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DATA Step Truism

• 2 types of variables

• Floating point numeric (length 3-8)

• Fixed-length character (length 1-200 until Version 7)

• Fixed-length character (length 1-32767)

• LENGTH statement can be used

• Or a “defining instance” defines the length

• But as of 9.4m5, there’s more!
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VARCHARs!

• You must use a LENGTH statement:

   length a b c x1-x10 varchar(*);

   length y1 z2 varchar(10);

• You can specify either * or a fixed value

• I personally always use *

• Several examples to show how VARCHARs work…
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Concatenation

4



5



6



7



8



9



10



11



12



Silent Truncation!
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a _ _ a _ _ -> a _ _
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Functions supporting VARCHARs

• INDEX, INDEXC, SCAN/CALL SCAN, SUBSTR, REPEAT, 
LENGTH

• TRANSLATE, TRANWRD, COMPRESS, VERIFY, COMPBL, 
FIND

• LEFT, RIGHT, STRIP, UPCASE, LOWCASE

• MD5, SHA256, HASHING*, 

• SYMGET, SYMPUT ,SYMPUTX

• CAT*, ANY* 

• KINDEX, KLENGTH, etc.
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Argument passing

• Pass a VARCHAR:

x = length(y); 

• Pass a VARCHAR to get back a VARCHAR:

z = repeat(y,99999); 

z = substr(z,60000);
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VARCHARS and the Macro 
Facility 
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VARCHARs and Macro Facility

• Macro variables can be up to 65,534 in length

• SYMGET and SYMPUT/SYMPUTX can handle that
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VARCHARS can be length 
0!
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Trailing blanks don’t 
matter 
for VARCHARS!
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VARCHARs cannot be 
saved in data sets, except 
…
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No mixing in an array!
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No VARCHARs in INPUT!
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x = x || substr(y,1,part);
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Example with felis functionus
(the CAT family of functions)
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Hashing example
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Hash tables can use 
VARCHARs for keys and 
values
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So how big can a 
VARCHAR get?
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Python and SAS 
comparison with 
VARCHARs

85



86



87



88



89



90



91



92



93



94



95



96



97



98



99



From our Python code:
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Conclusions

• VARCHARs are a valuable new feature (9.4m5 or later)

• Overcomes the 32K limit in DATA steps and macro

• Overcomes the silent truncation problem

• Provide functions with VARCHARS to get them returned

• Only persistent with CAS tables, but fully usable in 
DATA steps

• Makes more sense for Python users
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