Become strong in Excel (2.0) - 5 Tips To Rock A Spreadsheet!
Hi folks!

Before beginning the article, | just wanted to thank Brian Allan for starting an interesting discussion on
what “Strong at Excel” means — without his topic, | wouldn’t have written this.

Also, thank you to Bernard from the ACP AdvisorNet team for aiding me through the process of writing
this article.

One house-keeping tip before we dive into the (wonderful) world of Excel:

I've also created a free sample file to aid you in practicing the tips mentioned in this guide. This file
makes it a lot easier to practice, and make sense, of the examples I’'m about to go through.

One last thing, if this is your first time opening Excel, some of these tips might be too hard to get right
away (instead, start with this guide on how to use Excel — then return back to these 5 tips).

Okay, with this out of the way, let’s get into the details!

Have you found yourself browsing for job openings only to find listing after listing requiring some level
of Microsoft Excel skill? Or maybe you are currently in a role where you feel you could be getting more
accomplished if you could just add a few of the right skills quickly.

In this article, we will cover five top Excel skills that will elevate your expertise immediately. While these
tips barely scratch the surface, each one can have immediate impact and get you noticed. If you are just
a beginner, you are in the right place. These are all very simple to learn and each will set you on a path
to further skill development. Let’s get started!

Tip #1: Text-To-Columns

Often, you will be presented with raw data that needs cleaning up. It will need some Excel magic to
make it usable.

Let’s consider a pretty common case where you have address data in a single column, but you need to
quickly parse out the city, state and postal code into their own separate columns.


https://acp-advisornet.org/questions/1984
https://spreadsheeto.com/how-to-use-excel/

A B | C
[ addess |
Kansas City, MO, 64106
Dallas, TX, 75219
Kansas City, MO, 64113
Sugar Creek, MO, 64054
Kansas City, MO, 64106
Kansas City, MO, 64113
Independence, MO, 64050
Dallas, TX, 75219
Dallas, TX, 75219
Independence, MO, 64058
Independence, MO, 64058
Duluth, GA, 30097
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The first thing to do is select the proper column by clicking its letter above (for instance ‘A’). Next, find
the ‘Data Tools’ group on the Data tab and click on ‘Text to Columns’.
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1 Address For example, you can separate a
column of full names into separate
2 Kansas City, MO, 64106 first and last name columns.
i .
3 Dallas, TX, 75219 You can choose how to split it up:
L fixed width or split at each comma,
4 Kansas City, MO, 64113 period, or other character.
5 Sugar Creek, MO, 64054 @ Tell me more
6 Kansas City, MO, 64106

The ‘Convert Text to Columns Wizard’ will now appear. Step 1 of 3 detects that our data has a delimiter
— commas (change that if you need to). Click ‘Next’.



The Text Wizard has determined that your data is Delimited.

If this is correct, choose Mext, or choose the data type that best describes your data.
Original data type
Chcucus_e the file type that best describes your data:

®

- Characters such as commas or tabs separate each field.
() Fixed width

- Fields are aligned in columns with spaces between each field.

Preview of selected data:

TX, 75213
Fansas City, MO, ©4113
Fugar Creek, MO, ©4054

Cancel || < Back || Mext || Finish

In Step 2 of the wizard, you will now uncheck the ‘Tab’ box and instead check the ‘Comma’ box to make
sure the text gets separated at the commas.

This screen lets you set the delimiters your data contains. You can see how your text is affected
in the preview below,
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Notice that the ‘Data preview’ textbox shows you the data how it looks now that it's been separated
where the commas were. Click ‘Next’ to move onto step 3.

This screen lets you select each column and set the Data Format,

Column data format

(®) General

‘General’ converts numeric values to numbers, date values
to dates, and all remaining values to text,

A Advanced...

