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1. Introduction to Partial Text Matching and Conditional Formatting

Excel is an indispensable tool for data analysis, but raw data often requires visual enhancement to

reveal underlying patterns or highlight critical entries. One of the most powerful features for

achieving this is Conditional Formatting. This functionality allows users to automatically change the

appearance of a cell--such as its background color, font style, or border--based on whether specific

criteria are met. While simple rules focus on numerical values (e.g., greater than 100), more

complex scenarios require evaluating text strings, particularly when you need to identify cells

containing only a partial match of a desired keyword or phrase.

Applying Conditional Formatting based on partial text is extremely common when dealing with

large datasets containing identifiers, descriptions, or addresses. For instance, you might need to

flag all product codes that include the abbreviation "LTD" or highlight customer entries mentioning

"California" within a long address field. Standard text-matching rules in Excel typically require the

cell contents to be an exact match or start/end with specific text. To successfully find text that

resides anywhere within the cell, we must leverage Excel's formula capabilities within the rule

definition, utilizing specialized text functions designed for substring location.

The technique detailed in this guide simplifies this process by demonstrating how to employ

powerful functions like SEARCH and FIND to create dynamic and flexible formatting rules. These

functions effectively translate the presence or absence of a text string into a Boolean output (TRUE

or FALSE) that Conditional Formatting can readily process. Mastering this technique is crucial for

anyone managing substantial data integrity or requiring swift visual identification of specific records

within a spreadsheet environment.

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/use-conditional-formatting-to-highlight-information-fed60dfa-1d3f-4e13-9ecb-f549288fa478
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/use-conditional-formatting-to-highlight-information-fed60dfa-1d3f-4e13-9ecb-f549288fa478
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/use-conditional-formatting-to-highlight-information-fed60dfa-1d3f-4e13-9ecb-f549288fa478
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=92744
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Excel: Apply Conditional Formatting if Cell Contains Partial Text 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

2. Understanding the Core Mechanism: Using Formulas for Formatting Rules

The key to applying sophisticated Conditional Formatting rules lies in understanding how Excel

interprets formulas used within the New Rule option. When you select the option to "Use a formula

to determine which cells to format," Excel evaluates the provided formula for every cell in the

selected range. If the formula returns a value equivalent to TRUE, the formatting is applied; if it

returns FALSE (or an error value like #VALUE!), the formatting is ignored.

For partial text matching, we cannot use simple comparison operators (like =A2="Text") because

those require an exact match. Instead, we need a function that tests for the existence of a

substring. The primary functions suited for this task are SEARCH and FIND. These functions are

designed to locate the starting position of one text string (the target substring) within another (the

cell content). Crucially, if the substring is found, the function returns a number (the starting

position); if it is not found, the function returns the #VALUE! error.

Within the context of Conditional Formatting, any non-zero numeric result (the position index) is

interpreted by Excel as TRUE. Conversely, the #VALUE! error, which indicates the text was not

found, is treated as FALSE, thus preventing the format from being applied. This interpretation is

powerful because it allows us to bypass the need for explicit error handling functions like

ISNUMBER or ISERROR, simplifying the rule considerably compared to standard spreadsheet

calculations. However, for maximum clarity and robustness, incorporating ISNUMBER around the
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SEARCH or FIND function is often considered best practice, as it explicitly converts the positional

result or error into a clear TRUE/FALSE Boolean value.

3. Step-by-Step Example: Applying Case-Insensitive Formatting with SEARCH

This example demonstrates the practical application of using the SEARCH function to highlight

cells containing specific text, regardless of case. We will use a hypothetical dataset of basketball

team names and aim to highlight all teams that contain the partial text "avs".

Suppose we have the following dataset that shows the names of various basketball teams in

column A, starting from cell A2:

Our objective is to create a dynamic rule that highlights rows corresponding to teams containing

the substring "avs". Since we want the search to be case-insensitive (matching "Avs," "AVS," or

"avs"), the SEARCH function is the ideal tool for this task, as it inherently ignores case differences

during the matching process.

4. Creating the Conditional Formatting Rule

To initiate the process, you must first select the range of cells you wish to format. In this specific

scenario, we need to highlight the team names, which reside in the range A2:A13. Once the range
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is highlighted, follow these detailed steps:

Navigate to the Home tab in the Excel ribbon.

Click on the Conditional Formatting icon within the Styles group.

Select New Rule... from the bottom of the list.

This sequence of actions opens the "New Formatting Rule" dialog box, which is the control center

for defining complex rules. In the new window that appears, you must specify the rule type. Click

the option labeled Use a formula to determine which cells to format. This selection enables the

formula input field where we will define the partial text match logic.

