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When working with time-series data or financial records in Excel, accurately arranging data by

month is critical for meaningful analysis. While standard alphabetical sorting is simple, it fails when

months need to be placed in true chronological order (January, February, March, etc.), as the

alphabetical sort would incorrectly place April before February. The most robust and efficient

method to achieve proper time-based organization is by leveraging the powerful Custom List

feature embedded within the sorting functionality of Excel.

Historically, users might resort to complex workarounds, such as reformatting the column that

contains the months into a true date field--e.g., converting "January" to "1/1/2000"--and sorting the

data by that hidden date value. Although this technique works, it requires modifying the underlying

data format. Similarly, manual sorting via dragging and dropping rows is impractical and time-

consuming for large datasets. This comprehensive guide details the preferred method: utilizing a

built-in Custom List to ensure your data is always organized sequentially, adhering to the correct

calendar progression.

The core principle behind successful chronological month sorting in Excel rests on the software's

ability to recognize non-standard sequences. By default, Excel includes predefined lists for days of

the week and months of the year. Activating this list during the sorting process overrides the

default alphabetical logic, instantly rearranging the dataset into the desired time series structure.

We will explore this process step-by-step, ensuring clarity for both novice and advanced users.

The Necessity of Chronological Sorting for Data Analysis

Data integrity and presentation often rely on proper sequencing. When analyzing monthly sales,

expenditures, or metrics, visualizing the trend requires that January precedes February, and so on,

regardless of the year. If a dataset containing month names is sorted using the standard A-to-Z

setting, the resulting order will be incorrect from a temporal perspective. For example, April would

come first, followed by August, December, and then February, completely obscuring any

meaningful time-based trends or patterns present in the data. Recognizing this limitation is the first

step toward implementing the specialized sorting solution.

Furthermore, relying on alphabetical sorting for monthly data can lead to serious errors in reporting

and forecasting. Analysts often create pivot tables, charts, or summaries based on the underlying

sorted data. If the base data is incorrectly ordered alphabetically, any subsequent visual

representation will be fundamentally flawed, misrepresenting seasonal variations or growth

trajectories. Therefore, mastering the technique of chronological month sorting is an essential skill

for anyone managing time-series data within the spreadsheet environment.

The methods we discuss here are not limited only to full month names (e.g., "January"). They are

equally effective for three-letter abbreviations (e.g., "Jan", "Feb", "Mar"), provided that the column

contains consistent data entries and that the predefined Custom List within your Excel installation
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supports those specific abbreviations. Ensuring your data column is uniform--either all full names

or all abbreviations--will prevent sorting errors and guarantee accurate chronological order

arrangement.

Introducing the Custom List Feature

The solution to the alphabetical sorting challenge lies in the Custom List feature, a powerful but

often underutilized tool within Excel. This feature allows users to define specific, non-alphabetical

sequences that Excel can use for both filling data (AutoFill) and sorting. Crucially, Excel already

includes several default Custom List entries that cover the standard English names for the days of

the week and the months of the year, providing the perfect solution for chronological organization.

By selecting the predefined list that begins with "January, February, March...", we instruct the Excel

sorting algorithm to prioritize the intrinsic calendar sequence over simple ASCII character

comparison. This method is superior because it is non-destructive--it does not require modifying

the data type of the month column--and it is highly scalable, working efficiently on datasets of any

size. Furthermore, if your company uses unique proprietary sequences or fiscal periods (e.g., P1,

P2, P3), the Custom List option can be used to define and save those unique sequences for future

use in Excel.

The following example will walk through the practical application of this feature, demonstrating how

to transform a disordered list of monthly sales into a perfectly chronological order report. This

process utilizes the standard Microsoft Excel interface available across most modern versions of

the software, ensuring wide applicability.

