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Finally, I had a genuine interest in technology in general. I enjoyed learning about the different 
ways I could employ technology to make my life easier. I found that employing technology to make 
my job less tedious had immediate rewards that served to reinforce my interest.

The result of all of these factors was that after a few years as a financial analyst, I came to realize 
that my true calling was as a developer and not just any developer. I was an Excel developer, a devel-
oper specializing in developing analytical applications. 

 

What Is an Excel Application?

 

First of all, I should define what I mean by an Excel application. By Excel application, I mean a 
spreadsheet that you have developed using Excel and VBA for use by yourself or other users. VBA 
stands for Visual Basic for Applications, which is essentially Visual Basic that has been modified to 
run within other host applications such as Excel or Microsoft Word. Excel applications contain VBA 
code that may perform one or more of the following tasks:

 

Automate tedious processes.

 

Many times, once you create a useful spreadsheet, in order to 
maintain it, you need to perform a set of tasks in a specific order on a frequent basis. Often, you 
can automate such simple tasks using Excel’s macro recorder. For more complex tasks you need to 
write VBA code.

 

Enhance the user experience.

 

The experience and comfort level of people using Excel varies 
widely. One way to spread the wealth of a useful spreadsheet is to incorporate a user interface into 
the workbook that can serve to guide the less experienced users and help the more experienced 
users work more efficiently. 

 

Hide the underlying complexity of a spreadsheet.

 

One of the quickest ways to limit the use-
fulness of an otherwise excellent spreadsheet is to expose people to numerous worksheets contain-
ing an expanse of calculations or data. You can use VBA to manage the layout and display of a 
workbook so that users don’t get lost in your otherwise brilliant work.

 

Integrate with another application or database.

 

Most corporate data is locked in other appli-
cations or databases. By enabling Excel to integrate with these sources of data, you can empower 
users to analyze this data with much greater efficiency.

 

Prevent the modification of certain aspects of a spreadsheet.

 

Once you have laboriously cre-
ated your spreadsheet, you are apt to have sections that others could modify to their own detri-
ment. To prevent this from occurring, you can use various techniques to allow others to interact 
with the workbook only in the ways that you intended. 

Some Excel applications contain very little code. These applications are models that are thought-
fully and consciously designed for the task at hand by applying sound design methodologies to the 
design of a spreadsheet. Although you’ll find a sprinkling of advice regarding general design meth-
odologies throughout this book, I focus more on teaching you how to use VBA rather than how to 
design efficient spreadsheets.
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A Short Survey of Excel Applications

 

Over the course of my career, I have had the opportunity to observe hundreds of ways that various 
corporations use Excel. I am continually amazed at their creativity. Many times Excel is used appro-
priately; however, some applications in Excel are clearly the result of a developer (or otherwise) who 
did not know how to solve the problem using other technology better suited for the task at hand. In 
these cases, though I personally would not have chosen Excel as my canvas, I am often impressed that 
Excel solved the problem. To this I attribute the imagination of the creator and the broad 

 

and 

 

deep 
capabilities of Excel.

I have seen or developed Excel applications that are used for a diverse range of activities. Some of 
the uses that I have seen or developed include these:

 

Investment research publication

 

A blue-chip investment bank used Excel to pull data from a 
back-end database, assemble the data in a meaningful manner, and create a printer-ready, 100+ page 
document that included financial data and statistics, reports, a Table of Contents, and an index.

 

Sales quote generation

 

A manufacturing company used Excel to create a sophisticated sales 
quote application. This application incorporated the detailed specifications required by their cus-
tomers and produced a set of reports that specified costs, engineering specifications, and a quote 
for the client.

 

Budget/forecast models

 

Nearly every firm I have had the opportunity to work with uses Excel 
in some shape/form in their budget or forecast process. These models have ranged from simple 
one-worksheet models to very complex workbooks that integrate with various other applications.

