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Learning to Modify Character Variable Lengths in SAS: A Tutorial

Managing data effectively in SAS requires deep control over variable attributes, especially their
defined lengths. While it might seem like a minor detail, correctly adjusting the length of a character
variable is essential for achieving optimal memory optimization and guaranteeing seamless
compatibility when integrating data with external platforms or specific database systems. The most
reliable and efficient technique for making these structural changes involves the built-in PROC
SQL procedure, which allows programmers to manage SAS datasets as if they were standard
relational database tables.

This approach offers a superior, highly structured methodology compared to traditional Data Step
techniques, which typically demand that the entire dataset be read, processed, and recreated from
scratch. By adopting the structured query language framework, we can apply precise structural
modifications directly to the existing dataset's metadata without requiring expensive re-reading or
alteration of the actual data content. This efficiency makes the PROC SQL procedure
indispensable, particularly when working with massive datasets where minimizing processing time
and resource consumption is a critical objective.

Leveraging PROC SQL for Efficient Metadata Modification

The most straightforward and robust method for altering the length of a character variable in SAS
utilizes the ALTER TABLE and MODIFY statements within the PROC SQL procedure. This
methodology directly adopts standard SQL syntax, ensuring that the process is highly intuitive for

any user already familiar with fundamental database management commands and concepts.

The primary role of the ALTER TABLE command is to signal the intent to initiate a structural
change against the specified SAS dataset, which PROC SQL treats as a table. Subsequently, the
MODIFY statement specifies precisely which variable needs adjustment and defines its new

characteristics. When modifying a character variable, it is mandatory to explicitly state the

variable's new length immediately following the variable name and type declaration.

To execute this modification, you can utilize the following clear and concise syntax structure. This
specific example demonstrates how to reduce the length of a variable named team, located in a
dataset called my_data, down to a maximum of four characters:

proc sql;

alter table my_data
modify team char(4);
quit;

Executing the code above instantly adjusts the length attribute of the team character variable
within the my_data dataset, setting its new maximum size to 4 characters. It is critically important
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to understand that this operation only alters the structural metadata of the dataset. The actual data
content will only be truncated or adjusted when the dataset is next accessed or saved, provided
that existing values exceed the newly defined length.

Setting Up the Sample Dataset for Demonstration

To fully illustrate the powerful functionality of the PROC SQL method, we will utilize a small sample
dataset containing fictional information about basketball teams and their scores. This initial setup
stage is vital, as it allows us to analyze the exact starting structure of our data before any
modifications are applied, highlighting the necessity of the length adjustment.

We begin by creating the following dataset in SAS. Note how the variable team is designated as a
character variable by employing the dollar sign ($) within the Data Step's i nput statement.
Currently, the team names used in the sample data (such as Cavs, Heat, Mavs, Nets) range in
length from three to four characters, making this a perfect case study for storage optimization.

[*create dataset*/
data my_data;
input team $ points;
datalines;

Cavs 12

Cavs 24

Heat 15

Cavs 26

Heat 14

Mavs 36

Mavs 19

Nets 20

Nets 31

3

run;
[*view dataset*/

proc print data=my_data;

The execution of the initial Data Step code successfully generates the sample dataset, confirming
the creation of the variables team and points, which are now ready for structural analysis and
subsequent manipulation.

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com



https://support.sas.com/documentation/cdl/en/sqlproc/68218/HTML/default/viewer.htm#n1335h7g4l6n99n141t3k1p91s7p.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SAS_(software)
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=1497
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com

Learning to Modify Character Variable Lengths in SAS: A Tutorial

Obs | team | points

1  Cavs 12
2  Cavs 24
3 | Heat 15
4  Cavs 26
5 | Heat 14
6 Mavs 36
7 | Mavs 19
8 | Nets 20
9 | Nets 31

Diagnosing Current Variable Attributes using PROC CONTENTS

Before implementing any structural changes, the best practice in SAS programming is to determine
the current attributes assigned to each variable, specifically focusing on the default length. We can
easily and reliably gather this metadata by utilizing the robust PROC CONTENTS procedure. This
procedure reads and interprets the descriptor portion of the SAS dataset, providing crucial

information such as variable type, format, and--most importantly for our optimization task--the
currently assigned length.

We use the following code block to retrieve and display the current length specification for every
variable stored within our newly created dataset, my_data. This step is essential because SAS
often automatically assigns a default length to character variables based either on the length of the
first observation encountered or the system's global default setting, which frequently results in an
unnecessarily large allocation (e.g., 8 bytes) that wastes storage resources.

