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Learn to Display Time as Minutes and Seconds in Excel

Welcome to this comprehensive guide dedicated to accurately managing and displaying time

durations within Microsoft Excel. While Excel is a powerful tool for numerical analysis, handling
duration data--specifically measurements recorded purely in minutes and seconds--presents a
common hurdle. This difficulty arises because Excel inherently interprets time values using a
default hours-minutes-seconds structure. Fortunately, the robust Format Cells feature offers an
elegant solution by employing a specific custom number format. This article will meticulously detail

the process of applying the syntax :ss, ensuring your time data is accurately represented and
prepared for precise subsequent calculations.

We will delve into the critical logic of how Excel manages sequential time, identify the common
input errors that occur when recording durations shorter than a full hour, and provide a clear, step-
by-step tutorial on implementing the necessary formatting technique. By the conclusion of this
tutorial, you will possess the ability to display duration metrics, such as race times or
manufacturing process measurements, cleanly and correctly, eliminating the ambiguity introduced
by extraneous hour notations.

Understanding Excel's Date and Time System

To fully grasp why custom formatting is a necessary step, it is imperative to understand the
foundational mechanism by which Excel handles date and time data internally. Excel does not
store time as human-readable text; rather, it stores dates as sequential serial numbers, where the

starting point (Day 1) is January 1, 1900. Time, conversely, is represented as a precise fractional
component of a 24-hour day. For instance, 6:00 AM translates internally to 0.25 (one-quarter of the
day), and midday (12:00 PM) is stored as 0.5. This standardized approach, known as the Date and
Time system, is highly efficient for chronological arithmetic but demands specific data input when
dealing with pure durations.

When a user inputs a value that resembles time, such as typing "10:15," Excel automatically
attempts to align this input with its default internal structure. By default, this structure is interpreted
as Hours:Minutes:Seconds (H:MM:SS). If you enter 10:15 without further specification, Excel
incorrectly reads this as 10 hours and 15 minutes, rather than the intended 10 minutes and 15
seconds. This fundamental misinterpretation is the most frequent source of error for users tracking
short-period durations.

The primary challenge surfaces when the duration being tracked is less than one hour. If your goal
is to record 10 minutes and 15 seconds, but you input 10:15, the resulting underlying numerical
value (which represents 10 hours) is drastically incorrect compared to the value representing 10
minutes. Consequently, the essential initial step is ensuring the time value is entered into the
spreadsheet accurately, so that the underlying serial number is correct, even if the default display
format initially appears misleading or overly verbose.
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Ensuring Accurate Input for Pure Durations

To successfully capture a duration measured solely in minutes and seconds, we must explicitly
instruct Excel that the duration commences with zero hours. Adhering to standard time notation
conventions, the complete required input syntax includes three components--hours, minutes, and
seconds--each separated by a colon. Therefore, if the desired time value is 10 minutes and 15
seconds, you must explicitly include the zero for the hours component. The mandatory correct
input format is thus 0:10:15.

This strict adherence to the H:MM:SS format guarantees that the underlying numerical
representation of the time is calculated correctly by the software. Once the data is entered using
this three-part structure (even when the hour component is zero), Excel correctly identifies it as a
valid time value, making it suitable for necessary mathematical operations such as summing,
averaging, or subtracting durations. Crucially, omitting the leading zero (by typing only 10:15)
causes the system to register 10 hours, which will profoundly corrupt any subsequent calculations
based on that data.

Consider a practical scenario where we are inputting several event durations, none of which
exceed sixty minutes. We must rigidly follow the 0:MM:SS structure for every single entry. The
following illustration demonstrates how various time values--such as 10 minutes 15 seconds, 19
minutes 1 second, and 5 minutes 30 seconds--are correctly entered into a designated cell range in
preparation for the subsequent formatting steps:
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A B C D E

T Time

2 0:10:15
3 0:19:01
4 0:25:58
5 0:34:48
6 0:17:14
7 0:19:38
8 0:22:45
9 0:05:13
10 0:09:49
11

12

13

14

15

16

While the initial display may show verbose default formats like "0:10:15 AM," the essential point is
that the raw data's underlying numerical value is now correctly interpreted by Excel, paving the
way for visual refinement.

