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Decoding Character Encoding Issues

Character encoding is the system of assigning numeric correspondence to characters, such as letters and
rocess, and share them. Encoding issues have become less common in
data handling with the widespread adoption of the UTF-8 standard. Still, some researchers may experience
problems when working with data from legacy systems or old databases. Here, we cover some of the basics of
character encoding standarc?s and tips for researchers to avoid potential problems.
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While GoogleSheets and Numbers use UTF-8
by default, Microsoft Excel for Windows uses a
machine-specitic ANSI encoding (e.g.,
Windows-1252 tor English), which may not
handle all characters correctly. To be safe,
always save your spreadsheets as CSV UTF-8

Example

The example below illustrates how UTF-8 encoded text, including
symbols, emojis, and accented characters, is misinterpreted when

viewed in encodings like 1ISO-8859-1 or AS(EJH:

"Using characters such as ©, fi, €, ¥, €, emojis @, mathematical symbols like
+ and ¥, and foreign characters like #73Z (Chinese), along with accented
words such as déja vu, in the wrong encoding can cause data corruption or
display errors.”

UTF-8

"Using characters such as €, €, ?, €, ?, emojis ?, mathematical symbols
like € and ?, and foreign characters like ?? (Chinese), along with accented
words such as d€]€ vu, in the wrong encoding can cause data corruption or
display errors."

"Using characters such as A©, A+, a(0-, A¥, a0-, emojis 6000,
mathematical symbols like A+ and a0, and foreign characters like &,

g2 (Chinese), along with accented words such as dA@jA vu, in the
wrong encoding can cause data corruption or display errors."

Recommendations
. Adopt UTF-8 as the default encoding whenever possible

Specify encoding explicitly when reading and writing files to ensure
proper handling

Avoid mixing encodings. If the file is in ASCII, keep it in that format
unless conversion is necessary

Always check the final file to ensure characters are displaying
correctly before sharing or uploading it to a repository

Check & Gonvert

You can use the following commands in Terminal or Git Bash to check the
encoding of your file and convert it if necessary:

#Check which encoding 1s currently 1n use

% file -I myfile.csv

#Output demonstrating 1s0-8859-1 as the current method

myfile.csv: text/plain; charset=iso-8859-1

#Convert and save 1t as a new file in UTF-8

1conv -f IS0-8859-1 -t UTF-8 myfile.csv > myfile-utf8.csv
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