How to Check if a Cell Contains
Specific Text From a List in Excel

Authored by
stats writer

November 30, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

stats writer (2025). How to Check if a Cell Contains Specific Text From a List in Excel.
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES. Retrieved from https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=102795

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=102795
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=102795
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=102795
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

How to Check if a Cell Contains Specific Text From a List in Excel

The ability to quickly determine whether a specific cell contains any item from a predefined list of
substrings is a common, yet often complex, requirement when performing advanced data analysis
in Excel. Unlike simple equality checks, checking for text containment requires dynamic
evaluation across an entire range of potential matches. While the VLOOKUP function is often the
default tool for searching exact matches within tables, it struggles significantly when dealing with
scenarios where the search string might be only a part of the target cell's content, or when the
search list itself contains multiple possibilities that need simultaneous evaluation. Therefore,
mastering this technique necessitates moving beyond standard lookup functions and embracing
powerful combinations of logical operations and counting formulas.

Addressing this challenge effectively demands the use of an array formula--a single formula
capable of operating on multiple values simultaneously. This approach allows Excel to iterate
through every item in your predefined list, checking if any of those items are found within the target
cell. The resulting formula is highly efficient and scalable, providing a clear binary outcome (e.g.,
"Yes" or "No") or a customized output based on the presence of any matched substring.
Understanding the mechanism behind this compaosite formula is crucial for anyone seeking to
perform detailed text matching and categorization within large datasets, ensuring accuracy and
saving substantial time compared to manual auditing.

The Power of COUNTIF for Substring Matching

The most robust and flexible technique for determining if a cell contains text from a list leverages
the intrinsic capabilities of the COUNTIF function combined with wildcards. The COUNTIF function,
by its nature, is designed to count the number of cells within a range that meet a specific criterion.
When applied in conjunction with the asterisk (*) wildcard, it transcends simple counting and
becomes a powerful substring detection tool. The wildcard represents any sequence of characters,
allowing us to build criteria that look for text embedded anywhere within a cell's content. For
instance, the criterion "*" &A1&" *" tells Excel to count instances where the content of cell Al
appears, regardless of what precedes or follows it in the target cell.

However, the complexity arises when the criteria itself is not a single value, but a range--our list of
possible matches. To handle this list simultaneously, we must utilize array formula behavior. When
a range of criteria (e.g., $E$2: $E$8) is supplied to the COUNTIF function, Excel internally
processes a separate count for every item in that list, returning an array of results rather than a
single number. If any item from the list is found within the target cell, the corresponding count in the
resulting array will be 1 or greater; otherwise, it will be 0. This intermediate array is the key to
solving the containment problem efficiently.

The formula structure involves three critical functions working in tandem: COUNTIF generates the
array of match counts; the OR function evaluates this array to see if any count is positive (i.e.,
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greater than zero); and finally, the IE function provides the final, user-friendly output based on the
logical outcome. This sequence ensures that we get a definitive answer to the question: "Does this
cell contain at least one element from the specified list?"

Constructing the Core Array Formula

You can use the following formula in Excel to check if a cell contains text from a list. This formula is
highly adaptable and represents the most concise solution for this specific text analysis task:

=IF(OR(COUNTIF(AL,"*" &$E$2: SE$8&"*")), "Yes", "No")

In this complex yet efficient formula, if cell A1 contains any of the text values defined in the
absolute reference range $E$2:$E$8, the result returned will be "Yes"; otherwise, the function
defaults to returning "No".

Let us dissect the structure of this powerful expression, starting from the innermost function. The
segment $E$2: $E$8 represents the entire list of desired substrings--the critical components we are
searching for. When this range is combined with the wildcard operators and concatenation
("*" & ..&" *"), the function dynamically creates a set of criteria for searching. If the list in E2:E8
contains "Apple," "Banana," and "Cherry," the COUNTIF function effectively executes three
separate checks against cell Al: one for "*Appl e*", one for "*Banana*", and one for
"*Cherry*".

Crucially, the range argument of the COUNTIF function in this specific construction is the single
cell being checked, Al. This configuration is unconventional but deliberate. When Excel encounters
a criteria range ($E$2: $E$8) but a single-cell range (A1) for the primary range argument, it
performs the check iteratively. The result of COUNTI F( AL, "*"&$E$2: $E$8&"*") is not a single
number but an array--for example, {0, 1, 0}--where a 'l' indicates that the corresponding item
from the list was found within A1, and a '0' indicates it was not.

This resulting array is then passed to the OR function. The OR function evaluates the entire array,

returning TRUE if any element within the array is considered logically TRUE (i.e., non-zero) and
FALSE if all elements are zero. If the array is {0, 1, 0}, OR returns TRUE. Finally, the outer IE
function converts this TRUE/ FALSE output into the desired text outputs, "Yes" or "No," making the
final result easily digestible for reporting purposes.

