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InStep: Data Merge

By Michael Murphy

S

Figure 1: The Excel spreadsheet from which this project started
has valuable information but no visual appeal.

INDESIGN MAGAZINE 42 June |July 2011 excerpt

Designing with Data

Unlike jumbo shrimp, the phrase data-driven design is not
an oxymoron. Combining the organization and structure of
a spreadsheet or database with the typographic and layout
power of InDesign can generate great-looking informational

design in a handful of simple steps.

Data and design might seem like strange bedfellows, but with a little InDesign know-how,
you can combine the two to achieve layouts that are effective and informative...and do so
surprisingly fast. For example, | recently used InDesign’s built-in Data Merge to bring a mod-
est spreadsheet to visual life (and get around the limitations of Table and Cell Styles), saving a
tremendous amount of time in the process.

This layout, which | created for Inbound Logistics magazine, originated as a spreadsheet of
data compiled about the strengths and weaknesses of locations around the world for compa-
ann o nies to consider setting up logis-

< A L] [4 D E F [ H 1

1 COUNTRY GD#P EXPORTS IMPORTS FDI'09 T 1 B8 X TOTAL COPY . .

2 Brazil $2,024 $200 $188 $57 | 2| 3 3 1 5 Natural resources, cheap labor availability, and strategic location as a rf t t Th d h t

3 canada $1564 3407 sa06 260 3 3 3 0 9pomi r, Vancouver, Montreal, Haifax -and ¢ ICS operations. Ine spreadsnee

4 Chile $199 $64 554 $16 1 2 2 o 5 While C; ing

S Mexico $1,004 $303 $306 $98 2 3 2 0

6 Belgium $461 $279 $282 $65 4 20 2| O M M

e sasss | pe0s | $s7e | e8| 3 3 21 e e e (Figure 1) contained valuable, well-
8 Germany $3,306 $1,337 $1,120 $117 4 3 31 O 10 Manufacturing pedigree enabled it to

9 ltaly $2,037 $458 $460 $32 2 1 i 0 4 Europe's fourth largest container port a Ta:

10 |Netherands 770 $451 $408 %472 4 3 31 0 10 Never a manufacturing power like Germany, it relies on its services indu | . .

11 Switzerland $522 $235 $220 $148 1 3 3 0 7 What the country lacks in major freight hubs, it more than makes up fol h d f I I l t th t -—
12 Estonia $19.00 $11.00 $12.00 $0.31 il 2 3 9O 5 The market-based EU economy is the Baltic region’s shining star. It has |} resea rc e I n O r a I O n a Wa r

13 Russia $1,477 $377 $237 s21 2 1 1 1 5 X-Factor: Economic prospects are still largely dependent on volatile oil

14 Turkey $729 $177 $166 $6 2 1 1 o 4 As a close ally to the United lish . .

15 |Egypt $217 $2500 $4700 $10 3 1 1 -1 t d t t t _
16 United Arab Emiates $240 $196 8159 84 3 2 2 0 ranted a presentation more inter
17 |India 51,430 3201 $327 $19 2 1 2 o

18 Singapore $217 $358 $316 $77 4 3 2 0

19 Thailand $313 $191 $157 $10 3 2 1 0

esting than a mere table. Instead, |
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InStep: Data Merge

chose to produce individual tables for each country, including an image of its flag, and dis-
tribute those tables across several spreads against a map backdrop (Figure 2).

Although the end results were impressive, the Data Merge part didn't vary at all from any
textbook Data Merge. Let’s take a high-level look at that process.

Figure 2: With the help of Data Merge, | generated 24 of these complex
tables from the spreadsheet data, then used them throughout this
multi-page magazine layout.
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1. Understand the Components

There are two things you need for an InDesign data merge: an InDesign document, and

a data source file. The InDesign document is where you design static page elements and
establish data placeholders in preparation for the merge. The data source is a tab- or
comma-delimited file (most commonly saved from a spreadsheet application like Microsoft
Excel or from a database). From these two, a new “merged” InDesign document is produced
that incorporates the information from your data source into your design (Figure 3).

