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Windows and Office

Three tips for using Excel's
conditional formatting more
efficiently

By Susan Harkins
April 8, 2013, 8:06 AM PDT

Takeaway: These three tips will help you work more efficiently when using Excel’s conditional

formatting feature.

Instructions and figures are for Office 2010. Instructions for 2003 and 2013 are given when significantly
different.

Conditional formatting is a huge feature and with the new 2007/2010 rules it’s easier than ever to
implement. Even with the newer predefined rules, you'll need to create your own rules occasionally - many of
them based on formulas. When doing so, you might work harder than necessary, if you don’t know these
three tips:

» Use OR() to combine crileria inlo a single rule.
+ Copy rules by using appropriate referencing.

» Apply a single rule lo a contiguous range.

Combine conditions

Occasionally, you'll want to apply different conditions o the same range. You can do so by applying two
completely separate rules; when possible, consider combining criteria using the OR() function. For example,
we'll use an OR() function to highlight values that are greater than $5,000 and less than $1,500 in the sheet
below as follows:

1. Select the range. In this case, that’s B3:B14.

2. Click the Home tab (if necessary) and from the Conditional Formatting dropdown (in the Styles group),
choose New Rule. In Excel 2003, choose Conditional Formatting from the Format menu.

3. Choose the Use A Formula To Determine Which Cells To Format option from the upper pane. In Excel 2003,
choose Formula Is from the first dropdown.

Enter =OR($B3>5000,$B3<1500) in the formula control.

Click Format and then click the Fill tab. Click the Fill tab in Excel 2003.
Choose a color from the palette. (I chose light blue.)

Click OK twice.
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$4,212.64

$3,194.08
$3,000.00
$2,500.00
$2,989.75
$3,200.34
$6,912.61
$ 4,596.56
$7,529.99
$5,188.08
$3,085.00
$ 3.656.00
$50.065.06
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$2,33
S 2,80
S 2,50
$5,42
$ 4,22

» Format al
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= Format or
= Format or
» Format or
» Uze a formuls to determing which cells to format

| cells based on their values
y cells that contain

Wy top or bottom ramked values

WY Unigue OF Suphcs e values

iy values that are above or below everage

$ 5,93

Edt the Aule Description:

$7,67

Format values where this formula is true;

59,84
5 2,208
$ 457
$57.78

$4,212.64
$3,194.08
$ 3,000.00
$ 2,500.00
$2,989.75
5 3,200.34
$6,912.61
§ 4,596.56
$7,529.99
5 5,188.08
S 3,085.00
$ 365600

Preview:

[=oRig355000,483 <1500
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C

D

2011 Monthly Sales

Jones
$6,795.69
$ 3,449.36
52,332.71
$ 2,804.82
$2,504.17
$5,426.36
$4,229.14
$5,936.79
$7,673.70
$9,840.23
$2,209.72
$ 4578.77

Michaels
$2,148.78
$9,020.05
S 8,507.84
$9,078.84
$4,263.65
$5,325.03
$6,361.90
$3,222.88
$2,862.51
$ 2,489.00
$5,197.35
$ 93835

Hancock
$4,611.14
$7,401.84
S 4,224.17
$7,620.23
$2,706.73
S 4,494.94
$5,936.46
S 3,304.52
§3,831.45
S 6,686.40
S 3,495.50
$ 796163

Totals
$17,768.25
$23,065.33
$18,064.72
$22,003.89
$12,464.30
S$18,446.68
523,440.11
$17,060.75
$21,897.65
$24,203.70
$13,987.57
$ 17.134.76

$50,065.06

$57 781 .45

$50 416.19

$62 27501

$229 537.71

The OR() function evaluates similarly to an OR operator and accepls several expressions in the form

=0R(condl, cond2[, cond n..])
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Each cond expression must return TRUE or FALSE. The function returns TRUE if any of the cond argumentls
are true and returns FALSE only when all cond expressions return FALSE. Using the same format for each

condition won't always work but when it does, combine them into one rule.
Automatically sign up for TechRepublic's Google in the Enterprise newsletter!

Copy rules

Setting up a conditional format rule can take a few tries to get things right. Applying the same rule to several
ranges would be ledious work. Fortunalely, il’s easy to copy a conditional format. Initially, try Format
Painter. If you don’t get the desired results, use Paste Special.

We can illustrate how to copy a conditional format by copying the one we created above to column C of the
same sheet as follows:

1. Select B3, the formatting source, and press [Ctrl] +C.
2. Select the destination range, which in this case is C3:C14.

3. Don’t press [Ctrl]+V to copy values. Instead, click the Home tab (if necessary) and then choose Formatting (R)
from the Other Paste Oplions section of the Pasle dropdown (in the Clipboard group). In Excel 2003, choose

Paste Special from the Edit menu, and check Formals in the Pasle seclion.

