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PySpark: Calculate Max Value Across Columns

Introduction to Column-wise Operations in PySpark

Handling large-scale data often requires computing derived metrics based on existing features. A
common analytical task in data processing is finding the maximum value among a set of columns
for each row in a DataFrame. Unlike standard SQL aggregation, this calculation is performed
horizontally, meaning we are comparing values within a single row across different columns, rather
than comparing values vertically down a single column. This capability is essential for operations
such as calculating a historical best performance, identifying the highest recorded temperature for
a specific location across multiple sensors, or determining the peak score achieved in a series of
attempts during a quality control process.

PySpark, the Python API for Apache Spark, provides highly optimized functions tailored for these
row-level calculations. Utilizing built-in functions ensures that the processing remains efficient and
distributed across the cluster, leveraging Spark's core capabilities. For determining the maximum
value across specified columns, the dedicated function used is greatest, which is imported from the
pyspar k. sql . functi ons module. This function is specifically designed to handle the comparison
of multiple column values within the confines of a single record efficiently.

The syntax for applying this operation is clean and intuitive, focusing on creating a new derived
column that encapsulates the desired maximum value. This approach maintains the integrity of the
original data structure while enriching the DataFrame with valuable summary statistics derived row-
by-row. Below is the fundamental structure for calculating the maximum value across multiple
columns in a PySpark DataFrame, demonstrated using hypothetical score columns:

from pyspark.sgl.functions import greatest

#find max value across columns ‘gamel’, ‘game2', and 'game3’
df_new = df.withColumn(‘'max’, greatest('gamel’, 'game?2’, 'game3'))

Understanding the "greatest” Function in Detalil

The core mechanism for this operation lies within the greatest function. This function takes a

variable number of column names as arguments and, for every row, returns the maximum value
found among those specified columns. It is crucial to distinguish the “greatest” function from
standard aggregation functions like max(), which calculate the maximum value vertically for an
entire column or group of columns after a grouping operation. The “greatest™ function is strictly a
row-level, horizontal operation, designed to compare peers within the same record.

In the provided syntax, we utilize the withColumn function, a standard utility in DataFrame

manipulation. The “withColumn™ method is responsible for generating a new column, named ' max'
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in this context, based on the calculation provided by the “greatest’ function. If a column named
'max' already exists, this operation overwrites its contents; otherwise, it appends the new column
to the right side of the DataFrame. This method is fundamental for feature engineering in Spark
environments.

This specific implementation creates a new column called max that contains the highest numerical
value encountered across the values in the gamel, game2, and game3 columns for that
respective row. This pattern is highly efficient and recommended for maximizing performance in
distributed computing environments like Apache Spark. By leveraging built-in functions, the Spark
catalyst optimizer can efficiently plan and execute the transformation across the cluster nodes
without requiring data shuffling, as the operation is purely localized to the row being processed.

Practical Example: Setting Up Scoring Data Analysis

To demonstrate the functionality of calculating row-wise maximum values, we will use a practical
scenario involving sports analytics. Suppose we have a dataset tracking the points scored by
several professional basketball teams across three distinct games. Our goal is to determine the
highest score achieved by each team within this short series. This provides a clear, actionable
metric for evaluating peak performance instantly, which could be used for performance metrics or
comparative ranking.

Before performing the calculation, we must first initialize the PySpark environment and construct
the initial DataFrame. This setup phase ensures that the necessary context for distributed
computing, provided by the SparkSession, is active, allowing us to load and manipulate the data
efficiently. The data structure will include a team identifier column and three numerical columns
representing the scores in 'gamel', 'game2', and 'game3', mimicking typical structured
performance data.

The following code snippet illustrates the setup process, including the definition of the data and
schema, creation of the DataFrame, and finally, displaying the initial structure to confirm its
accuracy before proceeding with the maximum calculation. This crucial preliminary step ensures
that the data is correctly ingested and typed. Notice how Spar kSessi on. bui | der. get Or Cr eat e()
manages the Spark application lifecycle, and the structure of the resulting DataFrame confirms the
schema before any transformation takes place.

from pyspark.sql import SparkSession
spark = SparkSession.builder.getOrCreate()

#define data
data =,
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#define column names
columns =

#create dataframe using data and column names
df = spark.createDataFrame(data, columns)

#view dataframe
df.show()

B — S S E +
| team|gamel|game2|game3]|
B — R e — e — +

| Mavs| 25| 11| 10|

| Nets| 22| 8| 14|

| Hawks| 14| 22| 10|

| Kings| 30| 22| 35|

| Bulls| 15| 14| 12|

|Blazers| 10| 14| 18|

B — S S E +

Executing the Row-Wise Maximum Calculation

With the initial DataFrame, df , successfully created and displayed, the next step is to introduce the
new calculated metric. We aim to append a column, provisionally named max, that summarizes
the highest score recorded for each team across the three games ('gamel’, '‘game2', and 'game3").
This calculation needs to be applied row-by-row, evaluating the three score columns
simultaneously. The goal is to obtain a single maximum value per team derived from their
performance data.

We achieve this by importing the greatest function and integrating it within the withColumn function

call. The column names passed to gr eat est specify the set of features over which the maximum
value must be determined. This powerful combination of functions allows for efficient, distributed
computation of derived features, a cornerstone of large-scale data transformation in Spark.

