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PRODUCTIVITY TIPS

Tom Newman

I.    Microsoft word/working with documents


A.  Inserting symbols with autocorrect and shortcuts:  I use autocorrect automatically to change >= to ( and <= to ≤, though I try to avoid using the latter.  To set this up in Word for Windows, just go to insert →symbol→ (more symbols in Word for windows 2010) then find the symbol, and click on autocorrect or keyboard shortcut and “assign” and type the keystrokes to correct.  Keyboard shortcuts are things like ALT-A.
Assigning keyboard shortcuts using Word for Mac 2011 is inconsistent; you sometimes need to use CTRL rather than ALT/OPTION, as many ALT/OPTION keystrokes are already defined and may be hard to redefine.  Go to INSERT ( Symbol ( Advanced symbol and click on the symbol you want and then click “Keyboard Shortcut.”
Other ones I've set up are -> becomes →, *^ becomes †, ^^ becomes ‡, +/- becomes ±, etc.  Note that if it autocorrects when you don't want it to, just hit backspace or “undo” and your original characters will be there.   A few of the keyboard shortcuts I use are:  
CTRL-A = (   /*It would not let me redefine ALT-A*/    
ALT-B = (
ALT-D = (
ALT-M = (
37°  (  ≥   ≥   (     †‡   (  

Note at least in Word for Mac that there are a whole lot of math symbols already defined, including all Greek letters (lower case and capital).  You just need to turn on math autocorrect. If it autocorrects something you can undo.  Take a look. 

B.  Adding macros to the toolbar: 
To record a macro for the toolbar, go to Tools→Macro → Record new Macro, click "Toolbars", then drag Normal.New.Macro to the toolbar between some other buttons.  You can rename it later by right-clicking and selecting properties. Then click close, record your macro, and click on the stop button (little square) or go to Tools(Macro( stop recording when you are done.  Try it-- it isn't hard.  Here are a few macros I have on my toolbar:

FN (File name):  Places the path, filename and date at the beginning of the file or in the header.  As I've indicated previously, almost every document you print should have this information. You do it by clicking View→header and then Insert→field for the fields you want. The header for this document was made by clicking on my FN button. You can update fields in Word by highlighting and typing F9.
Sinc (Sincerely):  Moves a few tabs to the right and types:  Sincerely, Thomas B Newman, MD, MPH.

C.  Keyboard macros:

Instead of assigning a macro to the tool bar, you can assign it to a keystroke.  For example, I use CTRL-C to convert selected text to 9-point Consolas font, which works great for copying Stata output.



C.)  Comments:  Have your colleagues just told you to cut a couple of paragraphs you spent days writing, because you manuscript is too long?  What if you cut them, and then want them back (e.g., if reviewers complain the material is missing)?    I used to try to keep track of several different versions of manuscripts, but this quickly becomes unwieldy.  Now I paste anything I might want later into a COMMENT.  It doesn't clutter your paper, but it is always there if you need it.  Note unless you want reviewers to see these (and other changes you have made) it is best to cut them out or (better) save your file as a pdf before sending it to a journal.   

I also sometimes use comments to provide more detailed comments on methods.  For example, I've pasted e-mailed responses to questions about the data into comments.

III.) Excel tips

A.) Instead of typing row and column numbers for cells (or a range of cells) (e.g., A4, g3:g6), you can click on a cell or drag across a range.
B.) I try to use just one WorkBOOK per project, using many WorkSHEETS if necessary within the project.  That way I always just open the latest one.  (Example I can show you: DCR workbook.)
C.) Do you know about SOLVER? It can be handy.


