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Excel stands as an unparalleled utility in modern business and academic environments, serving as

the backbone for complex data storage, rigorous data analysis, and intricate data manipulation. Its

vast array of functions empowers users to tackle everything from basic arithmetic calculations to

sophisticated modeling tasks. Among its most crucial capabilities is its proficiency in handling

textual data, often referred to as strings. Effective string manipulation is frequently necessary when

cleaning datasets derived from external systems, which often include unnecessary prefix or suffix

characters.

One of the most frequent requirements in data cleansing is the removal of the first and last

characters from a textual entry. This task, while sounding complex, can be executed swiftly and

reliably in Excel using a combination of powerful functions. This operation is vital for standardizing

identifiers, removing temporary delimiters, or stripping legacy formatting. In this comprehensive

guide, we will explore the fundamental logic behind this process and provide the definitive formula

for consistently removing the leading and trailing characters from any given string.

Introduction to String Manipulation in Excel

In the realm of data processing, it is common for imported datasets to contain extraneous

characters that serve as markers or padding but are not part of the actual desired data value. For

instance, employee IDs might be enclosed in quotation marks or brackets that need to be removed

before comparison or database entry. Since Excel does not have a dedicated "Remove First and

Last Character" function, we must rely on intelligently combining existing functions to achieve this

precise trimming operation.

The solution leverages two fundamental text functions: the MID function, which extracts characters

from the middle of a string, and the LEN function, which determines the total length of the string.

By using the LEN function dynamically within the MID function, we create a robust formula capable

of handling strings of variable lengths.

Introducing the Combined Formula for Truncation

The most efficient and widely used formula for simultaneously removing the first and last character

from a cell is presented below. This formula targets cell A2, assuming A2 contains the source

string that requires modification:

=MID(A2,2,LEN(A2)-2)

This powerful single-cell formula directs Excel to extract a subset of characters from the original

text in cell A2. The resulting output is the original string minus its initial character (position 1) and

its final character. For instance, if cell A2 holds the value Z, the formula would successfully return

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Data_analysis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/String_(computer_science)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/String_(computer_science)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/String_(computer_science)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/mid-midb-functions-d5f8c3fa-2c45-4277-bf36-cd5be5c48b94
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/String_(computer_science)
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/len-lenb-functions-29236f99-f402-49cb-8f1d-38dce99bb26d
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/String_(computer_science)
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/len-lenb-functions-29236f99-f402-49cb-8f1d-38dce99bb26d
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/mid-midb-functions-d5f8c3fa-2c45-4277-bf36-cd5be5c48b94
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/String_(computer_science)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/String_(computer_science)
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=95254
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Excel: Remove First and Last Character from String 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

the cleaned value AA4506, assuming the brackets and the trailing Z were extraneous markers.

To further illustrate, consider a simpler example: if cell A2 contains the text AA4506, this

calculation returns A450. The first 'A' and the last '6' are effectively truncated, leaving only the

central characters. The following sections will break down exactly how the internal components of

the formula work together to achieve this precise result.

Example: Removing First and Last Characters from Employee IDs

To see this formula in a practical application, imagine a scenario where we have imported a list of

employee identifiers. These identifiers were automatically padded with a starting character (a

department code prefix) and an ending character (a checksum suffix) that are not needed for

internal processing or comparison. We want to isolate the core ID number.

Suppose we have the following list of employee ID's located in column A of our Excel spreadsheet,

as shown in the image below:

Our objective is to apply the text transformation to every entry, extracting the core ID by removing

the first and last character from each employee ID. We can initiate this transformation by entering

our formula into cell B2, adjacent to the first entry we wish to clean:

=MID(A2,2,LEN(A2)-2)
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Once the formula is entered in cell B2, we can utilize Excel's powerful auto-fill feature. By clicking

and dragging the formula down to the remaining cells in column B, the relative reference A2

automatically adjusts to A3, A4, and so on, applying the trimming logic uniformly across the entire

dataset:

As illustrated, column B now successfully displays the standardized employee IDs, effectively

isolating the central components by removing the unwanted first and last characters from the

corresponding strings in column A. This demonstrates the efficiency of using dynamic functions for

bulk data cleansing.

In-Depth Analysis of the MID Function

The foundation of this solution rests on the MID function (or MIDB for byte-based operations,

typically unnecessary in standard English text environments). The primary purpose of MID function

is to extract a specific substring from a text string. It requires three critical arguments to function:

Text: The original string or cell reference containing the text (e.g., A2).

Start_num: The position of the first character you want to extract.

Num_chars: The number of characters you want the function to extract from the starting position.

In our formula, =MID(A2, 2, LEN(A2)-2), the first argument, A2, points to the source data.

Crucially, the second argument, 2, dictates that the extraction must commence at the second
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character of the string. By starting at position 2 instead of the default position 1, we successfully

exclude the unwanted first character.

The Role of the LEN Function in Dynamic Truncation

While the MID function handles where the extraction starts, we need a dynamic way to tell it where

to stop, ensuring that the last character is also excluded, regardless of how long the original string

is. This is where the LEN function comes into play.

The LEN function calculates the total number of characters contained within a specified cell. If cell

A2 contains "ALPHA", LEN(A2) returns 5. The genius of the formula lies in using this result to

determine the required extraction length for the MID function.

By defining the extraction length as LEN(A2) - 2, we calculate the total length of the string and

subtract two characters. Since we already excluded the first character by starting at position 2,

subtracting two from the total length ensures that the extraction stops exactly one character short

of the end of the original string, thereby excluding both the first and the last characters

successfully.

Step-by-Step Formula Deconstruction

Let's recall the complete formula used to remove the first and last character from cell A2, assuming

A2 contains the value "#12345Z" (Length = 7):

=MID(A2,2,LEN(A2)-2)

Internal Calculation (LEN): LEN(A2) returns 7.

Length Adjustment: The third argument calculates the number of characters to extract: 7 minus 2

equals 5.

MID Execution: The formula resolves to =MID(A2, 2, 5).

Result: This instructs Excel to look at "#12345Z", start at position 2 (the '1'), and extract 5

characters. The output is "12345".

This systematic approach guarantees that the first character (position 1, the '#') is skipped, and the

last character (position 7, the 'Z') is not included in the extracted substring of length 5. This method

is highly scalable and reliable for large-scale data analysis tasks.

Handling Edge Cases: Spaces and Short Strings

When dealing with text strings in Excel, it is critical to remember that blank spaces are counted as

characters by both the LEN function and the MID function. If your raw data contains leading or
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trailing spaces, these will be considered the "first" or "last" characters, respectively, and will be the

ones removed. If the goal is to remove non-space characters that are truly prefixes or suffixes, you

might need to first employ the TRIM() function to clean up any unintentional whitespace.

For example, if cell A2 contains " ID123 " (with leading/trailing spaces), the LEN function counts 9

characters. The formula =MID(A2,2,LEN(A2)-2) would remove the leading space and the trailing

space, resulting in "ID123". If, however, the original data was "P-ID123-S", where P and S are the

required removals, and there are spaces involved, preceding trimming might be necessary.

Important Note on Short Strings: If the original string in cell A2 has a length of 1 or 2 characters,

the calculation LEN(A2)-2 will result in a negative or zero number. The MID function cannot extract

a negative number of characters and will return an empty string or a #VALUE! error depending on

the exact length. For robust error handling in production environments, consider wrapping the

formula within an IFERROR() or IF() function to check for minimum length requirements before

attempting truncation.

Mastering this combination of text functions allows Excel users to perform sophisticated data

cleansing operations quickly, enhancing efficiency and data quality in their data analysis workflows.
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