Step-by-Step Guide to Applying the Custom Format

With the time data accurately entered as described above, the next phase involves modifying the
display appearance to hide the unnecessary hours component, leaving only the required minutes
and seconds visible. This transformation is executed through the Format Cells dialogue box.

Select the Data Range: Begin by highlighting the entire cell range containing the time values you
intend to format. In the context of our ongoing example, this designated range is typically A2:A10.

Access Format Cells: Right-click anywhere within your selected range to invoke the context
menu. From this menu, choose the Format Cells option. Alternatively, users can utilize the
universal keyboard shortcut: Ctrl+1 (or Cmd+1 if operating on a Mac system).

The visual representation below confirms the required selection process and the action of
accessing the necessary formatting options:
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Time Search the menus

1
2 ]
3| oo & cut

4 0:25:! D—ib] Copy

5 0:34:¢

6 0:17:: E_El Paste Options:
7

8

9

0:19::

0:22:+ ﬁil

0:05:: Paste Special...
10 0:09:¢
11 9 Smart Lookup
12 |
13 Insert...
14 Delete...
15
16 Clear Contents
17 A Quick Analysis
18
19 Filter >
2 Sort >
21
22 E3 Get Data from Table/Range...
23
24 7 New Comment
25 i) New Note
26
27 Eormat Cells...
28 . .

Pick From Drop-down List...

29

Once the Format Cells window is open, navigate directly to the Number tab. This section is
dedicated to defining the precise visual appearance of your data without making any modifications
to its underlying numerical value. The core of our solution resides within the Custom category.

Define the Custom Format: Locate the Category list on the left side and select Custom. This
action reveals a text field labeled Type. This field is where you input specialized codes that instruct
Excel exactly how the numerical value should be displayed. Enter the specific format code: :ss
into the Type box.

This input is paramount because the square brackets enclosing the minutes component () are what
prevent the time display from cycling back to zero once the duration surpasses 59 minutes. If you
were to use mm:ss without the brackets, a duration of 65 minutes would erroneously display as
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05:00 (since the system would treat 60 minutes as one hour and reset the minute count). We will
thoroughly examine the technical rationale behind this crucial code in the next section.

A B C D E F G H
1T Time
2 0:10:15

Format Cells ? X

3 0:19:01
4 0:25:58 Number  Alignment Font Border Fill Protection
5 0:34:48
6  0:17:14 I
7 0:19:38 General Sample

. Number 10:15
8 0:22:45 Currency ’
9 0:05:13 Accounting Type:
10 0:09:49 S_ate (mml:ss

ime
11 Percentage d-mmm-yy
12 Fraction d-mmm
13 Scientific mmm-yy
Text h:mm AM/PM
14 Special h:mm:ss AM/PM
15 o I
h:mm:ss
16 m/d/yyyy h:mm I
17 mm:ss
18 mm:ss.0
@

19 [h]:mm:ss
20
21 Delete
22
23 Type the number format code, using one of the existing codes as a starting point.
24
25
26
27
29 T T
2N

Apply the Format: Click OK to finalize and apply the newly defined custom number format to the

selected cell range. The data in the specified column will instantly update to show only the minutes
and seconds, effectively removing the preceding hour component and providing a clean, duration-
specific visual presentation of your data.

The final formatted data visually confirms the intended durations, ready for use:
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A B C D E

1 Time

2 10:15
3 19:01
4 25:58
5 34:48
6 17:14
7 19:38
8 22:45
9 05:34
10 09:49
11

12

13

14

15

16

17

Deconstructing the Accumulating Format Code: :ss

A deep understanding of the individual components within the custom number format :ss is crucial
for advanced manipulation of time values in Excel. This specific structure is engineered to
overcome the inherent limitations imposed by standard time display formats.

mm: This standard code signifies the minutes component of the time value. The use of two 'm'
characters ensures appropriate padding; minutes less than 10 will always be displayed with a
leading zero (e.g., 05 instead of 5).

ss: This component represents the seconds of the time value, mirroring the 'mm' convention by
guaranteeing a leading zero for single-digit seconds (e.g., 01 instead of 1).

