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Calculating rates and using paste special 
In the second module working with data from the European Centre for Disease 
Prevention and Control, we noted that the column containing population (J) can 
be used to perform a useful calculation: a death rate.  

Rates allow us to compare different jurisdictions on measures such as deaths, 
homicides or births. Frequently, we are forced to hunt for national population 
data or census metropolitan data.   

The formula is fairly simple: the number of deaths, divided by the population, 
which is then multiplied by 100,000 or whatever other number you choose for the 
"per" calculation. With some very rare events, you may choose a larger "per" 
number such as 1,000,000 or more. We multiply by 100,000 to make the number 
easier to read. If we didn’t use the multiplier of 100,000, the result would be a 
tiny decimal value, which while accurate would make little sense to the average 
reader. So, let’ show you how to do it. 
 
You can use the data you already downloaded for the previous Google Sheets 
modules, or download a fresh copy from the European Centre for Disease 
Prevention and Control website (link is in previous spreadsheet modules). 

Follow the steps from earlier videos to import the data into Sheets and create a 
pivot table.  

Add “countriesAndTerritories” to your rows. 

 



Deaths to Values. 

 

“popData2019” as a second “Value”. 

 



 

We don’t want to SUM population counts for each country because Afghanistan 
does not have 6,27 billion people. Instead, we want one value that represents the 
population. Since we have already learned to interview our data in the first 
tutorial, we know that the population count is repeated each day a new country’s 
numbers are entered. So, the trick is tricking the pivot table into giving us ONE 
population number. There are a few ways to do this. For instance, instead of 
SUM, we can use MAX (as in maximum) or Average. Either calculation will work 
because the population counts are the same from one day to the next.  



So, let’s replace SUM with MAX.  



That’s more like it.  

Highlight the numbers in columns B and C, select “Format” from your menu and 

“Number”.   

Decrease the decimal places to zero.  



 

Afghanistan has a shade over 38 million people. Canada has 37.4 million.  

Copy this pivot table. 

 



Select a new worksheet and use the “Past special” option, which will only paste 
the values.  (Note: paste special is covered on page 75 of The Data Journalist) 

 

 



Paste Special removes the formatting for numbers, meaning we must reformat 
them. 

 



You an also lose the decimal places for the population numbers and rename the 
columns. 

 

Create a “Death Rate” column in D.  

 
In D2, type in the formula for date rate per 100,000.  
As you can see in the formula bar highlighted by the red triangle, the formula for 



a ratio is the sum of deaths (the numerator) for each country divided by the 
population (the denominator). The first part of our formula is in brackets because 
spreadsheets perform calculations in parenthesis first, which is what we want in 
this case.  

Then, we will multiply by 100,000, the standard multiplier used by Statistics 
Canada. 

 

We don’t want that many decimal places, so let’s reduce them to one, and copy 
the formula to the bottom by hovering your cursor over the thick blue box at the 
bottom right corner of the D2 cell reference. Once the cursor turns into black 
cross, double-clicking copies the formula in the rest of the column’s cells. You can 
also copy D2, highlight the entire column and paste the values.  

Scroll to the bottom to ensure all the cells have been populated.  



Delate the “Grand Total” row in 212.

 

Freeze the first row and sort the death rate values in descending order.  

The error message in D1 means you can’t divide by zero.  



If you find the message distracting, filter it out.  

 

Typically, the highest deaths rates belong to countries with small numbers such as 
Liechtenstein. What we are probably most interested in are countries like Canada, 
the United States and other large nations that have been making headlines.  

Filtering for Canada and the United States allows for comparisons. Perhaps it’s no 
surprise that the United States had a higher death rate. The margin between the 
two is quite wide, indicating perhaps that Canada did a better job at flattening the 



proverbial curve. 

 

The United States has a higher rate per 100,000, a clearer indication that COVID-
19 has had a greater impact.  

Rates are gold for telling stories because they allow you to compare countries of 
different sizes, cities of different sizes, municipal wards, and neighbourhoods of 
different sizes. Calculating rates involving deaths, births, and certain crimes, 
needs the general population as the denominator. For the unemployment rate, 
the denominator is number of working-age people, which means 15 and up.  

Whenever in doubt about rates, ask Statistics Canada.  

There are a few ways to calculate rates in spreadsheets, including creating 
calculated fields in pivot tables. In fact, there is rarely ever ONE way of doing 
anything.  Once you learn some of the fundamentals, you can begin to 
experiment and the select the methods that suit your needs.  

Chapter four of The Data Journalist has a number of online tutorials that cover 
calculating rates.  


