How to Lock an Excel
Spreadsheet:
A Practical Workflow

Goal:
protect structure, formulas, and formatting
while allowing controlled editing

a Three meanings of "lock":
cell locking, sheet protection,
workbook structure protection

Workflow:

O set scope, unlock inputs, protect, -. '
add password, test, document ‘

0o Audience: -

Ll Excel users, operations, finance,

administrators, educators, small-business staff

l Outcome:
ull choose the right protection level
without breaking collaboration




Why Locking Matters and What It Does Not Do
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Protection is about
controlled editing, not
secrecy or encryption.

Business reasons: prevent
formula deletion, preserve
layout, enforce entry standards,
support auditability.

Worksheet protection is not
a security feature; it only
blocks edits to locked cells.

Skip locking for small private
files or rapidly changing
working files.

Over-locking blocks workflows,
creates shadow copies, and
complicates troubleshooting.



Core Concepts: Cell Locking, Sheet Protection, and

Workbook Protection

Every cell has a Locked

attribute; all cells lock by default Cell Locked
Attribute

: : \ -_
Locking has no effect until you \ &
turn on sheet protection |

Sheet

S Protection

Sheet protection controls
selecting, formatting, inserting
rows, sorting, and filtering

Workbook structure protection
blocks adding, deleting,
renaming, hiding, or moving
sheets

Workbook
Structure
Protection

Hidden attribute conceals
@ formulas only when sheet
protection is enabled



Before You Lock: Preparing the Workbook

input cells, dropdowns, notes,
scenario fields

j Inventory what should stay editable:
|

Unlock input cells or define Allow Users
to Edit Ranges first — before protection
goes on
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Review merged cells, array formulas,
and data validation for unexpected
behavior under protection
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Decide the scope: individual sheets,
all sheets, or workbook structure

For co-authoring, confirm the file lives
in OneDrive or SharePoint; save a
version copy first
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Step-by-Step: Protecting a Worksheet

Fn

Select the worksheet, then go to
Review > Protect Sheet

Choose the allowed actions:
formatting, sorting, filtering,
pivot tables

Enter an optional password to
prevent others from unprotecting
the sheet

Or use Review > Manage Protection
to configure unlocked ranges
and passwords

Test as a normal user before
distributing; protection is saved
with the workbook
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Protect Sheet

Allow cell formatting
Allow sorting

Allow filtering

Allow pivot tables

Password (optional)




Step-by-Step: Protecting Workbook Structure

o Go to Review > Protect Workbook
to lock sheet structure

|:h. Stops adding, deleting, renaming,
N hiding, and moving sheets

a Password is optional: without one,
anyone can unprotect

Y TS Windows protection is gone in most
co-authoring scenarios

0 Verify by trying to add, rename, or ®

delete a sheet

“ Common use: reporting packs with
I stable sheet order



Allowing Controlled Editing: Input Cells and Edit Ranges

o Unlock input cells first via
Format Cells > Protection tab

©@» Use Review > Allow Users to Edit
(@»  Ranges for per-range permissions ﬂ
or passwords

the worksheet is unprotected

@
a Command is only available when u
#
@

E Apply to expense forms, timesheets,
grade books, and inventory sheets , —

0 Pair with data validation and \
conditional formatting; avoid -
over-permissive settings

L Document every editable range

e for future maintainers



Protecting Formulas and Hidden Data

Hide formulas via Format Cells >
Protection > Hidden, then protect
the sheet

Hidden formulas are not visible
in the Formula bar, but not
cryptographically secure

Worksheet protection can be
bypassed; it is not a security
feature

Protect the VBA project with
a password when macros
are used

Test after protecting: formulas
calculate, unlocked cells still
accept input
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Co-Authoring and Cloud Storage:
What Changes with Protection

Unprotected File (Co-authoring Enabled) Password-Protected or Encrypted File
‘ OneDrive )

& [_f ... OneDrive Ve = --5 00
ol ;| | ‘.‘ for Business &
® J ‘ Xlsx . _xlsx ]
) SharePoint
Online
Co-authoring needs Password-protected SharePoint permissions Use Sheet Views For real-time editing,
Xlsx files on OneDrive,  or encrypted files are inherited, so you for personal freeze prefer edit ranges
OneDrive for Business,  cannot co-author; can grant higher access panes and filters over file encryption
or SharePoint Online expect read-only but not lower in shared workbooks

warnings or lock errors



Managing, Unprotecting, and

Troubleshooting Locked Workbooks

o

Workbook is locked

Unprotect via Forgotten passwords: Last resort: Troubleshoot:
Review > Unprotect check storage, rebuild the sheet users can't edit,
Sheet; password password manager, if no unprotected macros blocked,
required if set or restore an copy exists co-authoring

earlier version disabled

38
ji Audit protection state with a checklist or VBA; keep a protection register



Password Strategy and

Realistic Security Expectations

Use strong passwords: 4
8+ characters or a 14+
character passphrase
File-open passwords
Microsoft cannot retrieve HAlICichs il
= forgotten passwords; store ni=nt
| them securely, away from the file qa

mem  Sheetand workbook structure gt ab o

--B protection can be bypassed; >
it is not encryption Accidental edit prevention

File-open passwords use
AES encryption and are
much harder to recover

: ‘ ord
Match protection to risk: PassW

(& accidental edit prevention eo0o000® 0

versus malicious intent
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Practical Workflow Checklist

a Define scope: which sheets, cells, and
=) structural elements need protection

a Unlock input cells and set edit ranges
before enabling protection

00¢ Set permissions and password based
f@® ( the collaboration model

Protect, test as a normal user,
document, then distribute

> Pick the right level: cell, sheet,
5 M

workbook structure, or file controls




Governance and Template Maintenance
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Use name conventions, version
copies, and a review cadence

Assign password ownership and
plan handover to successors

Keep a protection register for
shared drives and Microsoft 365 sites

Re-check protection when processes
or collaborators change

Combine protection with data
validation and version history

Remember: Microsoft cannot retrieve
forgotten passwords—document them

Protection Register

Template OWner Password Review
Name Location Cadence




Practice Task: Protect a Sample Expense Workbook

Use a sample expense or
timesheet workbook with
editable input cells

Unlock input cells; add an edit
range with its own password
if needed

Turn on sheet protection, then
protect workbook structure to
keep sheet order

Test as a normal user: locked
cells block edits, unlocked cells
accept input

Document password location
and protection settings for
future maintainers
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Learn Practice
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Apply Keep It in Mind

Next Steps and Common Pitfalls Recap

Apply one protection workflow to
a real workbook this week

Share the checklist with your team;
agree on password ownership

Avoid pitfalls: forgetting to unlock
input cells and over-locking

Document passwords; protection
is not encryption

Confirm steps with current Microsoft
documentation: Protect Sheet,
Protect Workbook, Allow Users to Edit Ranges

Protection supports controlled editing,
not secrecy or strong security

Common Pitfalls

Forgetting to unlock Over-locking
input cells
Undocumented Protection mistaken
password for encryption
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PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A

personwise.ai/t/0c74eclb/public
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