
how to compare two workbooks in excel

how to compare two workbooks in excel is a common task for many Excel users who need to identify
differences in data, formulas, or formatting between two sets of information. Whether you are auditing
data, reviewing reports, or merging information, comparing workbooks can be essential for accuracy and
efficiency. In this article, we will explore various methods to effectively compare two workbooks in Excel,
including built-in features, third-party tools, and manual techniques. Each method will be detailed with
step-by-step instructions to ensure clarity and ease of understanding.

In addition to the methods, we will cover best practices for comparing data, tips for managing large datasets,
and troubleshooting common issues. By the end of this article, you will have a comprehensive
understanding of how to compare workbooks and improve your data management skills in Excel.

Understanding the Need to Compare Workbooks

Built-in Excel Features for Comparison

Using Third-Party Tools

Manual Comparison Techniques

Best Practices for Comparing Workbooks

Troubleshooting Common Issues

Understanding the Need to Compare Workbooks

Comparing workbooks in Excel is crucial for various professional tasks. It is particularly important in
environments where data integrity is paramount, such as finance, project management, and data analysis.
By identifying discrepancies between workbooks, users can ensure that their reports are accurate, up to
date, and reflective of the correct information.

There are several scenarios where comparing workbooks becomes necessary:

Auditing Data: When verifying the accuracy of financial reports or data entries.



Merging Information: When consolidating data from multiple sources into a single workbook.

Tracking Changes: When reviewing updates made to a workbook over time.

Quality Control: When ensuring data consistency between different versions of a document.

Understanding these needs will help you choose the most appropriate method for comparing your
workbooks effectively.

Built-in Excel Features for Comparison

Excel provides several built-in features that can facilitate the comparison of two workbooks. Some of these
features include the View Side by Side option, the Compare and Merge Workbooks feature, and the use of
conditional formatting.

Using View Side by Side

The View Side by Side feature allows you to open two workbooks simultaneously, making it easy to
visually compare them. To use this feature, follow these steps:

Open both workbooks that you want to compare.1.

Go to the View tab on the Ribbon.2.

Click on the "View Side by Side" button.3.

Scroll through both workbooks to compare the data directly.4.

This method is particularly useful for smaller datasets where visual inspection can quickly highlight
differences.



Using Compare and Merge Workbooks

The Compare and Merge Workbooks feature can be beneficial for tracking changes in shared workbooks.
To use this feature, ensure that your workbooks are saved in a shared location, then follow these steps:

Open one of the workbooks you wish to compare.1.

Go to the Review tab on the Ribbon.2.

Click on "Compare and Merge Workbooks."3.

Select the second workbook from the dialog box that appears.4.

Excel will then highlight the differences between the two workbooks, allowing for easy identification of
changes.

Conditional Formatting for Comparison

Conditional formatting can also be a powerful tool for comparing data in two workbooks. By applying
conditional formatting rules, you can visually highlight differences in data. Here’s how to set it up:

Open the workbook containing the data you want to compare.1.

Select the range of cells you wish to format.2.

Go to the Home tab and click on "Conditional Formatting."3.

Select "New Rule" and choose "Use a formula to determine which cells to format."4.

Enter a formula that references the second workbook’s corresponding cells.5.

Choose a formatting style and click OK.6.

This method is particularly useful for large datasets, making it easy to spot discrepancies at a glance.



Using Third-Party Tools

For more complex comparisons, third-party tools can provide advanced functionality that Excel’s built-in
features may lack. These tools often offer more robust comparison capabilities, allowing for detailed analysis
of differences in data, formulas, and formatting.

Popular Third-Party Excel Comparison Tools

Here are some popular third-party tools that can assist with comparing Excel workbooks:

Spreadsheet Compare: A Microsoft tool that provides detailed comparisons of Excel files, highlighting
differences in formulas, values, and formatting.

XL Comparator: A specialized tool designed for comparing Excel files, allowing users to filter and
customize the comparison process.

Synkronizer: A powerful Excel comparison tool that offers advanced options for detailed reporting
and merging of differences.

