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How to Easily Add a Target Line to Your Excel Graph

Creating effective graphs is essential for communicating performance against goals. One highly
effective visualization technique in Excel is the addition of a target line. This line serves as a
constant reference point, immediately showing viewers whether actual data points meet, exceed,
or fall short of a predefined benchmark or goal.

While Excel offers numerous chart types, displaying a target line alongside aggregated data--such
as sales figures or project milestones--requires a specific structural approach, often involving a
Combo Chart. Unlike simply adding a static reference guide, this method integrates the target
value directly into the dataset, ensuring the line scales dynamically with the chart axes.

This comprehensive tutorial provides an in-depth, step-by-step guide detailing the necessary data
preparation, charting techniques, and final customization required to successfully implement a
robust and professional target line in your Excel visualizations. We will walk through the process
using a common business scenario: tracking sales performance against a fixed annual goal.

Understanding the Need for Target Lines

A target line is a fundamental tool in performance dashboards and business reporting. Its primary
function is to provide instant context for the primary data series. For instance, when analyzing
monthly website traffic, knowing the target traffic goal is just as critical as knowing the actual traffic
count. By visualizing the goal, stakeholders can quickly assess performance at a glance,
eliminating the need for complex calculations or comparisons against separate tables.

Implementing a target line in Excel is not as straightforward as drawing a line across the canvas.
Because Excel charts are data-driven, the target line itself must be represented as a secondary
data series. This series must contain the exact target value, repeated across every corresponding
data point in the primary series. This preparation is the key technical step that allows the line to
appear horizontally and consistently across the timeline or categorical axis of your graph.

The method we will employ leverages the power of the Combo Chart feature, which allows you to
plot multiple data series using different chart types (e.g., Column and Line) onto a single
visualization. This specific combination is ideal for showing actual performance (easily viewed in
columns or bars) and the static goal (best represented by a distinct, horizontal line).

Step 1: Structuring the Initial Performance Data

The foundation of any successful visualization is a clean and well-organized dataset. Before we
can introduce the target line, we must first establish the primary data series that tracks actual
performance over time. In our example, we will track yearly sales data. It is crucial that your initial
data table includes two columns: one for the categorical variable (e.g., Year) and one for the
measured variable (e.g., Sales).
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For demonstration purposes, let us create a simple dataset detailing the total sales achieved by a
company across several consecutive years. Ensure your data is organized with headers in the first
row and consistent data types within each column. This structure ensures Excel correctly interprets
the ranges when generating the chart.

Here is the required initial structure for our sales tracking example:

A B C D E F

1 Year Sales

2 2015 500
3 2016 544
4 2017 589
5 2018 604
6 2019 609
7 2020 670
8 2021 650
9 2022 590
10 2023 598
11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

2
=)

This organized table, typically housed in a dedicated sheet or range within your workbook,
provides the essential metrics against which the target line will be compared. We are now ready to
prepare the necessary components to introduce the target benchmark into this data framework.

Step 2: Integrating the Target Value Column

The key insight for creating a static target line in Excel is to recognize that the line must be treated
as a secondary data series. Unlike the variable sales data, which changes each year, the target
value remains constant. To plot this constant value as a straight horizontal line, it must be repeated
for every single data point in your primary series.

Suppose our company has set a firm sales goal of 600 units for every year captured in the dataset.
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To accommodate this target value, we need to add a new column adjacent to the Sales column,
which we will label "Target." Every cell in this new column, corresponding to a data row, must

contain the value 600.

Creating this redundant column ensures that when Excel plots this series, it will generate a straight
line at the specified vertical position (Y=600). This preparation is non-negotiable for producing the
desired visualization effect using standard chart types and is critical for the success of this method:

A B C D E F
1 Year Sales Target
2 2015 500 600
3 2016 544 600
4 2017 589 600
5 2018 604 600
6 2019 609 600
7 2020 670 600
8 2021 650 600
9 2022 590 600
10 2023 598 600
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

Once this "Target" column is successfully populated, our complete dataset is ready. We can now
select the entire range, including the years, the actual sales figures, and the newly created target
values, and move forward to the chart creation process.

