
Open Refine

for efficient data cleaning



The Goal: Get More Reliable Answers

Standardization is how we do that. Let’s take a look at our PPP data (use your own 
copy) and find some problems of consistency. Use what you’ve learned from the 
Evaluating Data presentation.

● Where/how do similar values look different?
● Are there abbreviations or truncated data?
● Weird/missing punctuation or characters?

Enter some examples (and describe them) in this spreadsheet.

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1gH2jPWWYE-ZtOXspBGpivjA2fxa0cyXFwZNgI03KfWo/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/16KHcfFsffnlJiWBYrBRQD7f6BLWg74agAYKBSMQ0tqg/edit#gid=0


Get Started with OpenRefine

Go to the applications folder and click Open Refine to open. 
This should automatically launch a browser window. If it 
doesn’t you can go here: http://127.0.0.1:3333/ 

Then download a CSV version of the PPP data from your 
sheet.



Import the PPP data



Check the Results

Once uploaded, you should see a preview. Check it out: Does 
it look right?

Note the options in the lower right-hand corner of the screen. 
Has OpenRefine selected the right ones? 



How It Should Look



If It Looks Right

Click on “Create Project” and get started. It’ll look like this:



Facets

Open Refine relies on 
things called ‘facets’ to 
help us clean up data.

Click on the triangle next 
to the column header 
‘CITY’ and select ‘Text 
Facet’ from the dropdown 
menu.



Facet Box

A ‘facet box’ will 
appear on the left side 
of your workspace. 
Click the Cluster 
button to use one of 
Refine’s most powerful 
features.



What is Clustering?

Clustering involves using different characteristics of words to group 
likely identical ones together. Some clustering techniques rely on 
having letters in common. Others group together words that sound 
alike even if they are spelled differently. Each method has strengths 
and weaknesses, so it’s useful to try more than one.



Putting Like Things Together



Don’t Trust, Verify

Is this a match we want? Probably, and we can check. If you hover, you get the 
option to ‘Browse this Cluster’. Click that. A new window will pop open showing just 
the rows that would be included in that potential cluster.

In this case we can see that the cities have very similar zip-codes. They’re probably 
a match.

Close the additional window to return to the complete data.



Make a Copy First!

Remember how Sophie said “make a 
copy of the original data”? We can do 
that with columns, too, so we can see 
what edits we make.

Go to the “city” column and choose Edit 
column -> Add column based on this 
column…

Then give the new column a name like 
“city_clean” and cluster on that column.



Everyday I’m Clustering

Browse the suggested clusters. Some will 
look good. Some won’t. If you see one that 
makes sense, check the ‘merge’ checkbox. 
Then make sure the ‘New cell value’ is 
appropriate. If not, you can edit it. When 
you’re finished with a cluster, or clusters, 
you can click ‘Merge selected and 
re-cluster’ or ‘Merge selected and close.’ 
It’s a good idea to work your way through 
the different clustering options.



But Wait, There’s More!

OpenRefine also has some other useful functions you can explore.

● Splitting cells into multiple columns
● Trimming unneeded white space
● Changing column data types
● Changing cases


