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            INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      I published the original Excel Essentials and Easy Excel Essentials series starting in 2017. There are four core books in the Excel Essentials series, Excel for Beginners, Intermediate Excel , 50 Useful Excel Functions, and 50 More Excel Functions.

      They're meant to take a user from absolute beginner to high-level intermediate user. But sometimes people already know the basics of Excel and just want to learn that one new thing they haven't mastered, like pivot tables.

      That's what the original Easy Excel Essentials books were for, and what these new editions are for.

      In January 2026, after over eight years and over 40,000 books sold across the two series, I published updated versions of Excel Essentials.

      There aren't huge changes from the originals. They were written to let a user of any version of Excel learn the basics of Excel, and those don't change much over time. But the appearance of Excel has changed with each release, and some things that were new eight years ago are now going to be fairly standard for all users, which means they can be incorporated into the series at this point. (This is more the case for functions than anything else.)

      Since these Easy Excel Essentials titles are just an extract from the Excel Essentials books, updating those books meant also updating these books.

      If you don't have to worry about working in multiple versions of Excel, or working with users of different versions of Excel, you may want to explore one of the version-specific Easy Excel titles instead. Like Easy Excel Essentials 2019, 365, or 2024.

      You won't go wrong starting here, you just may not learn as many newer tricks for whatever you're trying to learn.

      Okay then. Assuming you want to learn only this one topic, and in a way that should work for all versions of Excel, then this is the book for you.

      This book covers the basics of working with pivot tables including how to select your data, how to create various types of pivot tables, how to include a calculated field, and the basics of formatting a pivot table.

      All of the content is taken from a chapter in Intermediate Excel. All of the screenshots are from Excel 2024.

      At the back of the book is a basic terminology section to make sure that you understand what I mean when I use different terms.

      With that said, let's get started.
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      Now that we had a breather, let’s dive back into one of the most useful things you can do in Excel, which is create a pivot table of your data. A pivot table takes rows and rows of data and puts it into nice summary tables based on the criteria you set. I use these all the time. If you only learn one thing from this guide, let it be pivot tables.

      As an example, say you run a small business and had 10,000 sales this year, and now you want to know who your best customer was. One way to do that would be to use subtotals, which we’ll talk about later.

      But what if you also wanted to know total sales for each customer by month at the same time? Or for the last five years broken down by month? So customer, year, month.

      A pivot table will let you easily find that answer in less than five minutes. (Assuming your data is well-formatted.)

      Sounds great, right? It is.

      Before we dive in though, you need your information organized in the right format.

      The mistake a lot of people make is that they’ll list information in a worksheet in a report format instead of as data that can be manipulated. So maybe Row 5 is customer name. And then below that Rows 6 through 10 contain transaction information for that customer. And then Row 11 is another customer name with Rows 12 through 14 showing transactions for that customer.

      Don’t do that. (And if you really want to dive in on this in more detail I have since written a book called How to Gather and Use Data for Business Analysis that talks about this and a lot more that you need to think about when trying to gather and analyze data to support your business.)

      Data that is organized more like a report is data you can’t sort, filter, or use to create pivot tables. Always have one place where you simply list your data so that it can be analyzed. You can then use that worksheet to create your summary reports and analysis elsewhere.

      Here are two examples, one of a bad data layout, one of a good data layout:

      
        
          [image: Bad data layout with customer name on one row followed by transaction information and with quantity and product combined in one field.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Good data layout where all information needed for an analysis is on one row per product purchase.]
        

      

      You can’t easily do any analysis with the bad data layout. How many units did each customer buy? How many widgets vs. whatsits did they both buy? You’d have to manually calculate that because of the way the data is recorded. Possible for the two entries we have here. A nightmare if we had 1,000 customers.

      In contrast, look at the good data layout example. It’s the same information. But now we can find those answers with filtering, a formula, or a pivot table.

      So what are the rules? How should you structure your data to get the most use out of it?

      
        	Put labels for each column of data in a single row. (I sometimes call this the header row and I prefer it to be in Row 1 if possible, but it doesn’t have to be.)

        	Directly below that, list your data with one row per entry.

        	Do not include summary rows.

        	Do not group your data with some sort of breakdown like “country” or “customer”. If information repeats, do it within each row of data.