[:J Do not import column [skip)

Destination: | 5451

Data preview

This step allows you to change the data format and choose the destination for the data. By default, the
destination is the top of the original range. When we click ‘Finish’, the data in our sheet now resembles
the data preview from the wizard. We can now change and add headers to fit our needs.
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1 city state zip

2 Kansas City MO 64106
3 Dallas X 75219
4 Kansas City MO 64113
5 |Sugar Creek MO 64054
6 Kansas City MO 64106
7 Kansas City MO 64113
8 |Independence MO 64050
9 |Dallas X 75219
10 |Dallas X 75219
11 |Independence MO 64058
12 Independence MO 64058




Tip #2: Conditional Formatting

Conditional formatting allows for the use of color fill and icons to bring visual meaning to your
spreadsheet data. There are many default formats available but you can also create your own rules
using formulas.

One of the more useful default conditional formatting settings is one that highlights duplicate values in a
range. First, make sure the relevant range of data is selected, and go to the ‘Styles’ group on the Home
tab and click on ‘Conditional Formatting'.
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Hover over ‘Highlight Cells’ and find ‘Duplicate Values...” in the menu list that appears.
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Now the ‘Duplicate Values’ dialog appears. Simply click ‘OK’ to accept the default.
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Note the dropdowns that contain default rules available and some default formatting options. Now all of
the duplicate values in our range will be highlighted with red text and pink fill.
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10
11
12
13 |Duluth, GA, 30097

14 |Dallas. TX. 75219

3: Pivot Tables

Another must-have skill you need to look like an Excel pro is the ability to create a Pivot Table. While this
skill seems impressive, it’s also not really that difficult to learn.

Let’s say you have some sales data. It's simply sales totals by region and quarter. Sure, we could simply
do some custom sorting, but creating a Pivot Table is just as simple and will allow more flexibility.



A B c D

Region  Quarter Sales Total

1

2 West 1 54,879
3 South 4 $7.746
4 North 2 57,621
5 North 4 $3,740
6 East 3 $9,871
7 South 4 $6,107
8 South 2 $11,521
9 West 1 $5,837
10 ' West 3 $5,786
11 North 4 $3,305
12 |East 4 54,799
13 North 3 54,812
14 | East 3 $5,071
15 South 2 $3,290
16 North 1 $11,828
17 East 1 $9,106

Simply click a cell within the data range and then click on Pivot Table in the ‘Tables’ group of the Insert
tab.
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The Pivot Table wizard will appear.



A B C
1
2 N West 1 54,879
3 | South 4 $7,746
4 N North 2 $7,621
5 |[North 4 53,740
6 |East 3_| 59,871
7 N South 1 $6,107
8 |South 2 $11,521
9 N West 1 $5,837
10_ West 3 55,786
11_ North 4 $3,305
12 |East 4 54,799
137 North 3 54,812
14_ East 3 55,071
15_ South 2 $3,290
16_ North 1 511,828
17 |East 1 59,106

Choose the data that you want to analyze
(®) Select a table or range
Table/Range: | 'Pivot Table'!$AS1:8C521
() Use an external data source
Choose Connection...
Connection name:
Use this workbook's Data Model
Choose where you want the PivotTable report to be placed

(@]

Location: | 'Pivot Table'!SFS1
Choose whether you want to analyze multiple tables

D Add this data to the Data Model

Cancel

>
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Select ‘Existing Worksheet’ for the placement of the Pivot Table report and click ‘OK’.
your Pivot Table area anchored in the cell you previously clicked.

F1 - 13
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B Resion Quarter _Sales Tota | ]
2 |West 1 54,879 - -
3 |south 4 $7,746
4 |North 2 $7,621 To build a report, choose fields
5_|North 4 $3,740 from the PivotTable Field List
6 |East 3 $9,871
7 | South 4 $6,107
8 | South 2 $11,521
9 |West 1 $5,837 JE—
10 |West 3 $5,786
11 | North 4 $3,305
12 |East 4 $4,799
13 |North 3 $4,812 ==
14 |East 3 $5,071
15 |South 2 $3,290
16 | North 1 $11,828
17 |East 1 $9,106
18 |East 2 $9,623
19 | North 4 $4,535
N |Sauth 1 4aRa2

Now you will see
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If your version of Excel has ‘Classic’ selected for Pivot Table layout, don’t worry. This is the same thing.