Example: Sorting Sales Data Chronologically

Consider a common scenario where a business has compiled its sales figures over a year, but the

data entry or extraction process resulted in an unsorted list of months and corresponding sales

totals. This dataset needs to be reorganized for accurate analysis of monthly performance.
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The initial dataset clearly shows month names (Column A) and Total Sales (Column B). As shown,

the months are randomly ordered--we see November followed by February, then August,

demonstrating the need for specialized chronological sorting. Our objective is to sort the entire

table based on the Month column while maintaining the relationship between the Month and its

corresponding Total Sales figure.
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Notice specifically that row alignment is critical. When we sort the Month column, the associated

data in the Total Sales column must move along with it. This is why we must always perform a sort

on the entire dataset range, rather than just the single column containing the month names. Failing

to select the entire range (A1:B13 in this instance) would result in the sales figures becoming

mismatched with their true month, leading to corrupted data and inaccurate analysis.

Step 1: Selecting Data and Accessing the Sort Dialog

The first action is to precisely define the range of data that needs to be sorted. It is essential to

include the column headers in the selection if you intend to use them to identify the sort column

easily, though you must ensure the sort dialog recognizes that the first row is a header and should

not be sorted along with the data rows.

Highlight the Data Range: Select the entire range containing your month data and the associated

values. In our example, this is the cell range A1:B13. While selecting the data, be cautious not to

include any extraneous rows or columns that are not part of the dataset to be sorted.

Navigate to the Data Tab: Once the range is selected, locate and click the Data tab along the top

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/data-tab-7f999955-449e-436f-b1e5-780c109720b7
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=98944
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


How to Sort Months Chronologically in Excel: A Step-by-Step Guide 6

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

ribbon interface of Excel. This tab houses various tools for data management, cleaning, and

organization.

Initiate the Sort Feature: Within the Data Tools section of the Data tab, click the Sort button. This

action opens the Sort dialog box, which provides advanced options necessary for chronological

organization, moving beyond the simple A-Z or Z-A quick sort buttons.

The default setup of the Sort dialog box typically assumes you are performing a simple

alphabetical or numerical sort. Because we are dealing with non-standard text sequencing, we

need to bypass these default settings and introduce our specific sequence defined by the Custom

List.

Step 2: Defining the Custom Sort Level

Upon opening the Sort dialog box, you will need to establish the criteria for the multi-level sort.

Even though we are only sorting by one column (Month), the advanced dialog allows us to specify

the non-standard order.

Verify Header Recognition: Ensure that the option "My data has headers" is checked (usually

located near the top right of the dialog). Since we included row A1 (containing "Month" and "Total

Sales") in our selection, this setting prevents Excel from attempting to sort the headers along with

the data rows.

Add a Level (If Necessary): Click the Add Level button, usually found in the top left corner of the

dialog. This step creates a new sorting rule.

Select the Sort Column: Under the Column dropdown menu, select the column containing the

month names. In our example, this column should be listed as Month (assuming the header

recognition is active).

Choose Custom List for Order: The crucial step is changing the Order setting. Instead of the

default "A to Z" or "Z to A", click the dropdown menu and select Custom List. This opens a new

specialized dialog box.ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM
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The prompt to select a Custom List tells Excel that the sort criterion is not based on inherent

textual or numerical values, but rather on an established sequence maintained internally by the

program. This intermediary step is what separates a correct chronological sort from a flawed

alphabetical sort.

Step 3: Selecting the Chronological Sequence

Once the Custom Lists dialog box appears, you will see a list of predefined sequences and any

sequences you have personally created.

Locate the Month List: In the Custom lists section, find the option that represents the

chronological sequence of months. This list typically begins with January, February, March... (or

the abbreviated form: Jan, Feb, Mar...). Select this specific list entry.

Confirm Selection: Click OK to close the Custom Lists dialog box. This action returns you to the

main Sort dialog box, where the selected chronological order should now be displayed under the

"Order" column, replacing the default "A to Z" text.ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
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Selecting the correct list is paramount. If your data uses abbreviations (e.g., Apr), make sure to

select the abbreviated list (Jan, Feb, Mar...) for consistency. If the data uses full names (e.g.,

April), select the list using full names (January, February, March...). Mismatching the format of your

data to the selected list will result in sorting errors, as Excel will not be able to match the cell

contents to the list sequence effectively.

