
Using SQL Server as an External Data Source 

The following document includes text and images to take you through the creation of an external data content type and 

using it in SharePoint and Microsoft Word.  I put this document together to show what everyone missed at SQL Saturday 

#110 in Tampa when my laptop refused to work with the projector that could not handle screen resolutions higher than 

800 x 600.  I know this is not a perfect replacement, but for now, it is the best I can offer. 

1) Navigate to your site and open the Site Actions menu and select: Edit in SharePoint Designer. 

 

2) This should open SharePoint to load your site.  Select External Content Types from the left navigation menu. 

 



3) You may already have external content types defined within the current site collection (Open Lab in the following 

figure).  But in this case, you want to create a new External Content type by clicking the External Content Type button in 

the New group of the External Content Types ribbon. 

 

4) In the main panel, enter a Name (I entered SQLSat110).  SPD automatically assumes you want to use this name as the 

Display Name as well.  In most cases, this is fine.  Then click the External System hyperlink as shown in the following 

figure to define a data connection. 

 

5) If you already have connections defined, they appear here (MPA & Test).  Otherwise, you can click the Add 

Connection button to define a new data connection 



 

6) First you need to define the data connection type.  For this example, select SQL Saturday from the dropdown list. 

 

7) For a SQL Server connection, you need to enter the name of the database server and the database name.  You can 

also supply a user friendly name as shown in this figure.  Also since I’m running everything off a single box, I’m using my 

user identity.  In a real farm, you may either need to use Kerberos to use your user identity or use a secure store. 

 

8) Now open the database tree and find the table you want to use.  Right click on the table name and select the option 

to Create All Operations. 



 

9) On the subsequent dialog, click Next on the Operational Properties.  There is nothing to set here. 

 

 

10) On the Parameters page, select the field to use as the identity column.  This is mandatory if you want to be able to 

edit and update records.  Select the field and check the box: Map to Identifier.  Also check the box: Read-only, but 

uncheck: Required.  Then you may want to define which field(s) to use in a picker list.  A picker list appears when you 

need to select a record to work with such as when you associate the external content type with a custom field in a 

custom list or library.  In this example, I would recommend selecting both the First Name and the Last Name fields to 

appear in the Picker list to help users correct select the record of their choice.  When you are done, click: Next. 



 

11) On this final page of the dialog, you can define filters.  The external content type returns only a maximum of 200 

characters by default.  If you have a small table, this may be fine.  However, if you have a large table, it is important to 

define filters that you can use to select the records you want to see.  I’m going to show how to define 2 of the 4 filter 

types.  Clicking the Add Filter Parameter button you should see the following figure.  We are going to first create a limit 

filter which limits the number of records displayed.  You can create the limit filter on any element.  However, I always 

select the identity column which in this case is CustomerID.  Then click the link to the right of the Filter property as 

shown. 

 

12) In this dialog, you need to define the filter.  You can begin with a filter name in the field New Filter.  In this case, I’m 

going to call this filter: Top10.  Next select the filter type which I will select the type: Limit.  The filter field can be any 

field, but as I said before, I tend to use the identity column.  Then click OK.  

 



 

13) On the Filter Parameters Configuration, make sure you supply the desired Default Value (10 in this case for top 10).  

If you do not supply a value, you may not get any results when you use the external content type to define an external 

list. 

 

14) Next, click Add Filter Parameter to create a second filter on Last Name to make selection of the proper record easy.  

Click the link to the right of Filter to begin the definition of the filter. 

 

15) This filter uses the Filter Type: Wildcard so we can search on partial last names.  We will also tell the system to 

ignore this filter if the value is null (has not been defined).  Click OK to finish this filter definition. 



 

16) Click the Finish button to exit the parameter dialog.  You must now save the external content type definition by 

either right clicking on the tab that has the same name as the external content type entered previously, or you can click 

the Save icon in the Quick Access Toolbar. 

 

17) You should now open Central Administrator.  You may need your SharePoint administrator to do this step for you if 

you do not have the appropriate rights.  In Central Administrator, click on: Manage service applications in the 

Application Management group. 

 

18) From the list of service applications, first make sure that Business Data Connectivity Service is Started.  If not, click 

on the Status value to start the service.  Then click on either of the Business Data Connectivity Service links to view the 

external data content types. 

 



19) Select the external data content type you just saved by clicking the check box to the immediate left of the name.  

Then click the Set Object Permissions button in the Edit ribbon. 

 

20) Define the users who can use this external content type and the permissions they have.  Since this is my laptop, I’m 

being generous by giving all users all permissions.  Click OK when you are done defining permissions.  You can then close 

Central Administrator. 