Figure 3: The Data Merge workflow requires a data source linked to [ —— <> gata gata

ata ata

an“interim” InDesign document with data placeholders, from which z i data data
another merged document is generated.

data data

data data

data data

data data

data data

data data

§ This isn't, technically, an InDesign step. It's a combination of sketching, trial-and-error,
2. Flan, Design, and Decide problem-solving, and decision-making that gives you a concrete goal to shoot for. What mat-
ters most is that you have a final design planned out and a data merge source that is ready
to generate multiple iterations exactly the way you want. After you've run the data merge,
any adjustments you make will need to be done object-by-object. You want to avoid that
additional work, or keep it to a minimum. So it's worth taking a step back to be sure every-

thing’s thought through before you start. In my layout, each country’s data was presented in
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7 a complex table that included other tables anchored within it as anchored objects, as well

as anchored text frames and images, and multiple paragraph styles. The tables were so pre-
cisely formatted that they were beyond the practical capabilities of InDesign’s Table and Cell

Styles feature, so | opted to create one “perfect” table as a basis for the others (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Using text for one country’s data copied and pasted from

the original spreadsheet, all of the design choices and practical . 3

considerations—available space, arrangement of individual pieces BI'HZII : BraZII

of data, etc.—were first rendered in black-and-white to speed up the : - : i

process, then | added color. With the aesthetic choices decided and [ GDP: $2,024 5 I GDP: $2,024

applied up front, the rest was in the hands of Data Merge. EXPORTS: $200 EXPORTS: $200
IMPORTS: $188 [7]1]8]x] IMPORTS: 5188
FDI 2008: 557 2alals FDI 2009: $57

Natural resources,
cheap labor availability,

and strategic location as a
nearshoring depot—especially
in light of Mexico's problems-
are major incentives. Inland

X-FACTOR:' Natural resources,
cheap labor availability, and
strategic location as a nearshoring
depot—especially in light of
Mexico's problems—are major
incentives. Inland infrastructure

infrastructure remains a problem,
however, and public/private
complacency is a concern.

remains a problem, however, and
public/private complacency is a
concern.

3. Start with the Data You can't put data placeholders into your InDesign document unless you have a data

source, so let’s start there. I'll assume you received an Excel document as your data source.
Excel is the ideal environment for sorting and organizing data until you're ready to hand it
off to InDesign. There are only two absolute rules you must follow to make a data source
InDesign-ready:

» |t must have a header row.

» All image files the data source refers to (see step 4) must be at their specified location.
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"\" Beyond that, InDesign is pretty flexible. For example, you're not required to use all the
data in the source file. You may link to data from a 20-column spreadsheet, but if there are
columns of data you don’t need, just don't create placeholders for that data in your layout.
Also, your spreadsheet can contain blank cells (a.k.a. empty fields) if there’s no relevant data

for any one item. InDesign even offers options for handling empty fields (see step 10).

InDesign’s Data Merge isn't just a mail merge with better typography. You can also use it to

4. Identify your Image include any type of image you could manually place in a layout. All you need to do is iden-

References tify the full path to the image file in your data source. On the Mac, this could be something
like Macintosh HD:userfolder:Projects:Client Name:Images:imagename.psd. Windows users
should replace the colons in that example with backslashes (i.e., C:\userfolder\Projects\Client
Name\lImages\imagename.psd)).

To tell InDesign that a column contains image references, add the @ symbol at the begin-
ning of the column header (e.g., @photo). Unfortunately, if you type this in Excel, it will think
you're creating a formula (and complain that you're doing it wrong), so you need to type
an apostrophe (') before the @ symbol. When you hit Enter, or tab out of that cell, the apos-

. trophe won't be visible,
fNo | global_2011_data.xls
:T COUNTRY @FLAG ART ; but Excel will accept the
| 2 |Brazil Mac?ntt}sh HDEUsersEm?kemurphyEINBDUND LDGIST[CSEGLDBALEFLAGSEFIBgsEBraziI.ai . .
e oD e S TS e @ in the header cell, and
: 5 Mexilco Mac?ntosh HD:Users:m?kemurphv:INBDUND LDGIST[CS:GLDBAL:FLF\GS:FIEgs:Mexi.co.ail . .
[ fooun Macetash o sesimemumhy NSOUIS LoneTs o UssTaetomnal ) Design will have what
: 8 'Germany Macintosh HD:Users:mikemurphy: INBOUND LOGISTICS:GLOBAL:FLAGS: Flags:Germany.ai - . .
| 9 |Italy Macintosh HD:Users:mikemurphy:INBOUND LOGISTICS:GLOBAL:FLAGS:Flags:Italy.ai It’s |00k|ng for as an |den—
. ) ) ) | 10 Net_herlands Mac?ntosh HDEUsersEm:kzm::phvleBDUND LDGISHCSEGLDBALEFLAGSEH:g:ENhe\,tih:;:.aannds:ii
Flgure 5: References to lmages In an Excel spreadsheet fequire the L rtona Macintoch HD:sere-miemurphy INBOUND LOGISTICS:GLOBAL aGs Fagesstonnar  tifier Of image references
fullimage file path and an @ symbol at the beginning of the column | 13 |Russia Macintosh HD:Users:mikemurphy:INBOUND LOGISTICS:GLOBAL :FLAGS:Flags:Russia.ai
header name. B ey Hscivinsh HE: ek iy INGOUND (GGG GLORAL FLACS Fogs ke o) (Figure 5)
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5. Save as Tab- or Comma-
Delimited

