
THREE
Data and project management

The first part of this chapter provides an overview of the data file formats  
supported by ATLAS.ti and a few things you need to pay attention to. The 
recommendations and suggestions are derived from everyday user problems 
and questions that I have come across in the past. In addition, I include some 
transcription guidelines relating to the technicalities of the software. Following 
these guidelines will facilitate your work with ATLAS.ti at later stages of your 
analysis. In the second part of this chapter you will learn how to set up projects 
for single users and teams, how to set up a project with synchronized audio or 
video files and how to treat survey data. Further, you will find some information 
on how to work with large-sized projects.

Skills trainings

Skills training 3.1: auto coding

Skills training 3.2: setting up a single user project

Skills training 3.3: working with transcripts and synchronized media files

Skills training 3.4: working with survey data

Skills training 3.5: creating user accounts

Skills training 3.6: merging projects

Skills training 3.7: creating backups and transferring a project

Skills training 3.8: creating partial bundle files

Data preparation

Supported file formats

In principle, most textual, graphical and multimedia formats are supported by 
ATLAS.ti (see Table 3.1)
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Preparing documents

Text documents

For some formats, their suitability depends on your version of Windows, par-
ticularly in regard to what other software is already installed. Doc and docx 
files, for example, are converted to rich text. For this process a doc(x) to rich 
text converter needs to be installed on your system. These are usually 
installed on your computer if you use an Office package; if, however, you get 
a project that contains Word 2007 or 2010 files and you still use Word 2003, 
then you may need to go online and download the latest compatibility  
pack from the Microsoft website, or else store the file in rich text format  

Table 3.1 Supported file formats

Type of data Format Specific features/considerations

Text txt (plain text); rtf (rich text) 
doc(x): converted to rich text by ATLAS.ti. 
In version 7, ATLAS.ti stores a copy of the 
rich text version so that restrictions to 
editing no longer apply

Can be modified within ATLAS.ti1

PDF Image and text format Pay attention, when scanning 
documents, that they are scanned 
with character recognition. If the 
scan is an image rather than a 
text PDF, you cannot retrieve text. 
ATLAS.ti treats it just like an 
image document

Image Over 20 different image file formats are 
supported. The most common ones are  
jpg, jpeg, bmp, tif(f), giv, png, jif(f), emf+ 
graphic PDF

Multi-page tiff images can also be 
used 

Audio The most commonly used formats are aif, 
mp3, wma, midi, au, wav

When there is a problem in 
playing audio or video files, it is 
most likely due to a missing 
codec. You can find complete 
codec packages online that you 
can install on your computer

Video The most commonly used formats are 
mpeg, mpeg2, mp4, mv4, wmv, avi, mov

Geo data Google Earth as data source Google Earth needs to be 
installed on your computer

Survey data 
(Excel)

Results from an online survey can be 
imported as case-based primary 
documents (commonly used for the 
analysis of open-ended questions)2

Variables from surveys are imported in the 
form of primary document families  
(= document attributes in ATLAS.ti)

1 Modification of documents is only possible if you add them to the library. Externally linked 
documents cannot be edited (see below).

2 For more information see the section on working with survey data on p. 60.
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before adding it to an ATLAS.ti project. The OpenOffice odt format is not 
supported. Save OpenOffice files in rich text format before adding them to 
a project. 

When you work on a Mac having installed ATLAS.ti in a virtual Windows 
environment, it is best to work with rich text files. By the way, a native Mac 
version will be released in the second half of 2014.

PDF files

ATLAS.ti displays PDF files in their original layout – no formatting is lost. 
Misunderstandings sometimes arise in distinguishing between textual and 
image PDFs. When you scan a document, activate the character recognition 
option to turn the document into a text rather than an image PDF. Image 
PDF files are treated like all other image documents by ATLAS.ti. Further, 
you also need to be aware that all retrieved text from textual PDF files is 
rich text. You will lose the original layout when creating an output of coded 
PDF segments.

Choosing between different text formats

As shown in Table 3.1, you can choose between four different text file formats: 
plain text, rich text, doc or docx files, and textual PDF documents. Plain text 
does not include any formatting such as different font types and sizes, bold or 
italic characters, or colors. As the name says, these text files are plain. You still 
find them today in emails or online texts like blogs and in forums. If your pri-
mary data are in this format, there is no need to save them in a different one. 
You can assign them just as they are to an ATLAS.ti project. As soon as you go 
into edit mode to modify some file content, the texts are enriched and saved in 
rich text format by ATLAS.ti.

When preparing your own data (e.g. transcribing recorded data), my recom-
mendation is to store the files as rich text in order to avoid conversion. This 
assures the greatest compatibility across platforms and various versions of Word 
and Windows. You will find this file type option in any word processing pro-
gram. The advantage over doc and docx files is that rich text is the standard 
format used by ATLAS.ti.

PDF files are bit more difficult to code than Word files. Therefore don’t make 
them your standard, catch-all format to use. PDF files are a choice when the 
original layout is important for analysis purposes or when the documents are 
already available as PDFs. ATLAS.ti supports native PDF; this means the files 
are displayed within ATLAS.ti just as they look in their native PDF environ-
ment. The content is not converted. Thus, nothing is lost and the full informa-
tion is available to you when coding the data.

If Word files contain lots of pictures or images, they can become quite sizable 
and you may experience long loading times. In such cases, save the Word file in 
PDF format as it reduces file size quite considerably. 
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Audio and video files

A common problem with audio and video files is a missing codec. Audio and 
video files are usually compressed to use up less storage space, and for this 
process a codec is used. In order to read the files, the same codec that was used 
to ‘pack’ the files is needed to ‘unpack’ them. Today you can find free codec 
packages online that you can download and install in case your video file can-
not be played in ATLAS.it.

Another video file-related problem I have come across was where the cam-
corder software installed on a computer was blocking everything else and not 
allowing the files to be played in ATLAS.ti. After uninstalling this software, 
everything worked fine. I generally advise that before you prepare all of your 
video files, create a short trial file for testing in ATLAS.ti. After you have fig-
ured out the settings and appropriate format and file type, you can prepare the 
rest of the material.

Image files

When working with images, there is no point in adding the full-quality image 
taken with a 14 million pixel camera to ATLAS.ti. The image won’t fit on 
your screen as the resolution is way too high, so you end up resizing the 
images in ATLAS.ti to make them suitable for analytic purposes. I cannot 
provide a ‘one-size-fits-all’ figure regarding the optimal image size because it 
depends on the resolution and size of the screen. However, a good starting 
point is 1024 × 768 pixels.

Excel files (survey import, P-Docs Family Table import)

You need to follow a specific syntax when preparing an Excel file for import. 
Special characters indicate to the software which part of the spreadsheet 
should be added as document, as variable or as code. How to prepare survey 
data is explained below.

For Mac users

A native Mac iOS version will be released in 2014. At the time of writing, no 
testable version was available. However, I do know that the basic concepts and 
principles will be the same as in the Windows version, but the developers 
emphasize that the Mac version will look and feel like a Mac version. Therefore 
the interface is likely to look a bit different. On the one hand, this means that 
Mac users do not need to get used to how things are done under Windows and 
will feel ‘at home’. On the other hand, it means that some of the described 
mouse clicks will not be the same and you might need to adapt the descriptions 
provided in this book.

04_Friese_BAB1401B0019_Ch-03.indd   42 27-Feb-14   3:23:30 PM



DATA AND PROJECT MANAGEMENT 43

Size

Theoretically, size restriction is not an issue because of the way ATLAS.ti handles 
PDs (see below: ‘Data handling in ATLAS.ti’). However, you should bear in mind 
that your computer’s processing speed and storage capacity affect its perfor-
mance. Excessively large documents can be uncomfortable to work with, even if 
you have an extremely sophisticated computer. The crucial issue is not always 
the file size, but rather, in the case of multimedia files, the length of playing time. 
For text documents, the number and size of embedded objects may cause 
extraordinarily long load times. There is a high likelihood that if a text document 
loads slowly in ATLAS.ti, it will also load slowly in other applications like Word.

Language support

It is possible to use documents in ATLAS.ti that are not in English or other European 
languages. For Western languages, usually nothing has to be changed in ATLAS.ti 
for the characters to be displayed correctly. A basic requirement is that language-
specific fonts are installed on the computer. Displaying text in different languages 
in the HU editor does not require any specific attention. If the text is not displayed 
correctly in your language, check the default language settings by clicking on the 
Default field at the bottom right hand side of the ATLAS.ti main window. You may 
also need to change the default if you experience a problem in displaying special 
characters in Western languages, like the German ä, ü, ö or letters like à, ñ, ŷ, etc. 

You do, however, need to configure the font settings and possibly your Windows 
settings if you want to use Cyrillic, Hebrew, Arabic, Thai, Chinese characters and 
the like for all other text fields in ATLAS.ti. This applies to code and other object 
labels, comment fields, memos, quotation IDs and network view entries. For Thai 
and East Asian language support, you may first of all need to install the appropri-
ate language files on Western European and US Windows systems. Text search and 
auto coding is not available until the release of ATLAS.ti version 8 for some lan-
guages like Hebrew, Greek, Arabic or Cyrillic. If your language is not displayed 
correctly, check on the button ‘Default’ at the bottom right of the ATLAS.ti 
window and select your language.

