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Using this tool, you can solve a common problem: 
“How can I quickly total a year of data from monthly worksheets?” 
 
Consolidating data takes too long! 
Libraries often gather usage data in monthly or quarterly increments. When it’s time to 
get a picture of an entire year’s usage data, someone is usually stuck with the laborious 
manual task of bringing together and totaling information scattered across many 
different files. Under the right circumstances, Excel can do this onerous chore for you. 
 
When can I use the Consolidate Data feature? 
There are several requirements for successful data consolidation with Excel: 

• Data attributes are the same, but values are different 
o Example: Monthly usage of Journal of Questionable Results 

• Data is saved in one or more Excel spreadsheets or worksheets 
o Example: One Excel spreadsheet containing a worksheet (tab) for each 

month of usage data in one year 
• The results you want can be achieved with Excel’s mathematical and statistical 

functions: 
o Examples: Sum, Count, Average, Max, Min, etc. 

 
What else do I need to know? 

• Data that you’re going to consolidate does NOT have to be in the same order on 
every spreadsheet or worksheet 

• Each data element must have the exact same label in all originating files to be 
consolidated correctly: 

o Journal of Questionable Results and The Journal of Questionable Results 
will not consolidate 

o If you are importing monthly or quarterly data into Excel, don’t edit the 
data labels. You’re much more likely to have consistent files you can 
consolidate at the end of the year. 

o If you must edit data labels, use a system that helps you enforce 
consistency. 

• Excel creates references to data in other spreadsheets when you consolidate 
data. If you consolidate and then move the original files, you’ll need to update the 
consolidated data’s references. 

 
How can I consolidate some of my data? 

• Identify the data you want to consolidate 
o In these screenshots, we’ll be consolidating SFX data about monthly 

target usage 
o Part 1 demonstrates consolidating data saved in different worksheets 

(tabs) within one spreadsheet 
o Part 2 demonstrates consolidating data saved in different spreadsheets
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Part 1: Instructions for consolidating worksheets within one spreadsheet 
1. Open the file containing the originating data: 
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2. Open a new worksheet (tab) for the consolidated data: 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Double-click to highlight text in tab 

Re-name the tab 

Right-click 

Click OK 
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3. In the new worksheet (tab), highlight the A1 cell. The consolidated data will 

land here when you’re finished: 

 
 

4. Choose Data from the menu bar, then choose Consolidate…: 
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5. The Consolidate dialogue box will appear: 

 
 

6. In the Consolidate dialogue box, first choose your preferences: 
a. Select the function you want Excel to perform on the data: 

i. “Sum” is the most common, but others are available. 
ii. Experiment with other functions as you get comfortable with the 

Consolidate Data feature. 
iii. We will select “Sum.” 

b. Select which data labels you want Excel to use in consolidating the data: 
i. “Top row” will summarize the data contained under labels in the top 

row of the original worksheets or spreadsheets 
ii. “Left column” will summarize the data contained beside labels in 

the left column of the original worksheets or spreadsheets. 
iii. You can select both; you must select at least one. What you 

choose here affects how your data will be consolidated; experiment 
with these choices to fully understand what they do. 

iv. We will select “Left column” 
c. Select whether you want Excel to create references to the original data: 

i. Choose this option when you are consolidating data that will 
change after consolidation. Excel will detect the changes and 
update the consolidated data the next time you open it. If you move 
the original files, you will need to update the references in the 
consolidated file. 

ii. Don’t choose this option if the data you’re working with will not 
change after consolidation. Most usage data falls into this category 
– once it’s reported, it stays the same. Likewise, don’t choose this 
option if you will be sharing the consolidated file with colleagues 
who don’t have access to the original files. 

iii. We will not choose this option. 
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7. Now tell the Consolidate tool which files you want to get data from: 
a. Click the Browse… button to browse to the file you want (you must do this 

even though you have already opened the file): 
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b. Navigate to the file and click OK: 

 
 

c. The name and full path of the document should now be visible in the 
“Reference” line. 

8. Add references to the data you want to consolidate: 
a. Just to the right of the “Reference” line, click the button that looks like a 

little chart: 

 
 

b. The Consolidate dialog box will shrink, and you will be able to move 
around in the open document: 
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c. With the Consolidate – Reference window open, navigate to the first 
worksheet. The Reference line will change to include the name of that 
worksheet: 

 
 

d. Highlight the cells you want included in the consolidation – usually this 
includes all cells with data and the data’s labels. The Consolidate – 
Reference window will change to include the range of cells you’ve 
selected: 
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e. When the selected range of cells is correct, click the button that looks like 
a window with an arrow to the right of the Consolidate – Reference text: 
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f. The Consolidate dialog box will reappear. Click the Add button to add that 

range of cells to the list of items to be consolidated: 

