
 

 

 

 

 

 

Tidy Data Guidelines 

This is a short guide to help you prepare and structure your data properly before sending it to us or 

other cooperation partners. We list some important features and point out some pitfalls we have 

experienced in previous work. 

 

Reasons to tidy your data 

 Saves time and money 

 Fosters reproducibility 

 Facilitates the analysis 

 Helps to understand the data better 

 

Documentation 

 Generate a text file (see figure 3) in a standard editor in which you explain all the variables of 

the data set and their characteristics. 

 Information supplied by highlighting, colouring or any other type of formatting cannot be 

imported and used for the analysis. Instead, explain the colouring in the text file, so that the 

person analysing your data can use your specific knowledge. 

 If you make any changes to your data, inform the person analysing the data about it and stick 

to the recommended structure. 

 

Variables / columns 

 Make each column a variable. 

 Do not merge cells in Excel. 

 Be consistent in the coding of the variables and explain it in the separate text file. 

 Give meaningful names to the columns. Avoid long variable names, special characters, and 

blank spaces. 

 You do not need to create new columns with own calculations. The person analysing the data 

will do that quick and accurate with the clean data you provide. Rather mention the columns 

you need in a meeting/email and in the text file. If you have already done some calculations, 

provide the formula in the description text file. 

 Add further information in separate columns and not in existing columns, e.g. specific 

treatment of patient should not be added to the person’s ID, but listed in a separate treatment 

column. 

 

 



 

Observations / rows 

 Make each row an observation. 

 Use the same ID for the same individual in all data tables. 

 If there are multiple measurements per sample, each measurement should go into a separate 

row. 

 Do not send data with any names. Instead, use IDs. This also helps, if several data sets need to 

be merged. 

 Do not leave rows within your data set empty. 

 Be consistent throughout your data set with the format of dates, measurements and coding. 

 

General 

 Check your data for plausibility, for example:  

‒ People cannot receive a treatment after their death or before birth.  

‒ Negative weights or heights are not possible. 

 Use NA (“Not Available”) for missing data instead of any artificial codes. 

 Save your data in a file with a meaningful name, e.g. 2021_12_01_patients.csv. New 

versions with changes then receive an updated date and it is clear which data set should be 

used for future analyses. 

 

Worst Practice  

 

Figure 1 Bad example of tidy data 

If you find more than 10 errors in this data set, you are well on your way to providing tidy data, which 

is easy to analyse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Best Practice 

 

Figure 2 Good example of tidy data 

Text File Example 

 

Figure 3 Text file example for tidy data  

If you have any further questions about the data format or how to structure the data best, please do 

not hesitate to ask us. 
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