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Acqu is i t ion  Methods
§ There are three ways to acquire source 

data:
§ Source Data Access
§ Database/Warehouse Access
§ Receive a Copy of the Data

§ Source Data Access
§ You are provided with a user name, password, and 

instructions to access the host system. 
§ You must extract the data yourself. Many systems 

have an extraction tool that you can use to create 
a file that ACL Analytics can read. 

§ These tools often allow you to choose the 
download file type, so consider which file types 
contain the highest quality of data. 

§ For example, given a choice between Excel or 
delimited, delimited is the preferred choice.

§ Database / Warehouse Access
§ From ACL Analytics, you are granted access to 

either a production database or a data warehouse. 
ACL Analytics reads the data directly from the 
source using data access technologies such as 
ODBC (Open Database Connectivity). The benefit of 
this approach is that it allows you to download the 
required data directly into ACL Analytics without 
having to make data requests from IT or other data 
providers.

§ For SAP users, ACL Analytics offers a 
product called Direct Link, which allows 
direct access to SAP databases. It provides 
search tools specific to the SAP 
environment that are not available when 
using ODBC.
§ Receive a copy of the data
§ The data is requested, often from the IT 

Department, and provided in a workable 
file format. Ask which file formats are 
available and select the one that is most 
likely to contain the highest quality of 
data.

§ To ensure the data provider fully 
understands your requirements, consider 
the following when making data requests:
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Data  Sources
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F i le  Formats
§ Source file formats

§ Source file format refers to the format the data file is in prior to importing into 
ACL Analytics. 

§ While there are several file formats that can be imported, some are more 
reliable than others; it is important to select the most reliable file format 
available. 

§ In order of reliability, the available file formats are:
§ 1) fixed-width files, 
§ 2) delimited files, 
§ 3) Excel/Access files, and 
§ 4) report (print image) files. 

§ ACL Analytics can also import other file types.

Source: ACL Analytics On Line User Guide (https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm#cshid=using-expressions)

https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm
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F i le  Formats
§ Fixed-width files

§ A fixed-width file contains data without field definitions. It can be created from 
servers or mainframes; each field has a fixed-width. To ensure field width 
consistency, values are padded with blanks. Consider a field with the value 
"soda" (four bytes long) and another value "aspirin" (seven bytes longs). 

§ In order to maintain field width consistency, "soda" would be padded with 
three blanks, making it seven bytes long.

§ Oftentimes, data from older mainframe systems is in the data encoding 
EBCDIC. Because many applications cannot read EBCDIC, data providers often 
convert mainframe EBCDIC data into ASCII. 

§ This can create errors in some data types, especially packed fields. 
§ A packed field is a mainframe numeric field that has been compressed to save 

disc space. Such fields can be correctly decompressed in table layouts with the 
‘Packed’ data type. 

§ ACL Analytics reads and processes EBCDIC without converting it into ASCII, 
preserving data quality and integrity.

Source: ACL Analytics On Line User Guide (https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm#cshid=using-expressions)

https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm
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F i le  Formats
§ Fixed-width files

§ A fixed-width file contains data without field definitions. 
§ It can be created from servers or mainframes; each field has a fixed-width. 
§ To ensure field width consistency, values are padded with blanks. 
§ For example:

§ Consider a field with the value "soda" (four bytes long) and another value "aspirin" 
(seven bytes longs). 

§ In order to maintain field width consistency, "soda" would be padded with three 
blanks, making it seven bytes long. 

§ Oftentimes, data from older mainframe systems is in the data encoding EBCDIC. 
§ Because many applications cannot read EBCDIC, data providers often convert 

mainframe EBCDIC data into ASCII.  -
§ This can create errors in some data types, especially packed fields. 
§ A packed field is a mainframe numeric field that has been compressed to save disc 

space. Such fields can be correctly decompressed in table layouts with the ‘Packed’ 
data type. 

§ ACL Analytics reads and processes EBCDIC without converting it into ASCII, 
preserving data quality and integrity.