The Colons (:): The colon functions as a literal separator, maintaining the established convention
for displaying time components.

The Brackets (): This element is the most vital modifier. When a time unit code (such as 'h', 'm’, or
's") is enclosed within square brackets, Excel forces that unit to accumulate beyond its typical
cyclical limit. In the specific case of , this means the minute counter will not reset to 00 upon
reaching 60 (which is the normal behavior when the hour ticks over). Instead, the minute value
accrues indefinitely. This feature is essential for representing durations that may exceed multiple
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hours but must be displayed purely as total minutes and seconds. For example, 125 minutes and
45 seconds would correctly display as 125:45, rather than the standard time format of 2:05:45.

In essence, if your requirement was strictly limited to displaying minutes and seconds within a
single hour (i.e., a maximum duration of 59:59), the simpler format mm:ss would be sufficient.
However, because we require the minutes count to potentially surpass 59 without rolling over into
an hour display, the accumulating format :ss is the definitive and reliable choice for representing
pure duration data in Microsoft Excel.

Verifying Calculation Integrity

A major benefit of combining the correct 0:MM:SS input method with the custom number format
is that the underlying data retains its status as a valid time value, enabling completely accurate
arithmetic operations. Unlike simple text formatting, which only alters the visual presentation, this
technique ensures that Excel continues to recognize the true duration represented by the serial
number, regardless of the simplified display.

To conclusively demonstrate this functionality, let us assume we need to calculate the sum of two
durations previously entered: the duration in cell range A2 (10 minutes 15 seconds) and the
duration in A3 (19 minutes 1 second). We can place a standard summation formula in cell A11:

=A2 + A3

When this calculation is executed, Excel correctly adds the underlying time serial numbers.
Provided that the destination cell A11 automatically inherits the :ss custom format (or if it is
manually formatted), the result is presented in the exact minutes and seconds format required.
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C2 v i fx  =A2+A3
A B C D E

1 Time

2 10:15 29:16

3 19:01

4 25:58

5 34:48

6 17:14

7 19:38

8 22:45

9 05:13

10 09:49

11

12

13

14

15

As clearly illustrated, Excel successfully calculates the sum of the two durations, resulting in a total
time of 29 minutes and 16 seconds. The resulting display, 29:16, confirms that the formatting is
purely a cosmetic layer, allowing the system to maintain computational integrity while delivering a
clean, duration-specific output to the user. This capacity to accurately perform arithmetic on
visually simplified data is the core advantage derived from mastering this specific custom
formatting technique.

Conclusion and Best Practices

For professionals in fields such as sports timing, manufacturing analysis, or laboratory research,
mastering the input and formatting of duration data in Excel is non-negotiable for maintaining
accurate records. The central principle to remember is the absolute necessity of inputting the time
using the complete three-part structure (H:MM:SS), even when the hour component is zero (e.g.,
0:10:15). If the initial data entry is fundamentally incorrect, no amount of custom formatting can
rectify the underlying numerical error.

Furthermore, the strategic use of the accumulating minutes format, :ss, prevents the display from
resetting hours, thereby ensuring that the total accumulated duration is always clearly and correctly
displayed. Users should consistently apply this custom number format through the Custom
category within the Format Cells dialogue box to achieve maximum reliability and persistence in

their spreadsheet operations.
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By diligently employing these proven techniques, you can ensure that your Excel spreadsheet is
not only highly readable and professional but also completely functional for any advanced time-

based analysis or reporting requirements.

Additional Resources

The following tutorials explain how to perform other common tasks in Excel:
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