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How to Filter for Specific Text in Google Sheets

One of the most essential skills in data analysis is the ability to efficiently isolate specific data

points within large datasets. When working with text data in Google Sheets, filtering cells that
contain a particular string or pattern is a frequent requirement. While the basic spreadsheet
platform offers a straightforward, menu-driven Filter feature for simple criteria, mastering advanced
techniques, particularly those involving powerful functions like FILTER and REGEXMATCH,
unlocks far greater analytical capability. This guide provides a comprehensive overview of both the
user interface method and the formula-based approach for precise text filtering, ensuring your data
manipulation is both accurate and dynamic.

The standard filtering method is excellent for quick, one-off analyses, but it lacks the permanence
and flexibility required for building reproducible reports. Formula-based filtering, conversely,
provides a non-destructive method of extracting relevant records, allowing the original dataset to
remain intact while creating a new, dynamic output table that updates instantly whenever the
source data changes. Understanding when to use each method is crucial for any serious
spreadsheet user aiming for efficiency and robust data management practices.

Using the Built-in Filter Tool for Simple Text Searches

The simplest method for filtering text content in Google Sheets involves activating the built-in Filter
mechanism. This tool allows users to apply criteria directly to the column headers, temporarily
hiding rows that do not meet the specified conditions. This process is generally preferred when you
need a rapid look at the data without creating a separate output range, making it ideal for
exploratory data analysis or quick data audits before a formal presentation or deeper analysis
begins.

To initiate the standard filter, you must first select the entire range of data you wish to analyze,
including the header row. Navigate to the Data tab in the main menu and click on the Create a
filter option. Once the filter is active, small funnel icons will appear next to each column header.
Clicking on the funnel icon for the column containing the text you wish to evaluate will open the
filtering menu, presenting several options for sorting and condition-based filtering. It is important to
note that this method modifies the view of the data in place; the rows are hidden, not deleted or
moved.

Within the filtering menu, you will navigate to the section labeled Filter by condition. Here, you
must select the appropriate condition that matches your requirement for text searching. For criteria
that involve partial matches or checking if a cell contains a specific substring, the common choice
is Text contains. After selecting this condition, a field will appear where you can enter the precise
text string you are searching for. Once the text is input, clicking OK or Apply will execute the filter,
immediately refining your view to display only those rows where the selected column includes the
specified text string.
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Advanced Filtering with the FILTER and REGEXMATCH Functions

For scenarios requiring complex criteria, dynamic reporting, or non-destructive filtering, utilizing a
formula is far superior. The FILTER function is the primary tool for extracting subsets of data based

on provided conditions, and when combined with REGEXMATCH, it becomes exceptionally
powerful for pattern-based text searches. This combination allows you to filter based on
sophisticated rules that the standard user interface cannot handle, such as checking for multiple
strings, ignoring case, or identifying specific character formats.

The general syntax for implementing this powerful combination requires two core arguments for the
FILTER function: the range you want to return (the entire dataset), and a corresponding array of
TRUE/FALSE values generated by the condition. REGEXMATCH provides this condition array by
checking every cell in a designated criteria column against a specified textual pattern. If the cell
contains the pattern, REGEXMATCH returns TRUE, allowing the FILTER function to return that
entire row.

The following syntax demonstrates how to filter a dataset using REGEXMATCH to find a single
specific text string within a key column. This structure ensures that only rows containing the
specified text are returned into the output range, creating a dynamic mirror of the source data
based on the text criteria:

You can use the following syntax to filter for cells that contain a certain text string in Google
Sheets, relying on the REGEXMATCH function to evaluate the condition:

=FILTER(A1:C17, REGEXMATCH(A1:Al7, "East"))

This formula instructs FILTER to examine the entire range A1l:C17. The condition,
REGEXMATCH(A1:A17, "East"), checks every cell in the criteria column (A1:A17) to determine if
it contains the substring "East". Consequently, the function only returns the rows where cells in the
range A1:Al17 successfully contain the word "East".

Understanding REGEXMATCH and Regular Expressions

The true power behind formula-based text filtering lies in the REGEXMATCH function, which
stands for Regular Expression Match. Unlike simple string matching functions, REGEXMATCH
uses regular expressions (often shortened to regex or regexp), which are sequences of characters

that define a search pattern. This allows for extremely flexible and complex pattern matching that
goes far beyond simply checking for exact text strings. Mastering basic regular expression syntax
is essential for anyone aiming to perform advanced data analysis in Google Sheets.