 

Using the External Content Type to create an External List. 
1) Returning to your SharePoint Site, click on Site Actions  View All Site Content and select Create in the top left 

corner of the resulting dialog. 



 

2) Select External List and click the Create button. 

 

3) Supply a Name and an optional Description.  Then I choose not to display a link to this list in the Quick Launch 

navigation (left menu).  To select the external data content type, click on the rightmost icon in the Data source 

configuration section. 

 

4) In the resulting dialog, select the desired external content type.  Then click the OK button. 



 

5) Click the Create button to finish the creation of this external list. 

 

6) SharePoint now displays the external list using data from the external content type. 

 

With the external list created, you can edit the contents of any record by selecting a record by click the check box to its 

left and then clicking the Edit Item icon in the Items ribbon of the List ribbon group.  You can also use an item’s 

dropdown list to select Edit Item.  In the resulting dialog shown below, you can edit the values of any of the fields.  

When you save your changes, they are written back to the SQL Server database table.  Actually, they have always been 

there because the external content type is essentially just a view of the SQL Server table. 



 

Using an External Content Type to define a Custom Column in a Custom List and 

Using that data in Microsoft Excel and Microsoft Access 
 

1) For this example, create a custom list as you would normally and once opened, click the Create Column button in the 

Manage Views section of the List ribbon. 

 

2) Provide a name for the new column (CustomerName in the example below).  Then select External Data as the column 

data type.  The second half of the dialog refreshes with properties specific to the External Data type.  Supply an optional 

Description and leave the required field set to No for now unless you know that every row in the custom table must 

have a corresponding related row in the external content type.  In the External Content Type field, you can either type 

the complete name for the external content type or use the rightmost icon button to select from the available external 

content types as described earlier. 

You must associate one of the fields in the external content type with the custom field.  It does not have to be the 

identity column.  In this example, I selected the LastName field from the external data to be associated with the 

CustomerName field in the SharePoint list.  You can then associate all of the other external data fields with the 



connected data type.  This option displays these additional fields when you display the custom list.  However, you will 

not be able to change the values of any of these fields.  In fact, the only thing you can do is change the value of the 

external data type associated with the custom field to select a different row in the external data type.  You do not have 

to include all of the fields from the external data type.  For example, you probably would not include the field directly 

associated with the custom column which would otherwise display that value twice.  Click OK when you are done 

creating the custom field 

 

3) When you add an item to this custom list, you can only specify values for the columns created in SharePoint and use 

the custom column that connects to the external data type to select a row from that data source. 



 

4) The dialog for selecting the record from the external data uses the filters defined earlier in SharePoint Designer.  

Notice that this list displays 10 items only because that is what we specified when defining the filter. 

 

5) Alternately, we can specify a partial LastName in the Find box at the top of the dialog.  For example, if we simply 

enter the letter ‘a’, we see the first 10 (or fewer) of the last names that contain, not begins with, the letter ‘a’.  Notice 

that one of the items (CustomerID = 115) did not appear in the original list because it was beyond the first 10 records.  

We can refine our search by searching on two or more consecutive letters.  If you specify a string of letters for which 

there is no name, you get a message immediately beneath the Find box informing you that no results for the search 

string were found.  When you find the record you want, double click the record to select it. 



 

6) In the following figure, you can see that the customer with the last name ‘Antonovich’ was selected.  You can click 

Save to accept this.  Note you can also enter the CustomerName field value directly and click the first icon to the right of 

the text box to verify the name.  If the customer name you enter is not found, you get the message that ‘No exact match 

was found…’  If you enter a partial name (like just the letter ‘a’) which returns more than one record, you will get the 

same message.  However, if you enter enough of the partial name (like ‘anto’ in this example) and search for a matching 

record, it finds and displays the full custom last name since there is only one record in the table with this four character 

string within the last name field. 

 

7) After clicking Save, notice that the list now contains not only the two fields you saw in the Edit dialog, but also all of 

the other external data  fields specified when you defined the custom column.  Each column has a name that begins with 

the connecting field followed by a colon and the name of the specific field from the external data source. 

 

While a Custom list with a Custom column referring to an external content type has a few more options such as 

exporting ‘ALL’ of the data to an Excel spreadsheet, creating workflows, creating RSS feeds, etc., remember that it does 

not allow you to change any of the source data no matter what options you selected when defining the external content 



type.  If you open the data in Access, the data can be linked or exported.  If linked, the external content data cannot be 

changed.  If exported, you can change the data in Access, but these changes are not returned back to the data source.  

Similarly, data exported to Excel can be changed in Excel and manipulated like any other data, but any changes are not 

be written back to the data source. 

