
 
 
                                                                                                                       

Data Management Tools:  
Dissolving Shapefiles In QGIS 

 

Dissolving is an important tool that can be used to mass select features in order to combine different 
features and geometry together. Dissolving is useful as it combines separate features into a single 
feature; it can also be seen as a tool to convert multiple geometries into a singular one. It’s an easy 
way to simplify or clarify different geographic features within a shapefile and can be used in order to 
simplify a map. An example of which we’ll be doing in this tutorial, we’ll be working with a map of 
New York City’s Census Tracts. So once that layer is imported, we can see that there are many 
polygons throughout the city, each representing a census tract. Also something important to note is 
that within the attribute table, every census tract is associated with a neighborhood name. 
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Use the Dissolve Tool (from the Processing Toolbox) 
1.​ Once you have the shapefile you want to edit open, you need to look at it’s attribute table and find a 

column to join features together, in the example we’re using there’s a few option, our NTACode, 
NTAName, or even PUMA, if you want to dissolve at a neighborhood level all of these work, but 
why? Because they house the same variable i.e. a way to describe the neighborhood / location, 
which allows the dissolve tool to join by that variable. Once you’ve decided on a column to use, 
navigate to your Processing Toolbox →  Vector Geometry → Dissolve (you may also just want to 
search ‘Dissolve’ in the search bar for the processing toolbox as Vector Geometry is a large 
category).  

2.​ For the Input Features, use the dropdown menu to select the shapefile which you wish to dissolve. 
Alternatively, if you have not added a shapefile to QGIS you can use the browse icon (the three … 
to the right of the input layer) to find the shapefile you’d like to dissolve. Next, you need to select the 
field (or fields) by which you want to dissolve, for the purposes of this tutorial we’ll be selecting 
NTAName, and then click Run (you can save your new file directly from here if you’d like under 
dissolved, otherwise it’ll become a temporary layer which you can just save from the layers menu).  

 

 
 

QGIS will dissolve your shapefile, based on the attribute you chose, creating a new shapefile by 
aggregating the data across that particular attribute, as seen in the example below. Take note of the 
attribute table for this dissolved shapefile. There is only one feature for each attribute value in 
NTAName, NTACode & Puma (and thus resulting in a much shorter list). In this case, there is only 
one polygon for each sub-region. 
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​  

For more tips about dissolving shapefiles in QGIS, please click here. 
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