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CHAPTER FOUR: USING FORMULAS 

 
Calculating formulas in Microsoft Excel is one of the most useful tools in the program. By creating your 

own formulas, Excel will add, subtract, multiply, and divide numbers for you. You can also find the 
average, minimum, and maximum of a set of numbers. 
 
 

This Chapter Will Include: 
 

 Creating Formulas 
 Using Cell References 
 Using the AutoSum Feature 

 Using the AutoCalculate Feature 
 
 
 

Creating Formulas 

 
There are five mathematical operations you can use in an Excel formula. You can combine as many as 
you want in a single formula. 
 

Symbol Action 
+ Addition 

- Subtraction 

* Multiplication 

/ Division 

^ Exponentiation 

 

To create a formula, follow these steps: 

 
1. In an empty cell, type the = key. This will designate that you are beginning a formula. 

2. Click the cell containing the first number you want to have in your formula. A blue border will 
appear around that cell, and the cell name should appear in your formula cell in blue text. 

3. Add the appropriate symbol from the above list directly after the number. 
4. Click the cell containing the second number you want to add to your formula. A green line will 

appear around that cell, and the cell name should appear in your formula cell in green text. 
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5. Continue this process until you have completed your formula. 
6. Press Enter or Tab, or click another cell, to have Excel calculate your formula. 
7. To edit your formula, simply double-click the cell to activate Edit mode. Once this happens, the 

calculated number will revert back to the formula composing it. 
8. If you want to see the composition of the formula, click the cell. Your formula should appear in 

the Formula toolbar. As mentioned in Step 7, you can also double-click the cell to see the 
formula. 
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There are also several alternative methods to creating formulas: 

 
1. Instead of clicking the cells containing numbers you want to add to your formula, you can simply 

type the cell name into the formula. For example, if you wanted to add cell E5 as the first 
number in the formula, type =E5. Once you have done this, the cell will still appear with a 
colored border around it. 

2. You can also add numbers to a formula instead of choosing numbers already existing in your 
worksheet. For example, typing =2500+3000 is recognized as a valid formula. 

 
 

 

Using Cell References 

 
There are two types of cell references: relative cell references and absolute cell references. By 
default, cell references are relative. 
 
 
Relative Cell References: 
 

 When a cell containing a formula made up other cells is copied or moved, the formula will 
automatically adjust itself.  

 For example, if you move or copy a cell with the formula =E7+E16 to a cell in the right adjacent 

column, the formula will correct itself and appear as =F7+F16. If you move the formula down 
one row, the formula will appear as =E8+E17.  
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Absolute Cell References: 
 

 When you move or copy a cell containing a formula, you may not want the formula to adjust 
itself. Cell references contain two parts: the column and the row. By adding the dollar sign ($) in 
front of the column or row reference (or both), the number will not change when moved or 
copied. 

 

 
 

 Absolute cell references appear three ways: 

o $E3  Indicates that only the column (E) will remain the same, while the row (3) will 
change 

o E$3  Indicates that the column will change, while the row will remain the name 
o $E$3  Indicates that both the row and column will remain the same 

 You can make a cell reference absolute one of two ways: 
o In the cell or formula bar, make sure the cursor is where you want the absolute cell 

reference to appear and add the dollar sign ($) 
o Make sure the cursor is where you want the absolute cell reference and press F4 

 
 
 

Using the AutoSum Feature 
 
When a group of cells containing numbers is selected, you can use the AutoSum feature to add the 
cells, find the average, minimum, or maximum in the cells, or calculate the total number of cells in the 
group. 
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To use the AutoSum feature, follow these steps: 

 
1. Place the cell pointer in an empty cell where you want the calculated number to appear. 
2. In the Formatting toolbar, find the AutoSum button.  
3. If you want to find the total sum of the numbers selected, simply click the AutoSum button. 
4. To find the average, minimum, or maximum of the cells, click on the down arrow next to the 

AutoSum button and select the appropriate function. 
 

 
 

5. A border will generally appear around numbers that appear in cells above your empty cell. You 
can select different cells if you wish.  

6. When the formula appears as you want it, press Enter, Tab, or click another cell to have the 
formula calculated. 

 

 
 
 

 

Using the AutoCalculate Feature 
 

The AutoCalculate feature appears in the Status bar. When a group of numbers is selected, 
AutoCalculate will automatically calculate either the sum, minimum, maximum, average, or total count of 
the cells selected. This number appears only in the Status bar and does not affect your worksheet. By 
default, Excel calculates the sum. You can change the operation, however.  
 

To use AutoCalculate, follow these steps: 

 
1. Select a range of numbers. When you look at the Status bar, note that you should see a 

formula that begins with SUM=  
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2. To change the operation that is performed, right-click anywhere on the Status bar and choose 
the appropriate function from the menu that appears. 

 

 
 

3. Your selected range should now reflect the operation you chose. Note that when Microsoft Excel 
is closed, the AutoCalculate feature will revert back to Sum, the default operation. 


