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In the realm of advanced analytics, the capacity to interchange data across diverse platforms is

absolutely paramount. For professionals utilizing the SAS System, the PROC EXPORT

procedure stands out as a critical tool, enabling the seamless conversion and sharing of internal

SAS datasets into widely recognized external file formats. This functionality is essential for

effective cross-platform collaboration, allowing analysts to integrate SAS-derived information into

non-SAS software environments or to archive findings in an accessible, standardized manner.

This authoritative guide offers a deep dive into mastering PROC EXPORT within the SAS

programming environment. We will meticulously examine its foundational syntax, explore practical

applications covering various export requirements, and furnish detailed, working code examples to

demonstrate its robust versatility. Our goal is to ensure that upon completion of this article, you

possess the expertise to efficiently and reliably transform your SAS data into formats such as CSV,

Microsoft Excel, and delimited text files, thereby maximizing data accessibility and usability across

the organizational ecosystem.

Deconstructing the Core Syntax of PROC EXPORT

The PROC EXPORT statement is the backbone of data interchange within the SAS System.

Mastering its underlying structure is essential for efficiently transitioning data from the SAS

environment to any external destination. This procedure requires a highly structured yet flexible

syntax to operate successfully. Fundamentally, every export operation must clearly identify three

critical elements: the specific input dataset to be moved, the exact location (path) where the output

will reside, and the format engine responsible for structuring the resulting file.

This procedure is highly efficient when used correctly. The following code block illustrates the

standard, minimal syntax required to execute a basic export operation, ensuring that the SAS

program clearly understands the source, destination, and desired output type.

proc export data=my_data

outfile="/home/u13181/my_data.csv"

dbms=csv

replace;

run;

A clear understanding of each argument is vital for precise implementation and effective

troubleshooting. We break down the roles of the mandatory and highly recommended statements

below, clarifying how they dictate the behavior of the export mechanism and ensure data integrity

upon transfer:

data: This is a mandatory argument that precisely specifies the name of the input SAS dataset that

https://www.sas.com/
https://documentation.sas.com/doc/en/pgmsascdc/9.4_3.5/procstat/p0565576.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dataset
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/External_storage
https://documentation.sas.com/doc/en/pgmsascdc/9.4_3.5/procstat/p0565576.htm
https://www.sas.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syntax
https://www.sas.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syntax
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dataset
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syntax
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dataset
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=1395
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com


A Tutorial on Exporting SAS Datasets to External File Formats with PROC EXPORT 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL STATISTICS statistics.arabpsychology.com

is intended for transformation and export.

outfile: This argument defines the complete and exact file path, including the desired filename and

extension, for the exported output file.

dbms: This crucial argument instructs SAS on the specific file format engine (Database

Management System) to employ, determining the structure and encoding of the output file.

replace: While optional, this argument is highly recommended. When included, it grants PROC

EXPORT permission to overwrite any pre-existing file located at the designated `outfile` path.

Without the replace statement, the procedure will terminate with an error if the target file already

exists, preventing accidental data loss.

The conclusion of the command block with the standard run; statement is essential, as it signals

the SAS processor to immediately execute the preceding PROC EXPORT instructions. Mastering

these fundamental parameters provides the necessary flexibility to customize export operations,

enabling analysts to handle tasks ranging from simple format conversions to complex, automated

data delivery workflows required in production environments.

Selecting Output Formats: The Power of the DBMS Argument

One of the greatest strengths of the PROC EXPORT procedure is its extensive capability to

support a wide range of industry-standard file formats. This crucial versatility is managed entirely

through the specification provided to the dbms argument. By simply changing this keyword value,

SAS programmers can ensure the output is instantly compatible with virtually any external software

application, operating system, or database system, making PROC EXPORT a cornerstone of data

interoperability.

Choosing the correct dbms setting is paramount for ensuring the integrity and usability of the

exported data structure. The list below summarizes the most common output formats required for

professional data exchange and specifies the corresponding dbms setting necessary to execute

the conversion successfully:

To generate a CSV file (Comma Separated Values), the required specification is dbms=csv. This

format remains the industry standard due to its simplicity, minimal overhead, and near-universal

compatibility across all major spreadsheet programs and database loading utilities.