Step 3: Initiating Chart Creation and Selection

With the data properly structured, the next step involves generating the graph. This must be
initiated by selecting the entire range of data that includes both the primary data (Sales) and the
target data (Target). In our example, this range covers cells B2:C10 (assuming the years are in
column A, which is usually necessary for the X-axis mapping).
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After selecting the relevant data range, navigate to the Insert tab located on the Excel ribbon.
Within the Charts group, locate and click the icon labeled Recommended Charts. Although we
know the specific chart type we need, starting here can sometimes expedite the process or confirm
Excel's initial suggestions.

In the "Insert Chart" dialog box that appears, click the tab labeled All Charts located near the top
of the window. Scroll through the list of categories on the left-hand side until you find and select
Combo. The Combo Chart, also known as a combination chart, is essential because it allows us
to assign different visualization types to our two distinct data series.

Step 4: Configuring the Combo Chart for Visualization

Upon selecting the Combo option, a critical configuration window will appear, allowing you to
define the chart type for each series. By default, Excel might attempt to use Column charts for both
Sales and Target, which is not the desired outcome for visualizing a target line.

You must manually adjust the settings within this window:

For the Sales series (Actual Performance), ensure the selected chart type is Clustered Column.
This is the standard and most readable format for comparing discrete performance values over
categories.
For the Target series (Goal Value), change the selected chart type to Line. This transformation
ensures the constant target values are represented as a continuous, horizontal line across the
chart area.

Crucially, verify that both series are plotted on the Primary Axis. Although Combo charts often use
secondary axes, using the Primary Axis for both ensures the sales bars and the target line share
the same vertical scale, making comparisons accurate and immediate. Once these configurations
are confirmed, click OK to generate the initial graph.
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Step 5: Reviewing the Generated Combination Chart

Upon clicking OK, the combination graph will immediately appear on your sheet. This visualization
effectively merges the two data series into one cohesive display. The result should feature vertical
bars representing the actual sales figures, overlaid by a perfectly horizontal line representing the
predefined goal.

The visual distinction is clear: the blue bars represent the fluctuating actual sales values for each
corresponding year, while the prominent orange line represents the consistent target sales value of
600. Viewers can instantly identify which years met the target (bars reaching or exceeding the

orange line) and which years fell short (bars below the orange line).
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While the graph is technically functional at this stage, effective data storytelling requires careful
attention to visual details. The default formatting applied by Excel may not adhere to branding
standards or optimize readability. The final step involves refining the visual aesthetics to maximize
impact and clarity.

Step 6: Customizing the Target Line for Visual Impact (Optional)

To truly professionalize your graph, customization of the target line is highly recommended. The
line representing the target should be visually distinct from the primary data series, often using a
contrasting color, thicker weight, and possibly a dashed pattern to emphasize its role as a
benchmark rather than a trend.

To customize the target line:

Select the Target Line: Click directly on the horizontal line in the chart area.

Access Formatting Options: Right-click the line and select Format Data Series, or navigate to
the Format tab on the Chart Tools ribbon.

Adjust Line Appearance: In the Format pane (usually appearing on the right):
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Under the Fill & Line bucket icon, increase the Width of the line for better visibility (e.g., 2.5 pt).
Change the Color to a neutral or warning shade, such as a deep gray or red, to signify the goal
clearly.

Change the Dash type to a dashed or dotted pattern. This strongly differentiates the static target
from any potential trend lines you might add later.

Beyond the line itself, consider refining the column colors, adding a descriptive chart title, and
ensuring axis labels are clean and properly formatted (e.g., currency or percentage symbols).
These final touches transform a functional graph into a powerful communication tool.

Sales vs. Target Sales by Year
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Conclusion: Leveraging Combo Charts for Benchmarking

The ability to integrate a constant target line using the Combo Chart feature is an invaluable skill
for anyone creating analytical reports in Excel. By meticulously preparing the dataset to include a

repeating target value and then assigning the Line chart type to that series, you create a dynamic
and visually compelling comparison tool. This visualization is now complete, providing immediate
insight into performance against the set goal.

Remember that while this tutorial focused on a fixed target, the same principles can be applied to
create dynamic target lines derived from formulas, such as average performance or rolling targets,
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offering even greater analytical depth in your future reports.
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