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The subtotal feature in Excel allows you to generate summary information, 

such as subtotals, averages, record counts, and maximum and minimum 

values for groups of records in a database. When you generate the summary 

information, Excel adds summary and grand total rows to the worksheet, 

labels each row, and outlines the records in each group. By clicking on the 

outline minus and plus symbols, you can quickly hide and show the details for 

each summarized group of data. The subtotal feature also allows you to 

remove and replace summary information.     
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 Excel’s Subtotal feature provides a quick and easy way to summarize 

data in an Excel list or database and to outline a database. 

You do not need to enter formulas to summarize the data 

in the worksheet. Instead, the Subtotal button in the 

Outline group of the Data tab’s Ribbon enables you to 

automatically calculate summary information, such as subtotals and grand 

totals, for groups of data that you previously sorted and, optionally, filtered.  
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 However, before you access the Subtotal button, your data must be 

organized in the form of a list or a database with named fields and must be 

grouped according to the values in one of those fields. For example, the 

database in the Employee.xlsx workbook file includes named fields, such as 

LAST NAME, FIRST NAME, and DEPARTMENT, as shown in Figure 1. 

Moreover, you can sort the records (i.e., group records) in ascending or 

descending order according to the values in a field, such as DEPARTMENT. 

 The Subtotal feature provides a great deal of flexibility in how you 

can summarize data in a list or database. When you click on the Subtotal 

button, you choose: 

 The groups of records for which you want subtotals, such as those 

grouped by department name in the DEPARTMENT field. 

 The summary function, such as Sum, Count, Average, Max, Min, 

etc., to use in generating the summary information. 

 The field or fields to be summarized for each group of records, such 

as the values in the SALARIES field. Excel inserts the summary 

information in a summary row for each group and a grand total row 

and places the information in the same field or fields (i.e., columns) 

it summarizes. 

For the Subtotal button to work, you first must sort, and optionally filter, 

your database. If you sort the database on multiple keys, the first sort key 

must be the field on which you intend to group the records (i.e., the groups 

for which you want Excel to calculate summary information). For example, 

sort the records in the in the employee database in ascending order 

according to values in the DEPARTMENT field. After sorting the database, 

the records ought to be in ascending order by department.  

 Once you have sorted the database, you can generate summary 

information for each group (i.e., Accounting, Executive, etc.) and grand 

totals for all records in the database. If the database is filtered, then the 

summary information will be generated only for those records that are not 

hidden. To generate the summary information, complete the steps below: 

1. Select any cell in the database (if necessary). 

2. Click on the Subtotal button in the Outline group of the Data tab’s 

Ribbon. Excel displays the Subtotal dialog box (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 1: Dept & Salary Database in Employee Workbook 

 

3. When you first click on the Subtotal button, the “At each change in” 

box automatically displays the name of the left-most field name in 

the database, as shown in Figure 2. To select a different field on 

which to group the records, click on the arrow at the right-end of 

the At each change in: drop-down list box and then select another 

field name. The field name you select should represent the groups 

for which you want to generate summary information. Moreover, 

this field name should be the same as the first sort key on which 

you sorted the database. Since you sorted the database with the 
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field DEPARTMENT as the first sort key, select the DEPARTMENT 

field name by clicking on it in the list box. 

  

Figure 2: Subtotal Dialog Box 

 

4. In the Use function: drop-down list box, select the function you 

want to use in summarizing the records in the database. A number 

of functions are available, including Sum, Count, Average, Max 

(maximum value), Min (minimum value), Var (variance), StdDev 

(standard deviation), etc. You select a function by clicking on the 

arrow at the end of the box to display the drop-down list of 

functions and then clicking on the function. For the department 

groups, select the Sum function (if necessary). 

5. In the Add subtotal to: list box, check the boxes of the field or fields 

that contain the values or items you want to summarize and clear 

all other check boxes. When you first click on the Subtotal button 

in the Outline group of the Data tab’s Ribbon, Excel displays up to 

six names in the list box and automatically checks the box of the 
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last numeric or date field. Because SALARY is the only field for 

which you want to generate subtotals, check its box and then clear 

all other check boxes in the list box. 

6. When the Replace current subtotals box is checked, Excel replaces 

any previous summary and grand total rows with the summary and 

grand total rows it inserts when you choose OK. When the box is 

clear, Excel inserts the summary rows between the last record in 

each group and any summary rows that may have been previously 

inserted. Excel also inserts the most recent grand total row above 

any previous grand total rows. By placing the next set of summary 

and grand total rows above the previous set(s), you can develop a 

great deal of summary information for the records in the database. 

For example, you might develop summary information that includes 

subtotals, averages, maximum values, minimum values, record 

counts, etc. Because you will generate several different kinds of 

summary information in this section, clear the check in the Replace 

current subtotals box. 