        	No skipped columns. No skipped rows. (Excel will treat blank rows as valid sources of data so will include them in your pivot table. Blank columns will generate an error message and prevent you from being able to create the pivot table.)

        	Only have one type of data (date, currency, text) per column. So not “1 widget” but quantity in one column, product in another.

        	Make sure that your numbers are formatted as numbers, your dates are formatted as dates, and your text entries are standardized. (Standardized means you don’t want widget and widgets, choose one or the other. In cases where my raw data has a variety of values that represent the same thing, I leave the original values alone and create a new column where I can standardize. That’s so I can go back if I make a mistake. Try not to overwrite your original data if at all possible.)

        	To the extent you can, have a separate column for anything you might want to analyze and for any value you want to use to separate your data. Above, for example, I have customer name, date, and item in separate columns because those are potential ways I want to parse out my data. I also have quantity sold, unit price, and total paid because I might want either the totals or averages of each one.

      

      The analysis you can perform and how long it takes to do depends one hundred percent on how you structure your data. And it’s often easier to capture more data up front than to go back and fill in missed data later.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Okay, then. Assuming you have a good set of data to work with, it’s time to create a pivot table.

      
        
        Select Data

      

      

      If it’s the entire worksheet and your header row is Row 1, you can Select All by clicking in the top left corner or using Ctrl + A.

      If the data starts lower down in the worksheet, just select the rows that make up your data table, being sure that the top row you select is your header row that has your column labels in it.

      
        
        Insert Pivot Table

      

      

      Once you've selected your data table, go to the Insert tab and click on PivotTable in the Tables section on the left-hand side.

      If you accidentally click on the arrow under PivotTable, click on From Table/Range in the dropdown menu.

      
        
          [image: Pivot Table option in the Insert tab with help text visible.]
        

      

      This will bring up the PivotTable From Table or Range dialogue box:

      
        
          [image: Dialogue box for inserting a pivot table.]
        

      

      If you already selected your data, there should be nothing you need to edit in the dialogue box; just click OK.

      (I do sometimes click on Existing Worksheet and then click on a cell to the right of the data in that same worksheet if I want my pivot table next to my data, but for now we’ll just put it in a new worksheet. Pivot tables are dynamic and can change in size, so you have to be careful if you put one in an existing worksheet that you don't overwrite the other content in that worksheet.)

      Excel will take the data you selected, insert a new worksheet, and be ready for you to build your pivot table there.

      You should see a blank pivot table on the left-hand side and a task pane on the right-hand side listing the available pivot table fields on top and with sections for building your table on the bottom.

      
        
          [image: Excel worksheet showing pivot table task pane and blank pivot table.]
        

      

      
        
        Build Pivot Table

      

      

      To build a pivot table left-click and drag the name of the fields you want to use from the top of the task pane to one of the sections in the bottom of the task pane.

      (In older versions of Excel you could also drag to the table itself and build that way, but that is no longer a default option.)

      Here I dragged Customer to the Rows section and Quantity and Total to the Values section. Excel recognized Quantity and Total as numbers so automatically set it to Sum those values.

      
        
          [image: Lower section of pivot table task pane with Customer Name in Rows and Quantity and Total in Values.]
        

      

      This created a pivot table where you can see the quantity bought and total paid by each customer:

      
        
          [image: Pivot table of customer quantity and total.]
        

      

      Reading the pivot table we can see that Albert Smith bought 13 units and paid $200 while Ricardo Martinez bought 35 units and paid $505.

      One thing to be cautious of when working with pivot tables is that they’re dynamic. The number of rows is not set and the number of columns can easily change based upon your choices of what to include or not include in the table.

      At the same time, any note or manually created calculation outside of the pivot table will stay where it is. That means, for example, that a manual calculation for Customer Jones in Row 6 will look like it's a calculation for a different customer if the pivot table updates and moves Jones to Row 8.

      Excel will also write over any text outside the pivot table if it needs to. So any text below or to the right of the pivot table is always in danger of being lost when the pivot table updates.

      This is the reason I tend to build them as I need them but not keep them long-term.

      If you do set up a pivot table that you want to repeatedly run—which I can see doing if you get fancy with the settings we’re going to talk about in a moment and the data updates over time—just be careful that you (a) set the pivot table data range to cover any new values you’re going to add later (i.e., select columns instead of a specific cell range if possible) and (b) don’t add other text or calculations around the table.