Font settings
 • Select Tools / Preferences / General Preferences and then the fonT tab.
 • Select one or more object types for which you want to change the font.
 • Select a font and appearance (bold, italic) for these object types.
 • If you use ATLAS.ti in different contexts, you can specify different font themes.

System settings for Thai and Asian language support on  
Western European and US Windows systems

The prerequisite is that a language pack is installed on your computer.

 • Log in to your computer with full administrative rights.
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Windows 7 and earlier versions:

 • Select sTarT / conTrol Panels / reGional and lanGuaGe oPTions

 • Select the Languages tab and then the option to install the appropriate language 
files that you need.

 • Under the Advance tab, select the language in the field ‘Language for non-Unicode 
programs’.

Windows 8:

 • Select: clock, lanGuaGe, and reGion, and then reGion and lanGuaGe. 
 • Click the Administrative tab.
 • Under ‘Language for non-Unicode programs’, click on Change system locale. If 

you’re prompted for an administrator password or confirmation, type the password 
or provide confirmation.

 • Select the language (e.g. Chinese simplified), and click on OK.
 • Restart your computer for the changes to take effect. 

User-interface language

You can currently switch between English (default), Spanish and German 
menus. Other languages will follows. To switch the user interface language, 
make sure you have updated to version 7.1. 

 • Select Tools / Preferences / seT user inTerface lanGuaGe.

Transcription

A very nice option of ATLAS.ti is the association between transcripts and the 
original audio or video recording. This allows access to the original recording 
via the transcript. When you want to make use of this option, a requirement is 
that you use either ATLAS.ti or the software f4/f5 or Transana to transcribe 
your data. During transcription you enter timestamps (or, as known in ATLAS.ti, 
association anchors). It is also possible to enter these anchors later when you 
have a transcript without timestamps and the recording is still available. In this 
book I describe the technical aspects of transcribing data in ATLAS.ti briefly in 
the context of working with video files in Chapter 4. If you want to practice 
some more, you will find a transcription exercise and some sample files on the 
companion website. Further, below I describe how to set up a project that 
contains associated documents (see p. 58).

Transcription guidelines

In this section, I will provide some guidelines for structuring transcriptions of 
recorded data. In interview transcripts with one interviewee it helps you 
quickly recognize the different speakers and speaker units in the transcript. In 
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transcriptions of group interviews or focus groups, it lets you automatically 
code all speaker units by adding attribute codes. This is how you need to pre-
pare the transcript:

 • Mark all speakers unambiguously and enter an empty line between each speaker 
in turn.

 • In the sample transcript below, the paragraph marker is visible, indicating when the 
Enter button was pressed. The two speakers in the transcript are marked clearly with 
unique identifiers: INT: is used for the interviewer and AL: for Alexander, the inter-
viewee. ‘Interviewer’ or ‘Alexander’ would be impractical as markers because those 
words might appear in the text itself, but the character combination INT: and AL: is not 
likely to be found anywhere else. This is essential for using the auto coding tool.

 • If one speaker talks for a long time, break the speech into multiple paragraphs (see 
sample transcript).

INT:  Ok. So how, how, how did you actually um meet him? You met him in class 
I guess? ¶

¶
AL: In class yeah, and we were in the same form as well so. ¶
¶
INT:  How, how do you sort of um … how do you sort of pass the time with him, 

you know when you guys are together? ¶
¶
AL:  Both, well I suppose we just sat about sometimes, we also sort of played 

footie as you do and uh um … he um, after our GCSEs, we um he had a 
villa in er Minorca um so there was a group of us planning to go out so we 
basically, we sat in er, during lunchtime planning what we were going to do, 
and we just sort of went to the pub. ¶

¶
I mean my mum kicked me out at the age of sixteen and told me to go to the 
pub with the lads, and it’s like ‘Er yeah cheers mum’ [laughs]. Er so you know we 
went to the pub every Friday and yeah just general stuff, you know just hanging 
around, meet up with some girls and stuff. ¶

INT: …

The reason for this is the ATLAS.ti referencing system for quotations. Each 
quotation has an ID, and paragraph numbers are used to indicate where it starts 
and finishes – so if you code just one sentence in a longer paragraph, the refer-
ence for the resulting quotation might not be precise enough.

This way of organizing the transcript can be used for any documents that 
include structuring elements, like dates in historical documents, emails or let-
ters. The automatic coding tool can also be useful, and even though you may 
not know at this point whether you will want to use it, it is sensible to get used 
to all the above formatting rules as early as possible. Although neglecting these 
‘best practice rules’ will not have a negative effect in the initial phase, you may 
later regret not having used them from the beginning.
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Skills training 3.1: auto coding

In order for you to understand better why these transcription rules are recom-
mended, here is a brief preview of the auto coding procedure:

 • On the companion website you will find a project called ‘Auto coding example’ in 
the form of a copy bundle file that contains four transcripts.

 • Download the file to your computer and double click the file. The copy bundle install 
window opens. 

 • In the field HU Path, select a location for the project file on your computer by click-
ing on the file loader button. Then click on the Unbundle button (for more details 
see ‘Unpacking a copy bundle file’ on p. 67).

 • Open the auto coding tool via the main menu: codes / codinG / auTo codinG.
 • Enter one or more codes that you want to use for automatically coding all hits (see 

Figure 3.1). A search term based on a string of characters or using regular expres-
sions (GREP) is possible.

 • Select where you want to search (in the currently selected document/in a selected 
group of documents based on a document family/in all documents).

 • Select the length of the segment to be coded: the entered search term (it must be 
an exact match), the complete word, the sentence, the paragraph (single hard 
return), the text up to the next blank line (multiple hard returns) or the entire docu-
ment (all text).

 • Check whether the search should be case sensitive, whether GREP expressions 
are included in the term, and whether you want to confirm the coding of each 
hit.

In order to automatically code all of Alexander’s speaking parts with his name, 
gender and student status, ‘Al:’ is used as the search term. The scope is set to 
the selected PD and the length of the segment to be coded is the speaker unit. 

Figure 3.1 The auto coding window
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As each speaker unit is separated by a blank line, the option ‘Multi Hard 
Returns’ (¶) can be used here.

Best practice rules and solutions in a nutshell

Related to data file formats:

 • In case your project includes doc or docx files, make sure that a word processing 
package is installed on your computer as these files need to be converted to rich 
text. If this is not possible, download a compatibility pack from the Microsoft web-
site or save the file in rtf format before adding it to your project.

 • When considering PDF documents as primary data, pay attention to whether these 
are image or text PDFs.

 • If you experience a problem in playing audio or video files, download and install a 
complete codec pack. This solves the problem in most cases.

Related to transcription:

 • Clearly mark speakers or other text features by using unique identifiers.
 • Separate the change of speakers and other divisions with blank lines (= two hard 

returns).
 • Break long paragraphs into smaller units (but keep the units together by not enter-

ing a blank line). This facilitates auto coding and results in more exact quotation 
references.

If you are interested in specific notations for preparing transcripts, see Jefferson 
(1984) or Kallmeyer and Schütze (1976).

Collecting data with the ATLAS.ti mobile app

With the ATLAS.ti mobile app you can begin to collect and analyze data in the 
field. Or perhaps you want to work on a document while on a long train jour-
ney, flight or boat trip. Email the document to yourself so it is available on your 
iPad.1 Then you can add it to an ATLAS.ti mobile project, read it, write com-
ments and perform first coding work. You can later merge the result with your 
existing ATLAS.ti desktop project. Supported file formats are text, PDF, image, 
audio and video files. As the app has just been released, I have no real experi-
ence in using it in an actual research project. From playing around with it, it 
currently can best be used as a data collection device. It is easy to take photos 
and make videos with your mobile applications. If you don’t want to use the 
iPad for this because it is a bit too obtrusive, you can use an iPhone instead.  

1 At the time of writing, the app was just released as an iPad app, but an Android version 
is in the making and will be released in early 2014. The app is available free of charge.
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Via the cloud the files can almost immediately be accessed on the iPad. I have 
used my iPad for recording interviews and it works quite well for this purpose.

Because we are so used to using our mobile devices these days to take pic-
tures and make videos, and having observed people at a recent conference test-
ing the app, my gut feeling is that ATLAS.ti mobile may cause a shift in the 
types of data researchers will be working with. We see more and more usage of 
multimedia data in ATLAS.ti, though adoption is slow. Most users still work 
with text documents. The app may have the power to change this.

The second application – working on documents as a way of using travel time 
wisely – only works if the document has not yet been added to an ATLAS.ti 
desktop project. Currently, you can only import data from the iPad to your desk-
top version. Temporarily checking out documents to work with them on the 
mobile device to ‘return’ them later to the desktop version is not yet available. 
Maybe with some lobbying, this feature will be available at some point. Above I 
show you some images of the app (Figure 3.2) to give you an impression of how 
it works. You will find the step-by-step instructions on the ATLAS.ti website in 
the manual section. As with most apps, using it is quite intuitive and the short 
explanations that you find in the app may already be sufficient to get you going.

Project management in ATLAS.ti

ATLAS.ti project management entails an understanding of how ATLAS.ti han-
dles and accesses documents. It involves decisions regarding where HUs and 
documents are to be stored. Most problems can be avoided with a little 

Figure 3.2 Impressions of ATLAS.ti mobile 
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informed planning about issues such as file locations and paths, and the need 
to copy, move and transfer ATLAS.ti projects across disks, networks and com-
puters. For more general considerations in designing and conducting qualitative 
research in a software environment, see di Gregorio and Davidson (2008).

