Excel Best Practices

This guide will teach you how to work efficiently with Excel. I work in a Controlling department of an international company where I develop all kind of tools and reports. I have over 10 years of experience working with Excel and I’m willing to share my knowledge with you for free.

Having experience with Excel will let you work faster, but there is a limit and once you reached that limit you need support from customized VBA tools to further increase your working efficiency.

I was in the lucky position not only to see the limitations of excel, but also having the knowledge to expand those limits. I developed a customized toolbox for the needs of business people and called it MTools, but unfortunately many people do not know how they can use these tools to improve their working efficiency, because they require knowledge of some “best practice” working techniques.I missed it in the past to show the users of my AddIn the idea behind each of its functions. That’s why I’m working now on this best practices guide, where I will demonstrate some of my working techniques supported by my AddIn MTools.

Before you start with the exercises please open the file “MTools.xls” and click on install. Although it is only a trial version, it is fully functional and can be used without any time limit. However I would of course appreciate it if you would buy the addin after using it for some time (.
After installing the AddIn, please open the file “Excel Best Practices.xls” and make the exercises. Each exercise is based on a real business need and shows a best practice way to solve it. Please notice that I just started with this Excel Best Practices Guide, but I will continue to add additional exercises that show effiecient ways of working with Excel.
Topic 1 : Report Development
A report consists in general of ‘input cells’ – cells a user has to fill out – and ‘formula cells’ that calculate e.g. a sum or a ratio. The user who fills out a report should not modify the formula cells and the developer of the report has to make sure he doesn’t. The only way to ensure that (yes, the only!) is to protect the worksheet and to just unlock those cells the user is required to fill out (Input Cells). Of course there are ways to hack worksheets and of course I know ways to prevent that, but that’s not the topic of this guide (.

The problem is now, that many Excel functions - like “Copy”, “Clear Contens” or “Search and Replace” - do not work in a protected worksheet if the selected cell range contains any locked cell. The following exercises require therefore the support of the AddIn MTools which does not have that limitation.
1. Clear the contents of the unlocked cells in a protected sheet
In a protected report you can select an area of cells and just clear the unlocked cells which are in this case the Input Cells.

2. Copy a formula to the unlocked cells of a protected sheet
Some users work with Lookups that fetch the required data out of a data table in another worksheet. They work with one Lookup formula, that they copy in all Input Cells. 
3. Define empty cells as ‘Input Cells’ by changing their background color and unlocking them
This exercise will show you (the report developer) how to efficiently unlock specific cells and how to color them. Please notice that the input cells should always have a specific background color so that the user know which cells he has to fill out.

4. Freeze panes in multiple sheets 

Freezing Panes in a specific cell makes your reports more user-friendly. Unfortunately Excel doesn’t allow you to freeze panes in multiple sheets at once. I will show you how you can do it...

5. Protect all worksheets
This exercise will show you how to protect all sheets in a workbook at once.

