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How to Easily Adjust Column Spacing in Your Excel Chart

One of the most effective ways to enhance the readability and visual impact of data visualizations
is through meticulous control over chart spacing. For users working with numerical comparisons,
the clustered column chart is an indispensable tool, but its default settings often require

modification to optimize presentation.

To adjust the critical spacing metrics--specifically the distance between individual columns and the
separation between column clusters--you must access the Format Data Series options within
Excel. This detailed guide provides a comprehensive walkthrough on manipulating the Gap Width
and Series Overlap parameters to achieve precise control over your chart's appearance.

Defining the Clustered Column Chart

A clustered column chart is a specialized type of bar chart that utilizes vertical bars to visualize and

compare the values of categorical variables. The key feature of this visualization is the grouping of
data points (series) by a second variable, often time or location, enabling rapid comparison
between categories over distinct dimensions.

Effective spacing is crucial in these charts because it visually separates the comparison groups. If
the spacing within a cluster (intra-cluster spacing) is too wide, the connection between the
clustered bars may be lost. Conversely, if the spacing between clusters (inter-cluster spacing) is
too narrow, the chart risks appearing overly dense and difficult to segment visually, hindering
effective data analysis.

The image below illustrates a typical clustered column chart where distinct data series are grouped
together, representing sales figures for different stores across multiple years.
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This tutorial will detail the exact procedure for generating this chart in Excel and subsequently
customizing the spacing of the bars both within the defined clusters and the gaps separating those
clusters.

Step 1. Preparing and Entering the Dataset

Before creating any visualization in Excel, the data must be organized into a suitable tabular
format. For a clustered column chart, the data should be structured such that the comparison
categories (or groups) are listed in the first column, and the values for the series being clustered
are organized in subsequent columns. This structure ensures that Excel correctly interprets which
data points belong together.

For this example, we will utilize a dataset tracking the total sales performance across two distinct
retail locations (Store A and Store B) over five consecutive years (Year 1 through Year 5). This
setup naturally creates five clusters, each containing two columns representing the two stores.

The required structure for the data entry is shown below, typically starting in cell Al:
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Ensure that column headers (Year, Store A, Store B) are included, as these will automatically
populate the chart's axis and legend, contributing significantly to the chart's overall clarity.

Step 2: Generating the Initial Clustered Column Chart

Once the data is accurately entered, the next step is to initiate the chart creation process. This
involves selecting the entire range of data, including the headers, and specifying the desired chart
type from the Insert menu.

To begin, highlight the full dataset, which in this case is the cell range A1:C6. After selection,
navigate to the Insert tab located along the top ribbon interface of Excel. Within the Charts group,
locate the column chart options and select the Clustered Column icon. This action tells Excel to
group the data points by the initial category (Year) and compare the subsequent series (Store A
and Store B) within those groups.
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Executing this command will immediately generate the default clustered column chart. By default,
Excel applies standard settings for gap width and series overlap, which may not always be optimal
for every dataset. The result of the initial creation step, reflecting the default spacing settings, is
shown below:
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Step 3: Accessing the Format Data Series Panel

The ability to customize spacing lies within the specialized formatting pane dedicated to data
series. This pane allows users to fine-tune visual parameters without affecting the underlying data
integrity. To open this panel, the chart component must first be selected.

To begin the adjustment process, right-click directly on any of the bars within the generated chart.
This action will prompt a context menu to appear. From the dropdown list, select the option labeled
Format Data Series. It is essential to click on the bar itself, not the chart background or axis, to

ensure the correct formatting options appeatr.
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Upon selection, the Format Data Series panel will appear on the right side of the Excel interface.
Within this panel, look for the Series Options section, which typically contains icons related to fill,
line, and effects. The third icon, often resembling a histogram or three vertical bars, is the Series
Options tab. This is where the primary spacing sliders--Series Overlap and Gap Width--reside.

Step 4: Controlling Intra-Cluster Spacing via Series Overlap

The Series Overlap setting determines the spatial relationship between the data points that are
grouped together within a single cluster (e.g., the distance between Store A and Store B columns
for Year 1). This is often referred to as intra-cluster spacing.

The Series Overlap value is expressed as a percentage, ranging from -100% to +100%.
Understanding these extremes is vital for effective chart control. A value of 0% means the bars
within the cluster are adjacent but do not touch or overlap. A positive value, such as 50%, causes
the bars to physically overlap by half their width, potentially obscuring data if used excessively.
Conversely, a negative value, such as -50%, introduces a space between the bars within the same
cluster, widening the separation between the clustered elements.

To reduce the space between bars within clusters, you should increase the Series Overlap value
towards 100%. If you wish to increase the space between bars within clusters, you must set the
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Series Overlap value to a negative percentage.

Step 5: Adjusting Inter-Cluster Spacing using Gap Width

While Series Overlap controls the internal structure of the cluster, the Gap Width controls the
crucial separation between adjacent clusters (e.g., the distance between the Year 1 cluster and the
Year 2 cluster). This adjustment directly impacts the visual rhythm of the chart and the ability of the
viewer to distinguish separate categorical groups.

Gap Width is also expressed as a percentage, but it relates to the ratio of the gap size to the
column width. A higher percentage indicates a wider gap relative to the columns themselves. The
default setting is often 150%.

If the Gap Width is set to a high percentage (e.g., 500%), the space between clusters will become
extremely wide, causing the bars to appear thin and isolated. If the Gap Width is set to a low
percentage (e.g., 50%), the clusters move closer together, creating a tighter, more compact look.
Setting the value to 0% eliminates the space between clusters entirely, causing the clusters to
touch, which is generally undesirable for readability unless the chart represents a continuous
timeline.

For most professional presentations, finding a balance--often between 50% and 150%--provides
the best visual flow, ensuring that clusters are clearly delineated without wasting horizontal space.

Step 6: Applying Custom Spacing Parameters

The Format Data Series panel allows for real-time manipulation of these settings via interactive
sliders. Users can adjust the Series Overlap and Gap Width simultaneously to observe the
immediate effect on the chart visualization. It is important to experiment with both parameters, as
they interact visually.

For instance, let us apply a specific configuration to demonstrate the effect of these adjustments.
Suppose we modify the parameters as follows:

Series Overlap: Set to 0% (Bars within clusters are adjacent but do not overlap or separate).
Gap Width: Set to 50% (The space between clusters is narrowed significantly, making the chart
more compact).

The panel showing these modified settings is illustrated below:
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By applying these settings, we create a visualization where the comparison within each year (Store
A vs. Store B) is emphasized by the bars touching, while the separation between the years is
minimized to create a dense visual comparison across the entire period.

Step 7: Analyzing the Final Result

Implementing a 0% Series Overlap and a 50% Gap Width results in a chart where columns within a
single cluster are tightly grouped, and the space between the clusters themselves is noticeably
reduced compared to the default settings.

The resulting visualization, which focuses the viewer's attention on the tightly packed clusters,
clearly separates the primary categorical groups (Years) while maintaining the visual unity of the
secondary groups (Stores). The final chart appears as follows:
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Mastery over the Gap Width and Series Overlap sliders allows the content creator to tailor the
visualization precisely to the narrative of the data. Whether aiming for maximum separation, tight
grouping, or subtle visual emphasis, continuous modification of these values is the key to achieving
optimal chart spacing.

We encourage users to freely experiment with different values for both sliders to determine the
exact level of separation and grouping that best serves their specific data presentation needs.

The following tutorials explain how to create other common visualizations in Excel:
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