
In this chapter

• Find out what tables are and why you
should use them

• Learn how to create tables and put infor-
mation in them

• Discover how easy it is to format columns
and rows

• Learn how to customize table lines, borders,
and fills

• Find out how easy it is to draw a custom
table

• Learn how to place Word tables and Excel
spreadsheets in a slide show

8

Organizing Information

by Using Tables

What’s a table, and why would you want to use one in a PowerPoint

slide show? Tables are simply rows and columns of information. Any

time you have lots of related facts and figures to present, a table is a

useful way of organizing them so that the audience can quickly see and

understand how they relate. This chapter explores how to create effec-

tive tables in PowerPoint, including some pretty amazing ways to for-

mat them, and how to import information to use in them.
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Inserting a Table in PowerPoint
Before you create a table, it’s a good idea to think about the information you want
to present. How will you arrange the data? 

For example, say a slide show includes sequential slides describing various products,
including their costs, availability, and purposes. As a summary, you create a table
similar to the one in Figure 8.1 that gives the audience a better overview of the
products.
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FIGURE 8.1

If properly con-

ceived, tables

can make large

amounts of

information

more easily

understood.

Before you create the table, you have to determine whether you want the products in
rows and the features in columns or some other arrangement. Sometimes it makes
sense to have a single category with lots of items in the rows, and only a limited
number of defining features across the columns, as in the table shown in Figure 8.1.

In any case, try to determine the number of columns and rows you need before you
create a table. You can add or remove columns or rows later, but a little advance
planning can save you work in the long run.

Creating a Standard Table
There are several simple ways to insert a standard table into a PowerPoint slide. If
the entire slide is being devoted to the table, the easiest method is to choose the
Table layout from the Slide Layout task pane.
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To display the Slide Layout pane, choose Format, Slide Layout. Or if the task pane is
already open, click the Task Pane drop-down menu and select Slide Layout. Scroll
through the list of slide layouts until you see the Title and Table layout. Click this
layout to apply it to the slide (see Figure 8.2).
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FIGURE 8.2

You can use the

Title and Table

layout to easily

create a

PowerPoint

table.

To create a table, double-click the table placeholder. PowerPoint displays the Insert
Table dialog box, which asks how many columns and rows you need (see Figure
8.3). You should indicate how many and then click OK to insert the table.

FIGURE 8.3

You use the

Insert Table dia-

log box to estab-

lish the initial

number of

columns and

rows in a table.

A variation on this approach is to select one of the content layouts—for example,
the Content layout or the Title and Content layout. After you select one of these lay-
outs, PowerPoint places a content placeholder on the slide (see Figure 8.4). You then
click the table icon in the placeholder, and PowerPoint asks how many rows and
columns to insert before it creates the table.
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If you simply want to add a table to an existing slide, without being constrained by
the table placeholder, you can choose Insert, Table. PowerPoint displays the Insert
Table dialog box (refer to Figure 8.3). Choose the number of columns and rows you
need and then click OK.

Finally, you can use the Insert Table button on the main toolbar to add a table
to a slide. Click the button to display a grid, and then drag the mouse to select

the number of rows and columns you need (see Figure 8.5). If you need more than
the 5 columns and 4 rows shown, just keep dragging right or down to expand the
grid. The maximum number of columns or rows that you can choose is limited by
the resolution of your screen, typically about 20 rows or columns. However, it’s
unlikely that you’ll ever want that many columns or rows in a PowerPoint slide
show.
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FIGURE 8.4

Content layouts

include the

Table layout,

among other

content options.

Table icon

FIGURE 8.5

Using the Insert

Table button is a

quick and easy

way to insert a

table the size of

your choosing.

Inserting a standard table by using any of these methods gives you a table within a
text box (see Figure 8.6). The columns and rows are evenly spaced. Row heights are
determined by the height of the default font. 

11 0789729695 CH08.qxd  8/27/03  8:02 AM  Page 144



As shown in Figure 8.6, PowerPoint displays the Tables and Borders toolbar. But
before we tackle the options on the toolbar, let’s explore some table basics.