A B € D

1 Region Quarter Sales Total

2 |West 1 $4,879
3 |South 4 $7,746
4 |North 2 §7,621
5 |North 4 $3,740
6 |East 3 59,871
7 |South 4 $6,107
8 |South 2 $11,521
9 |West 1 $5,837
10 |West 3 $5,786
11 |North 4 $3,305
12 |East 4 $4,799
13 |North 3 54,812
14 |East 3 $5,071
15 |South 2 $3,290
16 |North 1 511,828
17 |East 1 $9,106
18 |East 2 $9,623
19 |North 4 $4,535
20 1Snuth 1 [ We k]

PivotTable Fields ~ %
Choose fields to add to report: -
Search e
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[ Quarter
[ sales Total

More Tables...

Drag fields between areas below:

Filters Columns

Rows I Values

Notice the PivotTable Fields window on the right side of the worksheet. Click and drag ‘Region’ from the
available fields area to the Rows area below it. Then drag ‘Quarter’ to Columns. Last, drag ‘Sales Total’

to Values.
E F G H | J K

Sum of Sales Total |Quarter ~

Region - 1 2 3 4 Grand Total
East 9106 9623 14942 4799 38470
North 11828 7621 4812 11580 35841
South 9693 14811 4973 13853 43330
West 10716 5786 16502
Grand Total 41343 32055 30513 30232 134143
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Choose fields to add to report: =
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Quarter
Sales Total

More Tables...

Drag fields between areas below:

Filters Columns
Quarter -
Rows % Values
Regicn A Sum of Sales... =

If ‘Sales Total’ appears as anything other than ‘Sum of...” in the Values area, just right click on one of the
values in the Pivot Table and find ‘Value Field Settings...”. There you can select from different options like

‘Count’, ‘Max’, and ‘Average’.
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That’s it. You now have a nice summary of sales by region and quarter. Now you can experiment with
changing columns and rows for a different visualization of the data. If you want to explore Pivot Tables
in more detail, check out Spreadsheeto’s Pivot Table guide here.

Tip #4: VLOOKUP

Another one of those notoriously pro skills is knowing how to use the VLOOKUP. This built in function
has four arguments.

e ‘lookup_value’

e ‘table_array’

e ‘col_index_number’
e ‘range_lookup’

Let’s say we have a product table that list color and price by catalog number.


https://spreadsheeto.com/pivot-tables/

Bl Catalog Number Color

2 |B-10017 Grey 10.95
3 |B-10021 Grey 10.95
4 |B-10023 Black 11.49
5 |B-10018 Black 12.95
6 |B-10022 Black 24.49
7 |B-10020 Black 24.49
8 |B-10022 Grey 17.95
9 |B-10016 Black 18.95
10 |B-10019 Blue 22.49
11 |B-10016 Silver 32.95
12 |B-10021 Blue 45.95
13 |B-10016 Silver 23.95
14 | B-10020 Black 17.95
15 |B-10025 Grey 28.95
16 |B-10010 Blue 10.95
17 |B-10012 Silver 14.49
18 |B-10022 Grey 12.95
19 |B-10019 Blue 24.95
AN PR Nalat Bl MNlan 4147 NC

Now we create a lookup table where we can insert a catalog number value and get the color and price

on the go.

Catalog Number Color Price

We will do this by inserting a VLOOKUP formula into the ‘Color’ and ‘Price’ lookup fields. Let’s start with
‘Color’. Since this is a formula, we start with an “=". Then type ‘VLOOKUP’ and tab. This will add an
opening parenthesis.

