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Key Excel Techniques 
for Visualizing Your Future 

 
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 



Key Excel Techniques    

Jacoby Consulting  jacobyconsulting.com decisionspreadsheets.com  
3646 Long Beach Blvd. #213, Long Beach, CA 90807 562-421-3423 

2 

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. 

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. 
 

Build a spreadsheet to visualize your future 
Why: See the future results of financial decisions you make now. Play what-if 
with things you can control as well as those you can’t. 
 
How: List the inputs with short descriptions to the left. These are all the 
assumptions you are making (e.g., how much you are saving and spending, 
inflation). Create names for your inputs. List the things you want to keep 
track of each month or year (e.g., year, amount saved, current goal) in a row. 
These will be your column headers. Fill in formulas for the first row. Fill in 
formulas for the second row, using the results of the first row. AutoFill the 
second row down as far as you want to go. 

Play what-if 
Why: Adjust your plans to meet your goals. Check how it all works in the 
worst case or the best case. 
 
How: Change the values of your inputs. Instantly see how that changes the 
outcome. 
 
 