This operation is designed to be highly scalable; the original columns remain untouched, and the
transformation results in a new DataFrame, df _new, which includes the additional summary
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column. This practice of generating a new DataFrame instead of modifying the old one adheres to
Spark's philosophy of data immutability. The resulting DataFrame clearly shows the peak
performance achieved by each team in this short series, which is a powerful metric for immediate
comparative analysis and subsequent analytical steps.

from pyspark.sgl.functions import greatest

#find max value across columns '‘gamel’, ‘game2', and 'game3’
df _new = df.withColumn('max’, greatest('gamel’, ‘game2’, ‘game3’))

#view new DataFrame
df_new.show()

R — — — — S
| team|gamel|game2|game3|max]|
B — S — E— B — +---+

| Mavs| 25| 11] 10| 25|

| Nets| 22| 8| 14| 22|

| Hawks| 14| 22| 10| 22|

| Kings| 30] 22| 35| 35|

| Bulls| 15| 14| 12| 15|

|Blazers| 10| 14| 18| 18|

R — — — — S

Analyzing the Transformation Results

Upon reviewing the output of df _new. show(), we can clearly see the newly added column, max,
positioned on the far right of the DataFrame. This column successfully contains the maximum
numerical value derived from the corresponding scores in the gamel, game2, and game3
columns for every single row. This outcome confirms the successful application and proper
functionality of the greatest function in conjunction with the "withColumn’ transformation.

For specific verification, consider the 'Kings' entry: the scores were 30, 22, and 35. The calculated
maximum in the new max column is correctly reported as 35, reflecting their best game
performance. Similarly, the 'Mavs' recorded scores of 25, 11, and 10, correctly yielding a maximum
value of 25. This row-level comparison effectively summarizes the peak metric across the specified
series of features.

We can summarize the transformation's effect on key data points:

The maximum score achieved by the Mavs player is correctly identified as 25, derived from the
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highest value among .
The maximum score achieved by the Nets player is 22, representing the highest score among .
The maximum score achieved by the Hawks player is 22, derived from the scores .

This resulting DataFrame is now fully augmented and ready for further downstream analysis,
where the peak performance metric can be used immediately for tasks such as player ranking,
filtering for top performers, or detailed visualization purposes without needing secondary
aggregation steps.

Deep Dive into the "withColumn™ Function

The success and performance efficiency of this operation in a distributed environment are largely
attributable to the withColumn function available in PySpark DataFrames. This function is

fundamentally used to return a new DataFrame by either adding a new column based on a
specified expression or replacing an existing column with the results of that expression, making it a
cornerstone for feature engineering and data preparation within the Spark framework.

In our context, the instruction df . wi t hCol uim(' max', greatest(...)) explicitly tells Spark to
calculate the value using the optimized “greatest” logic and assign the result to the column named
'max’. It is essential to remember that the original DataFrame, df , remains unchanged due to the
fundamental immutable nature of Spark DataFrames. The transformation creates df _new, which is
a derivative containing the original data plus the newly computed column, preserving the audit trail
and consistency of the data pipeline.

The efficiency of “"withColumn™ stems from its tight integration with the Spark execution engine.
Because it is a Spark native function, its execution is fully optimized for distributed processing. It
ensures that all calculations are pushed down to and executed on the worker nodes, avoiding
unnecessary data serialization and collection at the driver program. This inherent scalability is why
using native functions like "withColumn™ with internal expressions is vastly preferred over
developing custom Python UDFs for simple, row-wise arithmetic operations.

Handling Edge Cases: Data Types and Null Values

When leveraging the greatest function, careful consideration of data types is paramount. All input

columns specified must be of compatible numerical or comparable types. This means that if scores
are being compared, all columns must be integers or floating-point numbers. Attempting to pass
mixed types, such as comparing a string column with an integer column, may either result in an
analysis exception or unpredictable behavior based on implicit casting rules, which should
generally be avoided in production environments.

The presence of null values represents a significant edge case. The standard behavior of the
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“greatest” function in PySpark concerning nulls is that if any of the input values for a given row is
null, the result of the "greatest” function for that row will also propagate as null. For instance, if
'‘gamel’ is 20, 'game2' is 15, and ‘game3' is null, the resulting ‘'max’ column will be null.

For robust data pipelines where nulls must not automatically lead to a null maximum, data cleaning
or imputation strategies must be applied beforehand. Engineers can use functions like fi | | na(0)
on the score columns to replace missing values with a designated neutral value (like zero, if
appropriate for scores) before applying gr eat est . Alternatively, for more complex scenarios,
techniques involving coal esce() or conditional expressions might be necessary to ensure that the
maximum is calculated only over non-null values, deviating from the simple “greatest™ function
structure.

Alternative Approaches and Conclusion

While the functional API using greatest () is highly recommended for its directness and
performance in PySpark, it is also possible to achieve the same result using raw Spark SQL
expressions via the expr function (also available within pyspar k. sqgl . f uncti ons). This method
offers flexibility, especially when integrating with existing SQL-centric workflows or when the logic
involves complex nested expressions that might be clearer using declarative SQL syntax.

To perform the same maximum calculation using SQL syntax, the code would involve importing
expr and wrapping the standard SQL GREATEST function call within the withColumn function. This

confirms that PySpark often provides multiple pathways to the same end result, allowing
developers to choose the syntax that best fits their team's standards or the complexity of the task
at hand.

In conclusion, calculating the maximum value across multiple columns in a PySpark DataFrame is
an essential row-wise transformation, efficiently accomplished through the use of the native
gr eat est function combined with the wi t hCol unm method. This combination ensures scalability,
performance, and clean code when processing vast datasets, reliably extracting the peak metric for
each record based on its feature set.
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