Practical Application: Identifying Teams by Geographic Location

The following example demonstrates how to deploy this powerful formula in a real-world scenario,
specifically classifying data entries based on a specific geographic attribute derived from a
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containment list.
Suppose we are working with a dataset in Excel detailing points scored by various professional

basketball players:

A B Z D E F

1 Team Points

2 Mavs 24
3 Nets 25
4 Mavs 20
5 Lakers 19
6 Warriors 14
7 Thunder 29
8 Spurs 32
9 Mavs 14
10 Spurs 33
11 Rockets 30
12 Hornets 26
13 Spurs 20
14

s

16

1|7

18

s
)

Our goal is to create a categorization mechanism. We know that several teams in this list originate
from the state of Texas: the Mavs (Dallas Mavericks), the Spurs (San Antonio Spurs), and the
Rockets (Houston Rockets). We need an automated way to verify if the team listed in column A for
each player belongs to this specific geographical subset. Instead of manually inspecting thousands
of rows, the COUNTIF array formula will provide an immediate, dynamic classification.

This type of classification is invaluable for analysts who need to segment data quickly--whether
identifying transactions associated with specific product codes, flagging emails containing certain
keywords, or, as in this case, grouping athletes by region. The underlying principle remains the
same: define your list of identifiers, and use the containment logic to mark the corresponding rows.

Step 1. Defining the Lookup List and Absolute References

Before applying the formula to the primary dataset, it is essential to establish the list of Texas
teams in a separate, easily referenceable column. This separation enhances formula readability
and maintainability.

We will create the definitive list of Texas teams--our criteria range--in column E:

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/excel
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/countif-function-e0de10c6-f885-4e71-9352-2b638a192809
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=102795
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

How to Check if a Cell Contains Specific Text From a List in Excel

| A | B C | D E 7
1 Team Points List
2 Mavs 24 Mavs
3 |Nets 25 Spurs
4 |Mavs 20 Rockets
5 Lakers 19
6 Warriors 14
7 Thunder 29
8 Spurs 32
9 Mavs 14
10 |Spurs 33
11 Rockets 30
12 |Hornets 26
13 |Spurs 20
14
15
16
17 |
18

When defining this lookup list (E2:E4), it is critical to use absolute references (e.g., $E$2: $E$4)
within the formula. Absolute references ensure that when the formula is copied down column C to
evaluate every row, the range referring to the Texas teams remains fixed and does not shift. If
relative references were used, the formula would search against an empty or incorrect range as it
moved down the sheet, leading to catastrophic errors in data classification. For the target cell (A2,
A3, etc.), we must use a relative reference, allowing it to correctly adapt to the current row being
evaluated.

This approach highlights a key principle of spreadsheet management: separating configuration
data (like our list of Texas teams) from calculation data. Should the criteria change (e.g., if a new
team is added to the list), the analyst only needs to update the range in column E, and the formula
automatically adapts, drastically reducing the risk of manual error and improving the overall
integrity of the data model.

Step 2: Implementing the Array Containment Formula

Next, we implement the composite array formula to check if the value in the 'Team' column
(starting at A2) contains any of the text values defined in our Texas team list (E2:E4):

You can use the following formula in Excel to check if a cell contains text from a list:
=IF(OR(COUNTIF(AL1,"*" &SE$2: SESB&"*")), "Yes", "No")
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In this example, if cell A1 contains any of the text values in the range E2:ES8 then it will return a
Yes, otherwise it will return a No.

The following example shows how to use this formula in practice.

=IF(OR(COUNTIF(A2,"*" & SE$2: SES4&"*")), "Yes", "No")

To successfully implement this formula, especially in older versions of Excel (pre-Microsoft 365), it
must be entered as a true array formula by pressing Ctrl + Shift + Enter simultaneously, rather
than just Enter. This action signals to Excel that the formula is meant to process an array of values
rather than a single value, enclosing the formula in curly braces {} automatically. Modern versions
of Excel (starting with Excel 2019/Microsoft 365) handle this implicitly through dynamic array
architecture, often eliminating the need for Ctrl + Shift + Enter, but it remains a crucial
consideration for compatibility.

We begin by entering this formula into cell C2, ensuring the reference to the target cell is relative
(A2) and the reference to the criteria list is absolute ($E$2: $E$4). Once entered, the formula is
validated and returns the initial classification for the first player.

The final step is to apply this classification logic to the entire dataset. We can efficiently copy and
paste the formula from cell C2 down to the remaining cells in column C. Due to the correct
application of absolute and relative references, the formula dynamically checks each
corresponding team in column A against the fixed list of Texas teams in column E, providing a
quick, accurate classification for every entry. This demonstrates the efficiency of using array-based
logic for large-scale data cleansing and categorization tasks.

Analyzing the Classification Results

We can type this formula into cell C2 and then copy and paste it down to the remaining cells in
column C:
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=

G2 v fx =IF(OR(COUNTIF(A2,"*"&SES2:SES4&"*")), "Yes", "No")
A B C D E k G H

1 Team Points Texas Team? List

2 |Mavs 24|Yes _I Mavs

3 Nets 25 No Spurs

4 Mavs 20 Yes Rockets

5 Lakers 19 No

6 Warriors 14 No

7 Thunder 29 No

8 Spurs 32 Yes

9 Mavs 14 Yes

10 Spurs 33 Yes

11 Rockets 30 Yes

12 Hornets 26 No

13 Spurs 20 Yes

14

115

16

17

18

Upon reviewing the output, observe that any row containing the substrings "Mavs," "Spurs," or
"Rockets" within the "'Team' column successfully receives a resulting value of "Yes". Conversely,
all other rows, where the team does not match any entry in the defined list, receive the value of

"No".

