
Entering dates and times
Excel treats dates and times as special types of numeric values. Typically, these values are for-
matted so that they appear as dates or times because humans find it much easier to understand 
these values if they appear in the correct format.

Excel handles dates by using a serial number system. The earliest date that Excel understands is 
January 1, 1900. This date has a serial number of 1. January 2, 1900, has a serial number of 2, and 
so on. This system makes it easy to deal with dates in formulas. For example, you can enter a for-
mula to calculate the number of days between two dates.

 

The date examples in this book use the U.S. English system. Depending on your 
regional settings, entering a date in a format such as June 1, 2010, might be inter-
preted as text rather than as a date. In this case, you need to enter the date in a for-
mat that corresponds to your regional date settings — for example, 1 June, 2010.

The following table provides a sampling of the date formats that Excel recognizes. After entering 
a date, you can format it to appear in a different date format by using the Number tab of the 
Format Cells dialog box.

Date Entered in Cell Excel’s Interpretation (U.S. Settings)

6-26-10 June 26, 2010

6-26-2010 June 26, 2010

6/26/10 June 26, 2010

6/26/2010 June 26, 2010

6-26/10 June 26, 2010

June 26, 2010 June 26, 2010

Jun 26 June 26 of the current year

June 26 June 26 of the current year

6/26 June 26 of the current year

6-26 June 26 of the current year

Excel is smart, but not perfect, about recognizing dates you enter. For example, Excel does not rec-
ognize any of the following entries as dates: June 1 1010, Jun-1 2010, and Jun-1/2010. Rather, it 
interprets these entries as text. If you plan to use references to dates in formulas, make sure that 
the date you enter is recognized as a date; otherwise, your formulas will produce incorrect results.

A common problem is that Excel interprets your entry as a date when you intended to enter a 
fraction. For example, if you enter the fraction 1/5, Excel interprets it as January 5 of the current 
year. The solution is to precede the fraction with an equal sign.

When you work with times, Excel simply extends its date serial number system to include deci-
mals. In other words, Excel works with times by using fractional days. For example, the date serial 
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number for June 1, 2010, is 40330. Noon on June 1, 2010 (halfway through the day), is repre-
sented internally as 40330.5 because the time fraction is added to the date serial number to get 
the full date-and-time serial number.

Again, you normally don’t have to be concerned about these serial numbers (or fractional serial 
numbers, for times). Just enter the time into a cell in a recognized format.

The following table shows some examples of time formats that Excel recognizes.

Entered into a Cell Excel’s Interpretation

11:30:00 am 11:30 AM

11:30:00 AM 11:30 AM

11:30 pm 11:30 PM

11:30 11:30 AM

13:30 1:30 PM

These examples don’t have days associated with them, so they’re represented internally as values 
less than 1. In other words, Excel is using the nonexistent date January 0, 1900. You also can 
combine dates and times, however, as shown in the following table.

Entered into a Cell Excel’s Interpretation

6/26/10 11:30 11:30 AM on June 26, 2010

6/26/10 12:00 Noon on June 26, 2010

6/26/2010 0:00 Midnight on June 26, 2010

When you enter a time that exceeds 24 hours, the associated date for the time increments 
accordingly. For example, if you enter the following time into a cell, it’s interpreted as 1:00 AM on 
January 1, 1900:

25:00:00

The day section of the entry increments because the time exceeds 24 hours. Keep in mind that a 
time value without a date uses January 0, 1900, as the date.

Entering text
If Excel can’t interpret your cell entry as a value, a date, a time, or a formula, it goes into the 
catchall category of text.

A single cell can hold a massive amount of text — about 32,000 characters. However, you’ll see 
that Excel has lots of limitations when you use large amounts of text in a cell. In fact, it can’t even 
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display all the characters. If you need to display a large amount of text in a worksheet, consider 
putting it in a text box (use Insert➜Text➜Text Box). 

Entering formulas
Normally, you signal that you’re entering a formula by beginning the cell entry with an equal sign 
(=). However, Excel also accepts a plus sign or a minus sign. And (to accommodate old Lotus 
1-2-3 users), if your formula begins with a worksheet function, Excel also accepts an ampersand 
(@). However, as soon as you press Enter, the ampersand is replaced with an equal sign.

Formulas can contain these elements:

 Mathematical operators, such as + (for addition) and * (for multiplication)

 Parentheses

 Cell references (including named cells and ranges)

 Values or text

 Worksheet functions (such as SUM or AVERAGE)

If the formula you entered isn’t syntactically correct, Excel might propose a correction. Keep in 
mind that the suggested Excel correction might be syntactically correct, but it isn’t always what 
you had in mind.
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