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Key Excel Techniques 
for Decision-makers 

 
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 several ways to do it; one should work for whatever version of Excel 
you’re using. 
 
If your version of Excel has a ribbon, the notation gives the ribbon > the 
group within the ribbon > the pull-down menu (if any) > the command. For 
example, “Home > Cells > Insert > Insert Rows” means: Click on the 
Home tab to bring up the Home ribbon; within the Cells section of the 
ribbon, find Insert; open its pull-down menu and select Insert Rows.  
 
If you don’t have a ribbon, the notation will indicate an item in the main 
menu bar at the top of the screen, for example, “From the menu select 
Format > Row > Hide,” which means to pull down the Format menu, select 
Row, then select Hide from the submenu that appears. 

Goal Seek 
Why: Work the problem backwards to find an input that gives you the 
desired output. Find out what you need to reach a goal. 
 
How: Identify the input cell that you want to find and the output cell that 
you need to reach a numerical goal. Select Data > Analysis > What-If > 
Goal Seek or Data > Data Tools > What-If Analysis > Goal Seek in the 
ribbon or Tools > Goal Seek from the menu. In the dialog box, enter or click 
on the cell in which you want to reach a number, type the number that you 
want it to reach, and click on the input cell that you want to change. Click 
OK. Excel puts the answer in the input cell. Click OK. 

Write formulas 
Why: Formulas do calculations based on everything else in the spreadsheet. 
Without them, Excel is nothing but a list manager. 
 
How: Click on the desired cell and type = to tell Excel you are entering a 
formula. Until you enter the formula, you are in formula entry mode and 
everything you do goes into the formula. When you click on cells, they become 
part of your formula. This is the easiest way to enter formulas. You can also 
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type numbers, arithmetical operators (+,  -,  *,  /, ^), parentheses, and 
Excel functions with their arguments.  

Create names 
Why: Names for inputs or other frequently used cells make formulas easier 
to read. You can then copy or AutoFill the formulas and they always refer to 
the same cells. This is particularly convenient if you’ve already labeled the 
cells. 
 
How: Enter the names you want next to the cells that you want to name and 
select both names and cells. You may even already have labels that you can 
use for names. Use the menu Insert > Name > Create or on the ribbon 
Formulas > Defined Names > Create from Selection. A dialog box asks 
you where the names are relative to the cells. 

Functions 
Why: Excel has a library of functions to use in formulas to do a wide variety 
of calculations. For example, SUM totals a column. 
 
How: Enter the formula in the form =function name (function arguments). 
Separate the arguments with commas. The arguments for the SUM function, 
for example, are the values to be totaled. Browse the function library to 
see what the particular arguments are for each function. You may also 
include functions is a larger formula. 

Browse the function library 
Why: Explore the functions that Excel makes available for you to use in 
formulas. Get help entering the arguments of functions. 
 
How: Select the cell where you want the function to calculate. Click on the 
Insert Function fx button on the formula bar or Formulas > Function > 
Formula Builder on the ribbon. Search or browse the list of functions. Click 
on any of the listed functions and read the description at the bottom. Select 
the function you want and double click. The window expands, telling you 
exactly what information (arguments) you need to give the function. Fill in 
the arguments one by one. Use the descriptions and click on cells you want to 
use. Check the result it gives you. Click tab or return to enter the formula. 

AutoFill a sequence 
Why: Save yourself the trouble of entering a sequence like 1, 2, 3, etc. or the 
same value in successive cells. 
 
How: Select the first one or two cells. Move the cursor to the lower right 
corner of the selection where the fill handle (+ or a little square) appears. 
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Drag the fill handle down or across the cells you want to fill. You may also 
see an AutoFill Options button icon with choices. 

AutoFill to clone a formula 
Why: Save yourself the trouble of entering a formula in successive cells. Use 
bucket brigade formulas. 
 
How: Select the cell(s) containing the formula(s). Move the cursor to the 
lower right corner of the selection where the fill handle (+ or a little square) 
appears. Drag the fill handle down or across the cells you want to fill. 

Bucket brigade formulas 
Why: Build complex calculations line-by-line with simple formulas. 
 
How: Set up rows to take you step-by-step to your outcome. Often these 
represent years. Fill in the first row. Then write formulas in the second row 
that take advantage of the calculations in the previous row. Make sure the 
formula applies as well to any of the subsequent rows. You may need to use 
absolute references to do this. AutoFill the formulas down the columns. 

Descriptive formula 
Why: Write a formula in an easily readable form to guide entry, document 
the spreadsheet, and reuse the formula elsewhere.  
 
How: Identify each cell by its column header (in italics), possibly followed by 
“previous.” This tells you whether the cell is in this row or the previous one. 
Use these descriptors to represent cell references in a formula. The formula 
may be preceded by the name of the row. For example,  
 
Running total:  = Running total previous + Net 
 
adds the contents of the cell in the previous row under the Running total 
column to the contents of the cell in this row under the Net column and puts 
the answer in this row under Running total. Enter it by clicking on the 
referenced cells and typing the rest (e.g., = and +). You may sometimes see 
descriptive formulas that reference columns, depending on how the 
spreadsheet is organized. 

Data table 
Why: Look at outcomes over a large number of situations, do sensitivity 
analysis, or make a Monte Carlo model. 
 
How: Find a place to put the table. First list all the values of the input you 
want to check in a column and leave empty cells just to the right of it for 
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the corresponding output values that Excel will calculate for you. In the cell 
just above these empty cells, put a formula to calculate the output. Leave the 
cell above the input list blank. Then select the whole table, including the 
formula and all the inputs, but not any headers. Choose Data > Data Table 
from the menu or Data > Data Tools > What-If Analysis > Data Table on 
the ribbon. In the dialog box that appears, enter the cell with your input in 
the Column input cell and leave the Row input cell blank. 

Sort and filter 
Why: Focus on rows of special interest. Put lists or data in order. 
 
How: Click somewhere in the data. Click the Sort & Filter icon (funnel) in 
the standard toolbar or Data > Sort & Filter > Filter in the ribbon. Then 
open the menu that appears, attached to any header, to see various sorting 
and filtering options. For example, look just at incomplete or assigned tasks. 
You can sort rows, but first check that you can get back to the original order 
if you need to. 
 


