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with August 2012 update
This tutorial shows users how to add comma delimited .csv files into Esri ArcGIS that contain more
than 255 columns of data. Under normal operations, ArcGIS 9.x and 10.0 are unable to import more
than 255 columns of a single .csv file due to a Microsoft software limitation. Additional fields are
stripped away and the 255 column .csv file is opened without notification that fields were removed.
This issue has been rectified in ArcGIS 10.1, allowing users to import .csv files of 256
columns and greater.
While most users who typically work with smaller tables and datasets will never encounter this issue,
it is common to perform an NHGIS data extract that results in a .csv file exceeding 255 columns.
For example, one particular table from the 2000 Census has more than 1400 columns of data. If a
user attempts to bring the .csv file with this one table into ArcGIS, the vast majority of the data are
stripped away. The addition of American Community Survey (ACS) data to NHGIS, with separate
estimate and margin of error columns for each attribute also are creating larger and larger files.
Users do have options, however, to make sure all of their data can be utilized by ArcGIS. Two
common workarounds are detailed in this tutorial document. First, the Quick Import tool available
through the Data Interoperability extension is used. Second, the large .csv file is broken apart into
smaller, less than 255 column .csv files using Microsoft Excel and are then rejoined and exported in
an alternative format within ArcGIS.
These instructions are based on Esri’s ArcGIS 10.0 software package. While the steps are the same,
those using a version of ArcGIS 9 may notice their screen looks different than the images shown
here. In addition, other GIS packages (MapInfo, Intergraph’s GeoMedia, GRASS, etc.) may yield
different results when adding large .csv files to map documents.
This tutorial assumes that you have already downloaded tabular data with more than 255 columns
and in the .csv format from NHGIS onto your computer and have unzipped all files.
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Method 1: Quick Import using Data Interoperability
The premise behind Data Interoperability is that it allows data to be more easily transferred between
ESRI and non-ESRI native formats. The comma delimited .csv file downloaded from NHGIS will be
converted to a file geodatabase table that is not confined to the 255 column limit.
That Data Interoperability extension does not come standard with ArcGIS, but many NHGIS users
have access to it through their company, university, or student trial license. If available, turn on
the extension by selecting Customize>Extensions and then clicking the check box next to Data
Interoperability on.

Once the Data Interoperability extension is turned on,
you will be able to utilize the Quick Import tool within
ArcToolbox. It is found within the Data Interoperability Tools.
In your blank map document, click to open the Quick Import
tool.
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Method 1: Quick Import using Data Interoperability
With the Quick Import window open, click the Input Dataset browse button. This opens the Specify
Data Source dialogue box, where you will select the .csv file you wish to import.

Using the Dataset browse button, navigate to the .csv file you wish to import. In this case, it is a file
called “More_Than_256.csv.” Once you select the appropriate file, click the Parameters button.
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Method 1: Quick Import using Data Interoperability
Inside the Parameters dialogue box, a number of options are available to the user. Most important for
our purposes is the “File Has Field Names” box. Check this box on, and click OK, and OK again on the
Specify Data Source dialogue box.

Finally, select a location and name for
the Output Staging Geodatabase. In
this example, I have simply called the
geodatabase “MoreThan256.” and placed it in
the same folder as the existing .csv file. The
file extension will automatically be added.
This geodatabase is not meant to be the
table’s permanent home necessarily, but
rather, as a temporary location where you
can decide what to do with it.
In fact, if you select an existing geodatabase
as the Output Staging Geodatabase, the
tool may either fail to run successfully or
the existing geodatabase content will be
removed and replaced with this imported
table.
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Method 1: Quick Import using Data Interoperability
Once the Quick Import tool successfully runs, you can add your table to ArcGIS with all columns
intact! This example shows the last column as being “FUM379”, whereas the .csv file directly added
to ArcGIS maxed out at the 256th column (1 automatically added ID column and 255 .csv columns)
called “FUM218”, indicating that 161 additional columns of data are now included in the table that
previously were not.

The Geodatabase Table
After Quick Import

The Original .CSV File

Notice how
the number
of columns
has changed
between the
.csv file and the
geodatabase
table in ArcGIS.
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Method 1: Quick Import using Data Interoperability
Given that the geodatabase created by Quick Import is intended as a staging geodatabase, you may
benefit from either copying the table to your project’s geodatabase (if you have one) or join the table
to a corresponding shapefile downloaded from NHGIS using the “GISJOIN” field.
Additional information on creating joins can be found in the How to Join NHGIS Data and Boundary
Files User’s Guide found on the NHGIS website.

The new geodatabase table permanently joined and exported
to a US States shapefile.
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Method 2: Break Large .CSV Into Several Small .CSV
Another option for getting more than 255 columns of data from a .csv file into ArcGIS is to manually
break the .csv apart using Excel or other software, and then join the small .csv files, one at a time, to
a shapefile or feature class inside ArcMap or ArcCatalog. Note that this method is far from ideal, and
if users have the Data Interoperability extension available, the Quick Import method is preferred.

Notice that the first column in this 479 column .csv file is the
“GISJOIN” field. This field is the key used to link the NHGIS
shapefiles to the .csv data. As you cut and paste columns of the
large .csv into each smaller file, you must include the “GISJOIN”
field with each smaller .csv file.
In this example, the 479 column .csv file has been broken into 2
smaller .csv each approximately having 240 columns of data. You
may choose to break up your .csv by as few or as many columns
(less than 256, of course!) as you wish. This .csv could have
been split into five files each having less than 100 columns, if one
desired.
While the end goal is to recombine these small .csv files in a
different file format in ArcGIS, you should be cognizant of how
the file is broken up. For example, if your .csv contains data from
two different tables, you may wish to split the file at the break
in tables. This way, if you chose not recombine the .csv files in
ArcGIS, your smaller files would each contain an entire table,
rather than having a table split between two separate files.
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Method 2: Break Large .CSV Into Several Small .CSV
In this example, our 479 column .csv file has been broken into two separate .csv files. One is called
“Lots_of_Columns_400plus_1sthalf.csv” and the other is “..._2ndhalf.csv.” Each file contains the
GISJOIN field that was found in the first column of the original .csv file. In ArcMap, these two files
are added, alongside an NHGIS shapefile for the states in the year 2000.
Using a join operation, both .csv files are attached to the shapefile one at a time.

1st Join

2nd Join

Alternatively, one .csv can be joined to the other (again using GISJOIN as the joining field) if you do
not want the data connected to a shapefile or if no shapefile exists for the data.
Additional information on creating joins can be found in the How to Join NHGIS Data and Boundary
Files User’s Guide found on the NHGIS website.

Two separate joins on the one shapefile
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Method 2: Break Large .CSV Into Several Small .CSV
The smaller .csv files joined to the shapefile,
the final step is to export the data. In this
example, the shapefile with the US states
is now joined with the two separate .csv
files that together contain over 400 columns
of data and is exported with the name
“Shapefile_w_400plus.shp.”
While this step is not required to utilize
the data in analysis and mapping, it is
highly recommended. The complexity of
multiple joins with files containing hundreds
of columns may cause notable computer
slowdowns with ArcGIS if the data is not
exported to a new shapefile or geodatabase
feature class.
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