6. Link Your InDesign

Document to Your Data

INDESIGN MAGAZINE 42 June |July 2011 excerpt

Before a spreadsheet can be used by InDesign, it needs to be saved as either a tab-delim-
ited (.txt) or comma-delimited (.csv) file. You can save a tab-delimited version from Excel by
choosing Save As..., then selecting Text (Tab delimited) from the Format pull-down menu in
the Save As dialog, but you'll be confronted by up to 8 export dialogs and cautionary alerts.
| prefer a quicker method: Select all of the data from your Excel spreadsheet (including the
column headers), copy it, paste it into any plain-text editor, and save it as a “txt”file. If you
need or prefer to go the CSV route (it makes no difference to InDesign), choose Save As... in
Excel, then CSV (comma-delimited) from the Format pull-down.

Once your data’s in one of those Data Merge-friendly formats, you need to connect it to your
InDesign file. With your InDesign data template file open, go to Window > Utilities > Data
O Merge (CS5 and 5.5) or Window > Automation > Data Merge

4 DATA MERGE | ~=

R A (CS4 and earlier) to access the Data Merge panel.

| e From the panel’s flyout menu, choose Select Data Source,
FLAGART ) . )

T GDP then navigate to and select the tab- or comma-delimited file

¥ 3:2:2 you created in the previous step. Once imported, your data

g

T FDI'08 source file’s column headers appear as a list in the Data Merge
: I' panel (Figure 6). Text-based data appears with a“T”icon next to
T B the header name, and image references (any column beginning
T X . . .

e with the @ symbol) have a picture icon next to them.

T COFY

= Figure 6: The Data Merge panel reflecting the column headers of the data source file. Note the image
L Preview 4 41 P M3l o jcon next to the “Flag Art” Item.
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/. Add Data Placeholders

Figure 7: The table “shell” with data placeholders added. Red dots
appear where the placeholder name is treated as overset text because
its name is longer than the data that will ultimately appear in the cell.
The labels for the data (GDP, Exports, etc.) are static elements that are
common to all tables. Note the <<FLAG ART>> placeholder in the
graphic frame where the flag will go.

INDESIGN MAGAZINE 42 June |July 2011 excerpt

In your layout, replace any temporary text you may have used in your “template” with a
placeholder from the Data Merge panel (Figure 7). To do this, either select a column header
name from the Data Merge panel and drag it into a text or graphic frame, or put your cur-
sor in the appropriate place in a frame, then click on the column header name in the Data
Merge panel. Placeholders appear as the data source’s column header name, surrounded by
pairs of angle brackets, in whatever style you've applied in your layout.

<(_:0I_INTIW»

GDP: <<GDP>
EXPORTS:
IMPORTS:

FDI 2009; <<FDI

<«KCOPY»
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InDesign can do a single-record or multiple-record data merge. The former creates a new
8. Clear the Decks page for each record in the data source file; the latter fits as many records as it can on one
page before creating another page.

To be able to produce a multiple-record layout, you must follow a few rules about how
you set up your “interim” InDesign document for the merge.:

» A multiple-record data merge can only be produced from a single-page InDesign docu-
ment. Having two or more pages restricts data merge to single-record mode.

