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Getting Started
with VBA

Objectives

• Understand what Microsoft Visual Basic for Applications is and why
you might want to use it.

• Identify different applications that include VBA.

• Learn about the components that make up a VBA application.

• Understand where VBA code is contained.
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What is VBA?

Microsoft Visual Basic for Applications (VBA) is a cross-product language
that allows you to automate tasks and create complex, fully functional
Windows-based applications. VBA is the programming language for Visual
Basic and for all Office 97 applications, Microsoft Excel, Microsoft Access,
Word, PowerPoint, and Microsoft Project, except Microsoft Outlook. Outlook
supports a subset of the VBA language called VBScript.

VBA is one of the most powerful and productive programming languages
available today. Because Microsoft has made VBA licenses available to other
companies, it serves as the programming language for an increasing number of
desktop applications on the market today.

What’s the difference between Visual Basic and VBA? Visual Basic is a
complete programming environment. It contains many tools that are necessary
for developing a standalone application. VBA is the language you use to
program in Visual Basic and other applications. Don’t be confused when you
hear programmers refer to VBA as Visual Basic or VB—the terms are
interchangeable!

Office 97 applications, and other third-party software products featuring VBA,
are VBA host applications. They include VBA along with their own
programming environment, which is similar to the one found in Visual Basic.
However, you don’t create standalone applications in a VBA host application.
Instead, you use VBA to extend and to customize the host application.

Why Would You Want to Use VBA?

Why all the fuss about VBA? Well, VBA brings desktop application
development to a new level and lets you:

• Extend and customize: VBA lets you extend and customize the
applications you’re familiar with. You can add new dialog boxes,
toolbar buttons, and menus to the user interface. Behind the scenes you
can make the application perform in any manner you want to, and
make it appear seamless to the user.

• Automate common tasks: You can write VBA code to automate
often-used tasks eliminating tedious keystrokes and menu clicks.

• Capitalize on existing applications: Rather than writing an
application from scratch, you can take advantage of existing
applications, or even components of applications, that Microsoft and
other software companies have spent years designing, developing, and
testing.



Getting Started with VBA: What is VBA?

Developing Microsoft Office 97 Applications Using VBA 2-3
Copyright © 1998 by Application Developers Training Company
All rights reserved.  Reproduction is strictly prohibited.

• Take advantage of your existing knowledge: You already have a
head start if you’re familiar with a particular host application such as
Microsoft Excel. Once you learn the basics of VBA, you can build
upon those previous skills to speed up and enhance current operations
in the host application.

• Reduce training and support requirements: If your users are
already familiar with a VBA host application, they’ll require less
training and support than if you were introducing them to a new
application created from scratch.

• Capitalize on your programming skills: Since VBA is a common
programming language, the skills you learn while programming in one
application apply to any other VBA host.

• Run the same code in different applications: Code written in one
application can easily run in any another application. However, you’ll
need to modify the code for application-specific operations. For
example, Microsoft Excel does not perform mail merges.

• Control another application: You can use VBA to control one host
application from another host application effectively combining the
power of both applications. For example, you can use Microsoft
Excel’s calculation engine to perform calculations that aren’t available
in Microsoft Access.
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VBA Host Applications

Although VBA is a common programming language, implementation varies
from one host application to the other. In this section, we’ll briefly discuss the
differences between VBA in the Microsoft Office applications and touch on
them in later chapters as needed.

Word, Microsoft Excel, and PowerPoint

Word, Microsoft Excel, and PowerPoint all have a similar implementation of
VBA in that they contain the Visual Basic Editor, or VBE, the development
environment used to write VBA code. These applications will provide the
majority of the examples because they contain the latest, most full-featured
version of VBA and are more familiar to users.

If you’re familiar with VBA in Visual Basic or in Microsoft Access, the Visual
Basic Editor will appear a little different than what you’re accustomed to. The
VBE opens in a separate window, as though it were its own application though
still dependent on the originating host application. Therefore, when you close
the application, the VBE closes as well. Figure 1 shows how Microsoft Excel
and the VBE might look together on your computer.

Figure 1. Microsoft Excel and the Visual Basic Editor appear in separate
application windows.
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Microsoft Access

Both Microsoft Access 95 and Microsoft Access 97 have incorporated VBA.
However, Microsoft Access 97 doesn’t include the Visual Basic Editor found
in Word, Microsoft Excel, and PowerPoint. Instead, Microsoft Access
integrates VBA directly into its own user interface. Also, note that Microsoft
Access doesn’t have a macro recorder, although it does have its own macro
language separate from VBA.

We won’t focus on Microsoft Access in this course, but we will mention how
it differs from the other Office 97 applications from time to time.

Who Has Licensed VBA?