Catalog Number

=VLOOKUP( |

‘JLODKUP(Imi:up_ualue, table_array, col_index_num, [range_lookup])




The tooltip appears and shows the necessary arguments. Here, we will select cell F2 as our
‘lookup_value’. This is where we will enter the catalog number that we want to lookup information for.
Our ‘table_array’ argument will be the entire range of our product table, and the ‘col_index_num’ will
be the value ‘2. This stands for the second column of the ‘table_array’. Finally, we will insert FALSE for
the ‘range_lookup’ argument. This simply tells Excel we want an exact match.

=VLOOKUFP(F2,A1:C22,2,FALSE)

D

E

Note that the ‘#N/A’ error currently appears. This is because we have yet to insert a value in F2. When
we do insert a catalog number, our VLOOKUP now shows us the color listed for that product.

B-10017
B-10018
B-10019
B-10020
B-10021
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Catalog Number Color

Grey
Grey
Black
Black
Black

Price
10.95
10.95
11.49
12.95
24.49

Price

B-10018 Grey

Now we can repeat the process for ‘Price’ by simply changing the ‘col_index_num’ argument to ‘3’.

H2

ohoLA B W P =

Catalog Number Color
B-10017
B-10018
B-10019
B-10020
B-10021

Grey
Grey
Black
Black
Black

F

Price
10.95
10.95
11.49
12.95
74.49

=VLOOKUP(F2,A1:C22,3,FALSE)

D E F G H |

Catalog Number Color Price

B-100138 Grey 10.95




5: CHARTS

One last skill to discuss that will put you at pro status is being able to insert a basic chart.

Charts are all about data visualization and they add value to any data set.

For the sake of simplicity, we will use the sales by region and quarter from our Pivot Table example.

D
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1

2 Quarter

3 1 2 3 4

4 East $9,106 $9,623| $14,942 $4,799
5 North $11,828 $7,621 $4,812| $11,580
6 South $9,693| 514,811 $4,973| 513,853
7 West $10,716 S0 $5,786 S0
8

9

To create a chart with this data, simply click on one of the cells in the range, find the ‘Charts’ group on
the Insert tab and click on either ‘Recommended Charts’ or the little arrow in the bottom right hand
corner of the ‘Charts’ group. This will expand the ‘Insert Chart’ dialog.
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Excel automatically offers its recommendations for the data set. We could go with the first clustered
columns chart but let’s scroll down to the bottom and select the stacked bar version with quarter shown
as the vertical axis and sales amount as the horizontal axis.

9
)

Insert Chart

Recommended Charts ‘AH Charts |

| | »  Stacked Bar
=& = |
= Chart Title

50 $5,000 510,000 515,000 520,000 $25,000 530,000 535,000 540,000 $45.000

WEast mNorth mSouth mWest

A stacked bar chart is used to compare parts of a whole across categories. Use
it to show how segments of a whole change over time.

mn

This will give us a valuable visualization of the data where we can not only see the total sales per quarter
in aggregate, but the stacked bars allow us to see the breakdown of that total by region. Click ‘OK” and
now you have your chart. Note that you can drag and drop the chart wherever you like. Also, the Design
tab is now activated in the ribbon showing you the different options for tweaking your chart.
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East $9,106 $9,623| 514,942 $4,799

North $11,828] 47,621 $4,812] $11,580 4
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One final thing we can do is click on the Chart Title and type our own custom title.

Regional Sales by Quarterﬁ

Quarter

[

$0  $5,000 $10,000 $15,000 $20,000 $25,000 $30,000 $35,000 $40,000 $45,000

mEast mNorth mSouth mWest

There you go!

Five quick and easy skills to learn in Excel that can make you look like a pro. Clearly, it’s not too difficult
to get acquainted with the basics of these highly sought after Excel skills. Now you can take the next
step by exploring more about each of these.

If you have any questions or comments, please let me know!