      If you want to use a pivot table value in a calculation, note that the reference used is not a cell reference. Instead you will see something like: GETPIVOTDATA("Sum of Total",$A$3,"Customer Name","Albert Smith") instead of B4. That means that a formula that references a pivot table value will remain accurate even if the pivot table updates. But unless you were careful with labeling what you did with that formula, it may not be clear what the formula is actually calculating.

      
        
        Remove Field

      

      

      To remove a field, right-click on it either in the pivot table or the bottom of the task pane, and choose the Remove option from the dropdown menu.

      If you only used the field once, you can also just uncheck the box next to the field name in the top of the task pane.

      
        
        Date Fields

      

      

      In newer versions of Excel, when you use a field that Excel believes is a date field, Excel will automatically insert up to four fields: (1) the actual date, and then (2) a field for months, (3) a field for quarters, and (4) a field for years, all derived from the dates in that field.

      If your dates all fall in one year, you won't see the year field. Same for quarters and months. They only appear if there is more than one of that particular value.

      Remove the ones you don’t want to use. (I often want the year and month not the actual date, for example, so I uncheck the date field and quarter field after Excel creates all four.)

      
        
        Change Calculation Type

      

      

      For each field you drag to the Values section, look at the calculation that Excel decided to perform on that field. Above it was Sum, which is what we wanted. But sometimes Excel will default to Count

      
      
        
          [image: Pivot table task pane field dropdown menu with Value Field Settings listed.]
        

      

      
      
        
          [image: Value Field Settings dialogue box.]
        

      

      
      
        
          [image: Dropdown menu available from pivot table showing Summarize Values By and Show Values As options.]
        

      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Format Cells dialogue box set to Currency in foreground with Value Field Settings dialogue box in background.]
        

      

      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Pivot table of customer quantity and total with both formatted and quantity set to percent of whole.]
        

      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      
        
          [image: Pivot table task pane showing Values section with two separate calculations for Total.]
        

      

      
      
        
          [image: Pivot table with calculations of sum of total and average of total.]
        

      

      
      
        
          [image: Pivot table with customer in rows and product in columns with total in the Value section.]
        

      

      
      
        
          [image: Pivot table with sum and total for each product in the columns.]
        

      

      
      
      
        
          [image: Bottom corner of the pivot table task pane with Customer Name above Item in the Rows section.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Pivot table showing sum of total with customer name followed by item for each customer.]
        

      

      
      
      
        
          [image: Bottom of the pivot table task pane with Item above Customer Name in the Rows section.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Pivot table of total spent with product listed and then each customer who purchased the product under that.]
        

      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
        
          [image: Move secondary dropdown menu showing options for how to move the “Whatcha” entry within the pivot table.]
        

      

      
      
        
        
      

      

      
      
        
          [image: Bottom of the pivot table task pane showing Item in the Filters section.]
        

      

      
      
        
          [image: Filter dropdown menu in a pivot table showing a list of possible choices.]
        

      

      
      
      
        
          [image: Pivot table filtered on one result (Widget).]
        

      

      
      
      
        
        
      

      

      
      
        
          [image: Top of Excel showing PivotTable Analyze and Design tabs visible when a pivot table is selected.]
        

      

      
      
      
      
        
          [image: PivotTable Analyze tab options showing where to find Group, Slicer, Timeline, Refresh, Change Data, Clear, and where to go to insert a pivot table field that uses a formula.]
        

      

      
      
        
          [image: Pivot table Design tab showing where to find options for Subtotal, Grand Total, custom layout options, and pre-formatted layouts.]
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          [image: Image of a pivot table with cell that shows Group 1 selected and that group name visible in the formula bar. Dropdown menu is also visible with expand/collapse and group/ungroup options indicated.]
        

      

      
      
      Insert Slicer or Timeline

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Pivot table with Slicer and Timeline visible.]
        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      Refresh

      
      
      
      Change Data Source

      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Change Pivot Table Data Source dialogue box visible on top of selected data range.]
        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      Clear

      
      
      
      Calculated Fields

      
      
      
        
          [image: Insert Calculated Field dialogue box with field names, formula input field, and field name fields indicated.]
        

      

      
      
      
      Undo

      
      Subtotals and Grand Totals

      
      
      
      Report Layout Options

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Medium section of the pivot table layout dropdown menu.]
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