compare 2 workbooks in excel

compare 2 workbooks in excel is a common task for many Excel users,
especially when managing large datasets or preparing reports. Understanding
how to effectively compare two workbooks can streamline your workflow,
enhance accuracy, and save valuable time. This article will delve into
various methods for comparing workbooks in Excel, including built-in features
and third-party tools. We will explore the advantages of each method, provide
step-by-step instructions, and offer tips to ensure a thorough comparison. By
the end of this article, you will be equipped with the knowledge to compare
workbooks efficiently and accurately.
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Understanding Workbook Comparisons

When working with Excel, a workbook is a file that contains one or more
spreadsheets. Comparing two workbooks involves analyzing data across these
spreadsheets to identify differences, discrepancies, or changes. This is
particularly crucial in collaborative environments where multiple users may
modify data independently.

There are several reasons why you might need to compare two workbooks:

e Data Validation: Ensuring data integrity after updates.

e Version Control: Tracking changes between different versions of a
report.

e Collaboration: Reviewing contributions from different team members.

Understanding the context of your comparison—whether you are looking for



formula discrepancies, data value differences, or structural changes—will
help determine the best approach for your needs. Excel provides various
built-in tools for this purpose, but external tools can also offer enhanced
functionality.

Using Excel's Built-in Features

Excel comes equipped with several built-in features that can facilitate the
comparison of two workbooks. These features are user-friendly and can be
accessed without the need for additional software. Here, we will discuss the
most effective methods.

1. View Side by Side

One of the simplest ways to compare two workbooks in Excel is by using the
"View Side by Side" feature. This allows you to open two workbooks
simultaneously and view them alongside each other.

To use this feature:

1. Open both workbooks you wish to compare.
2. Go to the "View" tab on the Ribbon.

3. Click on "View Side by Side." This will arrange the two workbooks next
to each other.

This method is beneficial for visually inspecting the data, though it may not
highlight differences automatically. Users can scroll through both workbooks
to identify discrepancies manually.

2. Using the Compare and Merge Workbooks Feature

Excel also includes a "Compare and Merge Workbooks" feature, which is
particularly useful for identifying changes made to a shared workbook.

To enable this feature:

1. Save the workbooks you want to compare.

2. Go to the "Review" tab on the Ribbon.



3. Click "Compare and Merge Workbooks."

4. Select the workbook you want to compare with the active workbook.

This feature allows you to see what changes have been made since the last
save, but it is primarily available for workbooks that have been shared and
edited concurrently.

3. Conditional Formatting for Highlighting
Differences

Another effective method for comparing data is using conditional formatting.
This allows users to visually highlight differences between the two
workbooks.

To implement this:

1. Open both workbooks and select the range of data in one workbook.
2. Navigate to the "Home" tab and select "Conditional Formatting."

3. Choose "New Rule" and select "Use a formula to determine which cells to
format."

4. Enter a formula that references the corresponding cells in the other
workbook.

5. Set the desired formatting options to highlight differences.

This method is particularly effective for large datasets, as it provides a
clear visual representation of discrepancies.

Third-Party Tools for Workbook Comparison

While Excel's built-in features are useful, there are also several third-
party tools that offer advanced capabilities for comparing workbooks. These
tools can provide deeper insights and more automated processes to streamline
your comparison tasks.



1. Spreadsheet Compare

Spreadsheet Compare is a free tool provided by Microsoft as part of the
Office suite. It enables users to compare two Excel files and highlights
differences in formulas, values, and formatting.

To use Spreadsheet Compare:

1. Open the application (it may be found in the Microsoft Office Tools
folder).

2. Select "Compare Files" and choose the two Excel files you wish to
compare.

3. Review the results, which will detail differences in a clear format.

This tool is particularly powerful for users needing a detailed comparison
without manually inspecting data.

2. Ablebits Compare Sheets

Ablebits offers a comprehensive Excel add-in called Compare Sheets that
simplifies the comparison process. It provides a user-friendly interface and
advanced options for customized comparisons.

Key features include:

e Side-by-side comparison of sheets.
e Filtering and customization options for specifics of the comparison.

e Ability to merge differences directly into one of the sheets.

This add-in is ideal for users who frequently engage in workbook comparisons
and require a robust solution.

Best Practices for Comparing Workbooks

To ensure effective comparisons, consider the following best practices:



e Backup Your Data: Always create backups of your workbooks before making
any comparisons to prevent accidental data loss.

e Use Clear Naming Conventions: Name your workbooks clearly to avoid
confusion when comparing multiple files.

e Document Changes: Keep a record of any changes made during the
comparison process for future reference.

e Regularly Update Your Tools: Ensure that any third-party tools are
updated to take advantage of the latest features and improvements.

By following these best practices, you can enhance the accuracy and
efficiency of your workbook comparisons, ensuring that no critical
differences go unnoticed.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the ability to compare 2 workbooks in excel is essential for
maintaining data integrity and facilitating collaboration. Whether you choose
to utilize Excel's built-in features or opt for third-party tools,
understanding the methods available will significantly improve your workflow.
By adopting best practices, you can ensure that your comparisons are thorough
and reliable, ultimately leading to better data management and decision-
making processes.

Q: How can I compare two workbooks in Excel without
using any tools?

A: You can compare two workbooks by using the "View Side by Side" feature in
Excel. Open both workbooks, go to the "View" tab, and select "View Side by
Side" to see them next to each other for manual comparison.

Q: What is the best way to highlight differences in
large datasets?

A: Using conditional formatting is an effective way to highlight differences
in large datasets. You can set up rules that format cells based on
comparisons with corresponding cells in another workbook.



Q: Can I use Excel to compare workbooks that were
not shared?

A: Yes, you can use Excel's "Compare and Merge Workbooks" feature to compare
versions of workbooks that were saved separately, as long as they are saved
in a compatible format.

Q: What are the limitations of Excel's built-in
comparison features?

A: Excel's built-in comparison features may not highlight all differences,
especially in complex formulas or large datasets. They also require manual
inspection, which can be time-consuming.

Q: Are there any free tools for comparing Excel
files?

A: Yes, Spreadsheet Compare is a free tool provided by Microsoft that allows
users to compare two Excel files, highlighting differences in a user-friendly
format.

Q: How do I merge changes after comparing workbooks?

A: If you are using a third-party tool like Ablebits Compare Sheets, you can
often directly merge differences into one workbook. For Excel's built-in
features, you will need to manually copy and paste changes.

Q: Why is it important to document changes during
workbook comparisons?

A: Documenting changes is important for maintaining a clear record of what
modifications were made, which helps in understanding the evolution of your
data and ensures transparency in collaborative environments.

Q: How can I ensure my comparison process is
efficient?

A: To make your comparison process more efficient, regularly update your
comparison tools, establish clear naming conventions for your workbooks, and
create backups before starting the comparison.
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