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Biggest Excel Spreadsheet Mistakes Everyone Makes 
Are these hindering your ability to analyze data? 

How you set up your data in Excel has everything to do with your ability 
to analyze it later. Unfortunately most people don’t know how to do 
this. Here are 10 mistakes to avoid: 

1. Trying to make your spreadsheet easy for people to read.  

Tip: No one can read a spreadsheet. 

Instead of overcooking your data, make it easy for Excel to chart or 
summarize using PivotTables. For example, most people try to make 
date information look like a calendar. 

Wrong 

 

Right 

 

 

It’s impossible to analyze this data or turn it into a chart without first 
reorganizing it into columns.  
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2. Splitting data across multiple worksheets  
Multiple worksheets are difficult if not impossible to analyze, because 
you have to combine the data into one worksheet. Data is often split by 
month or by facility or location. 

 

 
Start putting all of your data in one worksheet. 
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3. Hiding columns or rows 
Just because they’re hidden, doesn’t mean that Excel won’t use them if 
you are trying to create a chart or PivotTable. 

 
 

4. Using blank rows and columns 
Blank rows and columns make it harder to select, analyze or chart your 
data. If you select this data and try to create a line chart, you’ll get: 
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How should you organize your data?  

Data should be organized in columns, with time or categories on the 
left (column A) and data on the right (column B). 

  
 

5. Merging cells 
Merged cells make it impossible to analyze your data. Merged cells can 
be identified by missing gridlines or when you click on a merged cell, 
Excel will highlight multiple cells to tell you they have been merged.  

  
 

You will have to unmerge them to use them.  
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To unmerge, select the cells and use Format Cells: “Center Across 
Selection” to achieve the same look and feel. 

  
 

6. Putting headings in multiple cells or missing headings 
Multiple cells 

Instead of multiple cells, put the heading in one cell and use Format 
Cells > Alignment > Wrap Text. 
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Missing headings 

 

 

7. Putting multiple values in one cell 
Use one cell for each piece of data. Otherwise you will have to split the 
data to analyze it: 

Wrong 
Multiple Values in One Cell 

 

Right 
One Value per Cell 
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8. Inserting subtotals into the data. 

Subtotals make it impossible to chart the data in a useful way. Remove 
the subtotals and use PivotTables to summarize the data. 

Wrong 

 

Right 

 

9. Using values when you could use formulas.  
Let Excel do the calculations: 
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10. Manually Summarizing Raw Data  
Raw data is best for data analysis.  

Data that has been summarized before its analyzed becomes 
overcooked and loses much of its value. In this example, information 
related to the timing of defects has been lost in summarization.  

Raw Data 

 

Summarized Data 

 
 

Always start with raw data and use PivotTables to sort, summarize, slice 
and dice your data. Using this PivotTable we can run a time series chart 
by date or a comparison chart by line. 
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With a small change, we can look at totals by type of defect.  

 
 

A chart is worth a thousand numbers 

Stop thinking people will understand your spreadsheet!  

They can’t or won’t. Instead, turn your data into charts. 
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Use line, run or, ideally, control charts for time-series data.  

 
 

Use bar, column or Pareto charts for category data. 
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Separate the signal from the noise 

If you get data into a format that’s easy for Excel to chart and Pivot, it 
will make it much easier to analyze the data and develop action plans 
for improvement.  

Trying to make spreadsheets readable by humans is largely a waste of 
time, because few people can “read” a spreadsheet. To most folks, a 
spreadsheet looks like noise. Your job is to find the signal in the noise 
using PivotTables and charts. 

 

Jay Arthur 

Jay Arthur, the KnowWare Man, teaches people how 
to eliminate delay, defects and deviation in one day 
using Excel and the Magnificent Seven Tools of Lean 
Six Sigma. Jay is the shortcut to results with Lean Six 
Sigma. 

Jay is first and foremost a Money Belt; he knows how to use data to fix 
broken processes to save time, save money and save lives. Jay has 25 
years of experience helping companies save millions of dollars. 

Jay is a frequent speaker at Lean Six Sigma conferences, is the author of 
many popular Lean Six Sigma books published by McGraw Hill including 
Lean Six Sigma Demystified and Lean Six Sigma for Hospitals.  He is also 
the developer of QI Macros SPC Software for Excel. 

 

https://www.qimacros.com/about-knowware/
https://www.amazon.com/Lean-Six-Sigma-Demystified-Second/dp/0071749098/ref=dp_ob_title_bk/182-9872066-3429122/quantuicom-20
https://www.amazon.com/Lean-Six-Sigma-Hospitals-Improving/dp/1259641082/quantuicom-20
https://www.qimacros.com/
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