For version 6 projects, the most frequently asked support question was 
related to project management. It was quite common for users to ‘lose’ their 
documents, or at least to have thought so. You can imagine the panic that arises 
when, after months of coding, a user opens his or her project and cannot see 
the coded data on the screen: the entries in the drop-down lists are visible but 
the HU editor is empty. In most cases, this problem could be solved. 
Nonetheless, the ATLAS.ti development team thought of a new way of han-
dling documents in version 7. The new principle is called ‘managed docu-
ments’, which means that ATLAS.ti takes care of document management – if 
the user allows it to do so. There are always mysterious ways in which users 
manage to sidestep the system and end up with unreadable projects.

The aim of this chapter is to help you understand what is happening when 
you add documents to a project and to introduce you to a few technical issues 
that happen behind the scenes. Working with ATLAS.ti involves users, files and 
computers. An ATLAS.ti project can be as simple as a single person working 
with one HU and a few primary documents (P-Docs) on a stand-alone com-
puter. It can be as complex as large teams working on different computers in a 
network or at different geographic locations; working on several projects at 
once; moving files between users, computers and networks; merging partial 
projects into compiled projects; and many other conceivable scenarios. First, 
however, you need to know a few basics about how ATLAS.ti handles data and 
to understand that a well-managed project begins even before you enter any 
data: that is, when thinking of names for your files. For those readers planning 
to conduct a team project, I suggest that you still read the description on how 
to set up a single user project first. This will help you to take the next step in 
setting up a more complex team project. 

What you need to know before setting up a project

Each computer user, I assume, has a preferred way of organizing files and folders. 
When working with ATLAS.ti, you don’t have to get used to a different way of 
handling or storing them. In that respect, ATLAS.ti is like any other Windows 
software you know. It may happen that users do not know where they have 
stored their ATLAS.ti project file simply because they have allowed ATLAS.ti 
to determine the location for storing the file without paying attention. I then 
ask them what they do when they save a Word or Excel file. The response is 
that they normally select a specific location where they want the files to be 
stored. So, please also do this when saving your ATLAS.ti project file. If you 
don’t specify a location when saving a Word or Excel file, Office saves the files 
to its default location – the My Documents or My Files folder. This process is 
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no different in ATLAS.ti. The default location for saving project files in ATLAS.
ti is the so-called TextBank folder. It can be found under My Documents\
Scientific Software\ATLAS.ti. You can save your project file at this location if 
you want to, but you don’t have to. As in Word or Excel or any other applica-
tion, you have a choice of where to store your files.

Data handling in ATLAS.ti

Let’s assume that you have conducted an interview study with 20 audio-
recorded interviews. You transfer the audio files to your computer and begin to 
transcribe, and save the resulting text files somewhere on the computer, using 
your own system for organizing and storing them. Next, you want to analyze 
the data with the help of ATLAS.ti. You open ATLAS.ti and begin to add data 
to your project. You have several ways to do so, as shown in Figure 3.3.

The standard option is to add documents to either My Library or the Team 
Library. The library is basically a folder on your computer that was created 
when you installed ATLAS.ti. The default locations of My Library and the 
Team Library are:

C:\Users\username\AppData\Roaming\Scientific Software\ATLASti\Repository\ 
Managed Files\

C:\Users\Public\Documents\Scientific Software\ATLASti\Repository\Managed 
Files\

Thus, the My Library folder is located within the subfolder hierarchy of the 
currently logged-in user. The Team Library folder is located under public docu-
ments. As the names indicate, the idea is to use the My Library folder for indi-
vidual projects and the Team Library folder for team projects. There are only the 
two library locations. Often users ask whether there is a special library for each 
project they work on. The answer currently still is ‘No’ – in the same way as for 

Figure 3.3 The various options to add documents to an ATLAS.ti project

04_Friese_BAB1401B0019_Ch-03.indd   50 27-Feb-14   3:23:32 PM



DATA AND PROJECT MANAGEMENT 51

instance your university library stores books for a variety of projects, the ATLAS.
ti library stores the data for all of your projects. The reason for offering a second 
library for team projects concerns the possibility of moving the library folder. In 
team projects, all team members may want to access the data from one common 
location, namely a server. Because of popular demand and real project needs, 
currently a new feature is developed that will allow teams to create a library for 
each team project. As the solution is not implemented yet, I cannot describe it 
in detail – but watch out for it. It will be introduced via a service pack.

Similar to version 6, there is still a link between the documents and your 
ATLAS.ti project file (the HU). The difference in version 7 is that the link is 
managed by ATLAS.ti. The documents are now stored at a predetermined loca-
tion (the library) handled by ATLAS.ti, principally out of reach for users to 
manually make changes, modify, rename or move documents externally.

As there are a number of good reasons for linking rather than importing 
documents, this basic principle has still been kept:

 • When data are not being imported, the size of a document does not affect the 
size of the HU. This is a prerequisite for working with audio and video files, which 
are usually quite sizable. It also offers the possibility of working with a large set 
of data. 

 • A single data source file can be used by more than one project file. It may even be 
added to the same project multiple times, to allow for different angles of analysis.

 • Team members can share data files. If the project is set up properly, changes to 
data sources (editing) are broadcast to all subprojects that use the files, keeping 
everyone up to date.

Incidentally, ATLAS.ti is not the only software that handles data in such a way. 
It is in fact a procedure common to many professional applications when things 
get large or complex. Video editing software, for instance, also manages its files 
in the form of one central project file and a number of dependent subdocu-
ments like snapshots, overlays, music or special effects. The objective is to 
reduce the overall size of the main document and to make handling easier and 
faster. 

So, what else happens when you add documents to a project? 
ATLAS.ti first checks whether the files are compatible. If so, the files are 

copied and added to the library; doc and docx files are converted to rich text 
and the rich text version is stored in the library. In addition, each document 
receives a unique fingerprint; technically this is a 16-digit code. Based on this 
fingerprint, ATLAS.ti can identify each document. This for example has some 
implications for team projects. If two members on the team add the same 
documents to a project, these documents receive different fingerprints and are 
thus no longer the same for ATLAS.ti. 

Let’s consider a two-person team. They want to analyze 10 documents. Each 
person sets up their own project and adds 10 documents to the Team Library. 
They code the data and then they would like to put it all together. This can be 
done with the merge option that ATLAS.ti provides (see p. 64). They decide to 
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unify the documents and wonder why they end up with 20 documents after the 
merge process. Due to the different fingerprints, ATLAS.ti does not recognize 
the documents as the same and therefore they cannot be unified. As this has 
happened a few times already, there is now a fix for it. Thus, you can rescue 
your project in case you started it the wrong way. 

This fingerprint identification was not meant to make things more compli-
cated, but rather to facilitate team work. If you have been using version 6, you 
are probably aware of the fact that the order of the documents in the Primary 
Document Manager was crucial when merging projects. The documents had 
to be in the same order in all projects that were to be merged. This is no lon-
ger necessary, because documents are no longer identified by their position in 
the list of documents. Everyone on the team can impose their own order and 
is free to move documents to a different place in the Primary Document 
Manager.

About ‘good’ data file names

After adding documents to your ATLAS.ti project, you will find a shell for each 
document. The general name for this shell is primary document. The primary 
document has a name which by default is the name of the added data file; it 
contains the reference where the file is stored and its original location, the file 
type, date of creation and modification, and the name of the ATLAS.ti user 
who added it. Also, you have the option to add a comment to each shell (I will 
return to this later). The important thing to remember is that the shell itself 
does not contain the added file. It can only load the file into the HU editor, 
based on the reference it has (e.g. My Library).

Figure 3.4 shows some transcript files that were added. The name of the file 
comprises the word ‘transcript’, a consecutive number and the date of tran-
scription: ‘transcript 1_ 2013_April 4.docx’. As I will explain further, this is not 
a very good choice because the name does not include any information that 
could be helpful for the analysis. 

Figure 3.4 ‘Bad’ data file names
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What I mean by ‘good’ is that the name should assist the analytic process. It 
won’t actually hinder your analysis if you don’t do this, but why not do yourself 
a favor by making it a bit easier? Naming a transcript ‘transcript’ – as in the 
example above – is only useful if you’re working with other data sources as well. 
Numbering them consecutively and adding the date of transcription is useful for 
the process of transcription, but not for your analysis. More informative are names 
that include criteria which you already know are important for your analysis, like 
gender, age, profession, location and date of interview. This may not be the case 
for all studies and for all data analyzed in ATLAS.ti, but it does apply to a large 
number of projects. To prevent the data file names getting too long by including 
all this information, my suggestion is to use a code as shown in Figure 3.5:

Figure 3.5 ‘Good’ data file names for analytic purposes

Code:
m : male
f : female
mg : manager
cl : clerk
ad : administrative stuff
number : age

Naming your files in this way has the advantage that the documents are already 
sorted by these criteria. This facilitates the creation of subgroups of your docu-
ments in ATLAS.ti for analytic purposes (see Chapter 5). In addition, a good 
analytic name provides valuable information when retrieving data and, overall, 
adds transparency to your project. If alphabetical order is not useful for your 
purposes, or if you do not assign all the data at once, you can always drag and 
drop a document to a different location in the Primary Document Manager.

