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      This book is the second book in the Excel Essentials 2019 series.

      In the first book of the series, Excel 2019 Beginner, we covered almost all of what you need to know to work in Excel on a daily basis such as how to open, close, and save files, how to input data, how to format it, some basic ways to manipulate your data such as filtering and sorting, and how to print the results.

      (So if you don’t know those things, start there first.)

      In this book we’re going to take the next step and learn very useful ways to work in Excel that you probably won’t need on a day-to-day basis but that will come in incredibly handy when you do need them. Things like conditional formatting, PivotTables, and charts as well as a few other little tips and tricks I’ve learned along the way such as removing duplicate values, converting text to columns, and limiting allowed inputs in cells.

      What we will not cover here, because it’s covered in the third book in this series, is functions. Excel 2019 Formulas and Functions covers more functions than you probably ever wanted to know about. (Approximately a hundred of them.) So if your real interest is in how to use functions in Excel, that’s the book you want.

      I’d highly recommend mastering the content of Excel 2019 Beginner before reading this book or the formulas and functions one (although if you’ve learned it elsewhere that works, too), but once you’re comfortable in Excel Excel 2019 Intermediate and Excel 2019 Formulas and Functions can be read in any order and are written to be standalone books.

      Also, as I did in Excel 2019 Beginner, at the end I’ll discuss how to find the answer when you want to do something I haven’t covered. There are a number of excellent help resources out there that you should be able to use once you have a solid understanding of how Excel works and therefore what’s possible.

      I should note here as well that even after three books we will not have covered everything you can do in Excel. For example, I’m not going to try to teach you how to use macros because you can really mess things up if you get them wrong and most people will never need them. Also, I’m not going to talk about VBA or how to use Excel to create a database. But I can also tell you that in over twenty-five years of using Excel I’ve rarely if ever needed any of that.

      So the goal of this series is not to cover every single solitary thing you could ever want to know about Excel. It’s to give you the information you need to use Excel on a regular basis with as little extraneous information as possible.

      Okay?

      One other note. While this book contains a large number of screenshots to show you what I’m talking about this is not a book that contains exercises for you to do. This book should be self-contained so that you can read it on your commute or wherever you have time to read it. For me with Excel often the key is simply knowing that something can be done and then playing around to make it happen once that time comes.

      Finally, this book is written specifically for users of Excel 2019. If you’re using an older version of Excel it is possible that there will be certain things that do not work the same way in your version or that only exist in Excel 2019. Now that we’re moving into intermediate-level topics this becomes much more likely.

      (I did write a book called Intermediate Excel that is still available and was written using Excel 2013. That book was written to be generally applicable to all versions of Excel from Excel 2007 onward and covers most of the same material as this book if that’s an issue for you.)

      Alright. Let’s get started. First we’ll do a quick review of basic terminology and then we’ll dive into the fun stuff with conditional formatting.
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      Most of the terminology I use is pretty standard but I think I do have a few quirks in how I refer to things, so be sure to do a quick skim of this section just to make sure we’re on the same page. This is meant to be a refresher only. These terms were initially taught in Excel 2019 Beginner.

      
        
        Column

      

      

      Excel uses columns and rows to display information. Columns run across the top of the worksheet and, unless you've done something funky with your settings, are identified using letters of the alphabet.

      
        
        Row

      

      

      Rows run down the side of the worksheet and are numbered starting at 1 and up to a very high number. In Excel 2019 that number is 1048576.

      
        
        Cell

      

      

      A cell is a combination of a column and row that is identified by the letter of the column it's in and the number of the row it's in. For example, Cell A1 is the cell in the first column and first row of a worksheet.

      
        
        Click

      

      

      If I tell you to click on something, that means to use your mouse (or trackpad) to move the cursor on the screen over to a specific location and left-click or right-click on the option. (See the next definition for the difference between left-click and right-click).

      If you left-click, this generally selects the item. If you right-click, this generally creates a dropdown list of options to choose from. If I don't tell you which to do, left- or right-click, then left-click.

      
        
        Left-click/Right-click

      

      

      If you look at your mouse or your trackpad, you generally have two flat buttons to press. One is on the left side, one is on the right. If I say left-click that means to press down on the button on the left. If I say right-click that means press down on the button on the right. (If you're used to using Word or Excel you may already do this without even thinking about it. If that's the case then think of left-click as what you usually use to select text and right-click as what you use to see a menu of choices.)