STATA TIPS AND TRICKS

I.) General tips

a. Preferences: If, like me, you sometimes hook up your laptop to a large monitor, you’ll want to save the windowing preferences for each monitor.  Set the windows the way you want them, then go to Preferences (Under Stata on the Mac and under Edit in Stata for Windows) to name and save them.
b. TN’s Usual sequence: Access, SAS, Excel, etc. ( Stata ( Excel ( Word:  Access is best for managing data, but not good for doing and documenting analyses.  Use Access to create datasets to analyze in Stata.  Stata is best for exploring data and documenting analyses, but not good for making tables.  However, you can use the EDIT ->COPY TABLE option to copy output from a regression (coefficients, confidence intervals, etc.) right into EXCEL.  Excel is best for making and manipulating tables.  Use Excel to calculate percentages, reshape rows and columns and round numbers to show you the desired number of decimal places.  Use a separate workbook for each paper and a separate worksheet for each table.  Then paste final tables into Word as a last step. (Note: this last step is an important courtesy to collaborators and colleagues when you are sending a draft of a manuscript.  It is much easier to print, make comments, and track changes in Word than Excel.)


c. Save datasets only from "do-files," never from the command line.  The reason for this is that the reason you want to save a dataset is presumably because you have created some new variables.  But you want to have a do-file that documents how this was done and allows you do to it again easily!  (The exception is you can type "save junk" or "save temp" for a temporary file you do not intend to keep.)  


d. In my work, I try never to use "less-than-or-equal to" or "greater than"  (i.e., ( or >).  I only use < and (, and always make the round number the bottom of all intervals.  Adopting similar conventions will save you no end of grief, trying to figure out why analyses don't quite match up, when it's because you defined normal birth weight as > 2500 g in one place and ( 2500 g in another. 


e. Develop and stick with conventions for naming and coding variables.  E.g., code 0 for "absent" or "no" and 1 as "present" or "yes." Then you can have a variable called "male" coded 0 or 1 and you won't have to keep track of what code applies to what gender.  (Also, you can use the same value labels over and over.)  Other conventions I use: ge means (, lt means < aa means "age at" tt means "time to."   I use x for interactions.  So a variable for the interaction between male and age_ge45 would be male_x_agege45.  I've started using the underscore to enhance legibility of variable names

Example:  Consider a variable in the ACTG dataset used in biostat 209 (in 2005).  Codebook (see below) is a useful command:

. codebook strcd4

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

strcd4                                                                          (unlabeled)

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

                  type:  numeric (float)

                 label:  str

                 range:  [0,1]                        units:  1

         unique values:  2                        missing .:  0/880

            tabulation:  Freq.   Numeric  Label

                           322         0  CD4 < 300

                           558         1  CD4 > 300

So if you type "codebook" you can see what values correspond to what labels.  A better name for this variable would be cd4_ge300, where ge stands for "greater-than-or-equal to."  If you choose that name for the variable, you won't have to remember exactly what it means. (Note the problem with the label above.  What happens if CD4=300?)


f. Indicator variables: as you know, you can use factor (indicator) variables using the i.varname syntax.  You can specify the baseline/comparator group using syntax like “ib40.gest_age to make 40 weeks the comparison group for gestational age.  An alternative is to use the tab command to generate your own indicator variables.  You need to do this e.g., to run the stepwise command.  Here's an example from the JIFee study. 

Daded is father's education.  Here's what you are used to doing:
logistic bilicase i.daded

Alternatively, you can generate a full series of indicator variables daded1,daded2…daded6.  
tabu daded,gen(daded)

Stata labels them so you can see what they are.  Look how the variable labels are more descriptive when the indicator variables are made this way.  Also, you get a full set, so you can change the comparison group if you want.

. desc daded*

              storage  display     value

variable name   type   format      label      variable label

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

daded1          byte   %8.0g                  daded==1:8 years or less

daded2          byte   %8.0g                  daded==2:Some high school

daded3          byte   %8.0g                  daded==3:High School Grad

daded4          byte   %8.0g                  daded==4:Some College

daded5          byte   %8.0g                  daded==5:College Grad

daded6          byte   %8.0g                  daded==6:Post Grad

II.) Some useful commands you may not know:
a. codebook -- summarizes data (see above).  You can use the ,problems option to identify variables that are all missing or constant, incompletely labeled, etc.

b. egen -- allows you to summarize variables across another variable, e.g. egen bilimax=max(bili), by(studyid).  The cut() function is a particular time saver.  For example, to categorize maximum bilirubin levels and label the categories:

. egen tbmax4cat=cut(tb_max), at (0,10,20,30,99) lab

(245268 missing values generated)

. tabu tbmax4cat

  tbmax4cat |      Freq.     Percent        Cum.