These tools often come with a cost but can save significant time and effort when dealing with large datasets
or complex workbooks.

Manual Comparison Techniques

In some cases, users might prefer manual techniques to compare workbooks, especially when the datasets
are small or when specific details need to be scrutinized closely.

Step-by-Step Manual Comparison

To manually compare two workbooks, follow these steps:

Open both workbooks in Excel.1.



Identify the sheets or ranges you wish to compare.2.

Check each cell for discrepancies, taking note of any differences.3.

Use the Find feature (Ctrl + F) to search for specific values across both workbooks.4.

Document the differences for further analysis or reporting.5.

This approach can be time-consuming but allows for thorough examination and understanding of the data
differences.

Best Practices for Comparing Workbooks

To ensure effective comparisons and maintain data integrity, consider the following best practices:

Backup Your Workbooks: Always create backup copies of your workbooks before making any
comparisons or changes.

Standardize Formats: Ensure that both workbooks have standardized formatting to make comparisons
easier.

Document Findings: Keep a record of any discrepancies found during the comparison for future
reference.

Regular Updates: Regularly update your workbooks and document changes to minimize
discrepancies in the future.

By following these best practices, you can streamline the comparison process and enhance your data
management skills.

Troubleshooting Common Issues

When comparing workbooks in Excel, users may encounter several common issues. Understanding how to
troubleshoot these problems can help maintain efficiency.



Common Issues and Solutions

Inconsistent Formats: Ensure both workbooks are using the same number formats (e.g., currency,
dates) to avoid confusion.

Hidden Rows/Columns: Check for any hidden rows or columns that may affect the comparison
results.

Formula Errors: Make sure that formulas are functioning correctly in both workbooks, as errors can
lead to incorrect comparisons.

Version Compatibility: Ensure that both workbooks are compatible with the version of Excel you are
using.

By being aware of these issues and knowing how to address them, you can enhance your workbook
comparison skills and minimize errors.

Q: What is the easiest way to compare two Excel workbooks?
A: The easiest way to compare two Excel workbooks is to use the "View Side by Side" feature, which
allows you to open both files next to each other for visual inspection.

Q: Can I compare two Excel workbooks without any third-party tools?
A: Yes, you can compare two Excel workbooks using built-in features like "View Side by Side," "Compare
and Merge Workbooks," and conditional formatting without needing third-party tools.

Q: How do I highlight differences between two workbooks?
A: You can highlight differences by using conditional formatting. Set rules based on comparisons between
cells in the two workbooks to visually indicate discrepancies.

Q: Are there any free tools for comparing Excel workbooks?
A: Yes, "Spreadsheet Compare" is a free tool provided by Microsoft that allows users to compare Excel files
for differences in data and formulas.



Q: What should I do if my workbooks have different formats?
A: To effectively compare workbooks with different formats, standardize the formats in both workbooks
before beginning the comparison to avoid confusion and ensure accurate results.

Q: How do I manually compare two large Excel workbooks?
A: For large workbooks, manually comparing can be tedious. Use the Find feature (Ctrl + F) to search for
specific values and document any discrepancies found in a separate sheet for better organization.

Q: Why is it important to compare workbooks?
A: Comparing workbooks is essential for ensuring data accuracy, tracking changes, auditing information,
and merging data from multiple sources, which is crucial in many professional environments.

Q: What features should I look for in third-party comparison tools?
A: Look for features such as detailed reporting, the ability to compare formulas and formatting, user-
friendly interfaces, and options for merging differences when selecting third-party comparison tools.

Q: Can I compare workbooks that are in different Excel formats?
A: Yes, but it may require conversion to a compatible format. Ensure both workbooks are in the same
format (e.g., .xlsx) for the comparison process to work smoothly.

Q: Is it possible to automate the comparison of Excel workbooks?
A: Yes, by using VBA (Visual Basic for Applications) scripts or specialized third-party tools, you can
automate the comparison process for efficiency, especially with large datasets.
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