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CHAPTER 12 SORTING DATA 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Microsoft Excel allows you to sort worksheet data alphabetically, 
numerically or chronologically. You can sort your data by columns, 
starting from the highest value working down to the lowest 
(descending), or from the lowest value working up to the highest 
(ascending). Sorting data can help to analyse trends in sales, or 
target areas in business, and also to make comparisons between 
data. 

In this session you will: 

 gain an understanding of sorting and lists in Microsoft 
Excel 

 learn how to sort alphabetical data in a list 

 learn how to sort numbers 

 learn how to sort on more than one column 

 learn how to sort numbered lists 

 learn how to sort a list by rows. 
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UNDERSTANDING LISTS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Microsoft Excel is quite often used to create lists 
– such as lists of customer contacts, lists of items 
in inventory, lists of employees, lists of upcoming 
events, and the like. To cater for just such lists 

Microsoft Excel allows you to perform sort 
operations so that all of the data in the list can be 
rearranged in a more desirable and logical fashion. 

Lists – The Key to Understanding Sorting 

To understand how Microsoft Excel performs a sorting operation you first need to grasp the concept 
of a list in Microsoft Excel. 

Unlike many other Excel operations you seldom have to specifically tell Excel the dimensions and 
range co-ordinates of a list. In fact, Excel actually works this out for itself most of the time. When you 
make a cell active Excel looks at all of the adjacent cells – up, down, left and right. It considers all of 
the cells around the active cell to be part of a list range as long as the cells have something in them. 

So in Excel a list is automatically defined as the area around the active cell that contains data. The 
boundary of the list range is defined as soon as an empty cell is encountered. Take the following 
screen shot: 

In this screen shot the active cell is C4. Excel therefore deems the list to be the one bounded by 
empty cells – in other words, the list is made up of all of the non-empty cells. The list extends to the 
left as far as column A, and to the right as far as column G. It doesn’t go up any more rows because 
C3 is an empty cell. It goes down as far as row 23, the last non-empty cell in the column. So the list 
range is automatically defined as A4 to G23. 

You can make any cell in this list the active cell and the list range will be the same. The curious thing 
is that you don’t have to select or highlight the range – it’s sort of invisibly highlighted for you 
already. 

Sorting a List 

Once a list is available to Excel, the data in it can be sorted. The data is usually sorted down a 
column, known in database jargon as a field. Data is sorted alpha-numerically, meaning that 
alphabetical characters are sorted first, and then numbers. If there are only alphabetical characters 
in it then the list will be sorted alphabetically from left to right. If there are only numbers the list will be 
sorted numerically. If there is mixed data the list will be sorted by alphabetical characters and then 
by numbers. 

Lists can be sorted in ascending order (from lowest to highest) and in descending order (from 
highest to lowest). 
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PERFORMING AN ALPHABETICAL SORT 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Try This Yourself: 
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Before starting this 
exercise you MUST 
open the file E827 
Sorting_1.xlsx... 

 Click on the Sorting 
Text worksheet tab and 
spend a few moments 
studying the data – it is 
a list of employees 

 Click on C4 to select 
the cell – this is the 
Last Name column of 
the listing 

 Click on the Home tab 
in the Ribbon, click on 

Sort & Filter  in 

the Editing group and 
select Sort A to Z 

 The data in the list will 
now be sorted 
alphabetically by last 
name in ascending 
order… 

 Click on Sort & Filter 

 in the Editing 

group and select Sort Z 
to A, to sort the data in 
descending order 

 Repeat the above steps 
and sort the list by 
Position, by Office, 
and finally by E-Mail 

 

For Your Reference… 

To alphabetically sort data in a list: 

1. Click in the column to sort 

2. Click on Sort & Filter  in the Editing 

group and select either Sort A to Z to sort in 
ascending order or Sort Z to A to sort in 
descending order 

Handy to Know… 

 When you choose to sort, Excel searches in 
all directions from the active cell. The end of 
the list is deemed to be the first blank cell 
encountered in all directions: up, down, left, 
and right. 

 Excel assumes that the first row of the list 
contains the column heading or field. 

2 

3 

The most common use for sorting is to rearrange 
the data in a list in a specific order. A list is 
simply a grouping of data without any empty 
columns or rows. In a list, a single column can 

be sorted by placing the cell pointer anywhere in 
the column that you wish to sort and choosing the 

Sort & Filter command in the Editing group. 



Microsoft Excel 2010 - Level 2 

© Watsonia Publishing Page 134 Sorting Data 

PERFORMING A NUMERICAL SORT 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Try This Yourself: 
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Continue using the 
previous file with this 
exercise, or open the file 
E827 Sorting_2.xlsx... 

 Click on A4 which 
represents the start of 
the employee No column 

 On the Home tab, click 

on Sort & Filter  in 

the Editing group and 
select Sort A to Z to sort 
the data in ascending 
order 

 Notice how the list is 
sorted first by letters, 
then numbers… 

 Click on I5 which is the 
start of the Age column 
– these are numbers 

 Click on Sort & Filter 

 in the Editing 

group and select Sort 
Smallest to Largest to 
sort the data from 
youngest to oldest 

 Repeat the above steps 
and sort the list by 
Telephone, by Salary 
Level, and by Service 

 

For Your Reference… 

To sort a list numerically: 

1. Click in the column to sort 

2. Click on Sort & Filter  in the Editing 

group and select either Sort Smallest to 
Largest to sort in ascending order or Sort 
Largest to Smallest to sort in descending 
order 

Handy to Know… 

 The Age column above is actually a formula 
which displays a calculated value. The sort 
operation has been performed on the 
calculated value rather than the formula and 
that is why the list is sorted according to age. 

