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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is part of the Easy Excel 2024 Essentials series of titles. These are targeted titles that are excerpted from the main Excel 2024 Essentials series and are focused on one specific topic.

      If you want a more general introduction to Excel, then you should check out the Excel 2024 Essentials titles instead; in this case, Intermediate Excel 2024 which covers charts as well as a number of other topics, including pivot tables and conditional formatting.

      But if all you want is a book that covers this specific topic, then let’s continue with a discussion of how to create charts in Microsoft Excel. We’ll cover how to insert and format any chart type as well as discuss the uses for specific chart types, including bar and column charts, pie and doughnut charts, scatter plots, line charts, and histograms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARTS - TYPES

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, our next big topic is charts, which are yet another great way to visualize data. Sometimes taking a thousand rows of numbers and turning them into a pretty picture is truly the best way to understand what you’re dealing with.

      The way you build or format a chart is generally consistent across the various types of chart, but different charts are better used for different purposes, so I want to walk through chart types first, and then we’ll get into how to actually insert charts and format them in the next chapter.

      Let’s start with a high-level summary for this chapter and then walk through examples.

      Column charts, bar charts, and line charts are good choices for when you want to compare values using two different categories. For example, sales by store by month. The value is sales, the first category is store, the second category is month. I usually use these for time-series data where one of the categories is month, year, etc., but you don’t have to. I could as easily use one of these chart types for sales by store for different formats (print, ebook, audio).

      Pie, doughnut, and area charts are a good choice for when you’re doing a “part of the whole” analysis. For example, total sales by store for a year. In that case, you want a visual that shows what part of the whole year’s sales each store represented.

      Scatter charts or histograms are a good way to visualize random data and look for patterns.

      Okay, let’s look at some actual charts now to help visualize what I just said. For most of this chapter the data table we’ll be working with is this one that shows sales for four stores across six months and also includes totals for each store and for each month:

      
        
          [image: Table of data with store across the top, month down the side, and with a total column and row.]
        

      

      (It’s fake data so don’t read anything into it or get hung up on if there’s a weird number.)

      First up:

      

      
        
        Column and Bar Charts

      

      

      Column and bar charts are essentially the exact same thing, it’s just a question of whether the bars are vertical (column) or horizontal (bar). Excel includes both 2-D and 3-D versions of these charts.

      In general, 3-D feels a bit gimmicky to me—like something that would be used in a bad consulting presentation. You do you, but if you’re going to use 3-D, do it for a reason. (I do have an example of one possible use below and I have been known to be wrong before so there may be other uses out there.)

      There are three main types of column and bar charts: clustered, stacked, and 100% stacked.

      

      
        
        Clustered Charts

      

      

      Here we have both a clustered column and a clustered bar chart that show the amount earned in each store for each month:

      
        
          [image: Example of a clustered column and a clustered bar chart for stores for each month.]
        

      

      You can see that Excel created a separate column or bar for each store for each time period. The color of the column or bar stays the same for each store for each month, but the “height” of the column or bar varies month-to-month based on the sales for that particular store in that particular month.

      Amazon, for example, is the darkest color. You can easily see that within each month Amazon had the highest sales compared to the other stores, but that it went up and down across the time period. You can also see that Google (the lightest colored column/bar) had a good month in April compared to its sales in other months.

      Clustered columns are great for situations like this where you want to see the relative performance of a limited number of one category across a limited number of a second category. However, they can quickly get out of hand. Above, I have four stores and six months. That’s easy enough to read. But imagine how busy this would get if I had ten stores across twenty-four months. It’d be a nightmare.

      Also, note that it’s pretty hard to see the overall change in sales month to month. You can see the obvious ones, like the increase from February to March, but what about March to April. Did total sales go up or down? It’s not easy to see in this chart type. If that was something you needed to visualize, this chart would not be the best choice.

      

      
        
        Stacked Charts

      

      

      The next column and bar chart choice you have is a stacked chart:

      
        
          [image: Examples of stacked column and bar charts by month for different stores.]
        

      

      Stacked charts take the columns or bars used in clustered charts, and stack them on top of each other for each secondary category.

      You can see here that instead of four separate columns or bars each month, there is one, and that each colored section in that one column or bar for the month represents the sales for a specific store for that month.

      It’s still possible to see relative performance between stores within a given month. But it can be harder to see how a specific store, like Google, did over time. Amazon is on the bottom so you can still see those changes month-to-month, but try matching up the sections for Kobo and comparing them to one another. Much harder to do.

      The advantage to this chart type, though, is that you can easily see total performance across the time period much easier. Here we can immediately see that more was earned in April compared to March.

      

      
        
        100% Stacked Charts

      

      

      The next type of column or bar chart is the 100% stacked chart:

      
        
          [image: Example of 100% stacked column and bar charts.]
        

