
 

What Is a Database? 



Understanding the World's Most Important Information Tool 

By Curtis Jerry Smothers 

I taught Microsoft Access for several years as an adjunct instructor at a California community 

college. During the first evening of every semester, I discovered that many students were 

intimidated by the word database. They assumed it referred to something mysterious that only 

programmers or computer scientists could understand. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

A database is simply an organized collection of information. Once my students understood that 

one simple idea, the rest of the course became much easier. This article is my attempt to explain 

databases the same way I introduced them to beginning classes. 

Databases Existed Long Before Computers 

When most people hear the word database, they immediately think of computers. Actually, 

databases have existed for centuries. A box of recipe cards is a database. So is a doctor's file 

cabinet filled with patient records. The old card catalogs once found in every public library were 

databases, and even a telephone directory qualifies. Each of these collections stores similar 

information in a consistent format so it can be found quickly when needed. 

Computers didn't invent databases. They simply made them dramatically faster and capable of 

handling millions of records instead of hundreds. 

A Simple Definition 

A database is a collection of similar information organized so it can be stored, updated, searched, 

sorted, and reported efficiently. Every individual piece of information is called a field. A group 

of related fields forms a record, and a collection of records becomes a table. 

Think about your personal address book. Each person's name, address, telephone number, and e-

mail address are individual fields. Together they form one record, and hundreds or thousands of 

those records make up the database. That's really all there is to the basic concept. 

Why Databases Matter 

Imagine trying to find one customer's purchase history among ten thousand paper records stored 

in filing cabinets. Now imagine typing the customer's name into a computer and having the 

answer appear almost instantly. That's the real power of a database. 

Databases allow us to organize enormous amounts of information while making it possible to 

search, sort, update, and report on that information in seconds. What once required hours of 

manual searching can now be accomplished with a few keystrokes. 

Databases Are Everywhere 



Most people use dozens of databases every day without realizing it. When you withdraw money 

from an ATM, the bank consults a database. When your doctor reviews your medical history, 

that information comes from a database. Airlines, schools, insurance companies, libraries, 

retailers, streaming services, and government agencies all depend on databases to organize the 

information that keeps their organizations running. 

Modern life would be almost impossible without them. Nearly every transaction we make leaves 

a digital footprint that is stored, organized, and retrieved through one database or another. 

From Punch Cards to Personal Computers 

The earliest computerized databases were remarkably primitive by today's standards. Information 

was stored on punched cards, sorted mechanically, and printed on enormous IBM computers that 

occupied entire rooms. Even so, they represented a tremendous leap forward because they could 

organize and retrieve information much faster than manual filing systems. 

By the 1980s, personal computers brought databases into ordinary offices through programs such 

as dBase. Later came Microsoft Access, FileMaker Pro, and many other database management 

systems that allowed businesses of every size to organize and analyze information on desktop 

computers. Today's cloud databases continue that evolution, making information instantly 

available almost anywhere in the world. 

Why Learn About Databases? 

Many computer users spend their entire lives working with word processors and spreadsheets, 

and those programs are wonderful tools. But sooner or later many spreadsheets become too large, 

too repetitive, or too difficult to manage efficiently. That's when databases become 

indispensable. 

Learning the basics of database design opens the door to managing information more accurately, 

producing better reports, and answering questions that would otherwise take hours—or even 

days—to solve. Once you understand the underlying concepts, you'll begin noticing databases at 

work almost everywhere you look. 

The Bottom Line 

The word database sounds technical, but the idea behind it is surprisingly simple. Collect similar 

information, organize it consistently, keep it up to date, and make it easy to find. Whether you're 

managing a family recipe collection, a customer list for a small business, or millions of records 

for a government agency, the basic concept never changes. 

A database is simply an organized way of turning information into something useful. Once you 

understand that, you've taken the first—and most important—step toward understanding one of 

the most valuable tools in modern computing. 


