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Data Management in ATLAS.ti

The ATLAS.ti Referencing Model

An HU, or more precisely, its PDs, accesses documents via reference, e.g., file 
name and paths. Once a data source has been assigned to an HU, it is 
mandatory that during the course of a project it always accesses this same 
document and not a different one.

The main consequence of an architecture made up of referenced files is that 
those files must always be at their original locations when you (or your project) 
need them. Otherwise, the files are not found (creating a “broken link”). 
However, you do have the means to make such references more flexible.

This way of treating files results in the following benefits:

• The size of a PD does not affect the size of the HU to which it is assigned. 
This makes it possible to work with potentially large data sets and files. 
Imaging that video files are imported. This would very quickly blow up the 
size of the HU. 

• A single data source file can be used by more than one HU. It may even be 
assigned to the same HU multiple times. 

• Team members can share data files. Changes to data sources (editing) are 
broadcast to ALL HUs that use the files, keeping everyone up-to-date. 

Starting with Version 6.2, the possibility to work with internal documents 
was introduced as a new functionality. If you only want to analyze 20 or 30 
transcripts, then this might be an option to consider. See Scenario 3:
Working with One Project File (for projects that use text files exclusively) on 
page 118.
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Referencing - a Common Procedure
ATLAS.ti organizes projects into different referenced files. This is a common 
procedure for many professional applications when things get large or complex. 
Two well-known examples for systems of referenced files are discussed in this 
section.

Example 1: The World Wide Web Way

When you click on a link in a Web page, your browser loads and displays the 
linked page (= target). A Web link is really nothing but a reference to another 
Web page. Such a reference or URL (Uniform Resource Locator) is very much 
like a file name, only that the former is unique in the “namespace” of the 
whole world, while a simple file name is unique only on a certain computer. 
However, if the linked page has ceased to exist, has been moved or renamed, 
or if a connection to the site where the file resides can simply not be 
established, you will get a message that the page cannot be loaded (the 
infamous "error 404”).

If the owner of the missing Web page takes pity on other pages referencing the 
moved page, she would create a forward link (“redirection”) to the new 
location of the page.

ATLAS.ti works in a similar manner: Files that are assigned to an HU do not 
become a physical part of the HU, but are referenced via the file’s path and 
name. 

Example 2: Word Documents with External References

Word™ gives you the option to organize large documents into one central 
document and a number of semi-dependent subdocuments--say, one for each 
chapter of a book. 

The objective is to reduce the overall size of the main document and make 
handling easier and faster. Why load 50 chapters into memory when you want 
to read or edit only two of them? Furthermore, this approach facilitates 
teamwork: while the main document is edited by the main author, other team 
members can work on individual chapters. 

Although a multitude of files are stored, Word gives the appearance of working 
with one single monolithic file. When you click on an “outsourced” chapter, its 
file is loaded from the disk and displayed just as it would if it was an integral 
part of the main document.

But, alas, if you decide to copy the main document to another computer and 
forget to take all subdocuments along, you will experience the dreaded “file 
not found” error when you want to look at a single chapter.

But even when you dutifully copy all the subdocuments along with the main 
document, there is no guarantee that you will be able to continue working 
smoothly on the other computer. If the subdocuments were referenced via 
absolute path names (e.g., d:\word\manual\chapter22.doc) and your other 
computer cannot resolve this path because you copied everything into 
c:\mydocuments\ instead of d:\word, you still will not be able to access the 
chapters, even though they are all there!
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Basic Principles for Working with Referenced Documents:

• During the lifetime of an HU, references to documents always need to point 
to the same documents (or equivalent copies). In other words: Make an 
effort to keep your documents where they are when you first assign them to 
the HU. 

• Changing the references to external data sources must be matched by 
appropriate relocation of the affected documents. In other words, if you 
change a reference, move the document to the new location specified. 

• Moving documents must be matched by updating their references in EVERY 
referencing HU. In other words, if you move a document, inform all HUs 
that use this document about its new "address." 

• Editing the contents of documents used by any HU must always be done 
from within ATLAS.ti.

Consequences of Accessing PDs via References
The use of references offers flexibility and economy in handling large numbers 
of large-sized documents and allows teams to work on shared data sources 
concurrently. Below it is explained what it means to access documents via 
external references. 

• As we have discussed, coding work on PDs does not affect the data source. 
A quotation created during the process of coding is nothing but a reference 
(including the file’s path and name, and the start and end position of the 
selection. The quotations themselves are part of the HU and will always be 
displayed in the list. To remind you, the quotation is: the ID +  the name, by 
default consisting of the first 30 characters of a textual quotation, or the file 
name if you work with other media types + a reference via which you can 
access the content. If the file to which the references refers to is not found 
when activating the quotation, its content cannot be shown.

• If you move files that you have assigned to an HU to another location 
(something you should normally not do), you need to update the references 
inside the HU, (see “Modifying the Project Setup“, page 121).

• In order to copy all files that belong to a project, use the COPY BUNDLE 
function instead (see “Copy Bundle – Migrating and Backing Up Projects” 
on page 129). If you were to copy an HU file using standard Windows 
functionality, the documents used as PDs are not copied along and would be 
missing at the target location. 

