
Splitting Text Data Columns — Excel 2003 

This guide will show you some of the tools available to you when you want to divide text 
information found in a single Excel column, for display in two or more columns, or simply 
to rearrange the order of the text in each cell. 

1.)  In this example, I have 
names of individuals in an Excel 
column, listed by last name, 
then first, separated by a 
comma. 

 

I want to use this data, say, for a 
mailing list, in which case I need 
it to be reformulated in a differ-
ent order, as shown by the sec-
ond Excel extract. 

 

2.) To “tease apart” the name 
data in each cell, I look for what 
separates the two elements of 
each name from each other.  It 
appears that we have an empty 
space and a comma between 
them, so it would be handy to 
determine their relative positions 
in each cell, if we can find a for-
mula which gives this informa- 
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ion in a general way.  The space would be especially good to locate, as I might have occa-
sion in future to similarly reverse the order of names, when there is no comma involved.  
The “SEARCH” formula, shown above, is ideal for this purpose, as it “returns the number 
of the character at which a specific character [“ ” for the empty space] . . . is first 
found.”  Then the formula for, say, the name in cell A4 would be “=SEARCH(“ ”, A4)”. 

3.) Taking the first three rows of the spreadsheet given in 1.) above, and applying this   
formula gives me the following 

information: 

     Note: I’ve repeated row 4 in row 5, 
     with spaces in front of the equals 
     signs, to show the underlying  
     formulas in the rows above. 



4.) Now that I have a “handle” 
on both first and last names, 
there are other formulas which 
allow me to extract those 
names, and enter them in  
new columns, separately. 
 

The “LEFT” formula “returns 
the ... number of characters 
from the start of a text string.”   

5.) The “MID” formula “returns... 
characters from the middle of 
a text string, given a starting 
position and length.”  Here, I’ll 
take as a “starting position” the 
figures from column C, already 
determined to be the first letters 
of the first names.  I don’t have 
any general information as to 
the length of those names (plus 
middle initials, as well!), so I’ll 
just accept the formula’s default 

 

Since all the entries in column A (the “text string[s]”) begin with last names, and I already 
know those names end with a letter two characters short of the space (equal to the entries 
in my column D above), I can characterize the last name — say for Larry C. Ortiz — as: 
“=LEFT(A4,D4)”.  I’ll therefore enter this formula in column E, and label it “Last Name.” 

length value of 100, to be sure I get them all.  
 
Since my “text” is again the entries in column A, my formula for 1st names — once more  
using Larry C. Ortiz as an example — is: “=MID(A4,C4,100)”.  I’ll enter this in a new col-
umn F, and label it “First Name.” 

 

6.)  With these formulas from 4.) and 5.) above incorporated, my spreadsheet now looks 
like this.  I’ve isolated the first names (plus initials) and the last names.  Now, all I need to  
do is re-sort 
them into the 
correct order,  
entered in the 
same column. 



7.)  The “CONCATENATE” 
 function  
“joins several text strings into 
one text string.”  I’ll use the first 
and last names that I’ve already 
succeeded in isolating in the 
steps above, on either side of a 
space — expressed as its own 
text string (“ ”) —  to reassem-
ble the names in standard order. 
 

 
8.) All of the functions used in 
this Guide can be found under 
the “Text” category, in the 
“Insert Function” dialog box.  
This box is generated by clicking 

on the fx symbol to the right of 
the Formula Bar on any Excel 
spreadsheet (see the red-circled 
icon in the first illustration in this 
Guide).  You can experiment 
with these functions, and the for-
mulas you can create from 
them, on Excel spreadsheets 
with extensive text in the cells. 
 

 

Again using the name of Larry C. Ortiz, as shown in the Function Argument above, my 
“reassembly” formula will be: “=CONCATENATE (F4,“ ”,E4).”  The resulting spreadsheet 
will look like the one below. 

Note:  When the initial list of names, though still in reverse order, does not contain a 
comma separating last from first, this same method still works.  The only change required 
by the absence of the comma is in the formula found in column D above, where “-2” would 
be replaced by “-1”. 
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