 

Complex financial analysis

 

Excel is so well suited for financial analysis that it is no surprise that 
firms use it to perform many of their most complex analysis tasks. A standout example in this cat-
egory would be an extremely complex financial model that estimates the gain associated with var-
ious portfolios of asset-backed securities. Here’s another example: if you’re familiar with the 
concept of Economic Value Added (EVA) and Market Value Added (MVA) developed by Stern 
Stewart, you may be interested to know that Stern Stewart’s own EVA application is an amazingly 
sophisticated example that is developed using Excel.

 

Sales commission models

 

A financial services company developed an Excel application that 
used detailed sales data to determine the commission earned by each sales representative.

 

Financial proposal generators

 

A large financial services company used Excel, in conjunction 
with Microsoft Access and Microsoft Word, to develop an application that would allow advisors 
to assemble a “custom” financial profile of a client along with recommendations that fit the client’s 
risk tolerance and financial objectives.

Many times I view Excel as the Swiss Army knife of the software world—maybe it is not the best 
tool for all purposes, but it is adequate for most and flat out excellent for many. As much as I admire 
the versatility of Excel, I must point out one thing, which I can say without hesitation: Excel is mis-
erable as a word processor. Oddly enough, some have tried to prove me wrong on this one, but they’ve 
failed sensationally.
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Why Use Excel?

 

Many people with only a superficial knowledge of Excel ask the question, “Why develop an application 
using Excel?” I say “superficial” because in my own experience, many people claim to be familiar with Excel, 
but on further qualification or observation, they do not 

 

know

 

 Excel. Because they don’t know Excel, they 
may have a hard time envisioning what kind of application could possibly be built. It would be like someone 
who knows of only 16 colors trying to envision how to produce a work of art. Artists know how to blend 
colors to create a full palette that they can use to create amazing masterpieces.

This does not mean that you must be an Excel guru to start developing with Excel. However, I 
would strongly suggest that you continue to expand your knowledge of Excel’s capabilities in general. 
You’ll find that as your knowledge of Excel grows, your development skills will benefit, and vice versa.

So, why use Excel as a development platform? Here is a short list.

 

◆

 

You can build on the functionality of Excel rather than starting from scratch.

 

◆

 

Excel is already installed on nearly every corporate PC.

 

◆

 

Excel applications are easy to distribute.

 

◆

 

Your users already have some degree of experience using Excel.

 

◆

 

Excel applications can be developed very rapidly.

 

◆

 

VBA is relatively easy to learn.

Let’s investigate these reasons in a little more depth.

 

Extend a Great Product

 

When you use Excel as a development platform, your application has access to all of Excel’s func-
tionality and then some, and this is all without you having to write a single line of code. That means 
you already have a way to gather input and display output, 

 

and

 

 you have a sophisticated calculation 
engine all without doing a single thing. If you write an application using Visual Basic, Java, or some 
other language, you need to consider how to handle these aspects and code them from scratch.

Two huge benefits arise from not having to start from scratch. First, when you start from scratch 
you have to write a lot more code and more code means a longer development cycle. Second, by using 
Excel’s native capabilities, you get to use the proven performance and reliability of Excel; this means 
that you can reap the benefit of countless man-hours of development and testing from Microsoft, as 
well as testing and use by millions of users around the world. Contrast that against starting from 
scratch where the code you write may be exposed to maybe dozens or maybe even hundreds of devel-
opment and testing hours.

 

Millions of Potential Users

 

You are probably not targeting every Excel user worldwide for your application, but if you are, you 
have a potential market numbering in the millions. Some compatibility issues exist between different 
versions of Excel, but in general, all your customer needs to run the application you develop is a copy 
of Excel. Think about it; unless you’re a government worker in Munich (the government there recently 
adopted Linux as its operating system, and will therefore, presumably not be using Microsoft Excel), 
your business and nearly every other business of decent size uses Excel to some extent.
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File �

 

 Send To…

 

Not every Excel application can be distributed by simply sending the file to the intended user, but 
many can. You’ll find that you have numerous options available for distributing your Excel applica-
tion, and most are as simple as clicking File �

 

 Send To to send the file to the intended recipient. Con-
trast that to installing traditional applications.

