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Learning intentions

We will be learning how to apply data understanding techniques to understand an 
unfamiliar dataset using Excel, specifically,

• how to import a csv dataset and how to remove the metadata

• how to use a data dictionary to find out about a dataset

• how to find the shape, size and format of datasets, using Excel 

• how to find the data types of variables in a dataset, using Excel 

• how to identify outliers and missing values in Excel



Background

All analysis activities should start with an understanding 
of the data being analysed.

This involves

• Visual inspection of the dataset
• Reviewing any associated data dictionaries for the 

dataset
• Understanding the size, shape and data types 
• Identifying any missing or outlying values
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The data

Data 
understanding

Data cleansing Data manipulation
Identifying 

patterns
Extracting insights

In this lesson you will be understanding a music dataset that contains information about 
popular songs from 1945-2019. The data is originally from Spotify.



File format of the music dataset

This music dataset is saved in a .csv 
file and has metadata (top 3 rows). 

To complete the analysis of this 
dataset first we need to import (or 
copy) the data into a standard 
Excel file. 



How to copy/import data into Excel

Once you have your .csv file open you need to copy it into the 
Excel workbook you will be analysing it in. 

Step 1.

Right click on the name of the tab (e.g. music_messy) in the 
csv file and select ‘Move or Copy…’



How to copy/import data into Excel

Step 2.

Select the ‘Create a copy’ tick box and choose the 
Excel workbook you want to import it into. 

In this case it would be a “(new book)”. 

Then press OK.

You will now have copy of the dataset in a standard 
Excel file.  



How to remove metadata in Excel

If you have a dataset that has 
metadata attached to it, it is best 
practise to cut and paste it into a 
different tab of your workbook.



Next steps

Complete questions 1 to 4 

of section 1 in the 

‘Practise Data Understanding 

in Excel’ workbook.



Data dictionary

The data dictionary for this dataset is stored as a csv 
file and can be copied/imported into your workbook in 
the same way as the dataset. 

The data dictionary contains for following information 
for each variable,

• name

• data type

• definition 

Why use a data dictionary? A data dictionary give you 
a good overview of each variable in the dataset.



Reminder of Excel functions

As well as reviewing associated data 
dictionaries to support your understanding of 
the dataset, you can use Excel functions to 
help you understand the following properties 
of the dataset,

• Size

• Missing values

• Outlying values



Size of a dataset in Excel

The size of a dataset is the number of columns and the number of rows.

In Excel you can use counta(), which counts the number of non-empty cells.

Calculation Formula

Count =counta(A,B,C,D,…)

For more details of the formulas in Excel, see https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/excel

Note: this is different from count() and countif(). 

https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/excel


Maximum and minimum in Excel 

Calculation Formula

Maximum =max(A,B,C,D,…)

Minimum =min(A,B,C,D,…)

Average (mean) =average(A,B,C,D,…)

In Excel you can use the =max(), =min() and =average() functions to find the outliers. 

For more details of the formulas in Excel, see https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/excel

https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/excel


Distinct values in Excel

In Excel, you can use the function =unique() to output all the distinct values in a set 
of data items.

Calculation Formula

What distinct values are 
there in a set of values?

=unique()



Identifying the format of the dataset

Source: Garrick Aden-Buie’s Tidy Animated Verbs

What is the format of the dataset: wide or long?

Why identify the format of the dataset? The analysis 
you want to perform using the dataset will determine 
the shape you need your data in. Knowing whether the 
dataset is wide or long will determine whether you 
need to reshape it or not.

You can identify the format of the dataset through 
visual inspection.

https://www.garrickadenbuie.com/project/tidyexplain/#tidy-animated-verbs


Next steps

Complete questions 1 to 12 

of section 2 in the 

‘Practise Data Understanding 

in Excel’ workbook.



Learning checklist

I can import a dataset and remove any metadata in Excel

I can use a data dictionary to find out about a dataset

I can find the shape, size and format of datasets, using Excel 

I can identify outliers and missing values in Excel
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