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Differences and Compatibility Between Versions of SPSS

Currently, we seem to be up to version 22 of SPSS, although the version you are using will depend on your 

institution (in fact it will probably be later than 22 by the time this book comes out). Thus, bear in mind 

that all I am saying refers to SPSS up to version 22. 

In terms of compatibility, since version 7.5 all data files are forward and backward compatible, so you can 

open them in any version between 7.5 and 22. However, one important caveat is that before version 12, 

variable names had to be 8 characters long, and from version 12 onwards they could be up to 64 characters. 

So if you try to open a data file which has long variable names in a version of SPSS from 11 or earlier, the 

variable names will be cut off – which could cause problems. As I said earlier, I think it is best to stick to 

eight characters anyway; then you are guaranteed that things will work OK.

However, output files are generally not backward compatible. So if you save an Output Viewer file 

in version 22, it may not be viewable in an earlier version. Furthermore, output files are only forward 

compatible among certain versions. For example, from 7.5 to 15 output files are forward compatible 

(i.e. you can open a version 8 output file in version 15), and the same is true between 16 and 17. 

However, if you save an output file in version 15 or earlier, you will not be able to open it in later ver-

sions. This might be a major pain for you if you upgrade. It could even prevent you from doing so, 

since you might have to redo all your analysis to get new output. That said, SPSS has created a legacy 

viewer application, which will allow you to view the data files from prior versions. You can download 

that from the SPSS website. Phew!

If you are interested in syntax files, great! They are usually forward and backward compatible, but in some 

cases specific commands have changed or disappeared in newer versions, which might make the program 

itself run weirdly. You will need to check specifics in the documentation of your new version of SPSS to know 

exactly, though. In fact, the SPSS website is a great resource for all kinds of compatibility issues.

TRANSFERRING DATA BETWEEN SPSS AND EXCEL

Now you have a good idea about how both Excel and SPSS work, and you have also created a couple of 

data files in the programs, it is important to spend a little time working out how to transfer data between 

them. Both software packages should be easily able to import data from the other, but the trick is how 

it is presented. Remember that in Excel, for example, the column headings were input directly onto the 

spreadsheet, whereas in SPSS they are specifically taken care of in the Variable View.

Beginning with importing Excel data into SPSS, this has become quite a bit easier over the years. In 

fact, SPSS now has a dedicated ability to import Excel data. Simply go to the File menu, then ‘Open’, then 

‘Data’ and a dialog box will come up like Figure 3.17. Click on the arrow to the right of ‘Files of type’ 

and a drop-down menu will appear which you can use to select ‘Excel’ as shown. If you do this, the Excel 

spreadsheet will appear, as long as you are in the right folder. Once you select this file to open, another 

dialog box will appear as in Figure 3.18.

Figure 3.17
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