Source: ACL Analytics On Line User Guide (https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm#cshid=using-expressions)

https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm
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F i xed  Width  F i les

§ Fixed-width files
§ A fixed-width file contains data without field definitions. 
§ It can be created from servers or mainframes; each field has a fixed-

width. 
§ To ensure field width consistency, values are padded with blanks. 

Source: ACL Analytics On Line User Guide (https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm#cshid=using-expressions)

https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm
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Some Examples
§ For example:

§ Consider a field with the value "soda" (four bytes long) and another value 
"aspirin" (seven bytes longs). 

§ In order to maintain field width consistency, "soda" would be padded with 
three blanks, making it seven bytes long. 

§ Oftentimes, data from older mainframe systems is in the data encoding 
EBCDIC. 

§ Because many applications cannot read EBCDIC, data providers often 
convert mainframe EBCDIC data into ASCII.  -

§ This can create errors in some data types, especially packed fields. A 
packed field is a mainframe numeric field that has been compressed to 
save disc space. 

§ Such fields can be correctly decompressed in table layouts with the 
‘Packed’ data type. ACL Analytics reads and processes EBCDIC without 
converting it into ASCII, preserving data quality and integrity.

Source: ACL Analytics On Line User Guide (https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm#cshid=using-expressions)

https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm
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Sample  Data  F i le
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De l imited  F i les

§ A delimited file typically has a variable record length

§ Delimited files are not are variable length

§ Fields are not padded with blanks. 

§ Instead, a delimited file contains delimiters to separate fields. 

§ A delimiter, such as a comma, specifies the boundary between fields.

§ Types of Delimiters

§ CSV - The most common type of delimited file is a CSV (Comma Separated Value). 

§ Delimited files can be in either data encoding: 

§ ASCII (server) or EBCDIC (mainframe). 

§ They can also contain field names, so be sure to ask for them in your request. 

§ If field names cannot be included, you will need to request an accompanying 
record layout.

§ Best practice: Request a delimiter such as a tab or a pipe ( | ) to reduce the risk of 
non-delimiters being recognized as delimiters

Source: ACL Analytics On Line User Guide (https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm#cshid=using-expressions)

https://enablement.acl.com/helpdocs/analytics/12/user-guide/en-us/Default.htm
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De l imited  F i le
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Other  f i le  types

§ Microsoft Excel/Access files

§ Although Excel and Access files can be imported to ACL 
Analytics, they are not the preferred formats because the 
original data must be converted from server/mainframe to Excel. 

§ Often, during this conversion, data is corruption (such as 
dropping leading blanks or zeros) occurs. 

§ Due to Excel file size limits, multiple Excel files may be produced 
for one data set. 

§ Nevertheless, there will be situations when Excel/Access files 
need to be imported to ACL Analytics.

§ Best practice

§ Discuss other file options, such as fixed-width files (no 
conversion) or delimited files (limited conversion), with your 
data provider as these file types have no size limits
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§ Report (print image)
§ A report file is the soft copy of a printed report. It contains page 

breaks with header information repeating on every page. 
§ Only use report files when other file types are not available or 

when the report itself needs to be audited / analyzed for 
accuracy. 

§ Report file structures can vary significantly and ACL Analytics 
contains many features to handle these complexities.
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Report  (Pr int  Image)
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Other  F i le  Formats

§ PDF (report)
§ Although PDF files are increasingly popular, they are not the 

preferred file format for accessing data and should only be used 
when alternative files, such as fixed-width or delimited, are not 
available. 

§ Only the text elements of a PDF file can be imported to ACL 
Analytics; scanned images cannot be interpreted. 

§ A PDF file that does not contain any text will be rejected. 
§ In ACL Analytics, a PDF file is treated as a report file because it 

typically contains data that is formatted like a printed report.

§ Other files
§ ACL Analytics can also import other file types, including XML, 

AS400, Cobol Copybook and SAP (Private File Format).
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Over lapp ing  F ie lds

§ Defining overlapping fields
§ Generally when you define the fields in a record, each data 

position in the record is only assigned to one field. 
§ Sometimes though, you may need to define fields that overlap 

with each other, were some data may be used in more than one 
field. 

