Preparing to merge data from an Excel spreadsheet into SPSS

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

1. Open and inspect the Excel workbook file you want to obtain data from.  Look at how it’s organized.  Pay particular attention to non-data items located above or below the data table, as well as the presence of multiple worksheets (see row of tabs at bottom).   

2. Note that one “key” variable must exist that identifies cases in both your existing data file and the Excel file you wish to merge in.  Without a key variable, it’s impossible to merge files.

3. To import into SPSS, your Excel file must have ONE sheet, and that sheet must include only DATA, with the first row listing variable names.  Very likely, the original Excel file will include more than this, including possibly a second sheet with a variable key or explanatory text.  Create a second copy of your Excel file, reduced to one sheet with a single simple table of data.
4. If any two columns has the same heading/variable name, you must change them.  Two variables can’t have the same name in SPSS.

5. Once you’ve created this clean file, save it and close Excel.

6. Launch SPSS, and open your syntax file.  Go to File -> Open… -> Data.  Select the Excel file type from the list of options.  Browse to the clean Excel file you just saved, select it, and click Paste.

7. You’ll get a window with a few options.  Make sure the correct sheet and range is selected (though if you created a clean file, this should happen automatically).  Leave the range blank, and make sure that “Read variable names from first row of data” is checked.  Click Continue.

8. Highlight and run the resulting GET DATA syntax.  You should now see your data in a new SPSS dataset window.

9. Notice that none of the variables have labels!  If, as is usually the case, the variable names alone don’t convey all necessary information, you must add informative variable labels.  Often, these labels might have existed in a separate sheet in the original Excel file, and you should use these – though think carefully, as you might also need to add to these information such as units of measurement, year, etc – anything that was clear in the Excel file but would not be obvious once the variables are added to a larger dataset.  You can edit labels manually or via syntax commands. 

10. You may also need to edit variable TYPES.  For instance, identifier variables (such as ZIP code) should usually be set to STRING.   And if you have scale or nominal variables, you should set them as such and specify the VALUES manually so that this information is available in the SPSS data file.

11. Save your new SPSS file.  Do this via File- Save As.., and then PASTE the save syntax and run it.

12. Now you’re ready to begin the MERGE process.
