General Guide for Merging SPSS Data Files

A short guide by Eric Rogers (ericrogers@gmail.com), updated 3/24/2009

1. Typically, one dataset will be your “main” dataset, the one to which you are adding variables.  The other dataset will include the same or a subset of the cases in the “main” file, and only contributes new variables, not new cases.  This is assumed in these instructions.  While these instructions are not the only way to merge, you should not deviate from them unless you know exactly what you’re doing.  Minor changes are likely to result in a flawed merge.
2. Identify the key variable.  Merging data from two files depends on the existence of a key variable, a unique case identifier that exists in the same form in both data files.  Typical key variables in our project are zip code or county FIPS code (“countcen”).   

a. Merging zipcode (or other lowest unit) data is straightforward, as there will be a one-to-one correspondence of cases in both data files.

b. Merging county, state, or other unit data is no more difficult as long as there’s a common key variable, but conceptually, you should be aware that it works a bit differently.  Let’s say your main data file has zipcode cases, and you’re merging in county level variables.  In that case, after the merge, your main file will have the SAME values for the new variables assigned to every zipcode in a given county.  This has ramifications for checking the success of the merge, as well as for analysis.  It’s a good idea to edit the variable labels to indicate the level/unit of the data if it’s different from the main level of data in your main dataset.

3. Run some quick analyses to have baseline information that you can use to check if the merge worked.  You should check the total number of cases in your main dataset, as well as the number of cases you have for the variables that you’re adding.  Descriptives only.

4. Prepare the key variable for merging.  Make sure to save this and all other work in your syntax file.  For merging to be successful, the key variable in both files must:

a. Have exactly the same name.

b. Be of exactly the same type, typically STRING (length shouldn’t matter)

c. Be sorted ascending.

5. Minimize the supplementary dataset, and make sure that your main dataset is active (the icon at the top of the window should show a green cross).  Please explicitly note that you have done this in your syntax; it is impossible to check that the merge was done correctly later if you do not.
6. Begin the merge.  Go to Data -> Merge Files… -> Add Variables.

7. You are prompted to select a dataset to merge with the active dataset.  You should see the supplementary dataset in the list of open files.  Select it and click Continue.

8. In the next dialog box, there’s a list of excluded variables.  The key variable should appear here; select it.  Check the box for “Match cases on keyed variables in sorted files”, then select “Non-active dataset is keyed table”.  Then, use the arrow button to move the key variable into the Key Variables box.
9. Select and exclude any other variables you don’t want to merge, by looking at the “New Active Dataset” box.  It’s easier to work with this if you know that variables coming from the active dataset are marked with a (*) and those coming from the supplementary, inactive dataset are marked with a (+).  

10. Click Paste, and dismiss the warning that the merge will fail if the data files aren’t sorted.  (You did sort the data files, right?)

11. In your syntax window, highlight and run the merge syntax, which starts with a MATCH command.

12. Check that it worked.  At a minimum, run descriptives again to check that your main data file hasn’t LOST any cases; lost cases in the main file are a sure sign that you made a mistake.  Also check that the variables you’ve added merged in properly:

a. If the level/unit of both files was the same, this is easy.  Just run descriptives again on the added variables.  The Ns should be about the same as in the source/supplementary dataset.

b. If the unit/level is different, descriptives are of limited use.  It’s still worth checking that the Ns aren’t zero, which would be a clear indicator of a problem.  If your source data file has data for most or all counties or states, then you should expect the N after the merge to be close to the total N of the zipcode-level file.  It’s generally a good idea to do a visual spot-check in these cases.  

13. Save as a new file.  Go to File- Save As….  If you’re merging, it’s a good idea to count the number of merges a dataset has been through in the file name.  If you started with “Merge8.sav”, change the name to “Merge9.sav”.  Paste the save syntax, then run it.

14. Close the SPSS file that you merged in (the supplementary file); you should no longer need it.  However, keep it, along with your syntax, as others may need to check and/or replicate your merge in the future!