A B C D E F
1 2011 Monthly Sales
2 Smith Michaels Hancock
3 January $4,212.64 $6,795.69 $2,148.78 54,611.14 S$17,768.25
4 February $3,194.08 $3,449.36 $9,020.05 57,401.84 §23,065.33
5 March $3,000.00 $2,332.71 58,507.84 54,224.17 518,064.72
6 April $2,500.00 $2,804,82 $9,078.84 57,0620.23 522,003.89
7 May $2,989.75 $2,504.17 $4,263.65 52,706.73 512,464.30
8 June $3,200.34 $5,426.36 S$5,325.03 54,494.94 518,446.68
9  July $6,912.61 54,229.14 56,361.90 55,936.46 523,440.11
10 August $4,596.56 55,936.79 $3,222.88 653,30452 517,060.75
11 September 57,529.99 S§$7673.70 52,862.51 53,831.45 §21,897.65
12 October $5,188.08 $9,840.23 S$2,489.00 S$6,686.40 §24,203.70
13 November $3,085.00 $2,209.72 §55,197.35 §$3,49550 5$13,987.57
14 December § 365600 $4,578.77 $ 93835 § 796163 §$ 17,134.76
15 Totals $50 06506 $57.78145 Bom~6.19 §$6227501 $229537.71
16

Unfortunately, the copied format doesn’t work as expecled. It's formatting the cells adjacent to column B.
There’s your clue -can you guess the problem? We used an absolute column reference in the conditional rule’s
OR() function so the copied rule continues to refer to column B. Okay, I apologize. 1 walked you into a
mistake on purpose, but there’s a good reason.
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Now we can discuss cell references in conditional formats. It's common to find them using absolute
references. Sometimes, they're necessary. When they’re not, don’t use them - for exactly the reason you just
experienced. You can’t copy them!

You can easily fix this problem by updating column B’s rule. Either delete it and recreate it using a relative
reference (B3) or open the existing rule and edit it appropriately. Then, repeat the steps above to copy the
formatting rule.

One more thing before you do: you can copy a formula rule that uses relative references to multiple columns.
Instead of copying the rule to only column C, copy it to columns C, D, and E by selecting C3:E14 as the paste
range before choosing the Formatting (R) Paste option.

Edit Formatting Rule 3 2] x|

Select a Rule Type:

» Format all cells based on their values

» Format only cells that contain

» Format only top or bottom ranked values

» Format only values that are abave or below average
» Format only unigue or duplicate values

» Lze g formula to determine which cells to format

Edit the Rule Description:

Form } mula is true:

¢ |-0r(B3>5000,B3<1500] =

Preview: ﬁ.aBch\"yZz Format. .. |
Ok I Cancel |
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A B C D E F
1 2011 Monthly Sales

2 Smith Jones Michaels Hancock Tolals

3 January $4,212.64 $6,795.69 5$2,14878 $4,611.14 $17,768.25
4 February $3,194.08 $3,449.36 $9,02005 $7,401.84 $23,065.33
5 March $3,000.00 $2,332.71 S$8507.84 $4,224.17 S$18,064.72
& April $2,500.00 $2,80482 $9,07884 S$7,620.23 $22,003.89
7 May $2,989.75 $2,504.17 5$4,263.65 $2,706.73 $12,464.30
8 June $3,200.34 $5,426.36 5$5,325.03 $4,49494 $18,446.68
9 July $6,912.61 $4,229.14 5$6,361.90 §$5,936.46 §23,440.11
10 August $4,596.56 $5,936.79 §3,222.88 $3,304.52 $17,060.75
11 September §7,529.99 S$7,673.70 $2,862.51 §3,831.45 §21,897.65
12 October $5,188.08 $9,840.23 $2,489.00 56,686.40 $24,203.70
13 November $3,085.00 $2,209.72 $§5,197.35 §3,495.50 $13,987.57
14 December § 365600 $4,578.77 S 93835 $7,961.63 517,134.76
15 Totals $50.065.06 $57,781.45 $59.416.19 $6227501 $229.537.71
16

One rule to rule them all
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You can omit the copy task if you know that you'll be applying the same rule to multiple columns or rows.

Simply format the entire range at once. Doing so is more efficient and the resulting rule will be easier to

manage.

The trick? There’s no trick. Simply select the range entering the relative referencing formula as you would for
a single column. Remember that the top-left cell in the range is the anchor to the entire rule. In the case of
this example, you’d do the following:

1. Select B3:E14. (n the first example, you selected only column B, B3:B14.)

2. Click the Home tab (if necessary). From the Conditional Formatting dropdown (in the Styles group), choose
New Rule. In Excel 2003, choose Conditional Formatting from the Edit menu.

3. Choose the Use A Formula To Determine Which Cells To Format option from the upper pane. In Excel 2003,

choose Formula Is from the first dropdown.

4. In the formula control, enter =OR(B3>5000,B3<1500). Notice the absence of the $ character - youre using a

relative reference.
5. Click Format and then click the Fill tab. Click Fill in Excel 2003,
6. Choose a color from the palette. (I chose light blue.)
7. Click OK twice.

The result is the same, but this more efficient method requires only one rule.
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Efficient and manageable rules

When applying conditional formats, use as few as possible. When applying multiple conditions to the same
range, use the OR() function lo express all the criteria in a single rule, if possible. If vou have an exisling rule,
you can quickly copy it. When using the same rule across multiple columns or row, apply the rule only once;
don’t apply the same rule individually to each column or row.

One rule is far superior to several. Your workbook will perform better and one rule is easier to maintain than
several. When things change - and they will - you update just one rule!

[ Demo Excel files are available for your convenience. |
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Chck the Ink In the retangle to open the sample file
for demo purposes.
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