It may not always be possible to know from the very beginning what might 
be a good analytic name – or perhaps you have already created a project before 
reading my suggestions. In that case, you have the option to rename each pri-
mary document (right click on a primary document in the Primary Document 
Manager and select the option Rename). 
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I am often asked how to present and report on a project that has been 
analyzed with the assistance of ATLAS.ti. Look at the list of document names 
in the Primary Document Manager. This is where to start – use the Primary 
Document Manager to explain your sampling. If well chosen, the names will 
already include some of the major sampling criteria. 

Setting up a project

The scenarios are written as hands-on exercises that you can follow either by 
using your own data or by downloading sample data from the companion web-
site (www.uk/friese2e). If you want to follow the exercises in this and other 
chapters, I recommend that you set up a project using the provided sample 
data as ‘single user project’.

Description of the sample data set

The data material provided on the companion website consists of seven docu-
ments: one PDF file, two rich text files, two docx files, one video file and one 
image file. In addition, you will find an Excel file to illustrate how the import 
of survey data works. It is a subset of the data that are included as Quick Tour 
data with ATLAS.ti 7.

In looking for suitable example data, I came across an article on children and 
happiness written by Nattavudh Powdthavee. Nattavudh reports on a number 
of academic studies that repeatedly found a negative correlation between hav-
ing children and levels of happiness, life satisfaction, marital satisfaction and 
mental well-being. Since having children (or not having them) is an issue that 
most people, regardless of their cultural backgrounds, religions or geographic 
locations, have to deal with, this promised to be a topic that a lot of ATLAS.ti 
or potential ATLAS.ti users might be interested in.

In addition to the journal article, two documents including comments by parents 
and non-parents made on two blogs on the issue are included. Furthermore, the 
data contain a short video that allows you to explore video functionality in ATLAS.
ti. The video contains quotes on happiness and how to reach it. You will find a 
number of supporting or contradictory statements in the comments of the blogs. 
These can for example be used to practice hyperlinking via drag and drop while 
multiple documents are open side by side. The video is associated with a ‘transcript’ 
as an example of the associated document option (see p. 58).The transcript consists 
of the quotes plus information about the authors of these quotes. The Abraham 
Lincoln file is included to show you how to work with images.

For those interested in working with survey data, the sample material con-
tains some fictional survey data that can be imported to ATLAS.ti via an Excel 
spreadsheet (see ‘Working with Survey Data’ on p. 60). The survey data com-
prise answers from 24 respondents to two open-ended questions (reasons for 
having and for not having children), some socio-demographic data and two 
answers to yes/no questions.
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The main issue to investigate in this project is how parents and non-parents 
react to the finding that, statistically speaking, happiness and life satisfaction 
correlate negatively with having children. What is the general reaction? How 
are the results perceived? Are there differences between parents and those who 
do not have children (yet)? Let’s start setting up this project in ATLAS.ti so 
that we can find some answers to these questions in later chapters.

Skills training 3.2: setting up a single user project

Project setup
 • Download and unzip the sample data set. The name of the unzipped project folder 

is ‘Happiness project’. Store it for instance on your desktop.
 • Open ATLAS.ti. Check the title bar. If the last used HU is open and not a new one, 

select the main menu option ProjecT / close. The text in the title bar should read: 
New Hermeneutic Unit.

 • Select the main menu option ProjecT / add documenT(s) / add documenTs (my 
library).

 • A file loader window will open. Navigate to the desktop and then to the ‘Happiness 
project’ folder. Select all documents in the folder.

 • Click on the Open button (it will appear in the language of your Windows system).
 • You will see the File Quality Check window and can follow the process of how 

documents are checked and added to your project. If there is a problem with one 
or more documents, you will be notified (see Figure 3.7). If everything works 
smoothly, you will be informed that seven files were successfully converted and 
added to your project. 

Figure 3.6 Workflow for setting up a single user project
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 • Open the Primary Document Manager by clicking on the P-Docs button. Note that 
all documents are numbered consecutively. In the column ‘Location’ you should see 
the entry My Library. The default author is ‘Super’ for super user. If you want each 
entry stamped with your personal name, you need to create a user account. As this 
is more relevant for team projects, this is explained in the section on how to set up 
team projects.

Let’s save the project before we do anything else, because we do not want to 
risk losing anything:

 • Select the main option ProjecT / save (or save as…).

A window will open where you can specify the location of the HU file and its 
name. The default location is the TextBank folder. You can use the TextBank 
folder to store your project file(s). However, you can save the HU to any loca-
tion on your computer.

 • Navigate to the folder where you want to save your HU file. I suggest that you create 
a folder that is called something like ‘ATLAS.ti analysis’, where you store all HU files 
for your project. You may end up saving different versions of your HU file, backup 
files, etc. Therefore, creating a special folder for these files is probably a good idea.

 • Enter a name for the HU (e.g. ‘My first ATLAS.ti project’ or ‘Happiness project’).
 • Click on the Save button shown in the language of your Windows system.

You have now saved the HU file that stores all your work on the data: your 
coding, all written comments and memos, families, network views, etc. How-
ever, the HU file does not store your data. To save your entire project, you need 
to create a copy bundle file. The copy bundle file includes your HU file and all 
documents from the library that are relevant for your project.

Figure 3.7 Adding primary documents – file quality check
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 • Select the main option ProjecT / save coPy bundle.

In the copy bundle window you have the option to deselect some documents 
from the bundle or to work with filters. But for now, we want to create a 
backup copy of the entire project including all files.

 • Click on creaTe bundle. The default name for the bundle is the name of the HU file. 
The file extension for copy bundle files is atlcb (atlas copy bundle). 

 • Select a location for the bundle file, accept the default name or enter a new name, and 
click on the Save button shown in the language of your Windows system. Congratulations. 
That was probably the biggest hurdle in terms of project management in ATLAS.ti. 

It is advisable to save the copy bundle file to a secure location, or store one 
copy on your computer locally and a second copy on an external drive or server 
or in the cloud. Dropbox or other cloud services should only be used for storing 
backup files or for project transfer. If you want to access your project from a 
different computer, you can store a copy bundle file on a USB stick or an exter-
nal drive and take it along, or temporarily upload it into a Dropbox, SkyDrive 
or similar cloud service and download it from there when needed at location B. 

Talking about cloud services, never add documents directly from the cloud 
to an ATLAS.ti project. First download the files, e.g. to a folder on your com-
puter and then add them. The whole idea of the new library principle is that 
ATLAS.ti is managing your documents for you. ATLAS.ti, however, can only 
do this if no other application mingles with it. Files stored in the cloud are 
usually synchronized across the different devices that access them and during 
this process may destroy the integrity of your ATLAS.ti project. ATLAS.ti 
detects if you want to store data in clouds like Dropbox or SkyDrive and issues 
a warning. 

To make project management simple and easy for you, allow ATLAS.ti to 
manage your data files. Then, the only two files you need to be concerned 
about are your HU file and the copy bundle file. Make it a habit to create a 
copy bundle file after each work session and store it in a safe place. You may 
keep a few rolling copies of the copy bundle file or overwrite the old with the 
new version every time you save. Throughout the book, you will find sugges-
tions on when to save a special backup copy in the form of a copy bundle file.

Next, I explain two further options for adding documents to a project that 
offer certain functionalities useful for certain types of analytic approaches.

Note that if you add documents to the library, the project can only be trans-
ferred using the copy bundle function. If you work with large-sized projects  
(1 gigabyte or more), creating copy bundle files and transferring projects can 
become cumbersome. One option is to create partial bundles to keep the file 
size down. Another option is to set up the project using externally linked files 
rather than importing all documents to My Library. In this case, it is recom-
mended to use the old HUPATH principle: that is, storing all documents and 
the HU file in one folder. You will find more details on this special setup on 
p. 78.
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Skills training 3.3: working with transcripts and  
synchronized media files

Note that you can download an example f4 transcript and audio file from the 
companion website to follow the instructions.

The advantage of this project setup is that your transcripts remain linked to 
their original audio or video files. Thus, you can select a quotation or any text 
segment and play the associated audio or video segment. This is useful for a 
form of analysis where it is important to analyze not only what was said, but 
also how it was said or done. When working with video files (see Chapter 4) 
you may want to transcribe the spoken words only without describing what is 
going on visually. This allows you to code both the textual level (transcript) and 
the visual level (video) in different ways without losing the connection between 
the two.

As mentioned, ATLAS.ti supports the import of transcripts prepared in  
f4/f5 (Mac) and Transana. An alternative is to transcribe your data directly in 
ATLAS.ti. When you transcribe your data using f4/f5 or Transana, I suggest that 
you keep in mind a good analytical name for your document when saving the 
transcript (see ‘About “good” data file names’ on p. 52). 

 • Prepare the transcripts in f4/f5 or Transana. When you save a document, save it 
under the name that you want to use as the primary document name in ATLAS.ti. A 
good place for storing the transcripts is in the same folder as the multimedia files.

 • Open ATLAS.ti and select ProjecT / add documenTs / imPorT TranscriPT.
 • A file loader window opens. Go to the location where your transcripts are stored. 

Only the rtf files of the transcript(s) will be shown. Select one or more transcripts 
and click on oPen.

If the multimedia file is stored in the same folder as the transcript, they are 
automatically recognized and ATLAS.ti will ask you whether you want to add 
them to My Library, the Team Library or link them as external files. The latter 
option is useful if you work with large video files. In case the multimedia files 
are stored elsewhere, you will be asked to locate them before you can specify 
how ATLAS.ti should handle them. The transcript file will be imported into 
the HU and turned into an internal document.