------------+-----------------------------------

         0- |    102,947       40.50       40.50

        10- |    141,625       55.72       96.23

        20- |      9,542        3.75       99.98

        30- |         45        0.02      100.00

------------+-----------------------------------

      Total |    254,159      100.00

c. Comment codes: Any line preceded by * is ignored by Stata.  Put lots of comments in your do-files to enhance readability and interpretability.  Similarly, comments can be enclosed between /* and */.   You can continue a comment on the next line with ///.
d. foreach -- Syntax of this  changed between Stata 7 and Stata 8, so now it's a little harder to use, but worth learning.  The thing that trips people up is the way variables are indicated in Stata, i.e., `varname'.
Here's an example.  I have a dataset of Kaiser admissions that includes a bunch of diagnoses, i.e., diag1 diag2 diag3, etc.  I want to find out if any of them are diagnoses of certain neurological disorders.  Here's some code I used:

gen str5 neuro_inpt_dx=""  ///
foreach diagvar of varlist princ_diag diag* { 
replace neuroinptdx= `diagvar' if 

`diagvar'>="3200" &  `diagvar' < "3600" /*Nervous system disorders*/  ///
`diagvar'>="3780" &  `diagvar' <="3789"
/*strabismus*/    ///
`diagvar'>="7940" &  `diagvar'<="79419" /*Abnl brain or cns study*/ ///
}

A tricky thing about the foreach command is that there are two ways to do it: foreach X in [list] and foreach X of listype [list].  

You can look up the syntax using "help foreach".   The main thing to understand is that the command loops over all of the variable names listed in varlist (including every variable that begins with "diag") and does the commands between the { and the } (each if which must be on its own line).   Here's a simpler example.  You are making table 1 of your paper, comparing treatment (got_zdv) and control groups.  Instead of typing "tab got_zdv male" then "tab got_zdv age_ge45" etc., you could type:

 foreach X in male age_ge45 [list other predictors here] {


tabu  gotzdv `X' 


}


Note that the above syntax works interactively, too, not just in do-files.


e. notes -- allows you to leave notes about the dataset or specific variables therein.  See ggen and rreplace below.
f. lookfor -- have a big dataset?  Lookfor helps you find variables! Lookup stores its result in r(varlist), so if you have a bunch or variables related to race and want to summarize all of them, you could type 
lookfor race
sum `r(varlist)'
Try it!
g. update all -- updates Stata automatically from the web
h. findit -- quick way to find information on Stata commands.  Will take you directly to URLs you can click on to download ado files, including many of those below!


III.) Useful user-written ado files

a. ggen, rreplace, rrecode, rrename -- take the place of gen, replace, recode and rename.  All four take the command you typed and stick it as a note attached to the new variable name.  That way, if you type "note varname" you can see how varname was created.  
b. tablist -- allows n-way crosstabulations without taking up much space.  Try it.

IV.) Programming tips

a. Save review contents and cmdlog - if you like to work interactively, you can save your commands, either by saving the command review window as a do-file or by typing: 
cmdlog using fname
when you first start Stata.
b. Minimize the number of do-files  -- if possible, have one "create" file that creates and cleans datasets for analyses, and a separate "analyze" file for each paper you write (see below)
c. When your paper is almost ready to submit, make sure you have a do-file that reproduces all of the numbers therein, preferably in order.  For example, the an_JAMA_paper file would have comments that look like:

***********ABSTRACT*********************
< commands to generate numbers in the abstract>


***********TABLE 1 ***********************


< commands to generate numbers in Table 1>

Where to find these: If all goes well, the ado-files mentioned herein (and perhaps a few more) and this document should be accessible from my website.

You can find it by Googling "Newman document repository"





Sincerely,






Thomas B. Newman
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