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 ● Finally, the Accounting format is the only built-in format that includes formatting cri-

teria for text. It includes spaces equivalent to the width of a parenthesis on each side 

of text so that it too lines up evenly with the numbers in a column.

Typically, when creating a GAAP-friendly worksheet of currency values, you would use 

currency symbols only in the top row and in the totals row at the bottom of each column 

of numbers. This makes good sense because using dollar signs with every number would 

make for a much busier table. The middle of the table is then formatted using a compatible 

format without currency symbols, as shown in Figure 9-37.

Figure 9-37 It is standard practice to use currency symbols only in the top and bottom rows of a 
table.

Luckily, Excel makes it easy for you to format this way by using buttons in the Number 

group on the Home tab. Despite seemingly incompatible button names, both the Account-

ing Number Format button and the Comma Style button apply Accounting formats adher-

ing to the rules described earlier. So, to format the numeric entries in the table shown in 

Figure 9-37, select the first and last rows of numbers, click the Accounting Number Format 
button, then select all the cells containing numbers in between, and click the Comma Style 

button. (We then selected all the numeric cells in the table and clicked the Decrease Deci-
mal button twice to hide all the decimal values. We also hid worksheet gridlines, by clearing 

the Gridlines option on the View tab, to simplify the appearance.)

https://www.pearson.de/9780735674301


Chapter 9

326 Chapter 9 Worksheet formatting techniques

Using accounting underlines
Generally accepted accounting principles specify the proper usage of single and double 
underlines in tables . The Underline button on the Home tab includes a menu letting 
you select single or double underlines, but unfortunately these do not rise to the 
accepted standard. But fear not—Excel provides two accounting-specific underline for-
mats in a drop-down list of the same name on the Font tab in the Format Cells dialog 
box . These differ from their regular counterparts in two ways . First, accounting under-
lines are applied to the entire width of the cell (minus a parenthesis-sized space on 
each side), whereas regular underlines are applied only under the actual characters in a 
cell . If the cell contains a text entry that extends beyond the cell border, the account-
ing underlines stop at the cell border . Second, the accounting underline formats appear 
near the bottom of cells, unlike regular underlines, which are applied much closer to 
the numbers or text in the cell, resulting in annoying lines through commas and the 
descenders of letters like g and p . Of course, you can also apply single-line and double-
line cell borders instead of underline formats, which is the approach used when you 
add a totals row to a table using the Totals Row option on the Table Tools Design tab .

For information about font formats, see “Using fonts” later in this chapter . For information 
about tables, see “Formatting tables” earlier in this chapter .

Formatting percentages

Not surprisingly, using the Percentage format displays numbers as percentages. The deci-

mal point of the formatted number, in effect, moves two places to the right, and a percent 

sign appears at the end of the number. For example, if you choose a percentage format 

without decimal places, the entry 0.1234 is displayed as 12%; if you select two decimal 
places, the entry 0.1234 is displayed as 12.34%. Remember that you can always adjust 
the number of displayed decimal places using the Increase Decimal and Decrease Decimal 

buttons.

An interesting (and helpful) quirk about percentage formats is that they behave differently 
depending on whether you type a number and then apply the format or type a number in 

a previously formatted cell. For example, Figure 9-38 shows two cells formatted as percent-

ages. We typed the same number—22.33—in each cell, but only cell A1 was previously 

formatted with the Percentage format; we clicked the Percent Style button after typing the 

value in cell A2.

As you can see, it makes a world of difference which way you do this. So, why is this behav-

ior helpful? For example, if a worksheet contains a displayed value of 12% and you need 
to change it to 13%, typing 13 in the cell would seem to make sense, even though this is 

https://www.pearson.de/9780735674301


Ch
ap

te
r 9

 Formatting in depth 327

technically wrong. It is not particularly intuitive to type .13 (including the leading deci-
mal point). Usability studies show that most people would type 13 in this situation, which 

would logically result in a displayed value of 1300% (if not for the quirky behavior), so Excel 
assumes that you want to display 13%. If you apply the Percentage format to a range of 
cells that already contain values (or formulas that result in values), check all the cells after-
ward to make sure you get the intended results.

Figure 9-38 When using percentages, it makes a difference whether you format before or after 
typing values.

Formatting fractions

The formats in the Fraction category in the Format Cells dialog box, shown in Figure 9-39, 

display fractional numbers as actual fractions rather than as decimal values. As with all 

number formats, the underlying value does not change despite the displayed value of the 

fraction.

You can generate some wild, nonstandard fractions unless you apply constraints using 

options in the Format Cells dialog box. Here is how Excel applies different fraction formats:

 ● The Up To One Digit (single-digit) fraction format displays 123.456 as 123 1/2, round-

ing the display to the nearest value that can be represented as a single-digit fraction.

