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Key Excel Techniques 
for Organizing Information 

 
There are usually multiple ways to perform any technique. You may discover 
others that you prefer, such as keyboard shortcuts. Some versions of Excel 
use a ribbon and others use menus. The following instructions will often 
include multiple ways to do it; one should work for whatever version of Excel 
you’re using. 
 

Arrange information 
Why: Make it easy for Excel to find what you want to know. 
 
How: Put it all in a single grid. The rows are the basic thing you’re concerned 
with, such as individual members of a club. The columns are the various data 
or attributes you want to keep track of or evaluate, such as first and last 
name and status. Put column headers in the first row and enter information 
directly below it. Enter rows in any order that’s convenient. Avoid placing 
any other information to the right or left of the grid. 

Make a table 
Why: Make it easy to sort and filter. 
 
How: Arrange the information. Click anywhere in the grid of information. 
From the menu, choose Insert, and then either Table or Tables followed by 
Table (depending on your Excel version). Excel should then highlight the 
entire grid and add filter buttons to each column header.  

Sort 
Why: Prioritize, group, organize, identify problem areas. 
 
How: Arrange the information and make a table. Click on the filter button in 
the column header for the column you want to sort by. A window opens. 
Under Sort, click on Ascending or Descending. Excel will rearrange all of the 
rows that contain the table. To sort by multiple attributes, do the least 
important first. For example, sort by first name and then by last name to 
alphabetize a list of people. Note: If you want to be able to get back to your 
original order, insert a column of successive numbers before doing any 
sorting. 
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Filter 
Why: Focus on a subgroup, identify problem areas or promising items. 
 
How: Arrange the information and make a table. Click on the filter button in 
the column header for the column you want to sort by. A window opens. 
Under Filter you can choose a range or individual values.  
 
To choose a range (such as greater than some number or starting with some 
letters) click the Choose One box and select from the pull-down menu. Then 
enter or select from the box next to it. You will get an option to layer on 
further filters, which you may generally ignore.  
 
To choose individual values, select and deselect from the list at the bottom. 
To choose a single value, deselect the checkbox next to (Select all) and then 
click the check box for the single choice. 
 
You may set successive filters for multiple columns. Excel displays only the 
relevant rows, even in searching and printing. To restore all rows, click on 
the filter button for each filtered column (which will have a different icon) 
and click Clear Filter. If you’ve set a lot of filters, click in the grid, and select 
Clear filters from the Data menu or Editing > Sort & Filter > Clear from the 
Home ribbon. 

Make a pivot table 
Why: Summarize the information, totaled for each category. Slice and dice to 
understand differences and key drivers. This is most useful for numerical 
data. 
 
How: Arrange the information. Click anywhere in the grid and select 
PivotTable… from the Data menu or Tables > PivotTable from Insert. You will 
get the pivot table dialog box. Verify that Excel has selected the information 
you want. Select Existing worksheet and then click in the worksheet where 
you want the table to appear and click OK. A blank table appears and the 
PivotTable builder window opens. 
 
First decide which column it is you want to total. Select it from the list at the 
top and drag it into the box that says Values. If you want something other 
than the sum, select it from the drop-down menu. Then choose two columns 
that you want to use as categories to slice and dice, and drag these 
respectively into the column labels and row labels boxes. Slice and dice it 
other ways by moving other columns into the boxes. 
 
 


