
 

Unicode versus Locale Coding of String Data in SPSS Data Files 

 

 I am now using version 24 of SPSS.  When I opened up a data file I received from a colleague 
I got this message:  IBM SPSS Statistics is running in Unicode encoding mode. This file is encoded in 
a locale-specific (code page) encoding. The defined width of any string variables will be automatically 
tripled in order to avoid possible data loss.  To set the width of all string variables to the minimum 
required to hold the data, select "Yes". 

 To prevent this from happening hereafter, I executed this syntax:  ALTER TYPE ALL 
(A=AMIN). 

 

Altered Types 

ResponseID A17 AMIN 

ResponseSet A20 AMIN 

What do you consider would compel 

providers to consider medications in 

aiding treatment of alcoho...-Other:-

TEXT 

A110 AMIN 

Which insurances do you consider the 

most problematic in providing 

coverage for such medications?-

Other-TEXT 

A67 AMIN 

What do you consider would increase 

patients' willingness to consider 

medications in aiding treat...-Other:-

TEXT 

A50 AMIN 

What would be useful as a provider to 

be able to have such a discussion 

with the patients?-TEXT 

A18 AMIN 

What do you think about the utility of 

Mobile apps in aiding treatment of 

those with alcohol depe...-Other:-

TEXT 

A109 AMIN 

 

 

 

 I am currently using version 20 of SPSS.  From version 21 on, the default encoding of string 
data is unicode.  In earlier versions the default was locale coding (aka “page code”).  When I imported 
a data file from a student using a more recent release I got this note: 



>Warning. Command name: GET FILE  
>SPSS Statistics data file "C:\Users\Vati\Documents\_Not-Stats\Research-
Misc\Lanzo\data_v9_resultsCheck.sav" is written in a character encoding (ISO_8859-1:1987)  
>incompatible with the current LOCALE setting. It may not be readable.  
>Consider changing LOCALE or setting UNICODE on. (DATA 1721) 

 Since there were no string data in the file (all the data were numeric), there was no issue.  I 
rarely use string data in SPSS, as there have always been issues with such data in SPSS. 

 I closed that data file, changed the encoding setting in SPSS from Locale to Unicode (see 
below), and then opened the data file again.  This time there was no warning produced. 

 Apparently there are also issues if you are using a more recent version (21 and on) in the 
default unicode mode and open data saved from an earlier version (20 and below) in the locale code.  
IBM advises “When opening code page SPSS Statistics data files in Unicode mode or saving SPSS 
Statistics data files in Unicode encoding in code page mode, defined string widths are automatically 
tripled. Performing either of these actions repeatedly will triple the defined string widths each time.” 

 Unicode data files cannot be opened at all with SPSS versions 15 and earlier, but that should 
not be an issue, since you are unlikely to be working with anybody using such an old version. 

 

 

From: Teaching and Learning Statistics <EDSTAT-L@LISTS.PSU.EDU> on behalf of  
DeShea, Lise A. (HSC) <Lise-DeShea@OUHSC.EDU> 
Sent: Friday, January 30, 2015 10:37 AM 
To: EDSTAT-L@LISTS.PSU.EDU 
Subject: for those whose students use SPSS 
 
Hi everyone, 
 



Some of my current students were having trouble with SPSS data sets I had provided. I was using an 
earlier version of SPSS, so I upgraded to their version. Here's what I discovered: 
 
Version 22 of SPSS changed how it imports data sets created in earlier versions. It triples the width of 
string variables, so a variable created to manage up to 8 characters would become a 24-character 
variable. As a result, the variable exceeded the size allowed for analyses of categorical independent 
variables. Reducing the width seems to fix the problem. I'll paste the information from SPSS below, in 
case you want a more technical explanation than I am capable of giving. Cheers. 
 
From SPSS: This version of IBM SPSS Statistics starts in the Unicode character encoding. This 
affects string variables and other text. Previous versions started in the traditional encoding 
determined by your country and language (locale). If you need to save data files that are compatible 
with releases prior to 16.0, switch to locale (code page) encoding. When statistics data files in the 
traditional encoding are opened in the Unicode encoding, the defined width of all string variables will 
be tripled. 

 

 Back to Karl's Base SPSS Page 

 Unicode Mode 

http://core.ecu.edu/psyc/wuenschk/spss.htm
http://www-01.ibm.com/support/knowledgecenter/SSLVMB_21.0.0/com.ibm.spss.statistics.help/faq_unicode.htm

