End Sub

Notice that NULL=NULL always evaluates to False.  Since we don't know the value of Null, we can't say what it equals.  This is why you never use NULL this way, but always use the IsNull() function.

Further, Len(Null) does evaluates to Null, as indeed do most things you *compare* with or *do to* Null, ie. Null=Null, X=Null, Null=True, cint(Null), etc.

Len("") ("" representing the 'Empty String' or 'Zero Length String') evaluates to 0 (zero).  Because the length of a string of zero length is zero (duh!, my daughter would say).

The problem with explaining NULL, is all the good words are used for something else.  You can't define it with itself, so saying "Null is Null" is null (forgive the expression) content. (Thus 'null content' means 'we don't know what it means'.)<grin>  You can't use "nothing", because that is an object pointer used to de-allocate object variables.  You can't use "empty", because that is a constant specifically for use with a Variant variable.  You can't use Zero either, because that represents a specific numeric value, rather than the absence of a value. 

I guess we'll have to blame E.F. Codd who declared that any relational database implementation must have a special value called "Null" which represents the "absence of anything" or “unknown” condition for all datatypes.  The best we can do is to say that the value of Null is 'we don't know', which is not to say that we don't know what Null is ... I'd better stop there.