 • Save the project file: file / save to any location.
 • To save a copy of your entire project, select file / save coPy bundle.

Let’s see what happens to the HU after importing a transcript and its media file:

 • Open the Primary Document Manager. It shows the transcript(s) and the multimedia file(s) 
(Figure 3.8). The data file names tell you that it is an expert interview with a female (me).

 • In the column Location you will see the entry ‘In HU’ for the transcripts and the 
location you have chosen for the multimedia files (e.g. My Library). The column 
Origin shows the location where the files were stored before adding them to a pro-
ject (applies to files that are not embedded).
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Seeing how the association works
 • Load the transcript. At the top left you will see a red dot. Click on it to load the 

associated media file into a second document region (Figure 3.9).

The red dots in the text show the association anchors (timestamps). I usually 
set them quite frequently – basically every time I stop the recording when 
transcribing. The closer the anchors are set, the more accurately the associated 
segments can be played. A standard option in transcription software is to set a 
timestamp after each paragraph. If paragraphs are long and you want to play 
just a specific section, the software needs to interpolate between the available 
anchor points, calculating the start and end positions as best as possible.

 • To see the full list of associations (= time marks), open the Association Editor: 
documenTs / a-docs / oPen associaTion ediTor.

 • When you click on an association (Figure 3.9), the associated text segment is high-
lighted in the transcript. If it does not work, then the synchro mode is not activated. 
Press F3 or select documenTs / a-docs / synchro mode.

 • Click through the associations to see how you can use them to navigate through your 
document. Pay attention to the playhead. It jumps to the start position indicated by 
the time mark.

Figure 3.9 Association Editor and associated documents

Figure 3.8 Primary Document Manager after importing an f4 transcript
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 • If you want to listen to or view an associated multimedia segment, highlight any 
piece of text in the transcript and press cTrl+P. Alternatively, select documenTs / 
a-docs / Play selecTed TexT from the main menu. Make sure that the sound is 
turned on.

The two files shown in Figure 3.10 are included in the sample project. If you 
want to see how you can activate the association between a transcript and a 
video file:

 • Open the sample file ‘Children and Happiness Stage I’ via helP / Quick Tour. 
 • load ‘P7: Transcript of video’ from the P-Docs drop-down list. 
 • Open the associated video file by clicking on the red dot in the upper right hand 

corner. This loads the associated video into the region next to the transcript.

 • Make sure that the synchro mode is active: select documenTs / a-docs / synchro 
mode. If the synchro icon is highlighted, then the mode is active.

 • As above, highlight a few lines in the transcript and press cTrl+P. The video begins 
to play at the position that you marked in the transcript.

Skills training 3.4: working with survey data

Starting with version 6, ATLAS.ti offers the possibility to import survey data. 
This makes sense when the survey includes a number of open-ended questions. 
In paper and pencil surveys, respondents often did not write a lot when asked 
an open-ended question. This changed with the use of online surveys. 
Respondents often now write quite a lot and their responses are already in 
electronic format. Thus, there is no need to retype them. Survey data are 
imported via an Excel file to ATLAS.ti. Most online survey tools offer an Excel 
output, which can then be used to prepare the data for ATLAS.ti. 

Figure 3.10 Association between a transcript and a video
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Preparing survey data

Data are imported as case-based. This means each primary document 
represents the answers to each open-ended question of one respondent. 
Variables that describe the respondents, like make, type of occupation, age 
range, education, etc., can be added as primary document families. Whether 
information is interpreted as content or as variable depends on the syntax you 
enter into the Excel table. For example, see Table 3.2.

The example is taken from the sample survey file that you will find in 
ATLAS.ti under Help / QuickTour / open QuickTour Survey DaTa.

If you add a colon (:) in front of the variable name, ATLAS.ti creates a docu-
ment family for each cell value (see Chapter 5 for more details on document 
families). Thus, the document described in Table 3.2 will be added to the fol-
lowing document families: Gender::male, has children::yes, number of chil-
dren::1, marital status::divorced, children bring happiness (answer 1 = yes), and 
education::highschool. As ATLAS.ti can only handle dichotomous variables by 
way of PD families, a family is created from each value. Thus, female respon-
dents will be added to a document family called Gender::female; those who are 
married or single in families with the names marital status::married and marital 
status::single. Note that in ATLAS.ti two colons (::) are used to separate the 
variable name and the value. This is not a typo.

If you put a period/full stop (.) in front of the variable name, only those cases 
that contain a 1 or a yes in the cell will be added to a document family. In the 
above example, survey respondents were asked in one question whether they 
believe that children contribute to happiness, and in another whether they believe 
they bring fulfillment and purpose in life. Both questions could be answered 
with a yes or no. Thus, on a limited scale it is also possible to add quantitative 
information to your ATLAS.ti project. As families can later be used to compare 

Table 3.2 Syntax for preparing survey data

:Gender
:has 

children
:number of 
children

:marital 
status

.bring 
happiness

.bring fulfillment 
and purpose :education

male yes 1 divorced 1 0 highschool

Table 3.3 Syntax for open-ended questions

SQ1::Reasons for having children SQ2::Reasons for not having children

Children whittle away your time in 
ways that are ultimately beneficial: 
they have an uncanny knack of 
getting rid of the meaningless 
hobbies that used to consume you

Responsibility. All of life’s prior responsibilities pale 
in comparison. If you decide to have a child, that 
new person must absolutely be your top priority. As 
your child will remind you when he or she is older 
and something goes wrong, ‘I didn’t ask to be 
born.’ A child is a lifelong commitment to a person 
who is innocent of this choice
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different groups of respondents, think about the kinds of comparisons you want 
to make and then decide which quantitative survey questions are useful to 
bring into ATLAS.ti. 

To indicate to ATLAS.ti that an entry is a response to an open-ended ques-
tion (Table 3.3), no syntax needs to be used in front of the column name. The 
column name will be used as code to pre-code all open-ended questions. You 
may, however, not want the entire (long) question to be used as the code name. 
If so, you can use the question ID as here, SQ1 and SQ2, as the code name, and 
the full question as a code comment. In order to achieve this, add two colons 
(::) after the question ID. ATLAS.ti will then add the text after the two colons 
into the code comment field during import.

Importing survey data
 • Download the sample survey file, which you will find under helP / QuickTour. It contains 

24 cases, but it is also possible to import files that contain 3000 cases or more.
 • To import this file in ATLAS.ti, select ProjecT / add documenT(s) / imPorT survey daTa. 

The Excel file should not be open in Excel.
 • Select the sample Excel file and wait for the import process to be completed. All 

data will be imported into your ATLAS.ti project file, the HU. This means that if your 
project only contains survey data, there is no need to create a copy bundle file. Your 
HU file contains all the data and it will be all you need and to take care of – also in 
terms of backing it up!

 • ATLAS.ti automatically names the HU file after the Excel file. To save your project, 
select ProjecT / save. If you want to save it under a different name, select save as….

Team project setup

In the following section, a few issues are discussed that are common to all team 
projects: finding a project administrator, creating user accounts, merging and 
transferring projects. This is followed by a description of three characteristic 
team scenarios: a team working on a common set of documents, a team starting 
out with different documents at each side, a team sharing and working on 
documents on a server.

In addition, members of a team project need to discuss a number of further 
issues: how to develop the coding system, how to divide the work, how and when 
to inform the others about what has been done, how to share the analysis, etc. 

Commonalities of team projects
Finding a project administrator

When working in a team, it is best to nominate one person to be the project 
administrator. If everyone is equally skilled, choose the person with the greatest 
knowledge of ATLAS.ti and the highest degree of computer literacy. Even 
though you don’t have to be a computer whizz to work with ATLAS.ti, anyone 
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who does not know how to copy files, or has trouble converting doc files to rich 
text format, or does not know how to search for a file within the system, is not 
well suited to the task. The job of the administrator is to set up the project, to 
distribute it to team members, to provide instructions for the team members, 
and to collect the subprojects from time to time in order to merge them.

NOTE: The project administrator can be someone from the team who volunteers 
to take on the task of merging and redistributing. 

Skills training 3.5: creating user accounts

You may already have noticed in some of the above figures that my name or 
‘ATLAS.ti team’ is shown in the author field. If no other user account is created first, 
the super user is the default login and all new entries are stamped with the author 
name ‘Super’. When working in a team, it is clearly important to know who has 
done what, so not all entries should be stamped ‘Super’. Creating a user account 
and logging in with a personal user name allows the steps of the various team 
members to be traced. It is not a perfect system for every situation, but in most cases 
it is the best option. For example, modifications to an already existing object like a 
code are not automatically tracked. The author field only contains the name of 
the user who created the object and not the name of the person who modified it.

ATLAS.ti recognizes two classes of users: administrators and all others. 
Administrators have more rights than ‘normal’ users. The key rights of admin-
istrators are the ability to define new users, install service packs or use the more 
advanced data source management features. Thus, in order to be able to create 
new user accounts, you need to be logged in as a user with administrative rights. 
By default, you are logged in as ‘Super’ user and this user has administrative 
rights. User accounts are best created by each individual team member and not 
by the project administrator. Here is what you need to do:

 • From the main menu, select Tools / user manaGemenT / user ediTor. A window will 
open showing the three standard users: admin, guest and super.

 • To create a new account, select ediT / new user. Four entry fields will pop up, one 
after the other, asking you to enter an account name, a password, your last name 
and your first name.

