Formatting a data plot (the Excel chart)

The results from steps 8 to 10 should look like figure 5. In figure 5 your chart has been inserted as an ‘object’ in sheet 1, as an ‘object’ in the worksheet the chart will be easier to format. In figure 5 you will note that along the borders and in the corners of the plot there are little black squares, which tell you the chart has been selected (clicked on) as a result the data that is being plotted is highlighted – the purple boundary denotes the year data, the green boundary surrounds the variable names and the blue boundary surrounds the actual observations. As you should appreciate the ‘plot’ as shown in figure 5 is pretty useless – frankly a bit of a mess all round. Quite why Microsoft chose this ‘look’ as their default option has always been a mystery to me, and means we have to format virtually all the elements in the plot.
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Figure 5

11)
First thing to do is to make the plot a little larger, you do this by left clicking on a corner (or 
border) of the chart and drag your mouse right to make the plot bigger (if this results in a plot that is too 
big or oddly sized, click on the undo icon in the tool bar (C) – or carry on re-sizing until you get the size you 
want.)  

12)
Click on the % label (value Y axis) and in the tool bar select ‘Format’ and choose
‘Selected Axis Title…’ 
The pop-up menu starts on a tab called ‘Alignment’, in the ‘Orientation’ option drag the red pointer to the 
horizontal position (see figure 6) and in the ‘Font’ tab select font size 10 – click OK.
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Figure 6

13) 
With the ‘%‘ value still highlighted (outlined) using your mouse (left click) drag it up to the top left hand 
corner to be just above the Y axis.
Then go to the chart title and change the font size from 15 to 10 (you 
do this by using the font size options in the tool bar (C – in figure 6). 

14)
Click on the legend titles (i.e. those that describe each line as either the rate of unemployment (%) or 
inflation (%)) and delete using the delete key. The plot area and its shape should change; it is the plot 
area we can now re-format.

15)
Double clicking on the grey plot area will see a ‘Format Plot Area’ pop-up menu appearing (Figure 7), in 
which tick ‘None’ in both Border & Area. 
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Figure 7

16)
The next thing to do is to format the axis, double click on the X axis (years) and in the pop-up menu 
select ‘Font’ tab & choose font size 10. Now select the ‘Scale’ tab (figure 8) and change the ‘Maximum’ 
value to 
34 (i.e. the total number of years in the sample), change also the ‘Major unit:’ value to 2 (this 
then shows every other year on this axis) – click OK. When you have done this you might find you that 
have to re-size the whole data plot to show the years (i.e. repeat step 11)
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Figure 8

17)
Now double click on the Y axis (%) and change the font size to 10, likewise change the ‘Maximum;’ 
value to say 11, and the ‘Major unit:’ value to 1.

18)
Now to format the grid lines, with your plot still highlighted (i.e. selected) go to the tool bar and select 
‘Chart’ in the drop down menu choose ‘Chart Options…’ and in the pop up showing tab labelled 
‘Gridlines’, tick Value (X) axis, Major Grid lines (as shown in figure 9) – click OK. 

19)
Staying with the grid lines double click on any one of the vertical grid lines to reveal the ‘Format 
Gridlines’ pop-up menu (figure 10).  The menu will automatically start at the pattern tab, click on ‘Color:’ 
and choose a pale grey colour – click OK and repeat this for the horizontal axis. 
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Figure 9
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Figure 10

20) 
We are now in a position to format the data series. Double click on either one to reveal the ‘Format 
Data 
Series’ pop-up menu. The default tab setting is again ‘Patterns’ - see figure 11 below.
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Figure 11


The purpose here is to format the data series – assuming that the data plot will be printed in black & 
white only and not in colour, we will need to distinguish between each series. We could use a dotted 
/dashed line (not recommended) or, use different markers (e.g. a filled circle and an unfilled/coloured 
circle. So for one series (e.g. unemployment):


i)
In the ‘Line’ options (circled) keep the ‘Style:’ as it is, in ‘Color:’ select black, in ‘Weight:’ choose 

the third option down (a heavier line but not the heaviest).


ii)
In the Marker options (also circled), in ‘Style:’ choose the circle option, In ‘Foreground:’ select 

black, in Background select white, In ‘Size:’ choose either 5 or 6. For this data series the marker 

will now appear to be a white coloured circle. Repeat the above steps for the other data series, 

but instead of a white background give it a black background – the result is this series’ marker 

is now a black coloured circle. Remember to save your work.

21)
Now we need to tell the reader which series is which and here you have a choice. You can re-instate the 
data series legends by selecting Chart / Chart Options… / Legend (tab) – tick ‘Show legend’ deciding 
where you want the legend placed (along the bottom is recommended) see figure 12. 
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Figure 12

22)
Or, (and this is a bit tricky and takes a bit of practice) place your mouse cursor on one single data marker 
and left click – this will highlight the whole series, but we only want this marker highlighted, so wait a 
second and left click again, this should reveal a yellow pop-up 
that describes this particular data point 
(see figure 13).  
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Figure 13


Now double click to reveal the ‘Format Data Point’ menu, select ‘Data labels’ and tick series name 
(circled in figure 14) - click OK. In your chart you will see the series name appear and this will need to be 
re-formatted (e.g. bold, font size 9). You can shorten its name by changing the entry in the relevant cell 
(e.g. cells C4 & D4 in figure 15)
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Figure 14
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Figure 15
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Change series name here
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