To export data directly into a modern Excel file format (specifically the standardized XLSX

structure), you must specify dbms=xlsx. This is the preferred setting when collaborating with users

who rely heavily on Microsoft Excel for detailed spreadsheet analysis, presentation work, or when

the data needs to be organized into specific sheets within a workbook.

To create a delimited Text file, often utilizing tab characters for separation (TSV), the correct

specification is dbms=tab. Text files are exceptionally useful for transferring raw data, integrating

with custom scripting languages, or for scenarios demanding the most basic, human-readable data
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representation.

Moving forward, we transition from theoretical knowledge to practical application. The following

sections provide detailed, step-by-step demonstrations showing how to leverage PROC EXPORT

to successfully convert a standard SAS dataset into each of these three critical output formats.

These actionable examples will equip you with the practical knowledge necessary to implement

reliable data management workflows in your daily analytical tasks.

Practical Application 1: Generating Comma Separated Values (CSV)

Exporting data into the CSV file format represents the most common data preparation task for

analysts. CSV (Comma Separated Values) files are globally recognized and offer significant

advantages due to their minimal structure, compact size, and universal compatibility, allowing them

to be loaded seamlessly into virtually any database, statistical software, or spreadsheet

application. To demonstrate this process, we first define a small, representative sample dataset

directly within the SAS programming environment.

We establish the source data using a simple DATA step. The following SAS code creates the

dataset my_data, which contains three numerical variables (A, B, C) and several observations.

This dataset will serve as the consistent input for all practical export demonstrations in this guide:

/*create dataset*/

data my_data;

input A B C;

datalines;

1 4 76

2 3 49

2 3 85

4 5 88

2 2 90

4 6 78

5 9 80

;

run;

/*view dataset*/

proc print data=my_data;
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To execute the export into a CSV file named data.csv, the essential command is dbms=csv.

This configuration instructs the SAS engine to separate the fields using commas. We specify the

exact output location using outfile (requiring an absolute path) and include the replace option.

This precautionary step ensures that the procedure automatically overwrites any pre-existing file

with the same name, guaranteeing the script runs smoothly in automated workflows.

/*export dataset*/

proc export data=my_data

outfile="/home/u13181/data.csv"

dbms=csv

replace;

run;

Upon successful execution, the data.csv file is created at the designated file path. Verification

using a standard text editor or spreadsheet software confirms that the output faithfully reproduces

the source data, with each data field correctly delineated by a comma, validating the successful

completion and integrity of the CSV export.
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Practical Application 2: Exporting Data to Microsoft Excel (XLSX)

Exporting data directly into the modern Excel file format (XLSX) is a necessity when preparing

information for business intelligence dashboards, managerial presentations, or complex financial

models. PROC EXPORT handles this requirement seamlessly. A key advantage of this operation

is the ability to specify the exact name of the destination worksheet within the Excel workbook

using the optional sheet argument, which is vital for maintaining clear organization and structure

when managing multiple outputs.

For consistency, we continue to use the my_data sample created earlier. This ensures that the

conversion process is demonstrated using identical input data across different target formats. We

repeat the code block below for quick reference to the source data structure:

/*create dataset*/

data my_data;

input A B C;

datalines;

1 4 76

2 3 49

2 3 85

4 5 88

2 2 90

4 6 78
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5 9 80

;

run;

/*view dataset*/

proc print data=my_data;

To generate the output file my_data.xlsx, we must set the engine argument to dbms=xlsx. This

activates the necessary driver for structured spreadsheet export. Crucially, we utilize the optional

sheet statement: sheet="First Data". This command ensures that the exported data is written

to a worksheet explicitly labeled "First Data," dramatically improving the organizational structure

and navigation for end-users relying on the Excel file.

/*export dataset*/

proc export data=my_data

outfile="/home/u13181/my_data.xlsx"

dbms=xlsx

replace;

sheet="First Data";

run;

The successful execution of this procedure generates the my_data.xlsx file. Inspection confirms

that the data is perfectly structured within the spreadsheet format, and the worksheet tab is

correctly labeled "First Data." This result validates the effective use of the dbms=xlsx setting

combined with the powerful sheet argument, ensuring the output meets rigorous organizational

standards for structured spreadsheet outputs.
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As shown in the image above, the resulting output accurately mirrors the structure and content of

the original SAS data. This demonstration highlights the granular control that PROC EXPORT

provides when handling complex and feature-rich formats like XLSX, ensuring that specific

organizational requirements for data presentation and collaboration are fully satisfied.