7. The Summary below data check box allows you to decide whether 

to place each summary row below (if checked) or above (if clear) 

the group of records to which it applies. In this example, the box 

should be checked. 

8. If the Subtotal dialog box on your screen matches that shown in 

Figure 3, click on OK. Otherwise, make the necessary changes 

before clicking on OK. 
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Figure 3: Selecting Fields, Summary Function, and Other Options in the  

Subtotal Dialog Box 

 

 As soon as you clicked on OK in the Subtotal dialog box, Excel 

automatically inserted the subtotals in the form of summary rows beneath 

the departmental groups, as shown in Figure 4. Excel also inserted a grand 

total row after the last group of records. In addition, Excel labeled each 

summary row with a row title, consisting of the group’s value in the “group 

by” field and a word describing the type of summary information. For 

example, Excel created the row title Accounting Total for the accounting 

group of records. Similarly, Excel created the row title Grand Total for the 

grand total row. 
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Figure 4:  Summary Information in the Form of Salary Subtotals for the 

Department Groups 

 

 Also, as you can see in Figure 4, Excel outlined the data to the left of 

the worksheet. The inner brackets outline each group of records; the outer 

bracket outlines all records in the database so that you can show or hide as 

much detail as you need. At the bottom of each bracket is a minus sign. 

 Clicking on the minus sign for a group of records hides the records 

in the group, but not the summary information, and replaces the bracket 

and minus sign with a plus sign. Clicking on the plus sign redisplays the 

records in the group and replaces the plus sign with the bracket and minus 

sign. Alternatively, you can click on the Plus and Minus buttons that are 

located to the immediate right of the Subtotal button. Thus, the plus and 

minus symbols in the outline and the Plus and Minus 

buttons in the Outline group of the Data tab’s Ribbon 

allow you to quickly hide and show the details for each 
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summarized group of data.  For example, if you want to display and print 

only the summary information, then click on each minus sign to hide all 

records and leave only the summary information displayed in the 

worksheet. Optionally, click on the minus sign at the left of the first grand 

total row to hide all but the grand total summary information. 

Creating Multiple Sets of Summary Information 

 If you want to develop additional summary information for the 

department groups, you again click on the Subtotal button in the Data tab’s 

Ribbon and follow the steps outlined above. However, you must be sure that 

the Replace current subtotals check box is clear before you click on the OK 

button. Otherwise, Excel will replace the previous summary and grand total 

rows with the new summary information it inserts. For example, insert 

summary information using the Average, Max, Min, and Count  

functions, respectively. After you have inserted the summary information 

with the Count function, your worksheet should match that shown in Figure 

5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: When you click on the Note: When you click on the Subtotal 

button to create more than one set of summary information, Excel 

inserts the most recent summary rows between the last record in each 

group and any previous summary rows. Excel also inserts the most 

recent grand total row immediately above any previous grand total 

rows. Subtotal button to create more than one set of summary 

information, Excel inserts the most recent summary rows between the 

last record in each group and any previous summary rows. Excel also 

inserts the most recent grand total row immediately above any 

previous grand total rows.  
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Figure 5: Multiple Sets of Summary Information for the Department Groups  

 

Subtotaling a Subset of a Database 

 To subtotal only a subset of records, you should filter your database 

first. Filtering hides all records except those that meet criteria you choose. 

When you insert subtotals in a filtered database, Excel summarizes only the 

visible records. As with an unfiltered database, group (i.e., sort) the records 

before you click on the Subtotal button. 

Removing and Replacing Summary Information 

 The following ways enable you to remove subtotal summary 

information that you inserted with the Subtotal button:  
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 To remove summary rows and the grand total row 

immediately after inserting them, click on the 

Undo button on the Quick Access Toolbar. 

 To remove all summary and grand total rows from the database, 

click on the Subtotal button in the Outline group of the Data tab’s 

Ribbon to display the Subtotal dialog box and then click on the 

Remove All button. 

If you want to replace existing summary and grand total rows with updated 

summary information, click on the Subtotal button in the Outline group of 

the Data tab’s Ribbon, check the Replace current subtotals box in the 

Subtotal dialog box, select the appropriate field names and other options, 

and then click on the OK button. 

 
Summary  

 The subtotal feature in Excel allows you to generate summary 

information, such as subtotals, averages, record counts, and maximum and 

minimum values for groups of records in a database. However, before you 

generate summary information, you must sort the database according to the 

field on which you want to summarize. When you generate the summary 

information, Excel adds summary and grand total rows to the worksheet, 

labels each row, and outlines the records in each group. By clicking on the 

outline minus and plus symbols, you can quickly hide and show the details 

for each summarized group of data. The subtotal feature also allows you to 

remove and replace summary information for the summarized group of 

data.  

  