In the formula input box, type the following expression. Ensure that the cell reference (A2)

corresponds to the first cell in your selected range (the top-left cell of the range A2:A13):

=SEARCH("avs", A2)

This simple formula instructs Excel to look for the substring "avs" within the content of cell A2.

Since SEARCH is case-insensitive, it will find "Cavs," "Mavericks," or any variant containing "avs."

Next, click the Format button and select the desired visual style, such as a light yellow fill color.
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After confirming the format and closing the "New Formatting Rule" dialog box, Excel applies the

rule across the entire selected range. Each team that contains "avs" in the name will automatically

be highlighted, demonstrating a successful case-insensitive partial match:
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5. Detailed Walkthrough of the SEARCH and FIND Functions

The success of the preceding example hinges entirely on the behavior of the SEARCH function. To

fully exploit partial text matching, it is vital to understand its syntax and specific characteristics,

particularly its distinction from the FIND function. Both functions are designed to locate substrings

and share the same basic syntax: FUNCTION(find_text, within_text, ).

SEARCH Function: This function is case-insensitive. It is generally preferred for conditional

formatting rules where capitalization does not matter, providing a flexible match. It will find "apple"

regardless of how it is capitalized in the cell. If the text is found, it returns the numerical starting

position, which is interpreted as TRUE by the formatting engine.

FIND Function: This function is case-sensitive. It requires an exact match for the specified text

string, including capitalization. If you search for "LTD," it will only match "LTD" and will fail to match

"ltd." This specificity is necessary for technical identifiers or codes where case conveys meaning.

If you need to perform a case-sensitive search instead, such as ensuring only rows mentioning

"NBA" (all caps) are highlighted and ignoring "nba," you should use the FIND function in your

conditional formatting formula: =FIND("NBA", A2). This ensures precision in the matching criteria,

adhering strictly to the textual input provided in the formula. Note that regardless of which function

you use, if the text is not found, both functions return the #VALUE! error, which Excel treats as

FALSE, effectively preventing the conditional formatting style from being applied.
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6. Advanced Applications: Combining Logical Criteria

While a single function handles straightforward partial matches, complexity arises when you need

to enforce multiple matching criteria. By integrating the ISNUMBER function with logical operators

like AND and OR, we can build highly specific and robust formatting rules that look for the

presence of several partial strings simultaneously. The ISNUMBER function is crucial here

because it converts the numerical result (from SEARCH or FIND) or the error (#VALUE!) into a

clean TRUE/FALSE Boolean value, which is required for logical functions.

Consider a scenario where you want to highlight a record only if it contains either "West" or "East."

This requires OR logic:

=OR(ISNUMBER(SEARCH("West", A2)), ISNUMBER(SEARCH("East", A2)))

Alternatively, if you must highlight records that contain both "Project" AND "Complete" (indicating a

completed project record), you would use the AND function to ensure both partial strings exist

within the cell:

=AND(ISNUMBER(SEARCH("Project", A2)), ISNUMBER(SEARCH("Complete", A2)))

These advanced formulas significantly broaden the utility of partial text matching, allowing users to

define complex, multi-layered criteria for data visualization. Remember that proper management of

cell references is key: the criteria cell (A2 in the examples) must be relative so that the rule

correctly iterates through every cell in the selected range (A2, A3, A4, etc.).

7. Summary of Best Practices

Implementing text-based conditional formatting using formulas requires precision in syntax and a

clear understanding of function behavior. Following established best practices ensures that your

rules are efficient, accurate, and easy to debug.

To optimize your partial text matching rules in Excel, adhere to the following principles:

Always choose the appropriate function: SEARCH for broad, case-insensitive matches, and FIND

when strict case sensitivity is a requirement.

Always define the formatting range first, and ensure your formula references the top-left cell of that

range using a relative address (e.g., A2, not $A$2).

For complex rules involving AND or OR, explicitly use the ISNUMBER(SEARCH(...)) structure to

guarantee a clean TRUE/FALSE output, making the logic unambiguous for Excel.
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If the substring you are searching for is stored in a separate cell (e.g., B1), use an absolute

reference for the search term ($B$1) to ensure the criteria does not shift as the formatting rule

evaluates subsequent cells in the column.

By leveraging these techniques, you gain granular control over data visualization, allowing critical

information based on partial string matches to stand out immediately within massive spreadsheets,

thereby greatly enhancing analytical efficiency and report clarity.
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