Practical Application 3: Creating Tab-Delimited Text Files (TSV)

Delimited text files, particularly those using tab separation (TSV), offer the highest degree of

software compatibility. They rely on plain text where data fields are separated by a consistent

character, making them ideal for integration with legacy systems, custom scripting languages, or

for scenarios requiring the most fundamental, human-readable data representation. To showcase

the export capabilities for this format, we will introduce a new, slightly larger sample dataset for the

demonstration.

The following SAS code creates a new dataset named my_data (overwriting the previous version),

containing fictional performance metrics for basketball players, including rating, points, assists, and

rebounds. This data will be exported using tab delimiters:

/*create dataset*/

data my_data;

input rating points assists rebounds;
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datalines;

90 25 5 11

85 20 7 8

82 14 7 10

88 16 8 6

94 27 5 6

90 20 7 9

76 12 6 6

75 15 9 10

87 14 9 10

86 19 5 7

;

run;

/*view dataset*/

proc print data=my_data;

To convert this structured data into a raw text file named my_data.txt, we utilize the key

instruction dbms=tab. This specification forces SAS to use tab characters as delimiters between

the data fields, resulting in a clean Tab-Separated Values (TSV) file. This format is crucial for bulk

data transfer operations and interactions with systems that require simple, non-proprietary input.

/*export dataset*/

proc export data=my_data

outfile="/home/u13181/my_data.txt"
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dbms=tab

replace;

run;

Once the procedure has executed, the my_data.txt file is generated. Inspecting the file using any

basic text editor reveals that the data values are separated by tab characters, confirming the

successful conversion of the SAS data structure into the desired delimited output. This verifies the

effectiveness of the dbms=tab option for creating reliable TSV files.

As illustrated by the raw output, the resulting text file maintains a perfect structural fidelity with the

original SAS dataset. This final example underscores the reliability of PROC EXPORT when using

the dbms=tab specification to generate standardized, highly compatible delimited outputs

essential for robust data exchange workflows.

Critical Considerations and Optimization Best Practices

While PROC EXPORT is designed to be highly robust and efficient, adopting key best practices is

necessary to prevent common execution errors and optimize the data export workflow, particularly
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when operating within demanding production environments. A careful focus on file permissions,

path integrity, and data conversion nuances will ensure consistently reliable results and maintain

data quality across platforms.

File Paths and Permissions: A thorough verification of the outfile path is mandatory. Ensure

the path is correctly formatted and, critically, that the SAS execution environment possesses the

necessary write permissions for the specified target directory. Employing absolute paths often

minimizes ambiguity and is a strong defense against path-related failures.

Handling Large Datasets: When processing particularly large datasets, performance should be

monitored closely. While the procedure is generally fast, exporting massive files may occasionally

require system administrators to allocate increased memory resources or, if feasible, involve

segmenting the data into smaller, manageable export chunks.

Data Type Conversion: Analysts must remain cognizant of how intrinsic SAS data types (e.g.,

character strings, complex numerics, and specialized date formats) translate into the target file

format. Discrepancies in conversion rules can potentially impact data precision, truncation, or the

visual representation of variables in the external file.

Encoding Standards: For exports destined for text files, especially those involving non-standard

or international characters, the character encoding setting is paramount. If the target system relies

on a specific encoding (such as UTF-8), it may be necessary to explicitly define this setting,

overriding the SAS session's default encoding to prevent corruption or display errors.

For analysts needing to delve deeper into specialized export requirements, including detailed

options for specific file formats or complex encoding standards, consulting the official SAS

Documentation is highly recommended. This resource provides the most authoritative information

on every optional statement, argument modifier, and advanced functionality available within the

PROC EXPORT procedure.

Further Learning and Advanced SAS Resources

To solidify your proficiency in SAS programming and advanced data manipulation techniques, we

encourage you to explore supplemental tutorials and technical articles. These resources offer

detailed guidance on executing other common and sophisticated procedures, allowing you to build

robustly upon the foundational knowledge gained from mastering the data export process.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dataset
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data_type
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File_format
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File_format
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Text_file
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File_format
https://documentation.sas.com/
https://documentation.sas.com/
https://www.sas.com/
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com/?p=1395
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com
https://statistics.arabpsychology.com