As you may know, installing traditional applications can be problematic on multiple levels. First, 
you must create a setup program just to install your application. You have to be sure that any depen-
dent files are installed on the system and if they aren’t, you have to install them too. Often, these 
dependent files are shared files known as dynamic link libraries, or DLLs. Managing DLLs on a sys-
tem is frustrating at best. What happens is that many applications are dependent on a specific version 
of a DLL. When a new application is installed, occasionally the new application overwrites an older 
version of a DLL with a new version, breaking other applications that depend on the old version. 
When software that has run flawlessly in the past suddenly stops working, suspect number one is the 
last software package that you installed.

The second problem is that many organizations have strict, sometimes draconian, policies regard-
ing the installation of new programs or the modification of any programs already installed on the 
computer. Often these policies are for good reason. However, for smaller, departmental type appli-
cations, these policies mean that more work is involved in dotting all the i’s and crossing all the t’s 
than it takes to develop and test the application. 

Sadly, I have worked with many departments that are not pleased with the “customer service” they 
receive from their own IT departments and are loathe to do anything that places them in a position 
of being increasingly reliant on IT. By developing an application using Microsoft Excel or one of the 
other Microsoft Office products, you can fly under the radar, so to speak. Occasionally this tactic is 
used by project sponsors to develop a proof of concept and demonstrate the potential value of solving 
a particular problem. Once others see the potential, you’ll find that it is much easier to obtain the nec-
essary approvals to develop a traditional application.

 

Exploit the Knowledge Base

 

Although proficiency levels vary widely, most corporate employees have some experience with Excel. 
Why not exploit that familiarity rather than force them to learn something entirely new?

In my opinion, one of the big drawbacks in the corporate rush to put every application on their 
intranet is that, so far, web applications offer little in terms of interaction with the data they present. 
Web applications are great for disseminating data, but lousy at aiding the analytical process. Unless 
the application designers dream up every conceivable way that someone would want to look at the 
data, inevitably people will need to export, copy/paste, or manually rekey the data into another appli-
cation. Which application do you think they will put this data in? So if one of the objectives of your 
application is to facilitate analysis, why not deliver the application using a medium that your users 
understand and use for analysis in the first place?

 

Rapid Development. Really.

 

Just about every development tool these days promises rapid development. Excel can truly deliver it. 
One reason, as I talked about already, is that you are building on top of Excel with all of Excel’s func-
tionality already there for your use. You do not have to worry about writing code for input, output, 
to support printing, and so on.
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Another reason is that the code you write will be using Visual Basic. Visual Basic was originally 
developed specifically for rapid application development. It is a proven language in this regard.

 

It’s Not Rocket Science…

 

Finally, developing applications using Excel is not rocket science. If you are familiar with 

 

either

 

 Excel 

 

or

 

 a programming language, especially Visual Basic, you will be successful, provided you have a gen-
uine interest in acquiring the skill.

If you have a good background using Excel, then you won’t have to work so hard to understand 
the Excel object model, which is just a fancy term for the way that you refer to various Excel objects 
programmatically. You should focus initially on the basics of learning VBA.

If you have a background with another programming language, you’ll find VBA very easy to pick 
up. You’ll need to spend more time becoming familiar with the Excel object model.

 

Stop When You See Red

 

Sometimes Excel is not an appropriate solution. Well, at least it’s not appropriate as the only com-
ponent of your solution. Many times, I see Excel used as a database. There is a fine line when it comes 
to using Excel as a database. Using the term database to describe the use of Excel in this manner is, 
in all fairness, an injustice to real database products. A better way to think of Excel’s capabilities in 
this regard is that it functions as a list manager. 

If your list is small, maybe a couple thousand rows at most, Excel may be adequate for your needs. 
However, I would urge you to consider using a database to handle the storage of your data. You can 
still use Excel to analyze and display your data; you’ll learn techniques to do this later in the book.

