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Introduction

SQL is the internationally recognized standard language for dealing with data 
in relational databases. Developed by IBM, SQL became an international 
standard in 1986. The standard was updated in 1989, 1992, 1999, 2003, 

2008, 2011, 2016, and 2023. It continues to evolve and gain capability. Database 
vendors continually update their products to incorporate the new features of the 
ISO/IEC standard. (For the curious out there, ISO is the International Organization 
for Standardization, and IEC is the International Electrotechnical Commission.)

SQL isn’t a general-purpose language, such as C++ or Java. Instead, it’s strictly 
designed to deal with data in relational databases. With SQL, you can carry out all 
the following tasks:

»» Create a database, including all tables and relationships.

»» Fill database tables with data.

»» Change the data in database tables.

»» Delete data from database tables.

»» Retrieve specific information from database tables.

»» Grant and revoke access to database tables.

»» Protect database tables from corruption due to access conflicts or user 
mistakes.

About This Book
This book isn’t just about SQL; it’s also about how SQL fits into the process of cre-
ating and maintaining databases and database applications. In this book, I cover 
how SQL fits into the larger world of application development and how it handles 
data coming in from other computers, which may be on the other side of the world 
or even in interplanetary space.
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Here are some of the things you can do with this book:

»» Create a model of a proposed system and then translate that model into 
a database.

»» Find out about the capabilities and limitations of SQL.

»» Discover how to develop reliable and maintainable database systems.

»» Create databases.

»» Speed database queries.

»» Protect databases from hardware failures, software bugs, and Internet 
attacks.

»» Control access to sensitive information.

»» Write effective database applications.

»» Deal with data from a variety of nontraditional data sources by using XML.

I’ve structured this book modularly — that is, it’s designed so that you can easily 
find just the information you need — so you don’t have to read whatever does-
n’t pertain to your task at hand. Here and there throughout the book, I include 
sidebars containing interesting information that isn’t necessarily integral to the 
discussion at hand; feel free to skip them. You also don’t have to read text marked 
with the Technical Stuff icons, which parses out über-techy tidbits (which may or 
may not be your cup of tea).

Within this book, you may note that some web addresses break across two lines 
of text. If you’re reading this book in print and want to visit one of these web 
pages, simply key in the web address exactly as it’s noted in the text, pretending 
as though the line break doesn’t exist. If you’re reading this as an e-book, you’ve 
got it easy — just click the web address to be taken directly to the web page.

Foolish Assumptions
I know that this is a For Dummies book, but I don’t really expect that you’re a 
dummy. In fact, I assume that you’re a very smart person. After all, you decided 
to read this book, which is a sign of high intelligence indeed. Therefore, I assume 
that you may want to do a few things, such as re-create some of the examples in 
the book. You may even want to enter some SQL code and execute it. To do that, 
you need at the very least an SQL editor and more likely also a database manage-
ment system (DBMS) of some sort. Many choices are available, both proprietary 
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and open source. I mention several of these products at various places throughout 
the book but don’t recommend any one in particular. Any product that complies 
with the ISO/IEC international SQL standard should be fine.

Take claims of ISO/IEC compliance with a grain of salt, however. No DBMS availa-
ble today is 100 percent compliant with the ISO/IEC SQL standard. For that reason, 
some of the code examples I give in this book may not work in the particular SQL 
implementation that you’re using. The code samples I use in this book are con-
sistent with the international standard rather than with the syntax of any par-
ticular implementation unless I specifically state that the code is for a particular 
implementation.

Icons Used in This Book
For Dummies books are known for those helpful icons that point you in the direc-
tion of really great information. This section briefly describes the icons used in 
this book.

The Tip icon points out helpful information that’s likely to make your job easier.

This icon marks a generally interesting and useful fact — something that you may 
want to remember for later use.

The Warning icon highlights lurking danger. When you see this icon, pay attention, 
and proceed with caution.

This icon denotes techie stuff nearby. If you’re not feeling very techie, you can 
skip this info.

Beyond the Book
In addition to what you’re reading right now, this book comes with a free access-
anywhere Cheat Sheet that includes information on SQL system development, 
normalizing data, and SQL data types and functions. To get this Cheat Sheet, sim-
ply go to www.dummies.com and type SQL All-in-One For Dummies Cheat Sheet 
in the Search box.

http://www.dummies.com/
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Where to Go from Here
Book 1 is the place to go if you’re just getting started with databases. It explains 
why databases are useful and describes the different types. It focuses on the rela-
tional model and describes SQL’s structure and features.

Book 2 goes into detail on how to build a database that’s reliable as well as respon-
sive. Unreliable databases are much too easy to create, and this minibook tells you 
how to avoid the pitfalls that lie in wait for the unwary.

Go directly to Book 3 if your database already exists and you just want to know 
how to use SQL to pull from it the information you want.

Book 4 is primarily aimed at the database administrator (DBA) rather than the 
database application developer or user. It discusses how to build a robust database 
system that resists data corruption and data loss.

Book 5 is for the application developer. In addition to discussing how to write a 
database application, it gives an example that describes in a step-by-step manner 
how to build a reliable application.

If you’re already an old hand at SQL and just want to know how to handle data in 
XML or JSON format in your SQL database, or if you’d like to dive into the property 
graph database world, Book 6 is for you.

Book 7 gives you a wide variety of techniques for improving the performance of 
your database. This minibook is the place to go if your database is operating — 
but not as well as you think it should. Most of these techniques are things that 
the DBA can do, rather than the application developer or the database user. If 
your database isn’t performing the way you think it should, take it up with your 
DBA. She can do a few things that could help immensely.

Book 8 is a handy reference that helps you quickly find the meaning of a word 
you’ve encountered or see why an SQL statement that you entered didn’t work as 
expected. (Maybe you used a reserved word without realizing it.)
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