A simple regular expression, such as "East", searches for that exact literal string. However,

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://support.google.com/docs/answer/3093197
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Google_Sheets
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Google_Sheets
https://support.google.com/docs/answer/3093197
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regular_expression
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=103979
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

How to Filter for Specific Text in Google Sheets

REGEXMATCH inherently looks for matches anywhere within the cell content, making it perfect for

the "contains text" requirement. Furthermore, REGEXMATCH in Google Sheets is case-sensitive

by default, a critical difference compared to the standard user interface filter, which often performs
case-insensitive searches. If you need to perform a case-insensitive search, you must adjust the
regex pattern itself using specific modifiers.

The utility of REGEXMATCH becomes particularly apparent when handling multiple criteria. If you
need to filter rows that contain one value or another, you can use the pipe symbol ('|") within the
regular expression string. This symbol acts as the logical OR operator within the pattern, telling the
function to return TRUE if it matches the pattern on the left of the pipe or the pattern on the right.
This feature dramatically simplifies complex OR logic that would otherwise require multiple
separate conditions within the FILTER function.

You can also use the following syntax to filter for cells that contain one of several values in Google
Sheets, utilizing the pipe operator for OR logic within the regular expression:

=FILTER(A1:C17, REGEXMATCH(A1:Al7, "East|West"))

This formula filters the cells in the range A1:C17 to only return the rows where cells in the range
A1:Al7 contain the word "East" or "West". The combined use of FILTER and REGEXMATCH
simplifies what would otherwise be a much longer, more complicated array formula.

Practical Example 1: Filtering for a Single Text String

To demonstrate the application of these concepts, let us consider a typical dataset involving sales
transactions, where we are interested in isolating records associated with a single, specific
geographical region. We will utilize the non-destructive formula method to extract the relevant data
into a new section of the sheet. This approach is highly valued because it preserves the integrity of
the original source data while dynamically presenting the required subset.

Suppose we have a raw data table spanning columns A through D, detailing Region, Product,
Sales Rep, and Revenue. We are tasked with extracting all transactions that occurred in the "East"
Region. The structure of our data might look like the following image:
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A B C D E

1 Region Product Revenue

2 East A 10
3 East A 6
4 East B 8
5 East @ 14
6  West A 10
7 'West B 19
8 West B 22
9 West C 14
10 North A 18
11 North B 8
12 'North C 4
13 North C 7
14 South A 7
15 | South B 11
16 South B 13
17 South C 8

We can use the powerful FILTER function combined with REGEXMATCH to achieve this precise
extraction. Assuming our data range is A2:D17 (excluding the header row), and the Region column
is A2:A17, the formula must reference the full range to be returned (A2:D17) and the specific
condition column (A2:A17) paired with our target text string, "East".

The resulting formula is entered into a single cell, typically outside the main dataset, and it
automatically spills the results into the adjacent cells and rows. This single function call handles all
the heavy lifting of iterating through the rows and checking the condition. The output vividly shows
how only those records meeting the criteria--where the Region is "East"--are returned, confirming
the successful application of the text-containing filter:

We can use the following formula to filter for rows where the Region column contains the text
"East". Note that the formula output dynamically creates the filtered list:
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El - =FILTER( , REGEXMATCH(A1:A17, "East"))
A B G D E F G
1 Region Product Revenue | East .I A 10
2 |East A 10 East A 6
3 East A 6 East B 8
4 East B 8 East C 14
5 East C 14
6 West A 10
7 West B 19
8 West B 22
9 West C 14
10 'North A 18
11 'North B 8
12 North c 4
13 'North C 7
14 South A 7
15 ' South B 11
16 South B 13
17 South C 8

Observe the resulting output carefully: only the rows where the Region column successfully
contains the text "East" are returned. Any row where the Region field contained "West" or "North"
has been successfully excluded from this dynamically generated report.

Practical Example 2: Filtering for Multiple Text Strings (OR Logic)

Often, data analysts need to view records that meet one of several possible criteria--a classic
example of OR logic. While standard conditional filtering in the user interface can handle this, the
formula approach using the pipe operator ('|") within REGEXMATCH is much more concise and
easier to read, especially when dealing with three or more alternative conditions.

Once again, suppose we begin with the original dataset introduced in Example 1. This time,
however, our requirement is broader: we must extract all sales transactions that originated in either
the "East" Region or the "West" Region. If we were to use the simple FILTER function without
REGEXMATCH, we would need to construct two separate conditions linked by addition (which
simulates the OR logic in array formulas), making the formula verbose and complicated.

