Biostat 212, Summer 2007

Informational

How to decipher Stata commands

The purpose of this explanation is to help you interpret the syntax of Stata commands that I present in lectures and labs.  I generally try to follow the conventions that Stata uses in the help menus, though sometimes not exactly.  Here are the general rules:

1) I will use Courier font for presenting Stata commands, and not elsewhere, so they will stand out.

2) The words that you actually type into Stata will be in regular (non-italicized) font; words that are NOT meant to be typed in but instead are descriptive placeholders will be italicized.  Here is an incomplete list of some of the descriptive placeholders I use:

varlist

A list of variable names

varname

One variable name

var1, var2

Exactly 2 variable names (not a whole list of indefinite length)

contvar

The name of a continuous variable

catvar

The name of a categorical variable

int


An integer
3) Stuff in the command that is optional (you can include it in the command or leave it out) will be placed in brackets.  Stata very rarely has you type in brackets (one exception is when you are using weights).  Here’s an example of points 1-3:

summarize [varlist]
Which is meant to tell you that summarize is actual Stata language, varlist is a descriptive placeholder because it’s italicized (which means you substitute a list of variable names for the word varlist when you type it into Stata).  And, the brackets indicate that you don’t HAVE to give a list of variables – if you leave it blank in this case, Stata will assume you want to summarize all the variables in your dataset.

4) Often, when introducing a new command, I will underline part of the main Stata command, which means that you can abbreviate (truncate) the command and Stata will still understand it – a shortcut that saves lots of typing.  So:

summarize [varlist]

means that you can just write sum cacscore, or even su cacscore, and Stata will assume you mean summarize cacscore.  I usually like to truncate to an abbreviation that is reminiscent of the actual command, so I use sum instead of su, but either works.

5) Commas are meaningful – All Stata commands may have up to one comma (and some must have a comma), after which come the “options” for that command.  For example:

tabulate var1 var2 [, chi2]

comma optional (note brackets)

ttest contvar, by(catvar)

comma required

6) Extra spaces are generally allowed, but often not required - common sense generally works