      

      The column or bar “height” on this one is always going to be the same, because it always has to add up to 100%. In this case, the portion of the bar or column assigned to each store represents the percent of the whole for that store for that month. I mentioned before with pivot tables, that sometimes I’m not as concerned with total dollar value as I am with share of what was earned. Is one of my stores slipping so that even though my revenue is going up overall, that one store is in decline?

      This chart type lets you see that better. Like the decline there March to April to May for Amazon. Why did Amazon’s share of overall sales decline during those three months? Is this a good thing (I started selling better elsewhere) or a bad thing (my biggest source of revenue is in decline)?

      I rarely use this chart type, though, because it can really hide key information. The problem with this chart type is that in one period you could have values of 1, 2, and 5, and in the next have 1000, 2000, and 5000, and they’d look exactly the same in the chart. If you’re trying to pay your rent based on the amount you earn, the difference between making $8 in a month and $8,000 in a month is very important.

      Same with disease analysis. Sure, it matters that Variant X is coming to dominate, but if Month 1 has 10,000 cases and Month 2 has 100, I think the 100 versus 10,000 is far more important than that the 100 comes 50% from Variant X instead of Variant Y.

      

      
        
        3-D Column Chart

      

      

      There is one type of column chart that is not mirrored as a bar chart, the 3-D Column Chart.

      This one actually does provide information beyond what the standard 2-D charts provide, so I want to show it to you real quick.

      The 3-D Column Chart is kind of like if you very carefully deconstructed the stacked column chart and put each piece that had been stacked one-by-one in a row behind the first piece. This lets you compare values for each store over time (left to right) as well as among stores for each month (front to back, back to front).

      Here are two examples using the same data as above:

      
        
          [image: Two examples of a 3D column chart using the same data.]
        

      

      The reason I wanted to call this one out here is also because the order of your columns impacts the appearance.

      In the left-hand 3-D chart, the tallest column is in front. This isn’t because that is Excel’s default. It’s because Amazon was the first store listed in my data table, which I’ve added below the chart so you can see it.

      In the right-hand 3-D chart, I moved Amazon’s values to the last column. That put the largest values for each month in the back row and, I personally think, made the chart easier to read. Note, though, that it also changed the color assigned to Amazon and the other stores. That’s because colors are just assigned down the line from first to last and Amazon is now last. (You can customize colors. We’ll discuss that in the next chapter.)

      

      
        
        Pie and Doughnut Charts

      

      

      A doughnut chart is just a pie chart with the middle missing. I’d say pie charts are more of a traditional look while doughnut charts are more of a modern look, but it’s the exact same information.

      Here are examples using our data from above, that show share of total sales by store for the entire time period:

      
        
          [image: Examples of a pie and doughnut chart for sales by store.]
        

      

      In both charts you can easily see that Amazon has the biggest share, and that Google is second. But note that these are part-of-the-whole-type charts, so you don’t see actual values. You don’t know if this is a chart of $8 in sales or $8,000 in sales.

      There are three other types of pie chart in Excel. One is a 3-D version, which I consider gimmicky. The others are a pie of pie chart and a bar of pie chart. I’ll cover them so you understand them, but use them with caution.

      

      
        
        Breakout Pie Charts

      

      

      Pie of pie charts and bar of pie charts do the exact same thing, they break out a part of your data from your main pie chart into a separate chart. Here we have share of total sales by month in a standard pie chart, a pie of pie chart, and a bar of pie chart:

      
        
          [image: Examples of a standard pie chart and the same data as a pie of pie and a bar of pie chart.]
        

      

      If you look at the standard pie chart, it’s pretty easy to see that the two biggest months are March and April, the two bottom slices in the pie.

      (In Excel you can hold your mouse over a chart element, like a pie slice, to see its label and value if you’re not sure which color in the legend (guide) matches to that particular element. There are also formatting options to have Excel display labels and values on the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
        
          [image: Example line chart with sales by month.]
        

      

      
      
      
        
          [image: Example line with markers chart showing different lines for four stores over six months.]
        

      

      
      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
        
          [image: Example stacked area chart and 100% stacked area chart.]
        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Scatter plot with nine data points.]
        

      

      
      
      
        
          [image: Scatter plot with a line on unsorted data.]
        

      

      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Scatter plot with a line on sorted data.]
        

      

      
      
      
      
        
          [image: Scatter plot with two lines of data.]
        

      

      
      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      

      
        
          [image: Bubble plot example.]
        

      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
        
          [image: Two example histograms using the same data parameters.]
        

      

      
      
      
      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      
        
          [image: Recommended Charts dialogue box with the Combo option selected.]
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