      
        
        Spreadsheet

      

      

      I'll try to avoid using this term, but if I do use it, I'll mean your entire Excel file. It's a little confusing because it can sometimes also be used to mean a specific worksheet, which is why I'll try to avoid it as much as possible.

      
        
        Worksheet

      

      

      This is the term I'll use as much as possible. A worksheet is a combination of rows and columns that you can enter data in. When you open an Excel file, it opens to Sheet1.

      
        
        Workbook

      

      

      I don’t use this term often, but it may come up. A workbook is an Excel file and can contain multiple worksheets. The default file type for an Excel 2019 workbook is a .xlsx file type.

      
        
        Formula Bar

      

      

      This is the long white bar at the top of the screen with the ƒχ symbol next to it.

      
        
        Tab

      

      

      I refer to the menu choices at the top of the screen (File, Home, Insert, Page Layout, Formulas, Data, Review, View, and Help) as tabs. Note how they look like folder tabs from an old-time filing system when selected? That's why.

      
        
        Data

      

      

      I use data and information interchangeably. Whatever information you put into a worksheet is your data or data set.

      
        
        Select

      

      

      If I tell you to "select" cells, that means to highlight them. Same with text.

      
        
        Arrow

      

      

      If I say that you can "arrow" to something that just means to use the arrow keys to navigate from one cell to another.

      
        
        Cell Notation

      

      

      We may end up talking about cell ranges in this book. Excel uses a very specific type of cell notation. We already mentioned that a cell is referenced based upon the letter of its column and the number of its row. So A1 is the cell in Column A and Row 1. (When used as cell notation you don’t need to include Cell before the A1.)

      To reference a range of cells Excel uses the colon (:) and the comma (,). A colon between cells means “through”. So A1:B25 means all of the cells between Cell A1 and Cell B25 which is all of the cells in Columns A and B and Rows 1 through 25. A comma means and. So A1,B25 would be Cells A1 and B25 only.

      When in doubt, go into Excel, type = and the cell range, hit enter, and then double-click back into that cell. Excel will highlight all of the cells in the range you entered.

      
        
        Dialogue Box

      

      

      I will sometimes refer to dialogue boxes. These are the boxes that occasionally pop up with additional options for you to choose from for a particular task.

      
        
        Paste Special – Values

      

      

      Paste Special - Values is a special type of pasting option which I often use to remove formulas from my data or to remove a pivot table but keep the table it created. If I tell you to Paste Special - Values that means use the Values paste option which is the one with a 123 on the clipboard.

      
        
        Dropdown

      

      

      I will occasionally refer to a dropdown or dropdown menu. This is generally a list of potential choices that you can select from if you right-click on your worksheet or on one of the arrows next to an option in the tabs at the top. For example, if you go to the Home tab and click on the arrow under Paste, you will see additional options listed in a paste dropdown menu.

      
        
        Task Pane

      

      

      I am going to call the separate standalone pane that appears on the right-hand side of the screen on occasion a task pane. These appear for PivotTables, charts, and the Help function.
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      Alright then. Let’s dive right in with a conversation about conditional formatting.

      What is it and why would you want to use it?

      At its most basic, conditional formatting is a set of rules you can apply to your data that help you see when certain criteria have been met.

      I, for example, use it in my budget worksheet where I list my bank account values. I have minimum balance requirements on my checking and savings accounts, so both of the cells where I list those minimum required balances are set up with conditional formatting that will color those cells red if the balance in either account drops below the minimum requirement.

      This helps remind me of those requirements, because I’m not always thinking about them when I move money around.

      Another example of how to use conditional formatting would be if you track payments people owe you in Excel. You could either set up conditional formatting to flag when a payment is more than 30 days past its due date or when the date is outside of a specified range.

      Conditional formatting is also useful when you have a set of data and want to easily flag certain results as good or bad. In my prior career I had to look for customer transactions where the customer paid a commission of over 5%. Sometimes there were thousands of lines of data, but I could have set up a conditional formatting rule that shaded any value over 5% red which would have made it very easy to scan my results and see the ones that were too high.

      Even better, you can actually combine conditional formatting with filtering so that you first apply your conditional formatting (in this case turning all values over 5% red) and then your filter the data using Cell Color or Font Color so that you’re only seeing the rows with data that was flagged.