§ This can happen either because of the way the data source is 
structured, or because of how you want to work with the data in 
ACL.

§ Used for intelligent numbering – where digits in the field have 
meaning.
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F i xed  Width  F i les
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Record  Layouts
§ Because a fixed-width file doesn’t contain any field definitions, it is essential that it is 

accompanied by a record layout. Without this information it will be extremely difficult to 
create the table layout in ACL Analytics.

§ Typically, a record layout will only be available if requested from the data provider. By 
providing information about fields within the file, record layouts contextualize data that may 
otherwise be meaningless.

§ In a record layout, the minimum information to describe each field is: name, start position 
and length. Some layouts may include additional information such as data type, decimals 
(how many decimal places), and datetime format.



Fox School of Business
Copyright© 2015 Edward S. Ferrara

C lass  Exerc ise
§ Create a new .acl project named DataImport.acl in the 'Case Study - Taft Industries' folder.
§ Import the Sales2016.dat data file (found in the folder 'Case Study - Taft Industries') into the 

project and use the record layout to define your fields.

Overlapping 
Fields
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C reate  New Pro ject
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Chose  F i rs t  F i le  to  Import
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Import  Sa les2016.DAT
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Import
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Choose Format
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Choose Format
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Import  the  Data
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Data  Import  – F ixed  Length  Data  F i le
§ Create the DataImport.acl project:

§ Open ACL for Windows and click Analytics 
Project under the Create panel on the right.

§ Navigate to the folder where your course 
data files are saved and open the Case 
Study - Taft Industries folder.

§ Enter 'DataImport' as the name and 
click Save.

§ Import the Sales2016.dat file:
§ Select File > New > Table.
§ Click Next.

The Data Definition Wizard (DDW) opens. 
For each of the dialog windows, enter the 
following information and then click Next to 
move onto the next window.

§ Select Platform For Data Source.
§ Local (default).

§ Specify How to Access Your Data File.
§ Select File to access the Sales2016.dat file 

and click Open.
§ Click Finish.

§ Character Set
§ The DDW identifies the character set of 

the data as ASCII. Do not change the 
selection.

§ File Format
§ The DDW identifies the file as Other file 

format.
§ File Properties

§ Fixed/Variable Length Records - The DDW 
identifies the file as 'Fixed Length.'

§ Record Length - The DDW identifies the 
record length as 84. 

§ Scroll down and ensure that the data is:
– Vertically aligned; 
– Skewed
– Record Length is incorrect

§ Bytes to Skip - The number of bytes to be 
stripped from the top of the file. Bytes to 
Skip is useful when there are header 
records or field names to be skipped. In 
the Sales2016 file, there are no header 
records or field names to skip.
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Data  Import  – F ixed  Length  Data  F i le
§ File Type

§ The DDW identifies the file as Data File 
(Single Record Type).

§ Identify Fields
§ Using the record layout, ensure the field 

separators are in the correct positions. Use 
the Wizard tips to create, delete or move a 
separator. Adjust separators as needed.The
ruler measures in increments of 10. The 
byte under the first digit of each number is 
in the position represented by the number 
(i.e. the byte under the "1" in 10 on the 
ruler is in the 10th position).

§ Edit Field Properties
§ To edit a field, click on the column heading 

and adjust the following specifications as 
needed:

§ Name - The field name.
§ Column Title - The field name as it's 

displayed in the view.
§ Type - The data type of the field; ensure 

that the Value correctly interprets the 
content on record #1. From the Type drop-
down list, select the data type.Character
fields must be defined as ASCII Text or 
EBCDIC Text (corresponds with the 
encoding identified by the Data Definition 
Wizard during Identify Properties).

§ Final
§ Ensure field names and types are accurate 

(compare to the record layout). To make 
changes, click Back.

§ Enter 'Sales2016' as the table name and 
click OK.
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Quest ions

? ??
?? ?
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Thank you.