You can enter a password or leave the field blank. When logging in, you are not 
asked for a password unless you specify this in the user.ini file. Password pro-
tecting the user name is only asked for on rare occasions.

 • Save the newly created user account by selecting file / save from the User Editor 
window. A small window will pop up informing you that the user base has been 
saved to disk.

 • Close the User Editor.
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To change the user:

 • From the main menu select Tools / user manaGemenT / swiTch user…. Select your 
user account (Figure 3.11). Notice that you are not required to enter a password 
and that the default setting is ‘Automatic Login’.

After logging in, you will be greeted by the software. If you’re working late 
or at weekends, however, the software may not be so friendly; I’ll leave it to 
you to see what happens! ATLAS.ti will remember the setting and there is no 
need to log in every time. The automatic login can remain activated as long as 
the same user always works on the same computer. Only when different 
people use ATLAS.ti on the same computer at different times does this option 
need to be deactivated; in this case, the login window comes up each time you 
launch the software.

Skills training 3.6: merging projects

In ATLAS.ti you cannot work simultaneously on the same project file. This 
means each person works within their individual HU file and these files need 
to be merged from time to time. When merging you merge a source HU into a 
target HU. The target HU has to be loaded into the HU editor first before 
invoking the merge option.

Three ‘strategies’ can be chosen for the processing of every object category. 
These are ‘Add’, ‘Unify’ and ‘Ignore’. The object categories that can be pro-
cessed within the HU are PDs, Quotations, Codes, Memos, PD Families, Code 
Families, Memo Families, and Network Views.

 • Load the target HU. It is advisable to save it under a different name so that you 
don’t corrupt the original file in case something goes wrong. Select ProjecT / 
save as….

Figure 3.11 Logging in using a personal user account
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 • From the HU editor’s main menu, select ProjecT / merGe wiTh hu. Alternatively you 
can drag an HU onto the HU editor’s caption by holding down the CTRL key.

 • The Merge Wizard will open, guiding you through the merge procedure. The first page 
of the Merge Wizard displays the current target HU, requesting you to enter the source 
HU’s file name. Click on the browse button and select a source HU from the file dialog.

 • Click on nexT. The source HU will be loaded and you can proceed with the next step.

The second step is the selection of how the source HU is to be merged into the 
target HU. Four broad predefined strategies are available that can be custom-
ized in a second step, as follows.

Same PDs and Codes: Choose this strategy when PDs and codes are (mostly) 
the same in the target and source HU. All of the same PDs and codes are then 
unified. Different PDs and codes will be added. 

Same PDs – Different Codes: Choose this strategy when target and source HU 
contain the same PDs, but different sets of codes. If identical codes are found 
during the merge procedure, one of them is renamed (e.g. ‘effects of parenting’ 
and ‘effects of parenting_1’). 

If there are a number of identical codes, chose the option ‘same Codes’ to avoid 
duplication. You do not lose any codes, as all codes that are different or new are added!

Different PDs – Same Codes: Choose this strategy when target and source 
HUs contain different PDs that have been coded with the same code set. This 
is a common situation when working in teams and different team members 
have coded different PDs using a common set of codes. If a few additional 
codes have been added to the common set, these will be added.

Different PDs and Codes: Choose this strategy when both – PDs and codes – 
are different. The PDs and codes from the source HU will be added to the ones 
in the target HU.

NOTE: If you are unsure which strategy to use, choose ‘Same PDs and Codes’. 
It is the catch-all strategy. It merges all objects that are the same and adds all 
objects that are different.

Select one of the four stock strategies (Figure 3.12). A short description of 
the strategy is displayed at the bottom left of the dialog box.

 • Fine-tune the strategy so it best suits your needs. For all major object types, you 
can divert from the predefined stock strategy and manually define how the various 
object types are to be handled in the merge process.

 • Check the option ‘Create Merge-Report’ to generate an overview of what has been done. 
 • Click on finish to start the merge process. 

NOTE: If you repeatedly merge the same HUs, you might want to deactivate the 
option ‘Merge Comments’ as it leads to duplication of entries.
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Skills training 3.7: creating backups  
and transferring a project (also applies to single  

user projects)

In order to back up your project, transfer a project to a different computer or 
send it to other team members, you need to create a copy bundle file. Only the 
copy bundle file contains the project file and the documents. This is also nicely 
symbolized by the copy bundle file icon: your project in a box (Figure 3.12). 
Copy bundle files can also be used to preserve a certain stage of your project 
like the various stages of code system development.

There is no need to always send a copy bundle file when you transfer a proj-
ect. If all documents already exist on all computers involved, the team admin-
istrator or the team members only need to send the HU file. In that case, a new 
copy bundle file only needs to be created when new documents are added or 
when data sources are modified. See also ‘Data source modification in team 
projects’ on p. 69. All team members should, however, always create a copy 
bundle file as backup after each work session.

Creating a copy bundle file
 • To create a copy bundle file, select ProjecT / save coPy bundle from the main menu. 

The Create Copy Bundle window will open (Figure 3.13).
 • Click on creaTe bundle.

If you want to exclude documents from the bundle, you can either deselect 
individual documents or set a PD family as a global filter first and select the 
option ‘Apply current PD filter’. See ‘Creating partial bundle files’ on p. 77 for 
further detail.

Figure 3.12 Defining your merge strategy
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Unpacking a copy bundle file
 • Either double click on the file in Windows Explorer or open ATLAS.ti first and select 

ProjecT / unPack coPy bundle and then select a bundle file. The Unpack Copy Bundle 
window will open (Figure 3.14). 

The column ‘Target Location’ indicates where the documents will be stored 
when unpacking the file. <Local Managed> means that the documents will be 
unpacked into My Library; <Shared Managed> means that the documents will 
be unpacked into the Team Library. Other possible locations are <HUPATH>, 
<TBPATH> or an absolute path reference. The latter applies to externally 
linked files.

 • Click on the file loader icon at the end of the field HU Path to select a location for 
storing the HU file.

Figure 3.13 Creating a copy bundle file

Figure 3.14 Unpacking a copy bundle file
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 • Modify the name of the HU, for example by adding your name or initials to the file 
name (Figure 3.15). 

 • Click on unbundle at the bottom right of the window.

Frequently asked questions
HU cannot be unbundled: The color of the box behind the field HU Path causes 
confusion at times (Figure 3.16). As the location for the HU file, ATLAS.ti uses the 
location where the HU file was stored when the copy bundle file was created. 
Look at the field HU Path in Figure 3.16. The path shown there is a path under 
my user name ‘Susanne’. If you were to open the bundle on your computer, the 
colored box at the end of the line would be red, indicating that the path cannot be 
created. This is also the case if the Master HU was saved to a server location and 
you want to unpack it to your local drive. In such cases, you will see a read square 
and the status report will indicate in red letters: ‘The HU will not be unbundled’. 
The solution to the ‘problem’ is printed right underneath, but often not read.

Figure 3.15 Adjusting the project name while unbundling the file

Figure 3.16 Common ‘problem’ when unpacking a copy bundle file
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To solve this issue, click on the file loader icon and select a location that does 
exist on your computer. Then the box will turn green and voilà you can click 
on unbunDle and everything will be fine. :-)

The box remains yellow if the HU file already exists in the selected folder. In 
Migrate mode, the HU file will be overwritten if the copy bundle file includes 
a newer version of the HU. In Restore mode, everything will be overwritten.

0 documents will be unbundled: If you unpack a copy bundle multiple times, 
even if it includes a different version of the HU file, ATLAS.ti checks whether 
the documents already exist in the library. If this is the case, there is no need to 
unpack the documents again and therefore the status report will tell you that 
no documents will be unbundled. This is the same if the HU only contains 
internal documents, as is the case when importing survey data. There is no need 
to take any action; there are no documents to be unbundled and thus there is 
nothing to worry about.

Data source modification in team projects

Modifying a data source (i.e. editing a document) is not difficult, but it is a crucial 
task as all coded segments need to be adjusted according to the changes that are 
made within the document. If you work on your own, there is little to pay atten-
tion to apart from the fact that you need to create a new copy bundle file after 
modifying data sources. If you work in a distributed team, data source modifica-
tion is more critical as you need to coordinate who can make changes where in 
order not to end up with multiple versions of one document. A server-based 
team project (see Scenario 3) is easier to handle because all team members access 
the same data source files. Then ATLAS.ti can ensure that two users do not edit 
the same document at the same time. This cannot be controlled by the software 
if multiple users work with the same documents across different sites. This is the 
case for Scenario 1 and also for Scenario 2 after the first round of merging.

The simplest solution is to leave it up to the project administrator to make 
changes if necessary and to incorporate the modified documents into a new Master 
HU and copy bundle file. If individual team members are allowed to modify docu-
ments, you need to specify in advance who is allowed to edit which document.

PREREQUISITE: Only documents that have been saved to any of the two libraries 
can be edited. Externally linked documents cannot be edited.

Only the project administrator is allowed to edit
With this option, it is best to edit documents after merging the various sub-HUs. 
All the required changes need to be communicated to the project administrator. 
He or she will edit the documents after merging all sub-HUs, save the new Master 
HU file and create a new copy bundle file for distribution to all team members. 
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Team members are allowed to edit specific subsets of documents
This option requires a strict agreement about who is allowed to edit which 
subgroup of documents. If the same document is edited at two locations, one 
version of it will be lost with the next merging procedure. This also refers to 
the coding done on the document.

