
Introduction to 
OpenRefine



Objectives

Describe OpenRefine’s uses and 
applications.

Differentiate data cleaning from data 
organization.

Experiment with OpenRefine’s user 
interface.

Locate helpful resources to learn more 
about OpenRefine.



History of OpenRefine

MetaWeb 
Technologies / 

Freebase

• Community curated 
database of well 
known people, 
places, things

• 2009 Freebase 
Gridworks

• Open source

2010: Google 
acquires MetaWeb

• Integrates Freebase 
into Google 
Knowledge Graph

• Gridworks à
Google Refine

2012: Google ends 
support of Google 

Refine

• Open source, 
moved to Github as 
OpenRefine



Data quality & integration



Data quality & integration

• Duplicate records
• Typ;os
• Cells with multiple fields
• Data in wrong field
• Missing / partial data
• Encoding error

• Format
• Conversion from flat to relational data sets
• Schema alignment
• Transposition
• Join
• Data source enrichment
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(That’s supposed 
to be funny.)



Addressing the skill gap

Technical Skills

Business Skills
Programming Software

Database 
administrators Data scientists Programmers

OpenRefine

Archivists Librarians



OpenRefine

Free, open source tool for data cleaning 
(source on GitHub)

Large, growing community with diverse 
levels of expertise

Works with large-ish 
datasets (100,000 
rows). 

Adjust memory 
allocation for larger 
datasets

Auto-tracks every 
change

Unlimited undo
Work log

https://github.com/OpenRefine/OpenRefine








Download
https://ndownloader.figshare.com/files/11502815

https://ndownloader.figshare.com/files/11502815


Objectives

Create a new OpenRefine project from a CSV file.

Understand potential problems with file headers.

Use facets to summarize data from a column.

Use clustering to detect possible typing errors.

Demonstrate that different clustering algorithms give different 
results.

Employ drop-downs to remove white spaces from cells.

Manipulate data using previous steps with undo/redo.



Getting started

Launch the program

Open the OpenRefine app on your device Point your your browser to http://127.0.0.1:3333/
or http://localhost:3333

Follow the Setup instructions to install OpenRefine.

Note: this is a Java program that runs on your machine (not in the cloud). It runs inside your browser, but no 
web connection is needed.

https://datacarpentry.org/openrefine-socialsci/setup.html


Create a new OpenRefine project



Filtering & 
sorting

How can we select only a subset 
of our data?

Sort table by column

Sort by multiple columns



• we’ll browse our computer to the sample data file for this lesson. In 
this case, we will be using data obtained from interviews of farmers in 
two countries in eastern sub-Saharan Africa (Mozambique and 
Tanzania). Instructions on downloading the data are available here.

https://datacarpentry.org/openrefine-socialsci/setup.html


Trim leading 
& trailing 
whitespace

Create a new text facet for the 
column respondent_wall_type

Choose Edit cells > Common 
transforms > Trim leading and 
trailing whitespace



Key points

OpenRefine can import a variety of file 
types.

OpenRefine can be used to explore data 
using filters.

Clustering in OpenRefine can help to 
identify different values that might mean 
the same thing.

OpenRefine can transform the values of a 
column.