Adding Text and Graphic Objects to a Table
Tables use some of the same terminology as spreadsheets (for example, columns,
rows). The intersections of columns and rows—the small boxes within tables—are
called cells.

To add text to a cell, click the cell and begin typing. PowerPoint uses the default font
of the design layer chosen. As you add text, you have several options:

■ Table cells automatically expand vertically to accommodate the text that fills
them. If you keep typing, text wraps to a new line, thus expanding the row
and making all cells in that row the same height (see Figure 8.7).
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FIGURE 8.6

A table is an

evenly divided

grid of rows and

columns in

which you

place text.
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Tables and Borders toolbar

Table rows

Table box

FIGURE 8.7

Text wraps

within the

constraints of a

column and

automatically

expands the

row size.
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■ To advance to the next cell, press the Tab key. You can remove your hand
from the keyboard and click the mouse in the next cell—but using the Tab
key is easier.

■ To back up to the preceding cell, press Shift+Tab. Although you can also use
the arrow keys to navigate around the cells, if a cell contains text, using Tab
and Shift+Tab to move to the next cell or the previous cell is much quicker.

■ If you press Tab at the end of a row, PowerPoint advances the insertion point
to the first cell in the next row.

■ If you press Tab in the last cell of the table, PowerPoint adds another row and
advances the insertion point to the first cell in that row.

Besides typing text in table cells, you can also copy and paste from any Windows
program to any cell, and you can copy and paste from one cell to another.

What about other objects, such as graphic images? In a Word document, you can
paste an image directly into a table cell, and the cell expands to accommodate it. In
PowerPoint, however, tables and images are always separate objects. When you add
an image object, you lay it on top of other objects, including tables. Even if you copy
a Word table that contains an image into PowerPoint, the table and the image
become separate objects in PowerPoint.

In PowerPoint, tables are useful for organizing textual information, but not for
organizing graphics or other types of content.

Formatting Tables
If an evenly spaced table is all you need, you’ve learned all you need to know in
order to create one. However, most of the time you need to have some control over
the width of columns or the height of rows, as well as over lines, borders, and other
formatting features. The following sections describe how to change these aspects
of tables.

Understanding the Structure of Tables
Before you begin exploring table formatting, it helps to have a basic understanding
of how tables are structured:

■ A table consists of at least one row and one column. For convenience, people
refer to columns by letter (Column A, Column B, and so on), and to rows by
number (Row 1, Row 2, and so on).

■ The intersection of a row and column is called a cell. For convenience, people
use the column and row to name a cell (for example, Cell A1, Cell B5).
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■ By default, cells are separated by single visible lines. With lines or without, a
table’s structure still separates the columns and rows.

■ By default, a table has no border, but the outside lines of the outside cells
make it appear that there is one. 

■ By default, text is aligned at the top left of a cell.

As you begin modifying a table, you need to keep in mind what you’re changing. In
no time at all, the whole concept of table structure will seem natural to you.

Using the Tables and Borders Toolbar
When you first create a table, PowerPoint displays a floating Tables and Borders
toolbar (refer to Figure 8.7). Sometimes it’s easy to modify a table simply by using
the mouse or menus. Other times, the Tables and Borders toolbar can be quite
handy.

If the Tables and Borders toolbar is not visible, simply click the Tables and
Borders button on the main toolbar. If that button is already highlighted, look

around, and you might find the toolbar docked somewhere or in another toolbar. If
that is the case, simply drag the dotted left end of the Tables and Borders toolbar out
into the slide editing area of the screen (refer to Figure 8.7).

You use the top row of buttons on the Tables and Borders toolbar when drawing a
custom table. You generally use the bottom row when modifying an existing table.
Instead of explaining the toolbar here in detail, the next several sections point out
the toolbar buttons that accomplish the tasks being discussed. If you ever have ques-
tions about what a button does, you can just hover the mouse pointer over the tool-
bar buttons to see what they are for or click them to see what happens. You can
always use the Undo feature!

