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Understanding the mail merge process

Merging is the process of combining two documents into a single document. In the specific process of mail merge this combines a main document (primary document or template, eg a form letter) with a source document (secondary source or data source). This source could consist of a table of names and addresses and/or unique information about products relevant to different audiences. When the two are merged, ‘personalised’ versions of the main document are produced. So, instead of a letter saying ‘Dear Customer’ you can have ‘Dear John Smith’, with a whole set of names coming from a list or table in your source file which could be a text document, spreadsheet or database.

Steps in the mail merge process

The essence of mail merge lies in three main stages:

1
Choosing or creating the main document—the ‘form’ letter or brochure or whatever the content of the mass mailing.

2
Opening the source document (data source)—for example, the source of the recipients’ details (name, address, etc).

3
Determining the target of the integrated mail merged documents—for example, this could be a set of letters in a new document or a printer for direct printing.

Mail merge with Word 2000

Within Word 2000 the way to begin the process is:

1
Open a new blank document or a saved file in Word. For this tutorial assume you have opened a saved file called Christmas Letter.doc.

2
Choose Tools/Mail Merge to go to the Mail Merge Helper. In Figure 2 we see the three parts to the process that were listed above:
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Figure 1
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Figure 2
1 Specifying the main document

In the Mail Merge Helper click on the Create button under Main document. You will then be asked what type of mail merge you want to perform. In Figure 3 the ‘Form Letters’ option has been selected: 
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Figure 3
Then another dialogue box opens asking if you want to use the ‘Active window’ which is the opened document or a new main document: 
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Figure 4

If the Active window button is clicked the Helper box is updated with the name of the opened document to identify the main document. See Figure 5.
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Figure 5 

2 Choosing the data source

You can use just about any type of data source you want for a mail merge if working in an integrated commercial software package. Shown in the figure below, the broad options within Office 2000 for the data source are: Create Data Source, Open an existing data Source, Use an Address Book, or use Header Options. Here we’ll look at the Open Data Source option.
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Figure 6

‘Open Data Source’ option

This option allows you to choose a pre-saved file that contains the source data and that file can be another word document, a spreadsheet, database, etc. See Figure 7 for the list available to Office 2000 users. 
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Figure 7

Address books

The choice of address books that can be imported into a main document for a mail merge in Office 2000 is:
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Figure 8

Using Access data in a Word mail merge 

If in the Open Data Source you chose to import your data into Word directly from MS Access databases (*.mdb) the dialogue box will open the default location for data files set in your database options. 

If the default folder is not correct, use the Look In box to navigate to the drive:\folder in which the database that will be your source file has been saved. 
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Figure 9

To select the desired database file click the Open button. This will open a dialogue box inside the database that prompts you to choose the table or query object (see Figure 10) you want to use as the data source. Make your selection and click the OK button. 
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Figure 10
The next message box advises that Word can’t find any fields within the current Word document to edit. 

This is correct because we have not placed any special fields in the ‘Christmas Letter’ Word document that we chose as the main document. Click the Edit Main Document button. 
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Figure 11

You are returned to the Word document but you should notice that a new Mail Merge toolbar is displayed. From this toolbar you can control the mail merge options: 

[image: image12.png]Insert Merge Field ~ | Insert wordField » | 2 | W« |1 | » w1 |EE| B %3 g merce.




Figure 12
Clicking on the Insert Merge Field button displays a drop down list of available fields from within your database (see Figure 13 for an example):
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Figure 13

When you are ready: 

· position the cursor on the document page at the appropriate location

· select Insert Merge Field from the toolbar 

· from the list, select the fields you require in the document. 

The inserted fields will appear in the Word document. The example in Figure 14 shows the customer name and address fields.
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Figure 14

Notice that: 

· all field names are surrounded by the double ‘less than’ and ‘greater than’ symbols 

· additional formatting such as spaces, commas, full stops and returns can be added between fields 

· you can type all other required text directly into the document. 

To view the document with inserted data click on the View Merged Data icon on the Mail Merge Toolbar:

[image: image15.png]



Figure 15
Then the fields will be populated from the Data Source and you will see one of the integrated documents with the data in place. This allows you to decide issues of layout etc before the data is imported for all the letters.
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Figure 16

You can use the Record Navigation buttons to scroll through the records. 
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Figure 17

When you are ready to merge and/or print the documents click on the Merge … button in the Mail Merge toolbar. 

