
REDCap’s Data Dictionary – A powerful tool in your toolbelt! 

Introduction 

I have been using REDCap since version 6.something and one of the greatest features in my opinion is 
the Data Dictionary.  Automatically generated, packed full of useful information, and relatively easy to 
understand, it allows for a variety of tasks to be made significantly easier. From quickly adding a new 
field to moving fields around, you can do everything in Excel and then import the new Data Dictionary 
into REDCap.  This makes sharing / copying / transferring projects extremely simple.  NOTE: Survey 
functionality, DAGs and other aspects of a project do not get transferred.  These either need to be added 
manually or use the XML download for a more complete project file.  

Where do I get the Data Dictionary? 

You can get the Data Dictionary from your Project Setup tab 

 

 

The file will be downloaded as a CSV, so be careful to keep it in that format if you’re going to re-upload it 
after changes are made.   

When you have made any changes to the Data Dictionary and are ready to have those changes reflected 
in the Project, simply come back to the Project Setup -> Data Dictionary screen above and click on 
Browse.  Verify the Date / Date Time field formatting aligns with what you have in the Validation section 



for your dates, and click upload.  

 

If you get the screen above, that’s good news – simply click “Commit Changes” and the project will 
refresh with the updates. 

Overview of Errors 

Mistakes in the Data Dictionary range from “Can’t upload until it’s fixed” to “OK to upload, no 
consequence” to “OK to upload, complete disaster”.  A second CSV has been created with some 
common errors intentionally added.  Because I need the CSV to be as close to possible to what REDCap 
expects, I saved a copy as an Excel file so you can see exactly what I’ve changed. 

 

Errors range from missing information to garbage metadata to typos.  When I try and upload the 
_errors.csv file, I get the following: 



 



A couple of things of significance: 

1) There is no “Commit changes” button.  REDCap has detected one or more significant errors and 
therefore it forces you to stop and fix them. 

2) There are two different categories and the red ones must be corrected in order for the CSV to 
be uploaded.  

3) Some of the erroneous information has been removed from the Data Dictionary through the 
REDCap process (note the 4th error in the yellow section, the “abcd” has been removed and 
replaced with a blank). 

NOTE:  The missing RECORD_ID field is flagged as an Allowable error.  The text from the screenshot 
above reads: 

Changing record ID field: The current record ID field (i.e. the first field on the first form), to which all 
existing data records are connected, has either been moved from the first field position or deleted from 
the Data Dictionary. Changing the record ID field may not have been intentional. This means that the 
data for all currently existing records will not be able to be retrieved properly on some pages in the 
project and may introduce further data errors. To prevent the introduction of any data errors, the field 
must be added back to the first field position in the Data Dictionary. 
 • Current record ID field: record_id 
 • Record ID field from uploaded Data Dictionary: textboxdmy 
 
REDCap is OK with the textboxdmy field being the record ID, which obviously does not make sense for 
the vast majority of projects.   
 
Another allowable error that needs to be corrected is the one for the branching logic: 
 
There are syntax errors in some branching logic and are thus not normally allowed. Since you are an 
Administrator, the branching logic for the fields listed below will be allowed here, although you may 
want to check to make sure these aren't actual errors. 
textboxtime (L14) 
 
I can’t think of any examples when incorrect branching logic would be the desired logic for the field; if 
you are the administrator and don’t notice this, or don’t think it’ll be an issue, the project may have 
serious flaws that may or may not get picked up during testing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Data Dictionary Demo 

A simple REDCap Project has been created with three forms and one survey.  The project has every field 
type with the exception of a Dynamic SQL field (see the training material on the consortium site for 
more information). 

 

The forms in the REDCap Project: 

   

 

 



 

There are two additional files in the ZIP; one is the CSV file which can be imported to a new project and 
the other is an XLSX file with details about the data dictionary, information about the columns, etc.  See 
the Distinct Values tab for the unique options for each column.   

 

 

 