Adjusting Columns and Rows
Evenly spaced columns and rows look nice…until you begin to put data in the table
cells. It soon becomes evident that some columns need more width than others. If
you increase the width of a column, other columns must become smaller. Increasing
the size of rows, however, simply makes the table longer. Nevertheless, too many
large rows on a PowerPoint slide can also present a problem.

To change the width of a column, follow these steps:

1. Move the mouse pointer to the line that separates the two columns you’re
going to change. The mouse pointer turns into a double line, with arrows
pointing in opposite directions. Figure 8.8 shows column lines being changed.

CHAPTER 8 ORGANIZING INFORMATION BY USING TABLES 147

11 0789729695 CH08.qxd  8/27/03  8:02 AM  Page 147



2. Click and drag the line right or left.

3. Release the mouse button to relocate the column line.

4. Repeat these steps until the columns are spaced appropriately for the data
they contain.

You can also adjust the height of table rows. To do so, simply follow these steps, but
instead of dragging column lines, drag row lines up or down. Note, however, that
you can’t decrease the height of a row to anything smaller than the height of a sin-
gle line of text.

There are some aids that can help you measure column widths or row
heights (for example, the ruler or grid lines) or to space selected columns

or rows evenly (the Distribute Rows/Columns Evenly buttons on the Tables and
Borders toolbar). However, although precise table measurements might be important
in a Word document, PowerPoint tables are going to be viewed from a projected
computer screen. If column and row measurements look good to you onscreen, that’s
all that really matters.

Besides adjusting the sizes of rows and columns, you might find that you need to
add a column or row, or you might need to remove one. To insert a column, follow
these steps:

1. Position the insertion point where you want to add the column.

2. Click the Tables and Borders button to display the Tables and Borders
toolbar, if it’s not already visible.

3. On the Tables and Borders toolbar, click Table and from the drop-down
menu, choose the Insert Columns option you need. Insert Columns to the Left
inserts a column to the left of the current location, and Insert Columns to the
Right inserts one to the right of the current location (see Figure 8.9).
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FIGURE 8.8

You can drag

column or row

lines to adjust

width or height.
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4. Adjust the column widths to make the table fit within the
slide’s boundaries.

You follow a similar procedure to insert or delete
multiple rows or columns. First, select the rows or
columns you want to insert or delete. For exam-
ple, if you want to insert two rows, select two rows
in the current table at the location you want to
insert new rows. Then from the Table button on
the Tables and Borders toolbar, choose from
among the available options (Insert/Delete to the
Left, Right, Above, or Below).

Splitting and Merging Cells
Have you ever noticed that many forms, such as
invoices, are organized much like tables? Indeed,
most of them look like tables, except that some rows or columns seem to have more
or fewer cells. To create form-like tables in PowerPoint, you can vary the number of
cells in any given row or column of a table. Consider, for example, the table shown
in Figure 8.10. Some parts of the table appear to have fewer cells than they should,
and others seem to have extra cells. You create this effect by merging or splitting cells.

To split a cell, position the insertion point in a cell and click the Split Cell but-
ton on the Tables and Borders toolbar. The cell then splits into two equal-sized

cells (see Figure 8.11).

CHAPTER 8 ORGANIZING INFORMATION BY USING TABLES 149

FIGURE 8.9

After you insert
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them to fit on

the PowerPoint

slide.

When you delete a
column or row,
PowerPoint also deletes
the contents of all the
cells in that column or
row, without asking if that’s okay.

If you accidentally delete a
row or column, you can use

Undo to get it back.

caution
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To merge or join two or more cells, click and drag the mouse to select the cells, and
then do one of the following:

■ Click the Merge Cells button on the Tables and Borders toolbar.

■ Right-click the selected cells and from the context menu choose Merge Cells.

In Figure 8.10, note that the top row of cells has been merged, and the cells in the
last three rows have been split and merged.
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FIGURE 8.10
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and splitting

cells.