2 

4 

Microsoft Excel 2010 allows you to sort all kinds 
of data – alphabetic, numeric, dates and mixed. 
When you place the cell pointer in a cell Excel 
determines the data type in that cell and amends 

the sort commands accordingly. For example when 
sorting alphabetical data the command will be Sort 
A to Z, but for numeric it changes to Sort Smallest 

to Largest. 
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SORTING ON MORE THAN ONE COLUMN 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Try This Yourself: 
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Continue using the 
previous file with this 
exercise, or open the file 
E827 Sorting_3.xlsx... 

 Click on A4 to position the 
active cell within the list 

 On the Home tab, click on 

Sort & Filter  in the 

Editing group and select 
Custom Sort to see the 
Sort dialog box 

 Click on the drop arrow 
 for Sort by to see a 

list of the field (column) 
names, then click on 
Position 

 Click on [Add Level] to 
add another level in the 
dialog box 

 Click on the drop arrow 
 for Then by and click 

on Last Name 

 Click on [OK] to see the 
list sorted by Position 
then by Last Name 

 

For Your Reference… 

To sort on more than one column: 

1. Click on Sort & Filter  in the Editing 

group on the Home tab and select Custom 
Sort 

2. Specify the columns to sort the list on 

Handy to Know… 

 Be careful when sorting large lists that go 
beyond the boundaries of the screen. You 
should ensure that there are no blank rows 
or columns that can result in you omitting 
some of the data. 

2 

5 

Excel allows you to select multiple columns to 
sort by, thereby enabling you to analyse data 
according to different categories. Each column is 
sorted in order one at a time. The listing is sorted 

by the first column, then by the second column, and 
so on. For example, a staff listing can be sorted 
first by Position, then by Last Name so that each 
position contains an alphabetical sub-listing. 

6 
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SORTING NUMBERED LISTS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Try This Yourself: 
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Continue using the previous 
file with this exercise, or 
open the file E827 
Sorting_4.xlsx... 

 Click on the Sorting 
Numbers worksheet tab 
and examine the data 

 Click on C5 which 
represents the first value in 
sales figures for the month 
of February 

 On the Home tab, click on 

Sort & Filter  in the 

Editing group and select 
Sort Smallest to Largest 
to sort the data 

 Everything has worked fine 
because the totals at the 
bottom of the list are the 
largest values (being 
totals!)… 

 Click on Sort & Filter  

in the Editing group and 
select Sort Largest to 
Smallest – you now have a 
mess because the Total 
formulas have been sorted 
out of position 

 Click on Undo  on the 

Quick Access Toolbar to 
undo the last sort 

 

For Your Reference… 

To sort a numbered list: 

1. Click in the column to sort 

2. Click on Sort & Filter  in the Editing 

group and select either Sort Smallest to 

Largest or Sort Largest to Smallest 

Handy to Know… 

 One way to avoid the hassle of having totals 
at the bottom of a list included in a sort, is to 
place a blank row between the data and the 
totals. Excel will then assume that the list 
finishes at the row before the blank row. 

2 

3 

Microsoft Excel 2010 allows you to sort any kind 
of data in the worksheet and it is smart enough to 
determine the type of sort to perform. Things get 
a little messy however, when there are lists of 

numbers that may also contain subtotals and 
totals. The problem with these sorts is that Excel 
can’t distinguish between your data and the totals – 
the totals therefore also get sorted. 

4 
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SORTING BY ROWS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Try This Yourself: 
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Continue using the 
previous file with this 
exercise, or open the file 
E827 Sorting_5.xlsx... 

 Click on B4, hold down 
 and click on cell G12 

to select the range B4:G12 

 On the Home tab, click on 

Sort & Filter  in the 

Editing group and select 
Custom Sort to display 
the Sort dialog box 

 Click on [Options] to see 
the Sort Options dialog 
box 

 Click on Sort left to right, 
then click on [OK] to return 
to the Sort dialog box 

 Click on the drop arrow  

for Sort by and click on 
Row 12 

 Click on [OK] to see the 
table totals (Row 12) 
sorted from lowest to 
highest 

 

For Your Reference… 

To sort by rows: 

1. Click on Sort & Filter  in the Editing 

group on the Home tab and select Custom 
Sort and click on [Options] 

2. Click on Sort left to right, then click on [OK] 

3. Choose the row to sort and click [OK] 

Handy to Know… 

 When sorting by rows, select the cells that 
you want to sort, remembering to include the 
column headings and to exclude the row 
headings and totals column. 

1 

3 

Most of us are used to sorting vertically down a 
column, rearranging data from highest to lowest, 
or lowest to highest. Excel also allows you to sort 
by rows, from left to right. This takes a little more 

care to set up and is fraught with potential 
problems. However, once you have mastered it you 
will find it handy to use in your worksheets. 

5 

6 
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NOTES: 
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