Using External Data in Microsoft Word through SharePoint 
 
The first part of this example involves creating a new document library and adding a custom field to the library to 
connect to the external content type.  Since this was detailed in the previous section for a custom list, I will not repeat all 
of the steps here.  Obviously though the steps are similar because a library is very similar to a list within SharePoint.  I 
will pick up the discussion from the point where the library exists. 
 
1) After creating the library and adding the custom column to link to the External Content Type, you can begin 
uploading documents to the library by clicking the Add Document link at the bottom of the library list.  In the Upload 
Document dialog, use the Browse button to navigate to and select the file you want to upload and click OK.  The 
following dialog shows the properties that you can now set.  Notice that the standard SharePoint document fields 
(Name and Title) appear along with the custom field for the external content type. 
 

 
2) As described in the previous section, you can click the rightmost icon in the CustomerName field to display the list of 
customers.  Since I am using the same external content type as with the list, the dialog shows only 10 names.  We can 
select one of the displayed names or we can use the Find option to search for a name using a partial string.  This 
procedure was also described before. 
 



 
3) When you click Save in the properties dialog for the upload file, the data for the selected external record is displayed 
in the library just as it was for the list. 
 

 

Adding the External Content Fields to a Microsoft Word Template in a SharePoint 

Library 
 
1) Next we can modify the default Microsoft Word template associated with the library so that it can reference the data 
from the external content type.  To do this, click the Library Settings button in the Settings group of the Library ribbon 
in the Library Tools ribbon group.  
 

 
2) Next click the Advanced Settings link in the General Settings section of the Settings page. 



 
3) In the Advanced Settings, find the group named Document Template and click the link (Edit Template) found on the 
right side under the Template URL: 
 

 
4) This opens the default Word Template using your local copy of Microsoft Word. Once the template is open, you can 
customize the template.  Of course with a template you can add any text you want and it becomes part of the template 
so that when someone creates a new document, that text automatically appears.  The value with what I will show you 
here lies in how you incorporate external data into the template.  Let’s keep it simply and assume you just want to 
create a letterhead form for sending to customers.  The following shows the beginning of the letterhead after opening 
the template as described in step #3 above and adding some text and graphics. 
 

 
5) To add metadata from your document library, first, position the cursor one tab position to the right of the text: 
Customer Name:  Next, open the Insert ribbon. Find the Quick Parts option in the Text group and click on the lower half 
of the button to open the submenu for this command as shown in the following figure.  Click on the Document 
Properties menu item to display a fly out of possible document properties you can surface within the document text.  As 



you look down through this list, notice the property CustomerName followed by a set of properties that begin with 
CustomerName followed by a colon and then another field name, just like we have seen in the list and library fields. 
Click on CustomerName to add that field to the document.  Next add a comma and a space.  Then open the Document 
Property list from Quick Parts again to select CustomerName:FirstName. 

 
6) In a similar fashion, I’ve added several other customer related fields as shown in the following figure. 
 

 
 
7) Next click the Save icon in the Quick Access Toolbar or select Save from the File menu to save the template back to 
the SharePoint library and close Word. 



 
8) Finally open the library again if it is not still open and click New Document in the New group of the Documents ribbon 
in the Library Tools ribbon group.  After a few seconds, the following document appears using the Word template we 
just saved. 
 

 
9) Click on CustomerName to display the selection icons like we saw earlier in the custom field of the custom list.  Then 
click on the rightmost icon to display a list of possible customers. 
 

 
10) As we saw before, you can directly select a name form the top n records displayed (10 in this example) or we can use 
the Find box to enter one or more characters to locate a record.  (Yes, this dialog is a bit inconsistent since this box is not 
labeled as Find as we saw earlier, but it is still the Find box and uses the filter defined in the external content type. 
 

 
11) After selecting a name and clicking OK, the letter should now look like the following image.  Notice also that the 
meta data now fills the text boxes at the top of the screen for the Document Properties – Server property set. 
 



 
12) You can now make any required changes to the rest of the letter and save it.  This time when you click the Save icon, 
Word defaults back to the SharePoint document library.  Enter an appropriate name for the file (Note: Name refers to 
the physical filename.  Title refers to a user friendly name than can be displayed using some web parts like the Content 
Query Web Part.)  The following image shows that a second file has been saved to the library, this one called 
CustomerLetter_1. 

 
Is it possible to open the previously uploaded document and associate metadata into its content.  While it was built on a 
different template that did not include the document properties, you can still follow the same technique to insert fields 
from the Document Properties list.  I would recommend adding the connecting field first (CustomerName in this case) 
and selecting the record you want before adding the other properties, but you can insert the fields in any order as long 
as the CustomerName appears somewhere so the user can select the record they want to use. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Well that is what you missed from the presentation in a nutshell.  I apologize again for the problems with the project, 
but perhaps this document will help guide you through your own exploration of using External Content Types. 
 