 
 

9. To obtain data from other worksheets within the open spreadsheet, repeat the 
process detailed in step 8 as often as necessary: 
a. Click the little chart button 
b. Choose a different worksheet (tab) 
c. Highlight the cells you need 
d. Click the little window button 
e. Click Add to add the cells to the list of references 
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10. Consolidate the data you’ve gathered references for: 
a. When you have references to each worksheet that needs consolidation, 

click OK: 
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b. The consolidated data will appear beginning in cell A1 of the new 

worksheet you opened in step 2: 

 
 

If the consolidation process does not give the results you expected, try again using 
other labels (“Top row” or “Left column”), or use a smaller set of data. This is a complex 
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process that will take you some time to master. Be forgiving and allow yourself plenty of 
time to practice. 
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Part 2: Instructions for consolidating data contained in different spreadsheets: 
1. Open all the files containing the originating data: 

 
 

2. Open a new spreadsheet for the consolidated data. 
Save the spreadsheet. 
Highlight cell A1 – the consolidated data will land here when you’re finished. 
From the Menu bar, choose Data, then choose Consolidate…: 
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3. The Consolidate dialogue box will appear: 

 
 

4. In the Consolidate dialogue box, first choose your preferences: 
a. Select the function you want Excel to perform on the data: 

i. “Sum” is the most common, but others are available. 
ii. Experiment with other functions as you get comfortable with the 

Consolidate Data feature. 
iii. We will select “Sum.” 

b. Select which data labels you want Excel to use in consolidating the data: 
i. “Top row” will summarize the data contained under labels in the top 

row of the original worksheets or spreadsheets 
ii. “Left column” will summarize the data contained beside labels in 

the left column of the original worksheets or spreadsheets. 
iii. You can select both; you must select at least one. What you 

choose here affects how your data will be consolidated; experiment 
with these choices to fully understand what they do. 

iv. We will select “Left column” 
c. Select whether you want Excel to create references to the original data: 

i. Choose this option when you are consolidating data that will 
change after consolidation. Excel will detect the changes and 
update the consolidated data the next time you open it. If you move 
the original files, you will need to update the references in the 
consolidated file. 

ii. Don’t choose this option if the data you’re working with will not 
change after consolidation. Most usage data falls into this category 
– once it’s reported, it stays the same. Likewise, don’t choose this 
option if you will be sharing the consolidated file with colleagues 
who don’t have access to the original files. 

iii. We will not choose this option. 
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5. Now tell the Consolidate tool which files you want to get data from: 
a. You will be telling the tool about only one file at a time 
b. Click the Browse… button to browse to the file you want (you must do this 

even though you have already opened the file): 
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c. Navigate to the file and click OK: 

 
 

d. The name and full path of the document should now be visible in the 
“Reference” line. 
 

6. Add references to the data you want to consolidate: 
a. Just to the right of the “Reference” line, click the button that looks like a 

little chart: 
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b. The Consolidate dialog box will shrink, and you will be able to move to the 
other open documents: 

 
 

c. With the Consolidate – Reference window open, navigate to the open 
spreadsheet you told the Consolidate tool about in step 5. If applicable, 
navigate to the worksheet you want within this spreadsheet. The 
Reference line will change to include the name of the spreadsheet and 
worksheet you’re in: 
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d. Highlight the cells you want included in the consolidation – usually this 
includes all cells with data and the data’s labels. The Consolidate – 
Reference window will change to include the range of cells you’ve 
selected: 

 
 

e. When the selected range of cells is correct, click the button that looks like 
a window with an arrow to the right of the Consolidate – Reference text: 
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f. The Consolidate dialog box will reappear. Click the Add button to add that 
range of cells to the list of items to be consolidated: 

 
 

7. Obtain data from other spreadsheets that you opened in step 1 by repeating 
the process detailed in step 6 as often as necessary: 
a. Within the same Consolidate dialogue box, click Browse to select a 

different file (make sure that file is already open) 
b. Click the little chart button 
c. Navigate to the open spreadsheet and choose the worksheet (tab) you 

need 
d. Highlight the cells you need 
e. Click the little window button 
f. Click Add to add the cells to the list of references 
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8. Consolidate the data you’ve gathered references for: 
a. When you have references to each spreadsheet that needs consolidation, 

click OK in the Consolidate dialogue box: 
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b. The consolidated data will appear beginning in cell A1 of the new 
spreadsheet you opened in step 2: 
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If the consolidation process does not give the results you expected, try again using 
other labels (“Top row” or “Left column”), or use a smaller set of data. This is a complex 
process that will take you some time to master. Be forgiving and allow yourself plenty of 
time to practice. 
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