
2020 King’s Summer School in Data Journalism 
Exercise for creating pivot tables in Google sheets 
So far, we have found data, downloaded it, uploaded it to Google 
Sheets, conducted an interviewing process, sorted, and filtered.  

These steps have provided useful information that constitutes a starting 
point for research that would lead to new story ideas, or better 
questions that we can put to politicians and public health officials.  

To take an even deeper dive into our data, we will use pivot tables, 
which have been called the Swiss Army Knives for data journalists.  

For more on pivot tables, please consult pages 69 to 73 of The Data 
Journalist. The Google Sheets’ tutorials referenced in the first tutorial 
are also excellent guides.  

And there are literally dozens of easy-to-follow tutorials on YouTube 
that will teach you more about pivot tables than you could ever absorb.  

In the case of the COVID-19 data we have been using,  pivot tables can 
help us to compare the number of deaths by country, determine which 
months or days of the week had the highest numbers, and so  on.  

And all of this can be done without doing any of the kind of math that 
you will be learning in the next spreadsheet tutorial.  

So, let’s get started. 

Place your cursor anywhere in the table, go to “Data” on your menu 
and select the “Pivot Table” option. 



 



Select the “Create” tab. 

 
In this pivot table, we will group the countries in rows.  

To do this, select the “Add” tab to Rows and select 
“countriesAndTerritories”. 



In the columns, we will add “month.” 

 



For “Values”, add “deaths”.                 

 



Your table to the left should look something like this. 

 
Before we go any further, let’s take stock of what we have just done.  

We have grouped the deaths by county and subdivided those deaths by 
months in the columns.  

To sort the “Grand Total” column, select the cell under the title and 
click the caret to the right of the tab under “countriesAndTerritories” 



on the right and select the “Descending” option. 

 
IN the tab to the immediate right under “Sort by”, select “SUM of 
death…” from the drop-down menu. 



 



 
Again, your numbers will be slightly different than mine, but it is no 
surprise that the United States has the highest numbers. (NOTE: also, 
be sure to properly format your numbers with commas as we learned in 
the video that accompanied the second tutorial)  

What is also interesting about our pivot is how the numbers are 
subdivided in the columns represented by the number indicating 
months from 12 (December) to June (6). This allows us to see which 
months had the highest numbers and when the numbers began to 
decline.  

You may recall from that nerd box we read on the European Centre for 
Disease Prevention and Control website, that each row represents the 
numbers for one day. 

 
What the pivot table does is deliver cumulative numbers for each 
country, which allows for better comparisons.  

We can take an even deeper dive by filtering the pivot table by 
Continent. 





 
From the drop-down menu select Europe. 

 



 
Perhaps it is no surprise that the U.K. comes out on top, but the real 
story may be countries like Russia and Sweden, two nations criticized 
for taking the pandemic too lightly.  Once again, we can see that for 
most countries the sharpest increases occurred between March and 
April. Even without the benefit of calculating the death rates (possible 
because we have population numbers, as was pointed out in the 
second tutorial) the increases for Russia and Sweden would seem to 
have been among the most severe.  

Pivot tables present endless possibilities for story ideas and analysis, 
which is why they are favorites among many data journalists. It is not 



uncommon for journalists to have many worksheets containing pivot 
tables, which can be shared with colleagues and analyzed endlessly.  

You can also experiment with pivot tables by using different 
combinations. For instance, create a new pivot table filtering for a 
different continent. Or, instead of using deaths for your value, select 
the number of cases.  
 
Once you begin using pivot tables, there is no turning back.  

 

 

 