Using Excel data in a Word mail merge 

Alternatively, at the Get Data/Open Data Source stage you can elect to import your data from an existing spreadsheet. Make sure that the data to be merged (the source data) is in the first worksheet in the Excel workbook.

Start the data in the first row of the first column (Cell A1) and make sure that the first row of data (the header row) contains the field names that will be used to refer to the various columns of data. The field names must be free of punctuation and must consist of a single word per field. Each column that contains data must have a field name at the top of that column. For example: 
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Figure 18
Note: Remember that combining information from separate fields in a merged document is easy. However, separating information in a field is difficult. Therefore, when you create a data document, create as many fields as is practical. For example, you may want to make the first name in a field separate from the last name, to make it easy to sort the records in the data document by last name. Keeping the first name and last name separate also makes it easy to use only the first name in a salutation (eg ‘Dear John’ rather than sounding very formal with a ‘Dear John Smith).

After you create and save your data document in Microsoft Excel, follow these steps to create a form letter and perform a data merge. 

The second stage of the mail merge process described above, Get Data/Open Source, will allow you to choose an existing Excel spreadsheet in exactly the same way as you did an Access database, except this time the dialogue box will open up in the default location for Excel workbooks.

Again, use the Look In box to navigate to the drive:\folder where your data file has been saved. 

Select the data file from the list of available files and click the Open button. 

From here on, the process is precisely the same as for importing Access database files for the mail merge, except that the moment you select the desired spreadsheet you are not asked if you want to use a Query or report as in the database, but rather you are asked if you want to use the whole of the (first) worksheet or just the set print area if one has been set:
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Figure 19

Using Address book data in a Word mail merge 

In Step 2 Get Data of the mail merge process, if you choose to Use Address Book rather than Open Data Source, you will be asked to nominate one of the three address books available:
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Figure 20

Of course, to be able to proceed you need to have already set up an address book and the most common place to do that is in your mailing program such as Microsoft Outlook. 

Assuming that you do have an operational address book, the moment you select it in the list (shown in Figure 20 above) you will be asked how that address book is organised, ie what character separates the fields (first name, last name, address, city, etc) and what character separates the records (ie one person’s details from another). You will be offered a suggestion (Figure 21) and, because of the sophistication of the integrated software packages, you are advised to accept the default suggestion unless you are an advanced user who has modified the structure of the address book or who uses a non-standard address book.
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Figure 21

From this point on the process is identical to using the previous two types of data source once they were correctly identified.

3 Output of the merged documents

The final stage of the mail merge process is the Merge, Step 3 in Figure 2. There are various outputs to the merge function and your choice will be determined by the purpose of the document. When you click on the Merge button in the Mail Merge Helper you are asked to where must the merged documents be directed, what output do you want? No matter your choice, you also have the opportunity to select a range of records to merge if not the whole of the source data. You can control what happens in the output if there are blank fields for some or all records and most importantly, you can request a Check Errors be performed before the merge process is completed.
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Figure 22 

You choose the Merge to: which by default is a New Document. The other options are seen in Figure 23: direct to the Printer, or to electronic mail which, in Word 2000 refers to ordinary email and also to a fax. 
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Figure 23

Merge to new document 

Merging to a new document uses both the main document file and the data source and inserts the variable information using the codes you have put into the main document to produces a third document. In this document you will see the personalised versions of the main document often separated by page breaks in preparation for individual printing.

This method is the preferred option as it ensures coding and merging has been conducted to a satisfactory standard and leaves the main document (form) in tact in case the merge was not correct. It also allows the final multiple documents to be saved to disk.

Merge to printer 

This option is not unlike merge to new document, however it sends the output, the integrated documents, directly to the printer. This makes it essential to run the Check Errors routine first or even merge just one record, say from 1 to 1, in order to allow a visual inspection of the output of the mail merge.

Merge to email 
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Figure 24

If you choose electronic mail as the output choice then the Setup button will become active and you must click on it to set up your electronic mail options. See Figure 25.
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Figure 25

Word 2000 considers electronic mail to refer to email and facsimiles. The address line needs to be identified and a subject line can be provided. 

Merge to fax 

You must have a fax modem installed for this output of the merge. 

If you plan to send merged documents to fax numbers, and want to include a cover sheet, turn on the cover sheet option in your fax software. 

For more information, see your fax software documentation. 

As Figure 25 above shows, there are some minor details to be added for email and fax outputs. Please refer to the online Help for any further clarification of the Mail Merge Process.

Checking data is correct

Regardless of the data source or the output mode, the results of the integration of the data from one file into another can and should be checked for integrity before they are dispersed either through the mail, to the printer or electronically delivered to the recipients.