 ● The Up To Two Digits (double-digit) fraction format uses the additional precision 
allowed by the format and displays 123.456 as 123 26/57.

 ● The Up To Three Digits (triple-digit) fraction format displays 123.456 as the even 
more precise 123 57/125.

 ● The remaining six fraction formats specify the exact denominator you want by 

 rounding to the nearest equivalent—for example, displaying 123.456 using the As 

Sixteenths format, or 123 7/16.
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Figure 9-39 Excel provides many fraction-formatting options.

You can also apply fraction formatting on the fly by typing fractional values in a specific way. 
Type a number (or a zero), type a space, and then type the fraction, as in 123 1/2 . For more 
details, see “Formatting as you type” earlier in this chapter .

Formatting Scientific (exponential) values

The Scientific format displays numbers in exponential notation. For example, a two-decimal 
Scientific format (the default) displays the number 98765432198 as 9.88E+10 in a standard-
width cell. The number 9.88E+10 is 9.88 times 10 to the 10th power. The symbol E stands 

for exponent, a synonym here for 10 to the nth power. The expression “10 to the 10th 

power” means 10 times itself 10 times, or 10,000,000,000. Multiplying this value by 9.88 

gives you 98,800,000,000, an approximation of 98,765,432,198. Increasing the number of 

decimal places (the only option available for this format) increases the precision and will 
likely require a wider cell to accommodate the displayed value.

You can also use the Scientific format to display very small numbers. For example, in a 
 standard-width cell this format displays 0.000000009 as 9.00E–09, which equates to 9 
times 10 to the negative 9th power. The expression “10 to the negative 9th power” means 

1 divided by 10 to the 9th power, 1 divided by 10 nine times, or 0.000000001. Multiplying 

this number by nine results in our original number, 0.000000009.
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Understanding the Text format

Applying the Text format to a cell indicates that the entry in the cell is to be treated as text, 

even if it’s a number. For example, a numeric value is ordinarily right-aligned in its cell. If 

you apply the Text format to the cell, however, the value is left-aligned as if it were a text 

entry. For all practical purposes, a numeric constant formatted as text is still considered a 

number because Excel is capable of recognizing its numeric value anyway.

Using the Special formats

The four Special formats shown in Figure 9-40 are a result of many requests from users. 

These generally noncalculated numbers include two ZIP code formats, a phone number 

format (complete with the area code in parentheses), and a Social Security number format. 
Using each of these Special formats, you can quickly type numbers without having to type 

the punctuation characters.

Figure 9-40 Excel provides several frequently requested formats in the Special category.
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The following are guidelines for using the Special formats:

 ● Zip Code and Zip Code +4 Leading zeros are retained to correctly display the 

code, as in 04321. In most other number formats, if you type 04321, Excel drops the 

zero and displays 4321.

 ● Phone Number Excel applies parentheses around the area code and dashes 

between the digits, making it much easier to type many numbers at the same time 

because you don’t have to move your hand from the keypad. Furthermore, the num-

bers you type remain numbers instead of becoming text entries, which they would be 

if you typed parentheses or dashes in the cell.

 ● Social Security Number Excel places dashes after the third and fifth numbers. For 
example, if you type 123456789, Excel displays 123-45-6789.

 ● Locale This drop-down list lets you select from more than 120 locations with 

unique formats. For example, if you select Vietnamese, only two Special formats are 

available: Metro Phone Number and Suburb Phone Number.

Creating Custom number formats

Most of the number formats you need are available through commands and buttons on 

the ribbon, but you can use the Format Cells dialog box to accomplish minor feats of for-

matting that might surprise you. We’ll use the Custom category on the Number tab in the 

Format Cells dialog box, shown in Figure 9-41, to create custom number formats using spe-

cial formatting codes. (To quickly display the Format Cells dialog box, press Ctrl+1.) Excel 
adds new formats to the bottom of the list of formatting codes in the Type list, which also 

includes built-in formats. To delete a custom format, select the format in the Format Cells 

dialog box, and click Delete. You cannot delete built-in formats.

Creating new number formats The quickest way to start creating a custom format is to 

use one of the built-in formats as a starting point. Here’s an easy way to build on an exist-

ing format, as well as to see what the codes in the Type list mean:

1. Type a number (or, in the case of our example, a date), and apply the built-in format 
that most closely resembles the custom format you want to create. Leave this cell 

selected.

2. On the Number tab in the Format Cells dialog box, select the Custom category. The 

format you selected is highlighted in the Type list, representing the code equivalent 

of the format you want to modify, as shown in Figure 9-41.
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