[*view length of each variable in dataset*/
proc contents data=my_data;

The output generated by PROC CONTENTS typically presents several informative tables, with the
final table detailing the variable attributes. This report explicitly confirms the initial lengths assigned

to both points and team.
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Alphabetic List of Variables and Attributes

# Variable Type Len
2  points Num 8
1 team Char 8

Analyzing this initial output table confirms the starting state of our variables:

The points variable is a numeric variable, which defaults to a length of 8 bytes in SAS, standard
for double-precision floating-point storage.

The team variable is confirmed as a character variable, and it has been assigned a default length

of 8 bytes.

Given that the longest team name in our dataset only requires four characters (e.g., 'Cavs' or
'‘Nets'), the currently assigned length of 8 bytes for the team variable represents inefficient storage
allocation. Therefore, our clear objective is to optimize the dataset by reducing this length to 4
bytes.

Executing the Length Change using ALTER TABLE and MODIFY

With the current structure confirmed via PROC CONTENTS, we now proceed to implement the
modification using PROC SQL. The specific goal is to redefine the team variable to enforce a
maximum length of 4 characters. This crucial structural change will be applied instantaneously to

the dataset's metadata.

The syntax below provides a clear demonstration of the required structure: the ALTER TABLE
statement initiates the change, immediately followed by the MODIFY statement. The key

component within the modification is specifying the new type and length using the command: t eam
char ( 4) . By explicitly including the char keyword, we instruct PROC SQL that we are dealing with
a character type, simultaneously defining its new maximum size.

/*change length of team variable to 4*/
proc sql;

alter table my_data

modify team char(4);

quit;

Once this code block executes successfully, the internal definition of the my_data dataset is
permanently updated. This process is remarkably efficient because, unlike data step approaches, it
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avoids the necessity of iterating through every single row of data, making it the highly
recommended method for quick, non-data-dependent structural adjustments in SAS.

Final Verification of the Updated Dataset Metadata

To definitively confirm that the structural operation executed by PROC SQL was successful, we
must run PROC CONTENTS a final time. This final check serves as a vital verification step,

providing irrefutable proof that the dataset's metadata now accurately reflects the desired structural
change--in this case, the optimized length for the character variable.

We use the exact same PROC CONTENTS syntax as utilized in the initial examination stage to

retrieve the updated variable attributes from the my_data dataset:

[*view updated length of each variable in dataset*/
proc contents data=my_data;

Examining the output table generated by this final execution clearly reveals the newly defined
length for the team variable, thereby confirming the successful application of the ALTER TABLE

and MODIFY commands.

Alphabetic List of Variables and Attributes

# Variable Type Len
2  points Num 8
1 team Char 4

As explicitly demonstrated in the updated attributes table, the team variable now successfully
possesses a length of 4 bytes. This structural optimization has effectively reduced the dataset's
storage footprint without compromising the integrity of the underlying data, since the original values
did not exceed the newly enforced 4-character limit.

Essential Warning: Understanding the Risk of Data Truncation

While utilizing PROC SQL to adjust variable lengths is highly advantageous for performance, this
operation carries a significant, hidden risk: data truncation. If a user mistakenly specifies a new

length that is shorter than the longest existing string value within that column, the excess
characters will be quietly and permanently removed the next time the data is accessed, written, or
modified. This silent removal can lead to catastrophic data loss.
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In our preceding example, zero data was truncated because the maximum length required by the
team names (‘Cavs', 'Mavs', 'Nets') was exactly 4 characters, matching our new length
specification. However, consider the scenario where we attempted to reduce the length of the
team variable to 3 bytes. In that case, the final character of every 4-character team name would
have been silently dropped, resulting in data corruption or a fundamental loss of meaning (e.qg.,
'‘Cavs' becoming 'Cav’).

It is paramount for all SAS programmers to understand that when using the ALTER TABLE and
MODIFY statements, no warning message will automatically appear in the SAS log if
truncation occurs. This characteristic makes pre-checking the maximum string length an
absolute, non-negotiable prerequisite. Always calculate the actual maximum length of strings in
your target character variable (for instance, by using PROC SQL SELECT MAX( LENGTH( vari abl e))

FROM dat aset ; ) before implementing any structural length reduction to ensure complete data
integrity.

Further Resources for SAS Data Structure Management

Mastering the manipulation of data structures is a fundamental and crucial skill for effective SAS
programming. The following resources and tutorials explain how to perform other common tasks
related to comprehensive variable and dataset management:
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