Excel 101: Spreadsheets and Formulas

Overview

A spreadsheet is a database that includes numeric data— not just text — and allows a user to organize and
work with the data easily. Excel makes it easy to perform cal culations on numbers (or sets of numbers) by
using formulas, which we will explain below. Thisisan important skill to have in many office settings, so
you should practice and develop your skillsin using Excel spreadsheets and formulas.

Using Spreadsheets

Creating a spreadsheet in Excel is basically the same process as building a database — that is, you need to
start by making a Header Row listing the categories you want to work with, and then fill in the relevant
data.

In this example, imagine that you need to order some office supplies and you want to create a spreadsheet
that will show exactly how much it will cost to place an order from your supplier. To do this, you will
first need to create a Header Row with the following categories: Name of Item, Cost per Unit, Number
Needed, and Net Cost:

Next, you will enter the names of the items you want to order, like this:



Next, you will enter the cost per unit of each item, asin the example below. Although we are talking
about money, you can enter the cost using “regular” numbers for now, using whole numbers for dollars
and decimal placesfor cents, and we will reformat them to look like money later.

Once the Cost per Unit has been entered using “regular” numbers, you will want to reformat them to
appear as currency. To do this, select the numbers you want to reformat, right-click on the list to bring up
the Format Menu, and select “Format Cells’ like this:
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Thiswill bring up the “Format Cells’ window, which allows you to select different formats for the
numbersin the selected cells (e.g., if you want them to read as dates, times, or money, etc.). In this case,
you will select “ Currency,” choose the symbol for US Dollars ($), and specify two decimal places, like
this:

Theresult isanew list that has converted the “regular” numbers you originaly entered into “ currency”
format, which looks like this:



Next, you will need to enter how many of each item (“Number Needed”) you want to order, like this:

Next, in order to multiply the Cost per Unit by the Number Needed to arrive at the Net Cost, you will
need to enter aformula. Instructions for doing this are on the next page.



Using Formulas
Once you have entered both the Cost per Unit and the Number Needed, you are ready to use aformulato
instruct Excel to multiply these two numbers and produce the Net Cost for each item you are ordering. To
do this, you will need to do the following steps:

Click in thefirst empty cell in the “Net Cost” column

Click on the Formula Bar (the white bar running across the top of your spreadsheet) and type an
equals sign (=). Thistells Excel that you are about to enter aformula.

Click onthefirst cell in the “ Cost per Unit” column, which will appear in the Formula Bar as
“B2" (for Column B, Row 2).

Type the multiplication symbol (*).

Click onthefirst cell in the “Number Needed” column, which will appear in the Formula Bar as
“C2" (for Column C, Row 2).

Y ou will seethe formula*“=B2*C2" appear inthefirst cell in the Net Cost column, as pictured
below.
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Next, click “Enter.” Excel will perform the calculation defined in the formula and generate the solutionin
thefirst cell in the Net Cost column.



Theresult looks like this (below). Y ou will notice that since one of the multiplied numbers was formatted
as currency, the resulting product is also formatted as currency.

Once you have set up aformulafor one cell, you can apply it to every other cell in the same column by
simply copying the cell in question and pasting it into the remaining empty cells. By default, Excel will
paste the formula (not the number), so the remaining cellsin the column will show the results of the same
calculation, likethis:



Finally, imagine that you wanted to know the total cost of placing this order. Y ou can use Excel’s
“AutoSum” feature to add columns of numbers easily and efficiently. To do this, you will first add a new
row at the bottom of your spreadsheet, labeled “ Total.” Next, you will select (highlight) all the cellsin the
Net Cost column. Then, you will click on the “AutoSum” button located on atoolbar near the top of the

screen, and select “Sum” like this:

Thiswill cause Excdl to automatically add al of the numbers in the column, and to generate the solution
in the next empty cell, which looks like this:
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Thisisjust one example of how spreadsheets work, but hopefully it is enough to give you an indication of
how you can use Excel to manage and work with complex sets of datain powerful ways.

The best way to learn more about how to use this application isto generate some “fake” datalike we used
in this example, and then experiment with different ways of organizing and manipulating it. The ability to
use Excel spreadsheets and formulas proficiently isavery valuable one for you to be able to offer future
employers, so you should spend some time devel oping these skills on your own.



