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Outlining Your
Worksheet
Some types of worksheets may benefit from an outline. An outline

enables you to display hierarchical information at different
levels of detail.

In this part . . .
� Creating an Outline . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
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Creating an Outline
You can have Excel create your outline automatically, or you can
create the outline manually. In most cases, you’re best off having
Excel create the outline for you. If the outline that Excel creates
isn’t what you want, however, you can always create one manually.

Creating an outline automatically
To have Excel create an outline, follow these steps:

1. Move the cell pointer anywhere within the range of data that
you’re outlining.

2. Choose Data➪ Group and Outline➪ Auto Outline from the menu
bar.

Excel analyzes the formulas in the range and creates the outline.
Depending on the formulas you have, Excel creates a row outline, a
column outline, or both. The following figures show the appear-
ance of a worksheet before and after Excel creates an outline for
the worksheet.

Remember: A worksheet can have only one outline. If the work-
sheet already has an outline, Excel asks whether you want to
modify the existing outline. Click OK to force Excel to remove the
old outline and create a new one.

See also “Determining Whether a Worksheet is Suitable for an
Outline,” later in this part.
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Creating an outline manually
You must create an outline manually whenever you face the follow-
ing conditions:

� The summary rows aren’t consistent. (Some formulas are above
the data and some are below the data.)

� The range doesn’t contain any formulas. Because Excel uses the
formulas to determine how to create the outline, it can’t make
an outline if no formulas are there.

Creating an outline manually consists of creating groups of rows
(for row outlines) or groups of columns (for column outlines).

To create a group of rows, follow these steps:

1. Select the entire row or rows that you want to include in the
group — but do not select the row that contains the summary
formulas.

2. Choose Data➪ Group and Outline➪ Group. Excel displays the
outline symbols for the group as it creates it.

3. Repeat Steps 1 and 2 for each group that you want to create.

If you collapse the outline (that is, show less detail), rows in the
group are hidden. But the summary row, which isn’t in the group,
isn’t hidden.

Follow the same steps to create a group of columns — but select
columns instead of rows.

Creating an Outline 3



If you group the wrong rows or columns, you can ungroup the
group by using the Data➪ Group and Outline➪ Ungroup command.
(You must select the grouped rows or columns before using the
Ungroup command.)

Remember: You can also select groups of groups to create multi-
level outlines. In creating multilevel outlines, always start with the
“innermost” groupings and then work your way out.

See also “Determining Whether a Worksheet is Suitable for an
Outline,” immediately following in this part.

Determining Whether a Worksheet 
Is Suitable for an Outline

Before you create an outline, you need to ensure the following:

� The data is appropriate for an outline.

� The formulas are set up correctly.

Generally, you want to arrange the data in a hierarchy. An example
of hierarchical data is a budget that consists of an arrangement
such as shown in the following example:

Division

Department

Budget Category

Budget Item

In this case, each budget item (for example, airfare and hotel
expenses) is part of a budget category (for example, travel
expenses). Each department has its own budget, and the depart-
ments roll up into divisions. This type of arrangement is well suited
for a row outline.

Before creating an outline, make sure that you enter summary for-
mulas in the same relative location. Generally, you enter formulas
that compute summary formulas (such as subtotals) below the
data to which they refer. In some cases, however, you enter the
summary formulas above the referenced cells.

If your summary formulas aren’t consistent (that is, some are
above and some are below the data), automatic outlining doesn’t
produce the results you want. You still can create an outline, but
you must do it manually.

See also “Creating an Outline,” earlier in this part.
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Expanding and Contracting an Outline
To display various levels of detail in a worksheet outline, click the
appropriate outline symbol at the left side of the screen (for row
outlines) or the top of the screen (for column outlines). The figure
shows an outline report with the details hidden.

Number symbols Displays a level corresponding to the number.

(1,2,3, and so on) Clicking the 1 button collapses the outline as small as
it can go (less detail). Clicking the 2 button expands
the outline to show one level of detail, and so on.
Choosing a level number displays the detail for that
level, plus any lower levels. To display all the detail,
click the highest level number.

Plus (+) or minus (–) Expands (+) or collapses (–) a particular section sym-
bols of the outline.

If you prefer, you can use the Hide Detail and Show Detail com-
mands on the Data➪ Group and Outline menu to hide and show
details.

Hiding Outline Symbols
The symbols that appear whenever a worksheet outline is present
can take up quite a bit of screen space. If you want to see as much
of the data as possible on-screen, you can temporarily hide these
symbols without removing the outline. To do so, press Ctrl+8.
(Ctrl+8 is a toggle. Press Ctrl+8 to bring back the symbols.)

Remember: If you hide the outline symbols, the outline is still in
effect, and the worksheet displays the data at the current outline
level — that is, some rows or columns may be hidden.
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If you use a custom view to save named views of your outline, the
status of the outline symbols is also saved as part of the view. This
feature enables you to name some views with the outline symbols
and other views without them.

Removing an Outline
If you decide that you no longer need an outline, you can remove it.
(The data remains, but the outline goes away.) Just choose the
Data➪ Group and Outline➪ Clear Outline command. The outline
fully expands (all hidden rows and columns are unhidden), and the
outline symbols disappear.

Removing an outline can’t be undone, so make sure that you really
want to remove the outline before choosing this command.
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