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Handling time values in Microsoft Excel often presents unique challenges, particularly when

dealing exclusively with durations measured in minutes and seconds rather than standard clock

time (hours, minutes, seconds). The default interpretation of time input in Excel is based on a 24-

hour clock, which can lead to misrepresentation if you are trying to calculate total durations.

Fortunately, Excel provides a robust solution through its advanced Format Cells functionality. By

utilizing a specific number format code--specifically :ss--users can force Excel to display and treat

the underlying data as minutes that may exceed 60, followed by seconds. This method is essential

for accurately tracking durations, such as race times, assembly line cycles, or scientific

experiments, where the total duration frequently spans more than an hour.

This guide provides a detailed, step-by-step methodology for correctly inputting time data that

represents minutes and seconds, and then applying the necessary Custom Number Format to

ensure proper display and accurate calculations. Understanding how Excel interprets time is the

first critical step toward mastering duration formatting. Excel uses a sophisticated date-time system

based on serial numbers, where dates are integers and times are fractional parts of a day. For

instance, 12:00 PM is represented as 0.5 because it is half of a 24-hour day. When dealing with

durations, we must ensure the input aligns with this system, typically by prefacing the minute and

second duration with a zero for the hour component.

Understanding Excel's Time Input Defaults

When inputting any sequence that looks like time into Excel--separated by colons (e.g., 10:15)--

Excel automatically attempts to interpret the input based on its default time structure:

Hours:Minutes:Seconds. This default interpretation is the root cause of many formatting errors

when dealing with minutes-only durations. If you type 10:15 into a cell, Excel does not see ten

minutes and fifteen seconds; instead, it sees ten hours and fifteen minutes. This is a crucial

distinction that must be overcome when aiming to input pure minutes and seconds.

To correctly signal to Excel that your input represents minutes and seconds, you must explicitly

define the hours component as zero. Therefore, if the desired time value is 10 minutes and 15

seconds, you must enter the full time sequence as 0:10:15. The sequence follows the required

structure: (Hours):(Minutes):(Seconds). By including the leading zero hour, you ensure that the

subsequent numbers are correctly recognized as minutes and seconds, respectively, according to

the standard colon delimiters.

This requirement applies universally to all duration inputs, regardless of whether the minute count

is less than 60 or greater than 60. For example, a duration of 75 minutes and 30 seconds must be

entered as 1:15:30 if using standard time input (since 75 minutes is 1 hour and 15 minutes), or,

more simply, if you are relying on the custom format to handle the overflow, you still start with the

hours if the minutes exceed 59 in your input approach. However, for simplicity and alignment with
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the required custom formatting, we focus on entering the data such that Excel initially stores it as a

valid time duration, even if the display is misleading before formatting.

Step-by-Step Example: Entering Time Values

Let us walk through a practical scenario where we need to input several duration times measured

in minutes and seconds into a column in Excel. Suppose you are tracking the segment times for

several laps. The durations are: 10 minutes 15 seconds, 19 minutes 1 second, 5 minutes 50

seconds, and so forth.

Since we understand that Excel interprets the first number as hours, we must prefix our input with

a zero hour. We will use the format 0:mm:ss.

Here is how the data must be entered into Excel (for example, starting in cell A2):

Duration 1 (10 minutes, 15 seconds): Type 0:10:15

Duration 2 (19 minutes, 1 second): Type 0:19:01

Duration 3 (5 minutes, 50 seconds): Type 0:05:50

Duration 4 (65 minutes, 22 seconds): Type 1:05:22 (Since 65 minutes is 1 hour and 5 minutes)

By following this disciplined input structure, you ensure that the underlying Excel Date-Time

System correctly stores these inputs as fractional parts of a day. For instance, 0:10:15 is stored as

the serial number 0.00707175925925926. While the input method is slightly cumbersome, it

guarantees the integrity of the data required for calculations.

The resulting worksheet, before applying the final format, might look something like the illustration

below, showing the entered data in column A:
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Applying the Custom Format: :ss

Once the time values are correctly entered, the next step is to use a Custom Number Format to

change the display from the default H:MM:SS format to the desired MM:SS format, specifically

engineered to handle total minutes. This is where the syntax :ss becomes indispensable.

To initiate the formatting process, you must first select the range of cells containing the time data.

Using the provided example, this range would be A2:A10 (or whatever range contains your inputs).

After highlighting the selection, right-click anywhere within the selected range to open the context

menu. From this menu, select the Format Cells option. This action opens the dialog box

necessary for advanced formatting adjustments.

The illustration below demonstrates the step of accessing the Format Cells dialog box via the right-

click menu, a standard and efficient procedure in Excel:
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Within the Format Cells window, navigate to the Number tab. In the list box labeled Category, you

must select Custom. This action prepares the interface for you to input your specific format

requirements rather than relying on Excel's built-in defaults. In the input box labeled Type (usually

located near the top right of the Custom view), delete any existing generic format text and precisely

enter the code :ss.