Already, more than one hundred companies have licensed VBA to use in their
own products. Some of these companies include Visio, Autodesk, Great Plains
Software, Dow Jones, and OnPoint Technologies, Inc.

If you want to see a complete company listing, or you want information about
licensing VBA, check out Microsoft’s VBA Web site, at
http://www.microsoft.com/vba.
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What Does a VBA Application Look
Like?

You can do a lot with VBA to extend and customize your application, most of
which will be done with the components outlined in this section. If you’re
confused, don’t worry; we’ll explain everything in more detail as the course
goes on. We just want to give you an idea of the type of application you can
create, and what it will look like to your users!

A custom VBA application starts with a familiar application, like Word or
Microsoft Excel. You can add components and write VBA code to make the
application perform any necessary task. Underneath, it’s still the same
application familiar to you and your users.

Custom Dialog Boxes

You can create custom dialog boxes to perform certain tasks, or to gather data
from a user. Figure 2 shows a very similar, yet simple, custom dialog box in
Microsoft Excel. Notice that it looks a lot like the dialog boxes you’re
probably used to working with, but perhaps somewhat simpler.

Figure 2. A custom dialog box running in Microsoft Excel.
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Custom Toolbars and Menus

You can add custom toolbars and menu items and integrate them with the
components necessary to your application. For example, in Figure 2 the user
opens the form by clicking on the Go To Product button on the custom
toolbar.

NOTE You can create custom toolbars and menus in the Office
applications, but not all VBA host applications support them.

Buttons and Things

You can add buttons and other user interface elements directly to your
document allowing the user to bring up a dialog box or to perform a task with
one simple click. Figure 3 shows how a custom button might look on a
Microsoft Excel worksheet.

Figure 3. You can add a custom button to a document.

Behind-the-Scenes Operations

You can add code to execute a certain reaction when the user performs a
particular action. For example, you can write code to automate server backups
of a document when the user initiates their own File, Save operation. Or, you
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can write code to run a customized error message when invalid is entered. All
this can be done without the user noticing anything different with their favorite
application.

Code Underneath It All

All of the things you just read about are driven by VBA code. During this
course, you’ll see many examples of VBA programming and how code can be
integrated with documents in order to create full-featured applications.
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Working with VBA

Now that you know what VBA is, we can get more specific on how to work
with it.  You don’t need to learn everything in these first few minutes, but by
taking an overall look you will get a better idea of where to go as you learn
VBA.

Where Does VBA Code Live?

If you’re going to use VBA, you must know where it “lives.” That is, where do
you put the code? How do you make it happen? How do you hook it up?

You’ve already learned that to write VBA code and develop your VBA
applications you use the Visual Basic Editor. Within the VBE, you write code
in modules. Within a module, you divide your code into procedures. Modules
and the procedures in them, together with any forms that your application
contains, make up a VBA project.

Key Terms

Module A container for VBA code. Three types of modules are

available: standard, form, and class. All of these modules appear

in the Project Explorer window in the VBE.

Procedure A self-contained block of VBA code that performs a task or

returns a value. Every procedure has a name and, though that

name may not be unique throughout an entire application, it

must be unique in its own module.

Project A VBA project stores all of the written code and any additional

components. For the Office applications, each document has its

own VBA project.

Figure 4 shows a module with a simple procedure from a Microsoft Excel
project. The “Book 1” reference in the upper left corner of the module
identifies this as a Microsoft Excel project.
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Figure 4. A module with a simple procedure from a Microsoft Excel project.

How Do You Make VBA Code Happen?

VBA code integrates with your application by reacting to events. For example,
when a user clicks a button, your code can run in response to that action. You
can also use events for the “behind-the-scenes” operations described earlier.

Key Term

Event Something that happens while an application is running that

your code can react to. A mouse click, a timer going off, the

user pressing a key or clicking a button—these are all events

that VBA code can react to.

The starting point for your code is always an event. The code you write to
respond to an event lives in a special procedure called an event procedure.
When an event occurs that VBA knows about, the code in the corresponding
event procedure runs and can create a domino effect by launching several other
levels of procedures.

What kind of events does VBA know about? It recognizes events that occur for
forms in your application, and for controls, which are the components that live
on a form or a document. It also recognizes events that occur for certain
objects in your host application. For example, both a Microsoft Excel
workbook and spreadsheet have events. Using a workbook event, you can
write code to perform a certain task when the user opens the spreadsheet.
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Summary

• VBA is the common programming language available to you in
Microsoft Visual Basic, Word, Excel, Access, PowerPoint, and
Project, and in applications developed by companies who’ve licensed
VBA.

• Using VBA, you can extend and customize applications with which
you’re already familiar, and automate common tasks within those
applications.

• When you learn to program in VBA within one application, you can
use your programming skills with any other application that contains
VBA.


