Lab 1 Supplement
Using Syntax to Keep a Record of Your Recoded and Composite Variables


With probably every dataset you will ever have to work with, you will need to recode certain variables and create composites (i.e., means) for certain groups of variables. For the purposes of data management and to prevent problems down the road, it is VERY important that you keep a record of how you created these new variables. It can be scarily easy to make a mistake in the recoding/creating composites process, and it’s important that you be able to go back and trace your steps. So how do you do this??


Creating a syntax file in SPSS is the answer. Syntax is a good thing, and I will show you why. Let’s take a very simple example to begin with. Open the original airqual.sav file. Select Transform ( Compute and type in “newdiff” in the target variable box. In the “numeric expression” box type in “inst2-inst1” Now click the PASTE button. SPSS will open up a new window called Syntax. If you open this window you should see something that looks like this:
COMPUTE newdiff = inst2 – inst1 .

EXECUTE .

The only tricky part here is that, unlike when you click OK, SPSS has not actually created this new variable just yet. In order to do that, you need to click the button with the black arrow like this (     ) on it in the Syntax window. You can also get your syntax to “run” by clicking Run from the menu in the syntax window and selecting “All” or “Current.” 
Keep this window open.

Now let’s say we want to compute the mean of inst1 and inst2. Let’s go again to Transform ( Compute. In the Target Variable box type in “meaninst” and in the numeric expression box type in mean(inst1,inst2) . Remember that with the way the formula is set up here, SPSS will only compute a mean if there are values for both variables (i.e., no missing data). Once you’ve done that, click the Paste button. Now open the Syntax window and you should see something like this: 

COMPUTE meaninst = mean(inst1,inst2) .

EXECUTE .

And again you see that SPSS has given you a record of how you computed the mean of your variables. This can be VERY helpful, particularly when you are working with a lot of data. Perhaps you and your research team decided when creating composites that you only wanted SPSS to compute means when participants responded to at least 3 items on a 5 item scale. So perhaps you go in and create your composites using this logic, but another very important project comes up when you are only halfway done and you are away from your data for a few months. When it is time to come back to the project nobody can remember if you wanted a participants to have provided a minimum of 3 or 4 responses in order to receive a composite score. So what do you do? Well, at that point you may have to start all over. 
It is also a good idea to use the Paste button (i.e., create a syntax file) when recoding your variables. You can do this by recoding variables as you normally would (remember we learned a few different ways to do this last week, so you can use whichever method you prefer). The key is to just click the Paste button, NOT the OK button, when you’re done. Here’s another, very common, example of why keeping a record of your recoded variables via syntax is a good idea. Let’s say you go to compute reliability estimates (which you’ll learn to do in the next quant course) and you end up getting values like .2 or something (an acceptable level of reliability is .70). Unless something has gone terribly wrong, chances are one of your variables was miscoded. 
To sum up, I strongly recommend keeping a record of your recoded and composite variables with the use of a syntax file. Not only will it help you track down errors, but it can save you an immense amount of time if you are working with electronic data or web-based surveys. Rather than having to go through and recoded/recreate variables every time there are updates/additions to your database, you can simply open you syntax file and select Run ( All. 

Hope this is useful!!