If documents are edited by team members, they have to return copy bundle 
files to the project administrator for the next round of merging. The project 
administrator will unpack all bundle files and begin to merge the HU files. 
During this process he or she will be prompted to synchronize the HUs. This 
needs to be done before all files can be merged. After merging all subprojects, 
the project administrator will create a new Master HU and copy bundle files 
for redistribution.

Various team project scenarios

When working in teams, multiple scenarios are possible: 

1. A team analyzes a common set of documents across different sites. 
2. Initially, the documents at each site are different. Every person analyzes a subset 

of the data before merging the various project files.
3. A team analyzes a common set of documents, which are stored on a server that 

everyone has access to.

Below you will find a description of each scenario followed by a step-by-step 
instruction explaining the tasks of the project administrator and the team mem-
bers for setting up the project, distributing it and how to proceed with the 
continuous work.

Scenario 1 – analyzing a common set of documents

This scenario applies if a team wants to analyze a common set of documents. 
Remember the issue with the unique fingerprint that every document receives 
once it is added to an ATLAS.ti project (see ‘What you need to know before 
setting up a project’ on p. 49). In order for your team not to end up with mul-
tiple sets of documents that cannot be unified due to different fingerprints, the 
project administrator needs to set up the project, adding all documents to the Team 
Library. If the team wants to start out with a common set of codes, the project 
administrator can add the codes to the project, save the project as a copy bun-
dle file and distribute it to all team members (see Figure 3.17). The team 
members unpack the copy bundle file on their computers. During this process, 
the documents will be copied to the Team Library folder on their computers. 
At this point the team members can also rename the project file (recom-
mended), for example by adding their name or initials. This is important for the 
latter merging process. If the project administrator receives HU files for 

04_Friese_BAB1401B0019_Ch-03.indd   70 27-Feb-14   3:23:37 PM



DATA AND PROJECT MANAGEMENT 71

merging that all have the same name, there is the danger that one file will 
overwrite another. Thus, the project administrator would need to rename the 
files anyway, an additional task that can be avoided. 

Project setup
Tasks of the project administrator

 • Create a new HU and add documents to the Team Library: ProjecT / add documenT(s) / 
add documenTs (Team library), or drag and drop a folder or selected documents from the 
File Explorer onto the HU.

 • Possibly add a list of codes that your team wants to use as a starting point (see 
Chapter 5, Skills training 5.3).

 • Save the project file to any location: ProjecT / save. As a file name I usually use ‘Master 
+ project name + date’. I suggest you use the same or a similar naming convention. 
The purpose is to make it clear by way of the file name where the file is coming from. 

 • Create a copy bundle file, ProjecT / save coPy bundle, and distribute it to all team 
members. 

Tasks of the team members
 • Create an ATLAS.ti user account on your computer and log in with your user name 

(see above: ‘Creating user accounts’).
 • Install the copy bundle file that you receive from the project administrator. Double click 

on the copy bundle file or open ATLAS.ti first and select ProjecT / unPack bundle file.
 • Click on the file loader icon at the end of the field HU Path to select a location for 

storing the HU file. 
 • Modify the name of the HU, for example by adding your name or initials to the file 

name (see Figure 3.15). 
 • Click on unbundle at the bottom right of the window.
 • Begin your work.
 • Create your personal copy bundle file after each work session as backup (ProjecT / 

save coPy bundle).

Figure 3.17 Analyzing a common set of documents
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Continuous project work 
Tasks of the team members 

After an agreed-upon interval, each team member should send their work to 
the project administrator for merging in the following form:

 • If no further documents were added or modified (Figure 3.18), it is sufficient to send 
the HU file. 

 • If documents were added or modified (Figure 3.19), a copy bundle file needs to be sent. 
However, it is advisable to leave the task of adding further documents to the project admin-
istrator. (See p. 69 on how to deal with document modifications in team projects.)

Tasks of the project administrator 
 • If team members have sent copy bundle files, unbundle all files.
 • Merge the various HU files that you receive from the team members (see above: 

‘How to merge projects’).
 • Create a new Master HU and distribute the new Master file to all team members. In case 

documents were added to the project or modified, a copy bundle file needs to be sent.

Tasks of the team members
 • If applicable, unbundle the new copy bundle file you receive from the project admin-

istrator, rename the new Master HU by adding your name or initials to the file name, 
and continue to work.

Figure 3.18 Continuous project work if no documents are modified

Figure 3.19 Continuous project work if documents are added or modified
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Scenario 2 – distributed team work

This scenario applies if a team starts out with different documents at each site. 
Here, each team member can initially set up their own project similar to a 
single user project, but adding the documents to the Team Library instead of 
adding documents to My Library. If all subprojects are combined, a copy bun-
dle file will need to be sent to the project administrator, who will unpack all 
bundle files, merge them and create a Master HU file (Figure 3.20). To distrib-
ute the combined work, he or she needs to create a copy bundle file that can 
then be distributed to the team members.

Figure 3.20 Distributed team work

Project setup
Tasks of the team members

 • Create an ATLAS.ti user account on your computer and log in under your user name 
(see above: ‘Creating user accounts’).

 • Set up your subproject by creating a new HU and add documents to the Team 
Library: ProjecT / add documenT(s) / add documenTs (Team library).

 • Save the project file to any location: ProjecT / save.
 • Begin to work on your subproject.
 • Create a copy bundle file as backup after each work session (ProjecT / save coPy 

bundle).

After an agreed-upon interval, each team member should send their work to 
the project administrator for merging:

 • Create a copy bundle file: ProjecT / save coPy bundle and send it to the project 
administrator.

Tasks of the project administrator 
 • Install all copy bundle files: ProjecT / unPack coPy bundle. 
 • Merge all HUs and save the outcome as the new Master HU (see ‘Merging projects’ 

on p. 64).
 • Create a copy bundle file: ProjecT / save coPy bundle and distribute it to all team 

members.
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Continuous project work
Tasks of the team members

 • Install the copy bundle file that you receive from the project administrator. During the 
process, rename the HU file by adding your name or initials (see above: Figure 3.15).

 • Continue to work on the project.
 • Create a copy bundle file as backup after each work session.

Repeat the above cycle as often as necessary to complete the analysis.

Scenario 3 – server-based setup

A team analyzes a common set of documents, which are stored on a server that 
everyone can access. Server-based in this context does not mean that you share data 
via a cloud service like SkyDrive, Google Drive or Dropbox. The aim of such ser-
vices is to allow you to access data from different devices. If you make changes at 
one location, the documents on other devices will be synchronized. This jeopard-
izes the principle of managed files in ATLAS.ti and can result in corrupt projects.

The basic procedure is as follows. The project administrator sets up the project, 
adding all documents to the Team Library (Figure 3.21). Next, the project admin-
istrator moves the Team Library to a central location (server) that all team mem-
bers can access. The Master project file (HU) is best saved in a separate folder on 
the server as well. Team members make a copy of the Master file and rename it 
by adding their name or initials. They can store their personal project files at any 
location. My recommendation is to store the files on the server, for example in a 
designated folder for HU files where all Master files are stored as well.

In order for the team members to access the documents, they need to redi-
rect their Team Library path to the server location. After an agreed-upon time 
interval, the project administrator merges all HU files and creates a new Master 
file, which can be made available via the server as well.

Figure 3.21 Server-based setup
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Project setup
Tasks of project administrator

 • Create the Master project file by adding documents to the Team Library. Select 
ProjecT / add documenT(s) / add documenTs (Team library), or drag them from the 
File Explorer into the HU editor.

 • Save the HU: ProjecT / save. The HU can be saved to any location. My suggestion 
is to create a separate folder for HU files on the server that is shared with all team 
members.

NOTE: Whether you actually call the project file ‘Master + project name’ or 
something else does not matter. What you need to know is that team members 
cannot work on one HU file simultaneously. Each person needs to work on a 
copy of the original ‘Master’ file and all files should have a unique name. All 
individual files need to be merged from time to time to create a new, up-to-date 
Master file.

Next, the Team Library needs to be moved to the shared location (Figure 3.22): 

 • Move the Team Library to the shared location. Select documenTs / daTa source 
manaGemenT / oPen library manaGer.

 • In the Library Manager, select exTras / manaGe library locaTion.
 • Click on the folder icon to select the shared location for the Team Library and click 

on OK.
 • You will be asked to restart ATLAS.ti. 
 • Inform the team members that the Master project has been created and where to 

find it. You also need to let them know about the location of the Team Library, as 
they need to set the path for the Team Library on their computers. 

Figure 3.22 Moving the Team Library
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Tasks of all team members
 • Create an ATLAS.ti user account on your computer and log in with your user name 

(see above: ‘Creating user accounts’).

Next, set the location of the Team Library to the shared location as informed 
by the project administrator: 

 • Select documenTs / daTa source manaGemenT / oPen library manaGer.
 • In the Library Manager, select exTras / seT library locaTion.
 • Click on the folder icon to set the location of the Team Library to the shared location 

and click on the OK button.
 • Back in the File Explorer, go to the folder where the Master HU file is stored, make 

a copy of it and rename the file, for example by adding your name or initials to it. 
The HU file can be saved to any location. For convenient merging by the project 
administrator, your team may decide to leave it on the server. 

Continuous project work 
 • After an agreed-upon interval, the project administrator merges all sub-HUs (see 

above: ‘Merging projects’) and saves the outcome as the new Master HU in the 
team’s HU folder (Figure 3.23). For the team members to easily find the latest ver-
sion of the Master file, add the date of merging to the file name. 

