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Primer in Excel VBA

This chapter is intended for those who are not familiar with Excel and the Excel macro recorder, or
who are inexperienced with programming using the Visual Basic language. If you are already
comfortable with navigating around the features provided by Excel, have used the macro recorder,
and have a working knowledge of Visual Basic and the Visual Basic Editor, you might want to skip
straight to Chapter 2.

If this is not the case, this chapter has been designed to provide you with the information you need
to be able to move on comfortably to the more advanced features presented in the following chap-
ters. Specifically, this chapter covers the following topics:

The Excel macro recorder

User-defined functions

The Excel object model

0O 0 0 O

VBA programming concepts

Excel VBA is a programming application that allows you to use Visual Basic code to run the many
features of the Excel package, thereby allowing you to customize your Excel applications. Units of
VBA code are often referred to as macros. More formal terminology is covered in this chapter, but
you will continue to see the term macro as a general way to refer to any VBA code.

In your day-to-day use of Excel, if you carry out the same sequence of commands repetitively, you
can save a lot of time and effort by automating those steps using macros. If you are setting up an
application for other users who don’t know much about Excel, you can use macros to create but-
tons and dialog boxes to guide them through your application as well as automate the processes
involved.

If you are able to perform an operation manually, you can use the macro recorder to capture that
operation. This is a very quick and easy process and requires no prior knowledge of the VBA lan-
guage. Many Excel users record and run macros and feel no need to learn about VBA.
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Chapter 1: Primer in Excel VBA

However, the recorded results might not be very flexible, in that the macro can only be used to carry out
one particular task on one particular range of cells. In addition, the recorded macro is likely to run much
more slowly than code written by someone with knowledge of VBA. To set up interactive macros that
can adapt to change and also run quickly, and to take advantage of more advanced features of Excel
such as customized dialog boxes, you need to learn about VBA.

Don’t get the impression that we are dismissing the macro recorder. The macro
recorder is one of the most valuable tools available to VBA programmers. It is the
fastest way to generate working VBA code, but you must be prepared to apply your
own knowledge of VBA to edit the recorded macro to obtain flexible and efficient
code. A recurring theme in this book is recording an Excel macro and then showing
how to adapt the recorded code.

In this chapter, you learn how to use the macro recorder and you see all the ways Excel provides to run
your macros. You see how to use the Visual Basic Editor to examine and change your macros, thus going
beyond the recorder and tapping into the power of the VBA language and the Excel object model.

You can also use VBA to create your own worksheet functions. Excel comes with hundreds of built-in
functions, such as suM and IF, which you can use in cell formulas. However, if you have a complex cal-
culation that you use frequently and that is not included in the set of standard Excel functions —such as
a tax calculation or a specialized scientific formula — you can write your own user-defined function.

Using the Macro Recorder

Excel’s macro recorder operates very much like the recorder that stores the greeting on your telephone
answering machine. To record a greeting, you first prepare yourself by rehearsing the greeting to ensure
that it says what you want. Then you switch on the recorder and deliver the greeting. When you have
finished, you switch off the recorder. You now have a recording that automatically plays when you leave
a call unanswered.

Recording an Excel macro is very similar. You first rehearse the steps involved and decide at what points
you want to start and stop the recording process. You prepare your spreadsheet, switch on the Excel
recorder, carry out your Excel operations, and switch off the recorder. You now have an automated
procedure that you and others can reproduce at the press of a button.

Recording Macros

Say you want a macro that types six month names as three-letter abbreviations, Jan to Jun, across the top
of your worksheet, starting in cell B1. I know this is rather a silly macro because you could do this easily
with an AutoFill operation, but this example will serve to show you some important general concepts:

Q  First, think about how you are going to carry out this operation. In this case, it is easy —you
will just type the data across the worksheet. Remember, a more complex macro might need
more rehearsals before you are ready to record it.

2
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Q  Next, think about when you want to start recording. In this case, you should include the selec-
tion of cell B1 in the recording, because you want to always have Jan in B1. If you don't select B1

at the start, you will record typing Jan into the active cell, which could be anywhere when you
play back the macro.

Q  Next, think about when you want to stop recording. You might first want to include some for-
matting such as making the cells bold and italic, so you should include that in the recording.
Where do you want the active cell to be after the macro runs? Do you want it to be in the same
cell as Jun, or would you rather have the active cell in column A or column B, ready for your
next input? Assume that you want the active cell to be A2, at the completion of the macro, so
you will select A2 before turning off the recorder.

O  Now you can set up your screen, ready to record.

In this case, start with an empty worksheet with cell Al selected. If you can’t see the Developer tab
above the Ribbon, you will need to click the round Microsoft Office button that you can see in the top-
left corner of the Excel screen shown in Figure 1-1. Click Excel Options at the bottom of the dialog box
and select Personalize. Select the checkbox for Show Developer tab in the Ribbon and click OK. Now

you can select the Developer section of the Ribbon and click Record Macro to display the Record Macro
dialog box, shown in Figure 1-1.
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Figure 1-1

In the Macro name: box, replace the default entry, such as Macrol, with the name you want for your
macro. The name should start with a letter and contain only letters, numbers, and the underscore charac-
ter, with a maximum length of 255 characters. The macro name must not contain special characters such
as exclamation points (!) or question marks (?), nor should it contain blank spaces. It is also best to use a
short but descriptive name that you will recognize later. You can use the underscore character to sepa-
rate words, but it is easy to just use capitalization to distinguish words.
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Call the macro MonthNames1, because you will create another version later.

In the Shortcut key: box, you can type in a single letter. This key can be pressed later, while holding
down the Ctrl key, to run the macro. Use a lowercase m. Alternatively, you can use an uppercase M.

In this case, when you later want to run the macro, you need to use the keystroke combination
Ctrl+Shift+M. It is not mandatory to provide a shortcut key; you can run a macro in a number of other
ways, as you will see.

In the Description: box, you can add text that will be added as comments to the macro. These lines will
appear at the top of your macro code. They have no significance to VBA, but provide you and others
with information about the macro.

All Excel macros are stored in workbooks. You are given a choice regarding where the recorded macro
will be stored. The Store macro in: combo box lists three possibilities. If you choose New Workbook, the
recorder will open a new empty workbook for the macro. Personal Macro Workbook refers to a special
hidden workbook, which is discussed in a moment. Choose This Workbook to store the macro in the cur-
rently active workbook.

When you have filled in the Record Macro dialog box, click the OK button. You will see a new Stop
Recording button appear on the left side of the status bar at the bottom of the screen, as shown in
Figure 1-2. You will also notice that the Start Recording button in the Ribbon has been replaced by a
new Stop Recording button.
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You should now click cell B, type in Jan, and fill in the rest of the cells as shown in Figure 1-2. Then
select B1:G1 and click the Bold and Italic buttons on the Home tab of the Ribbon. Click the A2 cell and
then stop the recorder. You can stop the recorder by clicking the Stop Recording button on the Ribbon or
by clicking the Stop Recording button on the status bar.
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