


Organizing Data In Excel

Excel is not a database, but for simple enough applications, it can be made to look like one and act like one.

The most common mistake people make when laying out an application is to confuse what the desired final output should look like with how the data should be organized for analysis.

On the surface, “what you see is what you get” makes sense to people. Unfortunately, it does not make sense to Excel.

A common design for tracking time-based events is to have a spreadsheet with each tab representing a month.
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In each tab, there is a date for every day of the month and something being measured going down the column.
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The above is an example of an employee attendance tracker. The columns contain an employee names or IDs and the data is a non-numeric value to indicate the employee attendance issue.

The layout is what a manager would like to see as a report.

If this were the only way the data would ever be looked at, then there is nothing wrong with this layout. However, if there is need is to count up how many absences there are by month or by employee then a custom formula spanning each page must be written. It can be done, but it is not easy to implement.

The reason for the difficulty is that the data are “spread out;” not only on each sheet, but across sheets.

In general, it is better to “go deep” rather than “go wide.” Excel is designed to work better down columns than across them. Excel works more efficiently with “condensed data” than with data that has a lot of gaps. In the above example, January 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11 have no data.

One version of condensed data is normalized data which means you track only items that have data and only those items in the data that matter. For the example above this would look like:
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Notice that only dates and events that have data are being tracked. Also, there is no need to search all over the spreadsheet to find the exact cell to enter the data. Simply add events as they happen and it doesn’t even matter if the dates are entered in order.

This would be a good time to mention that this data should be in an Excel table. Excel tables “know” how big they are so formulas, charts and pivot tables that reference them adjust automatically to the number of rows in the table.

[bookmark: _GoBack]If helper columns are needed, tables “remember” formulas and copy them down automatically. An example of this would be to use a VLOOKUP to get a person’s department or supervisor from another table, so reports can be filtered or grouped in those dimensions.

Equally importantly for this application, data validations are copied down automatically. Imagine what it would take to put a validation for item on every cell for the original layout. It would be a lot of work and a lot of wasted resources.

To determine how many times John Doe was late, all that is needed is a COUNTIFS of the Item Column =CONTIFS(TableName[Name],”John Doe”, TableName[Item],”Late”) In fact, a detail of each type of item for every employee can be laid out easily in a pivot table.

For a report that looks like the one in the original example, outlining the dates and names and using INDEX and MATCH should do the job. 
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Name 1-Jan 2-Jan 3-Jan 4-Jan 5-Jan 6-Jan 7-Jan 8-Jan 9-Jan 10-Jan 11-Jan

John Doe Holiday VacationLeft Early Late Late
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Date Name Item

1/1/2019John Doe Hoiday

1/2/2019John Doe Vacation

1/3/2019John Doe Left Early

1/7/2019John Doe Late

1/8/2019John Doe Late