This outcome confirms the successful deployment of the containment logic. The critical element is
the role of the wildcards (*) in the COUNTIF function, allowing the match to occur even if the team
name is followed by other characters (e.g., if "Mavs (Away)" was the entry, it would still match). If
we had used an exact matching function like VLOOKUP, we would only get a match if the cell
contained only "Mavs," making the array containment technique superior for substring analysis.

The immediate visual classification provided by the "Yes/No" structure simplifies subsequent data
manipulation. Analysts can now easily filter the entire dataset, creating subsets for Texas teams
versus non-Texas teams, or use this classification column as a basis for other conditional
calculations (e.g., summing points only for Texas teams). The simplicity of the binary output belies
the complexity of the underlying array processing, providing a powerful utility without requiring
extensive user knowledge of scripting or advanced programming.
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Customizing the Output with the IF Function

While "Yes" and "No" provide clear binary outcomes, the IE function allows for complete
customization of the returned values based on the logical test. This flexibility is essential for
creating results that are immediately meaningful within specific business contexts.

Instead of merely returning a binary confirmation, we can modify the output arguments to provide
descriptive labels such as "Texas" or "Not Texas":

=IF(OR(COUNTIF(A2,"*' &$E$2: SES4&"*")), "Texas", "Not Texas")

The structure of the IE function is | F(1 ogi cal _test, value_if_true, value_if_false).Inour
case, the logical test remains the complex array evaluation OR( COUNTI F(. . .)) . If this logical test
returns TRUE (meaning a match was found), the formula returns the string defined in the
val ue_i f _true argument ("Texas"). If the logical test returns FALSE (no match found), the formula
returns the string defined in the value_if _fal se argument ("Not Texas"). This level of
customization allows the spreadsheet to become a dynamic reporting tool, rather than just a
storage medium.

Custom labels are particularly valuable when the classification needs to feed directly into a pivot
table or a dashboard. Using descriptive text ensures that summaries and visualizations are
instantly intuitive to stakeholders who may not be familiar with the underlying formula logic.
Furthermore, the val ue_i f _t rue argument can be replaced by a cell reference or even another
formula, allowing for highly complex conditional calculations. For example, instead of returning
"Texas," we might return a calculation that sums the total points for that specific player, assuming
they belong to a Texas team.

Visualizing Custom Results

The following screenshot illustrates the outcome when using the customized output formula:
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c2 - Ix =IF(OR(COUNTIF(A2,"*"&SES2:SES4&"*")), "Texas", "Not Texas")
A B C D E F G H |

1 Team Points Texas Team? List

2 |Mavs 24| Texas _l Mavs

3 Nets 25 Not Texas Spurs

4 Mavs 20 Texas Rockets

5 Lakers 19 Not Texas

6 Warriors 14 Not Texas

7 Thunder 29 Not Texas

8 Spurs 32 Texas

9 Mavs 14 Texas

10 Spurs 33 Texas

11 Rockets 30 Texas

12 Hornets 26 Not Texas

13 Spurs 20 Texas

14

15

16

T

18

19

20

Observe that any row that contains Mavs, Spurs, or Rockets receives a value of Texas while all
other rows receive a value of Not Texas.

This visualization underscores the clarity achieved by using descriptive outputs. When dealing with
extensive datasets, these clear labels are essential for rapid quality checks and data integrity
assurance. A quick scan of the resulting column C immediately verifies whether the intended
classification logic has been applied correctly across all rows.

Limitations and Considerations for Advanced Text Matching

While the I F(OR(COUNTI F(...))) array formula is incredibly versatile, it is important to

acknowledge its limitations and edge cases, especially concerning performance and case
sensitivity. The core method is generally case-insensitive, meaning that searching for "mavs" will
match "Mavs" or "MAVS." While often convenient, if strict, case-sensitive matching is required, the
analyst would need to utilize more complex nested functions involving FI ND and | SNUMBER, which
significantly increases the complexity and computational load of the formula.

Furthermore, for extremely large lists of criteria (e.g., hundreds or thousands of terms), array
formulas can become computationally expensive. Excel must calculate the internal array for every
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row in the dataset, which can lead to noticeable delays in sheet recalculation. In such high-volume
scenarios, power users might consider leveraging dedicated data processing tools within Excel,
such as Power Query (Get & Transform), which is optimized for matching and merging large
datasets based on substring criteria, offering superior performance outside of the standard
spreadsheet calculation engine.

For most standard analytical tasks involving lists up to a few hundred items, however, the
| F(OR(COUNTI F(...))) method remains the optimal balance of power, simplicity, and ease of
deployment, providing an accessible pathway for intermediate users to implement robust text
containment checks without requiring knowledge of VBA or external programming languages. It
stands as a cornerstone technigue in the advanced Excel user's toolkit.
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