      The easiest way to see how conditional formatting works is to walk through an example. So let’s do that.
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      One of my favorite things to create in Excel is a two-variable analysis grid. This takes one item, say price, and puts it across the top of a table. And then takes another item, say units sold, and puts that down the side of the table. The center of the table is then a calculation of the result for all possible combinations of your two variables.

      Here is one I already built that calculates the amount earned at various combinations of price and units sold.

      
        
          [image: Two variable analysis grid]
        

      

      See the prices along the top and the units along the side and how at the intersection of each price and unit combination the value is the price multiplied times the number of units?

      Now. Let’s say that you need to earn at least $500 in order to make a profit on selling whatever this product is. There are a number of ways to do that. You could sell 500 units for $1. You could sell 100 units for $5.

      It’s possible to just look through the values and manually identify the ones that are over $500, but this is where conditional formatting can be incredibly helpful.

      We’re now going to apply shading to those calculated values so that we can quickly and easily see each value that is $500 or more.

      First step, highlight the cells we want to apply our formatting to.

      Next, we go the Styles section of the Home tab and click on the arrow under Conditional Formatting to see the dropdown menu.

      We’re going to choose the first option in that dropdown which is Highlight Cells Rules. If you hold your mouse over that text it will bring up a secondary dropdown menu with a large variety of choices.

      Specifically, you can choose from Greater Than, Less Than, Between, Equal To, Text That Contains, A Date Occurring, and Duplicate Values. There’s also a More Rules option at the bottom that will bring up the New Formatting Rule dialogue box. But for now we’re going to choose Greater Than.

      
        
          [image: Highlight Cells Rules dropdown]
        

      

      This brings up the Greater Than dialogue box which has two inputs. On the left-hand side you specify the value that you want to use for your greater than condition and on the right-hand side you choose the type of format you want to apply to your cells if that condition is met.

      
        
          [image: Greater Than dialogue box]
        

      

      In the screenshot above I have actually made an error in what I chose. Because this is a GREATER THAN condition which means if I enter 500 then only values above 500 will be formatted the way I want. What I need to enter is 499.99 instead.

      You can’t see it here, but as you enter your values in the dialogue box and choose your formatting Excel will apply that formatting to the worksheet so you can see what the result is going to be before you give the final OK. In a scenario like this one where I want to flag the good results I usually use the Green Fill with Dark Green Text option because green = good, red = bad, at least in the U.S.

      For a basic, simple analysis like this one the Light Red Fill with Dark Red Text and the Green Fill with Dark Green Text options usually do all you need. But there is a Custom Format option at the bottom of that dropdown that will let you apply pretty much any formatting you want via the Format Cells dialogue box.

      
        
          [image: Format Cells dialogue box]
        

      

      Font and Font Size are grayed out, but borders, fill color, font style, number format, etc. are all available.

      I was just able to choose to format my text with a purple font and in italics.  But let’s just change that back to Green with Green and click OK.

      Here we are:

      
        
          [image: Two variable analysis grid with values of 500 or more highlighted]
        

      

      Compare this to our earlier version of the grid and you can see that there are now six cells that have shading on them. (And if this were in color you’d see that they are green with green text.)

      All six of those cells meet our condition of being equal to or greater than $499.99. Now,with a simple glance we can see what combinations of price and units get us to our goal.

      The other options in that Highlight Cells Rules dropdown work basically the exact same way. Each one you select will bring up a dialogue box where you input your parameter and select your formatting. The only real difference is what type of analysis it’s doing. (Greater Than, Less Than, etc.)

      The duplicate values option is a little weird because it doesn’t discriminate between different values. In our sample data table we have two cells with a value of $50, two cells with a value of $100, and two cells with a value of $500. If I select the cells in my data table and tell Excel to highlight duplicate values, this is what I get:

      
        
          [image: Two variable analysis grid with duplicates highlighted]
        

      

      Even though there are three separate values that are duplicated, all six cells with duplicate values are formatted the exact same way.

      I personally don’t find that tremendously useful because I then still have to distinguish between the $50, $100, and $500 values. Most times when I’m looking for duplicates it is so I can eliminate one (or more) entry with the same value.

      The date option is a bit odd as well because you can’t specify a date or date range to use. It only lets you flag a date occurring yesterday, today, tomorrow, in the last seven days, last week, this week, next week, last month, this month, or next month.

      Depending on what you want to use it for, those options could be very useful or very limited.
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