As seen in Figure 22 there is the option to only merge one set of data, allowing for a preview, before importing all the records. There is also the Check Errors button which causes the application to verify the integrity of the data source and especially in terms of the various fields that the main document is seeking to populate by the merging process (see Figure 26 for the options in Checking Errors). Finally, if merged to a new document, the resultant file can be inspected either before printing or saving or even before a new merge is created and sent directly to the printer, fax, etc.
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Figure 26

Mail merge with Word 2002 (Word XP)

Microsoft has redesigned the mail merge process in Word 2002/XP, reportedly based on feedback and usability studies. The process is similar but heavily driven by a wizard. The Mail Merge Wizard opens in a task pane to the right of the Word document, rather than appearing as a dialog box on your screen as in Word 2000. Within the task pane, the 6-step wizard makes it simple to create customized form letters, email messages, envelopes, labels, and directories (catalogues).

To access the mail merge feature in Word XP/2002, point to Letters and Mailings on the Tools menu, and then click Mail Merge Wizard. 
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Figure 27
When you select options in the wizard, explanations and additional options appear to help you add or select items. To move through the steps in the wizard, click Next to continue.
In the 6-step Wizard driven process the first step is to determine the main document, just as with Word 2000. However, the user is given a choice of document type up front. See Figure 28.
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Figure 28

The Next arrow takes the user to the next step which is a choice of which document. See Figure 29.
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Figure 29

The next step is to Select Recipients for this mail out as shown in Figure 30.
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Figure 30

In Word 2002 if you choose to Use an existing list (ie saved in a file), as depicted in Figure 30, the list of possible source types is shown from pressing the Browse option (Figure 31). 

[image: image31.png]Fil name:

ree. open
Files of typei - [allData Sources (*.ode;*mdb; * mde; +. Concel
Al Fis (7% <

[Offce Database Connections (*.odc) |
|Access Databases (*.mdb; *.mcis)
Micrasoft Office Adiress Lists (*mdb)
‘Access Projects (*.ade; *.adp)

Micrasoft Data Inks (*.ud)

(ODEC File Dsiis (*.der)

[Excel Fis (*.xis)

[Web Pages (* hkm; * hkmi; *.asp; *.mk
Rich Text Format (¥.rtf)

[Ward Bocuments (*.doc)

il word Documents (*.doc; *.dot; .1t
[Text Files (*.bxt; *.prm *.csv; * by *
[Mirasoft Works Databases (*.udb)
|Outlook Personal Address Books (*.pab
[Lotus 1-2-3 Files (*.wk?; *.wi?)
lParadox Fes (*.cb)

[DBase Fies (*dbf)

[Database Queries (*.day; *.ra;





Figure 31

If you choose Select from Microsoft Outlook Contacts the wizard then automatically goes to Outlook as the data source and the Outlook field names in the list of standard merge fields, so that mapping is automatic.

Finally, if you choose Type a new list you get to create the list of recipients in a special dialogue box (shown in Figure 32) which appears when you click on the ‘Create’ icon.

[image: image32.png]New Address List

Enter Address information

T

First Name:
Last Hame
Company Hame
Ackress Line 1
Address Lne 2

cty
|

powenry | potormiy | gy . | orandsot| _ cosoris

View Entries

View Entry Number [

Tt entres n st





Figure 32

The fourth step in the wizard is to complete the letter or item being mailed out (the main document). In this step (Figure 33) the user is assisted by icons in the task pane to include the appropriate fields from the source document into the main document.
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Figure 33

The user is assisted with the fields for the addresses of the recipients, the personalised greeting line and a number of other options including electronic postage.

The second-last step allows the user to Preview your letters by showing the merged letters one at a time and allowing the user to make ‘last minute’ changes before the final step of production. Such changes include: 

· preview the merge results
· make changes to the letter

· exclude recipients (See Figure 34).
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Figure 34

The final step is Complete the Merge when you can elect to: print or edit individual letters, as described in the task pane (Figure 35).
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Figure 35

Summary

In this reading we have looked at the processes for merging data from two sources into one document. A key concept involved in merging documents is identifying a main document, a source document and the target, or output, of the merged document.

The mail merge process is an example of merging data to create personalised documents such as letters. With the mail merge function you can create new documents that combine a word document with data sources such as a word table, database or spreadsheet.

There are various media you can target merged documents to such as outputting them to new files/documents, a printer, emails or faxes.
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