By employing REGEXMATCH, we simply integrate both text strings into the pattern, separated by
the pipe symbol ('|"). The formula checks if the cell contains "East" OR if it contains "West". Since
the function only needs one of those conditions to be true to return TRUE for that row, it perfectly
satisfies the OR logic requirement.
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Once again suppose we have the following data in Google Sheets, requiring us to extract records
from multiple regions simultaneously:

A B C D E

1 Region Product Revenue

2 East A 10
3 East A 6
4 East B 8
5 East @ 14
6  West A 10
7 'West B 19
8 West B 22
9 West C 14
10 North A 18
11 North B 8
12 'North C 4
13 North C 7
14 South A 7
15 | South B 11
16 South B 13
17 South C 8

We can use the following formula to filter for rows where the Region is equal to "East" or "West".
Notice the simplicity achieved by using the °|" operator within the regular expression string, keeping
the function highly readable and efficient, regardless of how many criteria are added:
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E1 - =FILTER( , REGEXMATCH(AT:A17, "East|West"))
A B © D E F G
1 Region Product Revenue | East .| A 10
2 East A 10 East A 6
3 East A 6 East B 8
4 East B 8 East C 14
5 East C 14 West A 10
6 West A 10 West B 19
7 West B 19 West B 22
8 West B 22 West C 14
9  West C 14
10 'North A 18
11 North B 8
12 'North C 4
13 North C 7
14 South A 7
15 | South B 1"
16 South B 13
17 | South C 8

Notice that the resulting table contains only the rows where the Region column holds the value
"East" or "West", successfully aggregating the data from both specified regions into a single,
cohesive output. This powerful technigue is indispensable when creating summaries or reports that
consolidate data across multiple, non-contiguous categories.

Handling Case Sensitivity and Advanced Wildcards

As noted previously, REGEXMATCH operates with case sensitivity by default. This means that a

n n

search for "east" will not match a cell containing ""East™". In many practical scenarios, case
differences are irrelevant, and the user requires a match regardless of capitalization. To overcome
the default sensitivity, you must introduce a case-insensitive modifier into the regular expression
pattern. This is typically done using the “(?i)" prefix, which applies the case-insensitive setting to

the entire pattern that follows it.

For instance, to search for "east" regardless of capitalization, the modified pattern would be
((?i)east)"”. This ensures that rows containing "EAST", "East", or "east" are all matched
successfully. Integrating this into the FILTER function provides robustness against inconsistencies
in data entry that often plague large spreadsheets. Furthermore, you can use advanced regular
expressions to mimic wildcards or match specific positions within the text. For example, using ".*
matches any character zero or more times, allowing for more traditional "contains” logic if needed,
although REGEXMATCH already handles the "contains" aspect implicitly.
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Other essential regex components include the caret (‘") to specify the beginning of a string and
the dollar sign ('$°) to specify the end of a string. If you strictly need to filter for cells that exactly
match the word "East" (and contain no other text), you would use the pattern """East$"". This
ensures that a cell containing "Northeast Region" is excluded, while a cell containing only "East" is
included. Understanding these simple anchors dramatically refines your filtering capabilities,
moving beyond simple containment to precise boundary matching.

Alternative Expert Method: Using the QUERY Function

While the FILTER and REGEXMATCH combination is highly effective, expert users often turn to
the versatile QUERY function, which is arguably the most powerful tool in Google Sheets. The

QUERY function allows filtering, selecting, sorting, and aggregating data using SQL-like syntax,

offering a single solution for complex data manipulation requirements.

To filter for text containing a certain string using QUERY, you utilize the "WHERE" clause
combined with the "CONTAINS" keyword. This syntax is often more intuitive for those familiar with
database querying languages. For example, to filter the range A:D for all rows where column A
contains the word "East," the formula would look like this:

=QUERY(A:D, "SELECT * WHERE A CONTAINS 'East", 1)

The QUERY function offers distinct advantages: it is inherently case-insensitive (unlike
REGEXMATCH), simplifying the search for common text strings, and it allows for immediate
selection of specific columns and aggregation of data (e.g., summing total revenue for "East") all
within one formula. While FILTER is excellent for simple, direct filtering, QUERY is the superior
choice when the filtering must be followed by further data summarization or transformation.

Summary of Best Practices for Text Filtering

When deciding on the appropriate method for filtering text in Google Sheets, consider the
permanence, complexity, and desired output of your analysis. For quick, temporary views of the
data, the built-in Filter feature is the fastest solution, providing immediate results without requiring
formula knowledge. However, if your requirement involves reusable reports or complex matching
criteria, using formulas is mandatory.

For dynamic, non-destructive filtering based on sophisticated text patterns (including OR logic or
specialized character matching), the combination of FILTER and REGEXMATCH is the ideal
choice. Remember to account for case sensitivity when using REGEXMATCH. If your filtering task
is part of a larger data aggregation or reporting task, and you need SQL-like functionality such as
summing, grouping, or complex sorting, the QUERY function provides the most elegant and
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powerful solution. Adopting these advanced techniques ensures you can handle virtually any text-
filtering challenge encountered in data analysis.
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