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More about databases

In the text, we described hierarchical, network, relational, and object-oriented databases.  The more sophisticated databases in particular may be used as analytical databases or operational databases.

Analytic Databases: Static Information

One important use to which databases may be put is for analysis. The software tools for this are known as Online Analytical Processing (OLAP). In an analytic database, data is kept static and read-only—that is, users don’t interact with it. Thus, for example, consumers might go through a website tied to an OLAP database to look up the year 2000 census populations of various cities. Or they could look at motorcycle accident statistics for the past several years. Or the list of all possible seeds in the Burpee’s seed catalog. Because users only need to look up data, not change it, this arrangement works just fine. Web pages often consist of static files, such as the courses your college might post on a website for the upcoming school term, so that all students can see what’s available. 

Querying, or calling up, information can be either for large-scale returns, such as all the alumni of Stanford University, or for very specifically targeted returns, such as all alumni of Stanford University who graduated in the class of 1985, majored in electrical engineering, and live in the nine counties of the San Francisco Bay area. Querying is often done using SQL (structured query language, as discussed in the text). 

Operational Databases: Dynamic Information
Whereas analytic databases deal with static information, operational databases deal with dynamic information in real time and usually use online transaction processing technology. With this arrangement, users aren’t concerned with just doing analysis; rather, they need to interact and modify the data—for example, to order products, tickets, reservations, and the like. This is the kind of system you deal with when you make a bid on eBay or buy a plane ticket from Priceline.com. 

Operational databases can be used by a college or university not only to show courses available for the upcoming school term but also for purposes of student registration. That is, when you register for a course, you modify the database--you reduce by one the number of student enrollment positions allowed in the class.  

Some Tips for Buying & Using Database Software

Relational database management systems seem to be the most popular, especially for personal computers. Examples are Microsoft Access, Lotus Approach Millennium, Filemaker Pro, R:Base, and Paradox. Such relational database software allow you not only to design the kind of database you want and add the data you want, but you can also query it to get information that’s useful for you, print out information, and display it on a website or make it accessible to other users. 

Some tips for buying and using such software are as follows:

· Buy a program that’s appropriate for your purposes: Don’t buy a relational database—which can take longer to learn than other types, because you need to understand the structure—if all you’re going to do is put your address book into it. An inexpensive file manager can be just fine for that.

· Consider how you want to use the output: How you want to use the database will affect how you put the information into it. For example, if you want to sort addresses according to city or state or ZIP code, you’ll want to make each of these a separate field. If you want to include telephone numbers and e-mail along with names and addresses, understand how to sort and output them in a way that they won’t appear every time you print a mailing label. (After designing the fields for your database, it’s recommended that you print out a trial run to make sure things work they way you want them to.)

· Give close attention to how you format and enter your data: Data needs to be consistent and appropriate, otherwise it may be difficult to sort it. Are you entering only two digits for years (99 instead of 1999, in which case 02 might be assumed to mean 1902 instead of 2002)? Are you entering both “Calif.” and “CA” for California? Will the ZIP code field accommodate Canadian and English postal codes as well as U.S.? 

· Use imagination in querying:  You may think you remember how to spell people’s first names, but “Allen” and “Alan” and “Allyn” could all yield different results when you’re calling up information from a database. The U.S. Civil War may also be found under such other names as the War of the Rebellion or the War Between the States. 



