The brackets around the minute code, , are critically important; their function is explained in detail

in the next section. After entering the code, review the Sample preview displayed just above the

Type box to ensure the format looks correct based on the currently selected cell's data. If the

preview shows minutes exceeding 59, you have correctly implemented the duration format. Finally,

click OK to apply this new number format code to the selected range.
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The Significance of Brackets: vs. mm

Understanding why the brackets are necessary around the minute designator is fundamental to

effective duration formatting in Excel. In standard time formatting (e.g., hh:mm:ss), the minute

code mm is designed to display minutes within a 60-minute cycle. Once the total duration reaches

60 minutes, the standard format resets the minutes back to 00 and increments the hour count. This

is how clock time works.

However, when calculating durations, we often need the total cumulative minutes, potentially

exceeding 59. This is where the square brackets, , come into play. Placing the time unit designator

(like m for minutes or h for hours) within square brackets instructs Excel to display the total

accumulated value of that time unit, even if it exceeds the standard cyclical limit.
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By using :ss, we tell Excel to display the total number of minutes represented by the underlying

serial time value, followed by the remaining seconds. For example, if the underlying data

represents a duration of 75 minutes, a standard mm:ss format would display 15:30 (as 1 hour and

15 minutes), while the custom :ss format will correctly display 75:30. This simple addition of

brackets transforms the formatting from clock time display to duration tracking.

The immediate result of applying this format is a visually cleaner and more meaningful display of

the input data. Each cell now clearly shows the total duration in minutes and seconds, stripping

away the unnecessary hour component, as illustrated below:

Performing Calculations with Formatted Durations

The greatest advantage of using the underlying Excel Date-Time System is that the cell formatting

only changes the visual representation; it does not alter the actual serial number stored in the cell.

This means that calculations performed on these cells remain mathematically accurate, regardless

of how complex the total duration becomes. Since Excel recognizes the input as time, standard

arithmetic operations (addition, subtraction, averaging) will yield correct results in time units.

Consider a scenario where we want to add the duration in cell A2 (10 minutes and 15 seconds) to

the duration in cell A3 (19 minutes and 1 second). We can simply use the formula =A2+A3 in a
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new cell, say A11.

Because the inputs were correctly formatted as time values, Excel performs the addition: 10:15 +

19:01 = 29 minutes and 16 seconds. If cell A11 is also formatted using the custom code :ss, the

result will be displayed correctly as 29:16. This confirms that even though the initial input process

requires explicit hour definition, the final calculation respects the minute/second duration logic we

have enforced through formatting.

The image below visually confirms the calculation. Excel correctly interprets the sum of the

underlying serial numbers and displays the resulting total duration in the desired minute/second

format:

It is important to note that if the resulting calculation exceeds 9999 minutes (or roughly 6.9 days),

the display might encounter limitations depending on the Excel version, though for typical

durations, the :ss format is highly reliable. If your total duration exceeds 24 hours (1440 minutes),

Excel will correctly display the cumulative minutes, demonstrating the power of the bracketed

number format code.

Alternative Input Methods and Functions

While the direct input method (e.g., 0:10:15) followed by Format Cells is the most straightforward

way, users can also leverage Excel functions to create time values directly from separate
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numerical components for minutes and seconds. This can be beneficial when data for minutes and

seconds already exists in two separate columns.

The TIME function in Excel requires three arguments: TIME(hours, minutes, seconds). If Column

B holds minutes and Column C holds seconds, you could create the appropriate serial time value

in Column A using the formula =TIME(0, B2, C2). Since we are dealing exclusively with minutes

and seconds for a duration under 60 minutes, setting the hours parameter to zero is essential. The

output of this function is the necessary serial number, which can then be formatted using the :ss

number format code.

For scenarios involving extremely long durations, or when you only have the total minutes as a

decimal number, you might need to combine the INT and MOD functions to extract hours, minutes,

and seconds before using the TIME function. However, for the specific requirement of displaying

total duration in minutes and seconds, using the TIME(0, minutes, seconds) approach followed by

the custom format is highly effective, as it bypasses the manual need to type the leading zero hour

for every entry.

Summary of Best Practices

To successfully format time as minutes and seconds in Excel, adhere to these key practices:

Input Discipline: Always input durations by explicitly defining the hours as zero (e.g., 0:15:30) to

ensure Excel correctly interprets the data as a fractional time value rather than text or a standard

numerical value.

Select Range: Highlight the entire range of cells containing the time data you wish to format.

Access Custom Formatting: Use the right-click menu to open the Format Cells dialog box and

navigate to the Custom category.

Apply the Correct Code: Enter the precise Custom Number Format: :ss. The square brackets

around 'mm' are mandatory for displaying total, cumulative minutes exceeding 59.

Validation: Test calculations (addition, subtraction) to verify that the underlying serial numbers are

being correctly processed, confirming the integrity of your duration data.

Mastering this formatting technique ensures that your spreadsheets accurately represent duration

data, making complex time-based calculations manageable and visually clear for analysis and

reporting. This powerful feature leverages the flexibility of Excel's serial time system without

requiring complex formulas, relying instead on a precise understanding of custom format codes.
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