 • The team members grab the new Master file, rename it and continue their work.

Working with the server-based approach allows each team member to edit all 
primary documents when they see the need to make changes like correcting spell-
ing mistakes, correcting transcripts or adding data. ATLAS.ti tracks all changes and 
all sub-HUs can be updated. Updating the HU files to the latest revision does not 
have to occur immediately, but must be done before merging all subprojects.

Working with large-sized data sets

The number of documents that you add to project is not necessarily the limiting 
factor: data file size is more critical and needs special consideration when setting 

Figure 3.23 Continuous project work on a server
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up a project. The standard setup in ATLAS.ti 7 is to add documents to the 
library. This means the documents are copied and thus use up additional space 
on your hard drive. If the hard drive is small, one solution is to move the library 
to an external drive (for instructions on how to change the library location, see 
‘Scenario 3 – server-based setup’).

However, if you add documents to the library, no matter where the library is 
located, the project can only be transferred using the copy bundle function. If 
you work with large-sized projects (i.e. 1 gigabyte or more), creating copy 
bundle files and transferring projects can become cumbersome. One option is 
to create partial bundles to keep the file size down. Another option is to set up 
the project using externally linked files rather than importing all documents to 
the library. In this case, it is recommended to use the ‘old’ HUPATH setup: that 
is, storing all documents plus the HU file in one folder. 

The additional information you need to know regarding both options is 
explained below.

Skills training 3.8: creating partial bundle files

You have two options to create partial bundle files: You can create a primary 
document family and use it as filter in the copy bundle window, or you can 
simply select the documents for the partial bundle in the PD Manager. As 
working with PD families is first explained in Chapter 5, below I explain the 
second option. It is also the more convenient one.

 • Open the Primary Doc Manager by clicking on the P-Docs button below the main toolbar.
 • Select for instance P1 to P10. Right click and select the menu option daTa source 

manaGemenT / bundle selecTed Pds.
 • ATLAS.ti collects the selected PDs and then the Copy Bundle window opens. Click 

on creaTe bundle.

Figure 3.24 Bundle selected documents
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 • Return to the P-Docs Manager, select the next group of documents and create a 
second partial bundle, and so on.

When unpacking each bundle, make sure that the HU file is always unbun-
dled to the same location so that you do not end up with your project file at 
different locations. As the content of the HU file is the same, ATLAS.ti will 
unpack it only when you install the first partial bundle. When installing the rest 
of the partial bundles, it will only unpack the documents, recognizing that the 
HU file is the same.

Setting up a project with externally linked files

Project setup
 • Create a special folder where you will store all documents that you want to add to 

your ATLAS.ti project. Let’s call it ‘project folder’. This folder can also be on an 
external drive. If you have lots of documents, you can organize them in subfolders. 
Remember to give your documents a good analytic name. This is even more impor-
tant for this particular setup. You cannot later rename the original source files 
without having to make lots of adjustments to your ATLAS.ti project file. 

 • Open ATLAS.ti.
 • Select the main menu option ProjecT / add documenT(s) / assiGn exTernal documenTs.
 • A file loader window will open. Navigate to your project folder and select the docu-

ments that you want to assign. 
 • Click on oPen (it will appear in the language of your Windows system). If you store 

your documents in subfolders, you have to repeat the process for each folder.

You will see the File Quality Check window and can follow the process of how 
documents are checked and added to your project. If there is a problem with 
one or more documents, you will be notified. If everything works smoothly, you 
will be informed that all files were successfully added to your project.

•  To save your newly created project, click on ProjecT / 
save. The important step now is to save your project 
file, the HU, to your project folder! If you have organized 
your documents in subfolders, store the HU file in the 
main folder. If you are familiar with ATLAS.ti 6, this is 
called the HUPATH setup, where the documents and 
HU file are stored together in one folder (Figure 3.25).

Project backup and transfer

As you selected this project setup because your data-
base is sizable, using the copy bundle function to 

back up and to transfer your project is likely not working very well. A better 
option is simply to back up your entire project folder and copy it if you want to 

Figure 3.25 Store all your 
documents + the HU file in one 
folder
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move it to a different location. If your project folder is stored on an external hard 
drive, you only need to take the hard drive along and connect it somewhere else. 
It is important that your HU file is stored in the same folder as your 
documents.

Note also that externally linked text files cannot be edited within ATLAS.
ti. Neither can or should they be modified outside of ATLAS.ti, for instance 
in Word. If you do so, you will jeopardize the integrity of your project. 
Modifying files outside of ATLAS.ti results in misaligned quotations and 
therefore ATLAS.ti will no longer load the files. Basically all rules that were 
valid for a version 6 project still apply when working with externally linked 
documents. You are in charge and need to take care of your documents and 
make sure that ATLAS.ti can access the linked data source files. If you need 
to make changes like adjusting the path reference, you will find the menu 
options under DocumenTS / DaTa Source managemenT / linkeD DocumenT 
managemenT.

Summary

ATLAS.ti supports most textual, graphical and multimedia formats. In this 
chapter, you have learned how to prepare various types of data and files for 
analysis and the issues you should pay attention to. You have seen that the 
ATLAS.ti way of handling documents offers flexibility and economy in han-
dling large numbers of sizable documents and allows teams to work concur-
rently on shared data sources. However, it has also been pointed out that it is 
important to be aware of how ATLAS.ti handles documents. Knowing this can 
help you to avoid a number of common mistakes.

Before starting a new project, give some thought to the names and location of 
the documents and the HU. If you work in a team, take a look at the presented 
team scenarios and pick the one that suits your situation best. On the companion 
website you will find project planning sheets for each scenario to help you set up 
your project. Remember the one thing that is frequently neglected: create project 
backups and store them at a safe location. You never know when the next hard 
disk failure will occur and then you will be glad of a recent copy bundle file.

review questions

 1 Which data file formats can be analyzed with the support of ATLAS.ti?
 2 What do you need to pay attention to when choosing a specific format for textual files?
 3 Until the native Mac version is released later in 2014, what is important for Mac 

users to know when they want to work with ATLAS.ti?
 4 What do you need to do if you want to work with non-Western languages?
 5 What do you need to pay attention to when transcribing data? What are the recom-

mended guidelines?
 6 How does ATLAS.ti handle documents?

(Continued)
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 7 Why is it important to know this?
 8 Why does ATLAS.ti handle data in such a way?
 9 How would you set up a single user project?
10 What are associated documents, which benefits do they offer and how do you set 

up a project with associated files?
11 How do you back up a project? How do you transfer a project to a different computer?
12 How would you set up a team project? What needs to be considered?
13 How do you create user accounts and why/when is this important?
14 How do you merge projects?
15 How do you deal with survey data?
16 How do you set up a project that includes large-sized documents?

glossary of terms

External document references: The basic data management concept in ATLAS.ti is that 
the project file, the HU, does not contain the actual files that you analyze. It only stores 
an external reference where the source file for each primary document can be found. This 
potentially allows you to work with large data sets or large data source files like videos.

Internal documents: When importing transcripts or survey data, you create internal 
documents. This means these documents are stored within the HU file and are refer-
enced in the Primary Document Manager as: in HU. Further, text files created via the 
option Documents / new / new text Document also become internal documents and are 
also referenced as: in HU. 

Library: ATLAS.ti offers two library locations: My Library for single user projects and the 
Team Library for team projects. The libraries essentially are folders on your computer 
that are created when you install ATLAS.ti. The default location is a hidden location that 
cannot immediately be seen in Windows Explorer. The idea is that the library folders are 
a domain managed solely by ATLAS.ti and the user does not need to be concerned 
about them. It is, however, possible to move the default library location to a different 
place using the Library Manager.

Master HU: The Master HU is a term I invented for team projects. The project adminis-
trator begins by creating the first Master HU. This Master HU is distributed to team 
members. Team members add their initials to the file name and work on the part that is 
assigned to them. When they are done with their work, they send their (now) sub-HUs 
to the project administrator, who merges them into a new Master HU, adds the date, 
then distributes the new Master HU back to the team members – and so on.

Merging: Merging means combining the contents of various HUs into one HU. You can 
merge two HUs at a time. The HUs can contain either the same documents or different 
documents. In the first case, the documents are merged; in the second, they are added. 
The same applies to codes. The HUs can contain the same codes or different codes. If 
they contain the same codes, you merge them; if they contain different codes, you add 
them. If you have some codes that are the same as well as some that are different, you 
still use the option Merge, otherwise all codes that have the same name will be dupli-
cated. This option also allows you to merge only specified objects; for example, you 
can add only networks or memos and ignore the rest.

(Continued)

04_Friese_BAB1401B0019_Ch-03.indd   80 27-Feb-14   3:23:39 PM



DATA AND PROJECT MANAGEMENT 81

Primary document/P-Doc/PD: See Chapter 2.

Project administrator: When working in a team, I recommend that one person takes on 
the role of project administrator. The task of the project administrator is to set up the 
project, to distribute it to team members, to collect project files from team members 
and to merge projects.

User account: All newly created objects in ATLAS.ti are stamped with the user name. 
The default user is ‘super’. If you want to see your own name instead of ‘super’ in the 
author field for each object, you need to create a user account (under the Extras menu) 
and log in using your personal account name. This is a nice but not essential option if 
working on your own, but a necessity if you work in a team. Based on the name in the 
author field, each team member can see who has done what.

Variables: See document families in Chapter 5.
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