FIGURE 8.11

You can split a

cell into two

cells by using

the Split Cell

button.
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If you try to merge cells that can’t be merged, the Merge Cells button or menu
appears grayed out, and you aren’t able to merge the cells. Sometimes you have to
merge certain cells first and then merge the resulting cell with other cells.

Modifying Borders, Lines, and Backgrounds
Tables, in and of themselves, help an audience visually organize information you
present. However, you can add even more visual help by using colored lines or back-
grounds.

By default, PowerPoint table cells are separated by thin single black lines. You can
change the lines around a single cell, or you can select several cells, including all
the cells in a table, and change several lines at once.

To modify table lines, follow these steps:

1. Position the insertion point in the cell you want to change.

2. Click the Table button on the Tables and Borders toolbar and
choose Borders and Fill, right-click the cell and choose Borders and

Fill, or choose Format, Table. PowerPoint displays the Format Table dialog
box (see Figure 8.12).
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FIGURE 8.12

You can change

table lines by

using the

Format Table

dialog box.

3. Select the desired line style, line color, and line width.

4. Click the buttons that correspond to the line locations you want to change, or
simply click the sample cell diagram to change or add lines. Click a second
time to turn off a line.

5. Click OK to apply the changes and return to the slide.

In the Format Table dialog box, you can use Preview to check out the changes
before you apply them, or you can use Cancel to abort the changes. In any

case, if you don’t like the changes you make, you can use Undo.

11 0789729695 CH08.qxd  8/27/03  8:02 AM  Page 151



You might have noticed the diagonal line options (refer to Figure 8.12). These can be
useful in at least a couple ways:

■ You can use a diagonal line to divide a cell where you want two pieces of
information, for example a check mark if a person is attending, and a num-
ber for the number of guests attending with the person.

■ You can use two diagonal lines to create a check mark, indicating that a cell
is full, selected, or not available.

If you select multiple cells, you can also change the interior lines of the selected cells.
For example, you can select all the cells in a table, make the outside lines one style
and color, and make all the interior lines another style and color.

On a PowerPoint slide, table lines can sometimes stand out too much. If this seems
to be the case on a slide, you can turn off a line or lines to give the appearance of
merged cells while maintaining the structure of multiple cells. This technique is use-
ful if you want to organize textual material by using a table structure but without
making it look like you’re using a table.

Another way to soften the effect of table lines is to use fill colors instead. For exam-
ple, you could turn off lines altogether and provide shading for alternating rows.

To change cell fills, follow these steps:

1. Position the insertion point in a single cell or click and drag to select multiple
cells.

2. Choose Format, Table. PowerPoint displays the Format Table dialog box.

3. Select the Fill tab (see Figure 8.13, which shows the Fill Color drop-down list
box displayed).
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FIGURE 8.13
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4. Select a fill color from the drop-down Fill Color list box. These are the choices:

■ Automatic—These are colors that coordinate with the slide design.

■ More Colors—These are colors from a Standard or Custom color palette.

■ Fill Effects—These effects include gradient shades of two or more colors.

■ Background—This is a color that matches the slide’s background.

5. Select the Semitransparent check box if you want the slide’s background to
show through the fill you’ve chosen.

6. Click OK to apply the changes.

Figure 8.14 shows an example of a fill that sets off the table but also allows the
background to show through.
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FIGURE 8.14

Semitransparent
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slide’s back-

ground to show

through.

Drawing a Custom Table
Because you seek visual effect rather than technical precision in PowerPoint tables,
drawing a custom table can be particularly useful. If you have in mind what you
want, you might be able to draw the table from scratch more quickly than you can
create a table, split and merge cells, and adjust column widths to get the same
effect.
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To draw a custom table, follow these steps:

1. If the Tables and Borders toolbar is not visible, click the Tables and
Borders button on the main. The toolbar is displayed, and the mouse

pointer turns into a pencil shape (see Figure 8.15).
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FIGURE 8.15
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Draw Table

2. In the slide area, click and drag from where you want one corner of the table
to appear to where you want the other corner.

