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Chapter 8 

Using Pivot Tables in Financial Models 

Let’s talk about using Pivot Tables in financial modelling. Basically, we don’t use Pivot 

Tables very much in financial modelling. However, it is a good idea to know of what 

Pivot Tables are, they are a fantastic tool. They are really great for analysing lots and 

lots of data.  When it comes though to pure dynamic financial models, you know, the 

whole point of financial model really is to have inputs, outputs, flexible dynamic to 

change the inputs and the outputs change.  

With the Pivot Table of course, you change the inputs and nothing changes. You 

have to refresh it. That’s a bit of a deal breaker for me.  

When it comes to creating these kinds of pure financial models, we try not to use 

Pivot Tables, because you don’t want to have to go in and refresh it every single 

time. You don’t want to change the inputs and then the outputs don’t change and 

you have to automatically refresh it. You can create a little macro button, if you like 

so, you press the button and that will refresh it, because there’s a real danger that 

whoever is using the model might forget, might change all the inputs and they might 

forget to update the Pivot Table and then people tend to change all the data and hit 

print and then your output of the model would be wrong. 

Let’s take a look at building the Pivot Table and look at some other options that 

might be better when it comes to financial modelling than using the Pivot table. 
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On your practical exercises file, there’s a sheet called aggregation, if you turn to that 

and we’ve got a whole list of customers, we’ve got what they bought and the price. 

We want to summarise that. We want to know how much we have sold of books, 

CDs and DVDs. We can use a SUMIF formula that I’ve created here. We are looking at 

all the books, DVDs and CDs and summing them all together like that and that’s a 

fairly easy way of creating a formula that will automatically sum it together. 

Alternatively, you can use a Pivot Table. 

Let’s have a look at building that. If you highlight the data like that and then go to 

insert Pivot Table, if you don't say, it will actually put it into a new work sheet. Let’s 

say I want to have it on the existing work sheet. I’m going to pop it over there.  Say 

okay and then you need to drag and drop. This is quite different. It's something that 

changed quite a lot between the versions of Excel.  We’ll look next at creating them 

in 2003. 

We’ll say product down the side and price there. It doesn’t take quite as long as it 

does to build a SUMIF formula, but it’s a really fast way of summarising lots and lots 

of data. 

Let’s have a look in building that in 2003, again you have got the same data, highlight 

it, go to data and then pivot table, say next and it's quite different, you actually have 

to go into a wizard in the previous version of Excel. You then need to go to layout 

and we will drag it so we will say product down the side, price in there. The layout in 

that design is exactly the same but the way you get to it is quite different in a 

different version. We will say existing work sheet and pop it in there and you get 

exactly the same results but the way that you build it is quite different in 2003. 

One of the things I really like about the later version of Excel is being able to format 

it. You have got these context sensitive ribbons, you click on the pivot table and up 

come the ribbons of the tabs that you need on the ribbon for the pivot table. If you 

go to design and go to here, drop down and select one in my color scheme, there 

you go, so it makes it look really quite nice. You can do that there. The thing that I 
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really like about pivot table is you can really quickly drag and drop.  You can say I 

want to look at customer, product, now I want to have customer down the side and 

product across the top. You can actually change and move and change the layout 

drag and drop very quickly. 

The other thing that is quite nice is if you, especially if you are giving this to your 

clients or to your managers, and you say, “I wonder what they might say, look at that 

53, that looks a little bit odd”, you can go in and double click and it will bring out all 

of the data behind it or you can go to here and say “I wonder what that contains”, 

double click and it will give you a list of all of the details behind it. 

Let’s just take a look of some more data; if you go over the tab, there is one called 

pivot data and there is a whole list of data here, we have got dates, membership, like 

that. If you go to create a pivot table here, go to insert a pivot table, let’s say existing 

location, just pop it up there and will say we want to have department and we want 

to have our fees, there we go and we want to have a joined date across the top just 

there, here we go. Now the problem is you get a whole lot of detail that is not very 

helpful here, because you have got too much detail so what you can do is just group 

it. If you click on the date like that and right hand click and go to group and say you 

want to have it by month or you can say in this case it might be more useful if you 

say “years” for example. That has given us month and years, so I will say ungroup 

and group and we just want to see years not months, there we go and you can see 

when everybody joined by year so that is quite useful when it comes to analysis in 

pivot tables.  

Something that people often want to do when it comes to pivot tables, just back to 

this other page here, if you drag that down you can see how the totals come in, 

which can be quite annoying, you can go in and change those if you just double click 

on there or you can go into the total there, go into field settings, you can change it 

and say you don’t want to see the totals, that’s quite helpful there. Sometimes when 

you are adding up the values, sometimes it will come up as count instead of sum, so 
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if you need to change that just go into value field settings and say I want to count the 

number rather than sum them, so all sorts of options that you can do when you’re 

creating pivot tables.  

The other thing that you might want to do is actually change the order. For example, 

here you want to have book, it’s given to you in alphabetical order, you’ve got book, 

CD and DVD, let’s say I want to have CD first and then book. You can actually drag 

and drop it, but it can be quite fiddly, what’s actually easier is to just go CD, like that 

and then book, if you just start typing it will automatically reorder it, which is quite 

handy. Let’s just turn it back to the way it was, because what I want to do where is 

compare it to our SUMIF formula here. I said at the beginning of this section that 

using a pivot table is not a great idea when it comes to financial modelling because it 

isn’t dynamic and it doesn’t change. For example here if I change that to 500 you can 

see here that my SUMIF formula is right, what’s happened to my pivot table, it hasn’t 

change automatically; what I need to do is right hand click and refresh and then it 

will automatically update. I guess that’s the problem when it comes to using pivot 

tables as part of a financial model.  

Just a couple of other uses of pivot tables, they are really good for summarising lots 

and lots of data for just really getting a handle on the data that you’ve got available, 

looking at it, just understanding what the relationships are between the different 

pieces of data. They are good for listing if you needed a unique value, just to see how 

many different categories we have got here and they are good for filtering, sorting, 

drilling, all of that sort of stuff and if you want to transpose, you know move stuff 

around, they’re really useful.  

Basically in summary, they are a fantastic tool, really good one to know, not as 

appropriate for financial modelling, but certainly a useful tool in Excel. 