Step 4: Executing the Sort and Verification

With the chronological sequence selected and applied to the sort level, the final step is to execute

the command and verify the results.

Final Confirmation: Review the main Sort dialog box one last time. It should show: Sort by: , Sort

On: , Order: . Click OK on the main Sort dialog box to initiate the data rearrangement.
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Once you click OK, the rows in the dataset will automatically be sorted based on the predefined

chronological sequence. This instantaneous rearrangement preserves the row integrity, meaning

each sales figure remains correctly associated with its respective month.
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The result is a clean, ordered table starting with January, followed by February, March, and

continuing through the entire 12-month sequence. This successful implementation confirms that

the Custom List feature is the definitive tool for achieving accurate chronological order when

working with month names in Excel.

Alternative Methods and Advanced Considerations

While the Custom List method is preferred for month names, it is important to understand

alternative techniques, particularly when dealing with data that mixes months across multiple years

or uses international language settings. One robust alternative is using a helper column based on

numerical month values.

If your month column only contains month names (e.g., "January"), you can insert a new column

(say, Column C) and use a lookup function or a combination of DATEVALUE and TEXT functions to

assign a numerical value (1 through 12) to each month. For instance, January becomes 1,

February becomes 2, and so on. Once the numerical helper column is populated, you simply sort

the entire dataset based on this numerical column in ascending order. This method is exceptionally

reliable when the standard Custom List is unavailable or fails due to regional language differences,
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as numerical sorting is universal.

For data spanning multiple years, neither the simple month name sort nor the numerical month sort

is sufficient, as they ignore the year component. In such cases, the data must be stored as genuine

Date data type entries (e.g., 1/1/2023, 2/1/2023). Excel stores dates as sequential serial numbers,

making true chronological order sorting instantaneous and perfectly accurate simply by using the

default sort function on the date column. If your original data only provides the month name and

year (e.g., "January 2023"), ensure you convert it using the appropriate date functions before

attempting to sort multi-year data.

Troubleshooting Common Issues

Several common pitfalls can prevent a successful chronological sort using the Custom List. The

primary issue is often data inconsistency or formatting errors.

Inconsistent Spelling or Format: If one month is spelled "Febuary" instead of "February," Excel

will treat the misspelled entry as unique text, placing it randomly based on alphabetical rules,

typically at the end of the sorting list. Always double-check for typos, extra spaces, or inconsistent

capitalization (though typically Excel sorting is not case-sensitive, consistency is best practice).

Regional Settings: If your version of Excel is set to a non-English language (e.g., Spanish or

French), the default Custom List will use the month names for that language (e.g., "Enero,

Febrero..."). If your data uses English month names, you must manually create an English Custom

List within the Excel Options menu to match your data.

Failure to Select Entire Range: As emphasized earlier, ensure you select all columns in the

dataset (A1:B13) before clicking the Sort button. If you only select the month column, only that

column will move, leading to catastrophic data misalignment.

Summary of Chronological Sorting in Excel

Achieving accurate chronological order for monthly data in Excel is straightforward once you

understand the necessary step of bypassing the default alphabetical algorithm. The methodology

involves utilizing the built-in Custom List feature, which is pre-populated with the calendar

sequence.

This process ensures that data visualization and analysis are based on temporal reality, rather

than textual coincidence. By following the precise steps--selecting the data, navigating to the Data

tab, choosing the Sort command, and applying the 'January, February...' list--you can guarantee

your datasets are always organized efficiently and logically for any reporting requirement.

For complex datasets involving year-over-year comparisons or fractional periods, remember that
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using true date formatting or numerical helper columns provides the highest level of accuracy, but

for simple single-year month name sorting, the Custom List remains the easiest and most direct

solution.
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