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Hands On

Attribute tables are fundamental to many operations and a 
distinguishing characteristic of GIS. However, for data obtained 
from many public sources, attribute tables may contain more fields 
(often many more fields) than those needed for a specific analysis. 
ArcGIS has several methods for making it easier to see a selection 
of fields without changing the data. 
 The option of minimizing column width or hiding columns 
entirely by dragging the column dividers between fields to the 
right or the left to change their width has always been available 
in ArcGIS. Hidden columns can be detected by the thicker column 
dividers. However, in ArcGIS Desktop 9.2, a table’s default column 
widths can be restored in a single step. Simply choose Options > 
Restore Default Column Widths from the table window’s menu to 
reset all columns and unhide any hidden columns. 
 Turning off a field is quicker than dragging column dividers to 
hide it. Previously, this could be accomplished by right-clicking on 
the layer in the Table of Contents, choosing Properties, clicking on 
the Fields tab, and using the check boxes to turn fields off and on. 

Hide, unhide, rename, and reformat fields

Simplify the View

Now, simply right-click on the field header and choose Turn Field 
Off. For an even faster method for turning off fields, hold down the 
Ctrl key and double-click on the field header. To turn all fields back 
on, choose Options > Turn All Fields On. 
 Typically, aliases are applied to layers in the Table of Contents 
to replace cryptic file names with descriptive names that are easily 
understood. The same thing can be done for fields in a table. Right-
click on field header and choose Properties. In the Field Properties 
dialog box, change the alias from the default file name to something 
else. The field can be made the primary display field so it will be 
used for labels, and the field can be turned off and on. 
 Changing the font size and color was possible in early versions, 
but the ability to change column header heights and cell heights 
is new. If the table contains long text fields, such as description or 
comment fields, this can be handy. Increasing the header or cell 
height allows the text to wrap in a field if the text is longer than 
the column width. This can eliminate scrolling to read a long text 
field. 

After dragging dividers to adjust column 
widths and hide columns, it is sometimes 
difficult to see just what is there. Unhide all 
columns and restore default column widths 
with Options > Restore Default Column 
Widths. 

Avoid annoying scrolling to read the contents of long comment or 
description fields. Choose Options > Appearance and change the 
font type, size, and header and cell height to make these fields 
easier to read. 
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