3. Release the mouse button. PowerPoint inserts a blank table.

4. Continue using the Draw Table tool by clicking and dragging where you
want vertical, horizontal, or diagonal lines. PowerPoint inserts the lines
exactly where you draw them. Figure 8.16 shows an example of a custom
table that you could draw by using this method.

FIGURE 8.16

Drawing a

custom table

enables you to

draw columns

and rows

quickly and eas-

ily, just the way

you want them.
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5. If you want to remove a line, click the Eraser button, move to the line
you want to erase, and click to remove the line.

6. Click any of the line style buttons and then click existing lines to change
them or draw new lines in the selected styles.

7. When you finish the table, click anywhere outside the table box to turn off
the Draw Table tool.

Importing Tables from Word or Excel
If you’re familiar with tables in Word or spreadsheets in Excel, you have probably
noticed some of the limitations of tables in PowerPoint. For example, you can’t per-
form mathematical calculations in PowerPoint tables as you can in Excel spread-
sheets. And you can’t use a table in PowerPoint to contain and organize graphic
images as you can in a Word table.

Fortunately, you have the option of creating Word tables or Excel spreadsheets inside
a PowerPoint slide show.

To create a Word table in PowerPoint, follow these steps:

1. Choose Insert, Object. PowerPoint displays the Insert Object dialog box (see
Figure 8.17).
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FIGURE 8.17

You can insert

Word tables by

using the Insert

Object dialog

box.

2. Leave the Create New button selected, and from the Object Type list, select
Microsoft Word Document.

3. Click OK. PowerPoint opens a window on the PowerPoint slide, but it displays
menus and toolbars for Word (see Figure 8.18, which also shows a Word table
already created).

4. Create a Word table, including text or graphic images, and then click outside
the table box to return to PowerPoint.
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At this point you can move, size, or format the Word object by adding a border,
adding a fill background, and so on, although some changes to the table itself
might be better done in Word.

To create an Excel spreadsheet in PowerPoint, you follow these steps:

1. Choose Insert, Object. PowerPoint displays the Insert Object dialog box (refer
to Figure 8.17).

2. Leave the Create New button selected, and from the Object Type list, select
Microsoft Excel Worksheet. 

3. Click OK. PowerPoint opens a window on the PowerPoint slide, but it displays
menus and toolbars for Excel.

4. Create a spreadsheet that includes numbers, labels, or formulas.

5. Click and drag the lower-right corner of the Excel worksheet box to trim the
cells you’re not using.

6. Click outside the worksheet box to return to PowerPoint. 

At this point you can move, size, or format the Excel object by adding a border,
adding a fill background, and so on (see Figure 8.19).
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When you’re

working with

Word table

objects, menus

and toolbars

change so that

you can use

Word features.

11 0789729695 CH08.qxd  8/27/03  8:02 AM  Page 156



CHAPTER 8 ORGANIZING INFORMATION BY USING TABLES 157

FIGURE 8.19
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Finally, you can import existing Word documents
or Excel spreadsheets. However, doing so inserts
the entire document, not just a table or part of a
spreadsheet. Instead of importing entire Word or
Excel documents, it’s probably better to create
PowerPoint-sized bits of information—for exam-
ple, a small table or spreadsheet—instead of large
documents.

The Absolute Minimum
Using tables is a great way to organize textual information in ways that the audi-
ence members can quickly understand. In this chapter, you did the following:

■ You learned how to create simple tables.

■ You found out how to move around in a table and add text and other
information.

■ You learned to adjust and insert columns and rows.

■ You explored the use of lines, borders, and fills to enhance table data.

■ You created tables by using the Draw Table tool.

■ You learned to create Word tables and Excel spreadsheets from within
PowerPoint.

Chapter 9, “Presenting Numbers with Data Charts,” focuses on how to present
numeric information by using data charts.

It’s tempting to take
advantage of Word or
Excel to create detailed
tables or worksheets.
Remember, however,
that in a PowerPoint slide, you
need to keep the amount of infor-
mation to a manageable mini-
mum. At the very least, audience
members from the back row have
to be able to read the table or
worksheet text.

caution
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