The Universal Accounting Pain Point

You open your trial balance export, and there it is:

Account Beginning Balance
1200-100 5,234.56

1300-200 1,234.56 CR
1400-300 15,234.00

1500-400 2,500.00 CR

Translation:
- “CR" = Credit (should be negative)
- No suffix = Debit (positive)

The Problem: Your legacy accounting system uses text notation (“CR”) instead of actual negative
numbers. You need real numbers to sum, analyze, and chart this data.

The Reality: This affects EVERY accountant who works with legacy systems. You've probably dealt
with this hundreds of times.

Let’s fix it once and for all.

The Excel Nightmare

The “Standard” Excel Formula:

=IF(RIGHT(A2,2)="CR",
-VALUE (SUBSTITUTE(SUBSTITUTE(LEFT (A2,LEN(A2)-2),",","")," ","")),
VALUE (SUBSTITUTE(SUBSTITUTE(A2,",","")," ",""))

Let’s break down this monstrosity:

1. RIGHT(A2,2)="CR" - Check if last 2 characters are “CR”

2. LEFT(A2,LEN(A2)-2) - Remove the “CR"” suffix

3. SUBSTITUTE(...,",","") - Remove commas

4. SUBSTITUTE(...," ","") - Remove spaces

5. VALUE(...) - Convert to number

6. Add negative sign if it was CR

7. Repeat for non-CR values (because we can’t reuse code in Excel)

What’'s Wrong With This?

Y Unreadable: Try to understand this 6 months later
X Error-Prone: One typo breaks everything

X Slow: Recalculates on every change

X Not Reusable: Can't easily apply to multiple columns
X Fragile: Breaks if format changes slightly



The Python Solution: Clean & Elegant
The Magic 4-Liner:

import pandas as pd

# Identify credits (rows ending with 'CR")
mask = df['Amount'].str.endswith('CR")

# Add negative sign and remove 'CR'
df.loc[mask, 'Amount'] = '-' + df.loc[mask, 'Amount'].str[:-2]

# Remove commas and convert to numbers
df['Amount'] = df['Amount'].str.replace(',', '').astype(float)

# Done! Verify it worked:
print(f"Total: ${df['Amount'].sum():,.2f}")

What Just Happened?

Let me break this down step-by-step:

Step 1: Create a Boolean Mask

mask = df['Amount'].str.endswith('CR")

Result: A True/False column marking which rows end with “CR”

Amount mask
5,234.56 False
1,234.56 CR True
15,234.00 False
2,500.00 CR True

Step 2: Add Negative Sign & Remove CR
df.loc[mask, 'Amount'] = '-' + df.loc[mask, 'Amount'].str[:-2]

Translation: “For rows where mask is True, take the amount, remove last 2 characters (the ‘CR’), and
add a minus sign in front.”

Result:

Amount

5,234.56

-1,234.56 « Converted!
15,234.00

-2,500.00 « Converted!

Step 3: Clean & Convert to Numbers

df['Amount'] = df['Amount'].str.replace(',', '').astype(float)



Final Result:

Amount
5234.56
-1234.56
15234.00
-2500.00

Perfect! Now you can sum, average, chart, and analyze. &

Real-World Example: Processing a Trial Balance

Here's a complete working script:

import pandas as pd

# Sample data

data = {
"Account': ['1200-160', '1300-200', '1400-300', '1500-400', '1600-500'],
'Description': ['Cash', 'Accounts Payable', 'Revenue', 'Accounts Receivable',
penses'],

'Beg Balance': ['5,234.56', '1,234.56 CR', '15,234.00 CR', '10,500.00',
'2,500.00"]
}

df = pd.DataFrame(data)

print("BEFORE:")

print(df)

print("\nData type:", df['Beg Balance'].dtype) # It's text!

# Convert CR notation to negative numbers

mask = df['Beg Balance'].str.endswith('CR")

df.loc[mask, 'Beg Balance'] = '-' + df.loc[mask, 'Beg Balance'].str[:-2]
df['Beg Balance'] = df['Beg Balance'].str.replace(',', '').astype(float)

print("\n" + "="*50)

print ("AFTER:")

print(df)

print("\nData type:", df['Beg Balance'].dtype) # Now it's a number!
print(f"\n@ Total: ${df['Beg Balance'].sum():,.2f}")

Output:

"Ex-



BEFORE:

Account Description Beg Balance
0 1200-100 Cash 5,234.56
1 1300-200 Accounts Payable 1,234.56 CR
2 1400-300 Revenue 15,234.00 CR
3 1500-400 Accounts Receivable 10,500.00
4 1600-500 Expenses 2,500.00

Data type: object

AFTER:

Account Description Beg Balance
0 1200-100 Cash 5234.56
1 1300-200 Accounts Payable -1234.56
2 1400-300 Revenue -15234.00
3 1500-400 Accounts Receivable 10500.00
4 1600-500 Expenses 2500.00

Data type: float64

Total: $1,766.00

Handle Multiple Columns at Once

What if you have multiple balance columns? Easy—loop through them:

import pandas as pd

# Columns to convert
balance columns = ['Beg Balance', 'Ending Balance', 'Net Change']

for col in balance columns:
# Handle CR notation
mask = df[col].str.endswith('CR")
df.loc[mask, col] = '-' + df.loc[mask, col].str[:-2]

# Clean and convert
df[col] = df[col].str.replace(',"', '').astype(float)

print("f% All balance columns converted!")