» Everything on the document page—even if it has no data placeholders in it—will be du-
plicated in the merge process. If the other objects on your page prevent more than one
record from fitting (such as a big background image), Data Merge will behave as if it’s pro-
ducing a single-record layout because the document can't

C—————.
accommodate more than one record per page. So, If there  BATA MERGE. | =
are page elements you want on the page that don't need to | giesal data.txt

T COUNTRY 1

be part of the merge, move them to the master page. EFLAG ART 0

T COP 1

° ] . T EXPORTS 1

To test your success with the set-up process, check the Preview | o ;

9. Preview Your Results box at the bottom of the Data Merge panel (Figure 8). InDesign | T o2 :

. . T 1
then temporarily replaces the placeholders you added with = :
the information from the first record (row) in your data source. |T*® -

T X 1
You can click the forward and back arrows at the bottom of the | ¢ o7 :

T COPY 1
Figure 8: The Data Merge panel’s Preview checkbox lets you swap out placeholders for actual data
prior to creating the merged document. The numeric field allows you to jump to any record (row) in _
the data source file and preview its data in the layout. W preview 401 bW
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>
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"'/ Figure 9: A record previewed using the Data Merge panel’s
Preview feature. All data fits in the allotted space even though the
placeholders didn't.

GDP: $427
EXPORTS: 5278
IMPORTS: 5250
FDI 2009: $20

Despite concerns regarding
political status, the economy
exploded with double-digit

growth in 2010. Exports soared,
triggering domestic job expansion
and consumption. Whether this is
sustainable and how much China
is dictating this growth remains to
be seen.

Figure 10: Multiple records previewed from the Records tab of the
Create Merged Document dialog. With the default settings, only six
instances of the country data tables can fit on this page. The frame
containing the blue background on the page is on the master page, so
it's not a factor in the merge process.

INDESIGN MAGAZINE 42 June |July 2011 excerpt

Data Merge panel to preview each record (Figure 9) and check for problems, copyfitting
issues, etc. This is particularly important in a table-based layout like this because overset
text in a table just disappears. Since data length can vary, you want to be sure that a table-
based design will accommodate the longest possible instance of any data element.

If you plan to create multiple records per page, as | did, you'll need to go beyond the
Preview checkbox and choose Create Merged Document from the panel menu. In the
Records Tab of the Create Merged Document dialog (Figure 10), change the default from
Single Record to Multiple Records, and select the Preview Multiple Record Layout checkbox.

Create Merged Document

‘ InDesign File Edit Layout Type Object Table View Window Help
= i+ | - W - -

[ Records | Multiple Record Layout = Options |

o s w - & = : az 0 A A RFe ®oasWE — Records To Merge
s W g § W 5 :!’51.;: : . ,_l‘_ ,ﬁ;@. e | | @ F g
_@ mm;mum.m] H' *Table Sources (Cleankindd @ 94% l - - . B E) A” Re co rds
Brazil © || () Single Record: 1

() Range: 1-23

i{) Enter record numbers and/or ranges separated by
commas. For example: 1, 4, 6-11

LIS
LI

Records per Document Page: Multiple Records

I ' This option will automatically

generate pages containing multiple 5| |

recards using the layout options on s

the Multiple Record Layout tab of

this dialog. layout merged document

E Cenerate Overset Text Report with Document Creation

M Alert When Images Are Missing

[Z[ Preview Multiple Record Layout

Page: 1 41 b ( Cancel ) 0K )

v
: A

[ [EECEENITT VTR .
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' o If the multiple record layout needs tweaking—to fit more records on a page, add or
remove space between records, etc.—switch to the Multiple Record Layout tab. There, you
can adjust margins, space between columns, space between rows, and indicate whether the
layout builds Rows First (across, then down) or Columns First (down, then across). By adjust-
ing my margins and column spacing (Figure 11), | was able to fit nine country tables on a
page instead of six. | ultimately moved them around in a more free-form fashion in the final
layout, but for something like a yearbook where the number and arrangement of records

per page is essential, these controls make adjustments simple and immediate.