Reference Types: Many Paths, One Destination
There are a different ways to establish external references in order to 
accommodate a wide variety of situations. ATLAS.ti always uses the most 
efficient way to reference a document once it is assigned to an HU. This section 
discusses techniques for making references more flexible: special paths, and, if 
absolute paths are necessary, path mapping.

ATLAS.ti 6 USER MANUAL



DATA MANAGEMENT IN ATLAS.TI 108

Absolute Paths
Absolute paths are fully qualified file names, such as:

D:\Data\ATLASti\ProjectX\Interviews\Interview1.rtf
Or:
\\Server1\D\Data\ATLASti\ProjectX\Interviews\Interview1.rtf

The former path references a file in a non-ambiguous way on a specific 
computer which has a disk drive D:. The latter path (a UNC path) addresses a 
file on a specific computer in a local area network. 

Both paths will refer to the same file if your computer is, in fact, Server1. 

Pros 

• As long as the file itself is not deleted or replaced by another one, it will 
always be found at this original location. 

• Absolute paths stay valid even when moving the HU to another location on 
this computer or, when UNC paths are used, to another computer within the 
local network.

• Absolute unique paths in a local area network are easy to share among 
users.

Cons

• When porting the project to another computer or to another network, files 
will not be found unless the target has identical conditions (identical drives, 
identical folder structure, identical computer and network names).

• If referenced files or folders are moved to another drive or to another 
computer, the references become invalid. 

Special Paths
Absolute paths are exact but inflexible. To overcome this restriction, a more 
flexible reference type is offered: Special Paths. 

Special paths eliminate the need to address specific resources (a specific 
computer, a specific drive, a specific path) that may not be available over the 
lifetime of a project. There is no need to know the actual file paths when 
porting a project to another computer. 

The HUPATH (the recommended option)

The HUPATH is created when you save the ATLAS.ti HU file and the 
documents that you have or want to assign to one folder. Let's call this the 
ATLAS.ti project folder. When you want to analyze or manage a lot of 
documents,  you can work with sub folders within the main project folder. See 
the examples below:
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HUPATH is 
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specific HU. It 
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this HU.

Figure 52: Single folder HUPATH setup

Figure 53: HUPATH setup with multiple subfolders
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When documents are assigned as PDs, special paths are used whenever 
possible.  You can deactivate this option under EXTRAS / PREFERENCES / GENERAL 
PREFERENCES, tab: HU Editor: When assigning Primary Documents: Use special 
paths (HUPATH, TBPATH)

Pros

• The HU always finds its PD files as long as subfolders and files are not 
moved independently of the HU’s folder.

• Portability: Moving projects is simple: just copy the folder containing the HU 
file and the assigned documents..

• Team work: This is in most cases also the easiest setup when working in 
teams. 

Special path: TBPATH

The customizable TBPATH (Textbank Path) has the following objectives:

• It is the default folder opened whenever you assign documents, save HUs, 
etc. 

• It is a convenient location (including subfolders) in which to store your 
project’s documents.

To emphasize that this special path is user-relative, it is set to the following 
default location after the installation of ATLAS.ti:

TBPATH =  My Documents}\Scientific Software\ATLASti\Textbank

This location was selected because the "My Documents" folder is a location 
that belongs to the user currently logged in under Windows. The user has all 
required permissions to work on items in this folder.

In cases where more than one user on a specific computer needs to access files 
from a central repository, this path variable should be set to a location that is 
outside the user’s private folder hierarchy, e.g.: C:\ATLASti\Data\. The loation 
for the TBPATH can be set under EXTRAS / PREFERENCES / GENERAL PREFERENCES / PATHS.

All users working on the same local network can use a UNC path instead:

\\Server1\C\ ATLASti\Data\

Each user wishing to access this folder needs to set their TBPATH identically.
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Figure 54: Setting the TBPATH to a user-specified location
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Pros

• If this path is set appropriately on different computers, projects can easily be 
carried back and forth.

• If the location of the data repository changes, access can be easily managed 
by simply changing the TBPATH to the new location. 

• In a local area network, this folder is available to all ATLAS.ti users if it was 
set to a central location, i.e. one where all users have appropriate 
permissions.

Cons

• When the TBPATH is changed and the new location does not contain the 
files or the previous location or an exact copy of these files, references of 
PDs using the TBPATH reference will fail. As ATLAS.ti has very strict version 
control features regarding the usability of files used as PDs, access will be 
rejected if files found at the new location do not match the accessibility 
information each PD stores when accessing a data source. Inaccessibility can 
be caused by a file that has been edited.

If the HU itself is stored in the TBPATH folder, HUPATH “wins.” If you 
want to assign documents using the TBPATH (relevant for certain team 
scenarios), you need to store the HU file at a different location.

Conclusion
Special paths should be used deliberately wherever applicable. They ease the 
task of locating referenced documents in a very efficient manner. Using special 
paths makes management of projects involving multiple HUs, multiple 
locations, and multiple users convenient. An HU containing special paths 
instead of absolute references makes it easy to transfer and install projects on 
other computers.
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