Or even better, create a reusable function:



def convert cr notation(df, columns):

Convert accounting CR notation to negative numbers.

Args:
df: DataFrame to process
columns: List of column names to convert

Returns:
DataFrame with converted columns

df = df.copy() # Don't modify original

for col in columns:
# Check if column exists
if col not in df.columns:
print(f" 1. Warning: Column '{col}' not found")
continue

# Handle CR notation
mask = df[col].str.endswith('CR', na=False)
df.loc[mask, col] = '-' + df.loc[mask, col].str[:-2]

# Clean and convert
df[col] = df[col].str.replace(',', '', regex=False)

df[col] = df[col].str.strip() # Remove whitespace
df[col] = df[col].astype(float)
return df
# Use it:
df clean = convert cr notation(df, ['Beg Balance', 'Ending Balance'l])

Now you have a professional, reusable function you can use forever!

Bonus: Handle Different Notations

Different systems use different notations:



def convert accounting notation(df, column):
"""Handle multiple notation styles"""
df = df.copy()

# Handle 'CR' suffix: "1,234.56 CR"
mask cr = df[column].str.contains('CR', na=False)
df.loc[mask cr, column] = '-' + df.loc[mask cr, column].str.replace('CR', '")

# Handle parentheses: "(1,234.56)"

mask paren = df[column].str.contains('\(', na=False)

df.loc[mask paren, column] = '-' + df.loc[mask paren, column].str.replace('[()]",
"', regex=True)

# Handle minus at end: "1,234.56-"
mask minus = df[column].str.endswith('-', na=False)

df.loc[mask minus, column] = '-' + df.loc[mask minus, column].str[:-1]

# Clean and convert

df[column] = df[column].str.replace(',', '', regex=False)
df[column] = df[column].str.strip()

df[column] = df[column].astype(float)

return df

# Handles all these formats:
# 1,234.56 CR - -1234.56
# (1,234.56) - -1234.56
# 1,234.56- - -1234.56
# 1,234.56 - 1234.56

Time & Sanity Savings

Time Comparison:

Task Excel Python
Write formula 5 min 2 min
Apply to 10,000 rows Slow Instant
Apply to 5 columns Copy 5 times Loop once
Debug when it breaks 15 min 2 min
Total 25+ min 5 min

@ Mental Sanity:
¢ Excel: Nested formulas that make your brain hurt

e Python: Clear, readable code you’ll understand in 6 months
=] Reusability:

* Excel: Copy-paste formulas, adjust ranges



e Python: Import function, use forever

Try It Yourself!
Quick Start:

import pandas as pd

# Your data (from Excel, CSV, database, whatever)
df = pd.read excel('trial balance.xlsx')

# Convert CR notation in one column

mask = df['Amount'].str.endswith('CR")

df.loc[mask, 'Amount'] = '-' + df.loc[mask, 'Amount'].str[:-2]
df['Amount'] = df['Amount'].str.replace(',', '').astype(float)

# Save results

df.to_excel('trial balance clean.xlsx', index=False)
print("{%4 Done!")

That’s it. No complex formulas. No headaches.

Common Issues & Solutions

Issue 1: “ValueError: could not convert string to float”

Cause: Some cells have text that’s not a number.

Solution: Add error handling:
import pandas as pd
import numpy as np

# Convert with error handling
df['Amount'] = pd.to _numeric(df['Amount'], errors='coerce')

# Check for problems
problems = df[df['Amount'].isna()]
if len(problems) > 0:

print(f" 1 Found {len(problems)} rows that couldn't be converted:")
print(problems)

Issue 2: Extra spaces

Solution: Add .str.strip() :
df['Amount'] = df['Amount'].str.strip() # Remove leading/trailing spaces

Issue 3: Different CR notation (“Cr”, “cr”, “C”)

Solution: Use case-insensitive matching:



mask = df['Amount'].str.endswith('CR', na=False)
df['Amount'].str.endswith('cr', na=False)
df['Amount'].str.endswith('Cr', na=False)

[\
[\

Or even better:

mask = df['Amount'].str.lower().str.endswith('cr', na=False)

The Bottom Line

What You Get:

- Convert “CR” notation to negative numbers in 4 lines
- Process any number of columns with a simple loop

- Handle 100,000+ rows instantly

- Reusable code that works forever

Time Saved:

- Per report: 15-25 minutes

- Per month: 30-50 minutes (if you do this twice)
- Per year: 6-10 hours

Sanity Preserved:

- No more nested IF formulas £
- No more copy-paste errors @
- Code you can actually read &

What’s Next?

Now that your amounts are proper numbers, you probably want to:
- Parse account numbers from text reports = Read this ()

- Create pivot tables for analysis - Coming soon ()

- Calculate fiscal year quarters - Coming soon ()

- Merge with chart of accounts -» Coming soon ()

Your Turn!

¢ What notation nightmares have you dealt with?
- Parentheses for negatives?

- Minus signs at the end?

- Different CR formats?

Share your horror stories in the comments, and let’s solve them together!



Tags: #Python #Pandas #Accounting #CreditDebit #DataCleaning #Automation #Excel #Finan-
cialAnalysis

Part of the “From Excel Hell to Python Heaven” series. Hit subscribe to catch every post!
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