Create Merged Document

‘ InDesign File Edit Layout Type Object Table View Window Help |

Figure 11: In the dialog’s Multiple Record Layout tab, | adjusted - pe— S " = : '
9 , . 9 P y .J . , | R D X8 _ | Records | Multiple Record Layout | Options |
margin settings to fit three tables across the page, resulting in a grid of o : s |B° g D00 &S Tox BR Qs e o
. s ¥ = 2 O et o | [E]]| (—) |30 ]| @R Usa these controls to arrange multiple data file records on each
nine tables per page. :emﬂ RN % "Table Sources (Clean indd § 94% &4 page, based on your current layout for one record.
*' - =
J'|, Margins — —
I 5 . =
Top: <= 0.75 in _ Left: = 0.1875
el : ] pm—
Bottom: = 0 in Right: = 0.1875

— Layout of Records
Arrange by

{*) Rows First = () Columns First [
Spacing:
Between Columns: m
Between Rows: m

1| Wethertands |

,;|'

E{ Preview Multiple Record Layout

: £ )
Page: 14 41 (Y ( Cancel ) ( Ok ;3

I €5 £ GG pa E oo
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10. Set Additional Options

Create Merged Document

— Image Placement

f Records = Multiple Record Layout | Options ]

4a»
W

Fitting: ' Fill Frames Proportionally

12[ Center In Frame
[2[ Link Images

@ Remove Blank Lines for Empty Fields

Record Limit per Document

11. Create the Merged

Document
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The Options tab of the Create Merged Document dialog allows you to establish frame fit-
ting and centering options for the images imported during the merge (Figure 12). You can
also opt to have InDesign remove blank lines where there’s a placeholder, but no data (a
blank cell) for that placeholder in a given record. There’s also an option for setting a cap
on the number of records the merged document can contain. Once that limit’s reached,
additional documents will be created containing the remaining records up to that per-
document limit. So, if your data source contains 200 records, and you set a 50-record limit,
four merged documents will be created.

Figure 12: Additional controls in the Options tab are frame fitting and a way to split the merged document into multiple
documents by setting a maximum record amount per document. | opted to have my flag images fill their frames
proportionally and be centered within those frames. This setting applies to all images that are part of the data merge.

Clicking OK in the Create Merged Document dialog both commits your settings and pro-
duces the final InDesign document (as “yourfilename-1.indd”). Unless you need to run
the merge again, you're finished working with the “interim” document where you did all
of your set-up. (It's a good idea to save that file, though, in case the data changes and you
need to merge again.) In the new, merged document, there is no longer a link to the data
source file. All of the data brought in during the merge process becomes static text within
the InDesign file.

If your design calls for each record to appear on a defined grid, you're done. However,
for this project, Data Merge was the most efficient way to create 24 complex, identically
structured and formatted tables, which | then manually moved around in a layout with

map backgrounds. As a final step, | customized some table attributes individually to better
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Figure 13: A single page and a spread from the final layout. | connect them to the maps, and | added introductory text for each region (Figure 13). But

added the maps and introductory text to the merged document

that was all fine-tuning, and | could spend the time doing that because using Data Merge for

and arranged the tables accordingly. | also did a little color
customization (not possible with Data Merge) to match the country

the heavy lifting saved me hours of potentially painstaking work.

colors on the map.
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As a cultural and technological peer
to the United States, Europe’s logisti
infrastructure and resources are world-class.
Transpertation networks are dense. What
countries lack in freight rail capacity they
make up for with short-sea shipping and
inland intermodal services. Congestion and
cohesion remain recurring challenges f
fractured union of countries that are highl
industrialized, urbanized, and nationalistic.

Ireland and Greece's financial fallures, and
the European Unlon's respective ballouts
ralsed concerns among some member
countries about the trading blec and Its
leadership, socialistic tendencies and welfare
nets, currency valuations and fluctuations
and the future of free-market capltalism.

red flags for forelgn investment. Turkey and
nt new opportunities

1 by virtue of their respective
locations and untapped potential. Russia
remains a great unknow
and Eastern Europe’s place as a competitive
manufacturing location has yet to
materlalize.

EXPO
IMPORTS:
FDI 200%:
apabilities-via

among
the finest in Europe, which
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Follow
Uus on

g Everywhere you look, there’s no escaping how data-driven

our world is becoming. All that data, in theory, is making our

lives easier, more informed, and everything more immediate. But

data Is only as good as how you present it. Using InDesign’s Data

Merge, you can take advantage of all of the benefits of structured data and transform

into great-looking layouts.

Michael Murphy is a graphic designer, author of Adobe InDesign CS4 Styles: How to Create Better, Faster Text and Layouts,

co-author of Adobe Creative Suite Design Premium CS5 How-Tos: 100 Essential Techniques, author of the Lynda.com course
InDesign CS4: Learning GREP, and the creator of theindesigner.com podcast and blog.
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