If your list is larger, you really should use a database. Microsoft Access is a good choice because 
it is probably already installed on your computer if you have Excel, and it contains many features that 
help beginners learn the basics of using a database.

Making the call as to when to use a database comes with experience. Generally however, when you 
find yourself writing a lot of code to manage or otherwise work with a list in Excel, a big red light 
should come on in your head. You should stop immediately and do the following three things. First, 
import all of your data into a table in Access. Second, investigate the capabilities of Microsoft Query 
for bringing necessary data from your database into Excel for analytical or reporting purposes. Third, 
check out Chapter 16 to learn how to programmatically retrieve data from a database and use the data 
in your spreadsheet. 

By combining Access (or another database product) and Excel, you will significantly expand your 
capabilities to develop capable and sophisticated systems that can handle large amounts of data. 

With time, the following statement will become clear, but anytime you are writing a lot of code 
to deal with one particular facet of an application, red flags should appear in your mind. You’ll know 
it when this happens to you—your code will seem awkward and complex. This is not right. Stop, take 
a breather, and reevaluate. Evaluate three things: your design, the technology you used to develop a 
solution, and the application of the technology you choose. One or more of these is wrong. You may 
find some advice regarding your problem in Chapter 13.
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A Reflection on the Learning Curve

 

I believe that learning how to develop in Excel using VBA is easy. That said, you’ll notice a dramatic 
improvement in your ability to churn out applications efficiently as you progress. When I first started 
learning VBA in Excel 5.0, I had a significant amount of experience with Excel. In fact, I was the Excel 
guru at work. Back then, the development environment wasn’t nearly as friendly and hospitable to 
beginners as it is now. You actually had to memorize the Excel object model—you didn’t have Intel-
liSense to show you applicable properties and methods (we’ll discuss IntelliSense in the next chapter). 
Anyway, developing an average application might have taken 3 months or more once I got past the 
initial learning stage. These days, the average application takes 2 or 3 weeks. Many smaller applica-
tions can be completed in less than a week, simple utilities can be completed in as little as 15 to 30 
minutes, and user-defined functions can be coded in a matter of minutes.

In my experience, many people are interested in developing proficiency with VBA but never really 
commit to it. Therefore, they never get to the point where they are able to start applying it. It can be 
difficult to commit to at first. You’ve got a million things to do and not enough time to do it all. 
Who’s got time to learn something new? Believe me, though; learning VBA will yield huge dividends 
to you. Once you develop a little proficiency, you’ll be able to automate various tasks that you per-
form manually now. The timesavings by automating these tasks can be orders of magnitude. Tasks 
that take hours of manual effort can be reduced to minutes and completed with the click of a mouse. 
Many of the repetitive tasks that knowledge workers perform can also be automated by creating 
simple utilities.

As you progress, not only will you become much more efficient at using Excel’s object model, but 
you’ll develop a critical mass of code that you can reuse later in other applications. This book will get 
you off to a great start by providing you with many generic routines that you’re apt to find useful in 
nearly every application you write.

 

Summary

 

Many people do not realize that they can develop applications in Excel or understand why they would 
want to. The next time you tell someone that you develop in Excel, look them straight in the eye and 
tell them that you create a significant amount of value by creating Excel applications. Excel applications 
have tremendous potential to help people work more efficiently and they provide ways to manipulate 
and therefore internalize data in ways that would be impossible or difficult to do otherwise. Before they 
give you a rebuttal, mention that your applications are completed in less time than it takes to design an 
application using traditional methods and technologies. Finally, be sure to tell them how much fun you 
have doing it. When your web developer friend chuckles at this, smile and tell her that just last week you 
finished in application that enabled users to actually 

 

analyze

 

 the data obtained from a web application 
rather than merely view it. 

Well, hopefully you are now even more motivated to start learning how to develop Excel appli-
cations using VBA, so let’s dig in and get going. Your first task is to take an inventory of the devel-
opment environment, the Visual Basic Editor.
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