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training topic 
 

 

Importing data from an Excel spreadsheet into ATLAS.ti 
 

 

 

PURPOSES FOR IMPORTING SPREADSHEET DATA 

There are two purposes for importing data organized in a spreadsheet into Atlas.ti. 

 First, the cells of the spreadsheet may contain qualitative data that happened to be 
collected in a spreadsheet format.  For example, if the respondents enter their responses 
to questions online, some websites will then download the responses in a spreadsheet, 
with one row per respondent, and each column comprising the responses to the same 
question.  

 A second purpose is for mixed methods, when respondents have qualitative data in the 
ATLAS.ti-PROJECT in the usual way, and also quantitative data in a spreadsheet format, 
and there is a plan to conduct some analysis combining both kinds of data within 
Atlas.ti.   

 

 

TWO STEPS TO IMPORTING SPREADSHEET DATA 

There are two steps to automatically importing data contained in a spreadsheet into ATLAS.ti. 
First, the spreadsheet must be organized and formatted in a certain way, and second, you open 
the ATLAS.ti-PROJECT and ask it to import the spreadsheet. It then automatically creates 
DOCUMENTS, DOCUMENT COMMENTS, DOCUMENT-GROUPS, QUOTATIONS, and CODES. Clearly you 
have to think out an analysis plan and purpose before deciding how to organize and format the 
spreadsheet. 

 

Each row of the spreadsheet will become a DOCUMENT. In interview studies this means each row 
has all the data for one respondent – of course a row of data might mean something else in other 
kinds of studies, but the principle is the same: one DOCUMENT is created per row.  
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THREE TYPES OF DATA 

ATLAS.ti thinks of the data in the columns as being of three types. It is not necessary to have 
data of all three types in your spreadsheet, it depends on your analytic tasks. 

 

 The first type is the attributes of the DOCUMENTS: COMMENTS, date created, etc.  

 The second type is variables that indicate how the DOCUMENTS should be grouped into 
DOCUMENT-GROUPS. One DOCUMENT-GROUP is created for each variable name, and 
whichever DOCUMENTS have that variable are included in the GROUP. This allows for 
various kinds of exploration. We cannot summarize all the explorations you could be 
doing here, it will be unique to your ANALYTIC TASKS.   

 The third type is qualitative data in each cell. Each column represents a question, and 
each cell in the column contains each person’s response to the question. Of course the 
qualitative data doesn’t have to comprise a “question” and a “response”, it could be 
anything, but that is the easiest way to describe it.  
 
The text in the cells will become the content of the DOCUMENTS, and the text of each cell 
will also be made into a QUOTATION coded to a new CODE named with the heading in the 
header row of the column.  

 

 

ORGANIZING THE COLUMNS 

ATLAS.ti is very unforgiving: you must get the formatting exactly right. Here’s a summary, 
followed by more detailed explanation. 

 You tell ATLAS.ti what each column contains by the use of special terms in the header 
row of each column.  

 All terms except for the first column are single symbols which can also have words after 
them, with the words becoming either DOCUMENT GROUP names or CODES. 

 Following the symbol, or the words you type after the symbol, you can also type :: which 
creates a COMMENT for either the newly created DOCUMENT or CODE. 

 If you don’t need a certain kind of data, then don’t use that symbol to head up a column. 

 It doesn’t matter what order you have the columns.  

 If you head up a column with symbol “<”, Atlas.ti ignores that column, so you can leave 
it in the spreadsheet for other purposes. 
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Symbol Purpose What Atlas.ti will do 

First type of data: attributes of the new DOCUMENTS 

!caseId 
The name of the DOCUMENT that 
will be created.  

Creates a DOCUMENT for each row. 

~ The DOCUMENT’s COMMENT. Adds the text as the DOCUMENT COMMENT. 

^ 
The name of the “author”(user 
name) if you are using Atlas.ti’s 
authoring (user) system. 

Adds the name as the “author” of the DOCUMENT. 

& 
A date formatted in iso8601 format 
that becomes the DOCUMENT’s “date 
created”. 

Adds the date as the DOCUMENT’s “date created” 

Second type of data: variables 

. 
A dichotomous variable. The cell 
needs to contain either 0; or a 1 or 
yes. 

Creates a C named xxx if you type “.xxx”  

If a cell contains 0, the DOCUMENT  for that row does not 
become a member of the GROUP. If 1 or yes, it does become a 
member. 

If you type “::” after the “.xxx”, the text after the “::” 
becomes a DOCUMENT-GROUP COMMENT. 

: A non-dichotomous variable.  

Creates a DOCUMENT-GROUP for each variable value, each 
named xxx if you type “:xxx”. The xxx proceeds the variable 
value in the DOCUMENT-GROUP name. 

If a cell contains one of  the variable values, then the 
DOCUMENT  for that row becomes a member of the GROUP. 

If you type “::” after the “:xxx”, the text after the “::” 
becomes a DOCUMENT-GROUP COMMENT. 

# Multiple non-dichotomous variables. 

Works the same as for a single non-dichotomous variable in 
a cell, except you can have multiple non-dichotomous 
variables separated by commas in a cell, and the DOCUMENT 
for the row would become a member of all those DOCUMENT 
FAMILIES. 

If you type “::” after the “#xxx”, the text after the “::” 
becomes a DOCUMENT-GROUP COMMENT for all of the 
DOCUMENT-GROUPS created for each non-dichotomous 
variable. 

Third type of data: qualitative data 

 Multiple non-dichotomous variables. 

If no symbol is present, then the cell is treated as an open-
ended response, and the text in each cell become the content 
of the DOCUMENT for that row.  

Any text in the column header in the first row of the is added 
as a heading within the DOCUMENT, and also become a CODE. 

The text in the cell is also turned into a QUOTATION coded to 
that CODE.   
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SAMPLE EXCEL SPREADSHEET 
 

 

!caseId ~ .Manager 
:Highest 
degree 

#States:: 
These are 

their primary 
responsibility

Current 
challenges 

Objectives 
for second 

quarter 

01-M-Jay 

See notes at 
the end of the 
interview 
about Jay’s 
wife 

0 Masters 
Vermont, 
Maine 

blah blah 
blah 

blah blah 
blah 

02-F-Smith  1 PhD New York 
blah blah 
blah 

blah blah 
blah 

03-F-Wills  0 PhD 
New 
Hampshire 

blah blah 
blah 

blah blah 
blah 

 


