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How to Easily Return All Matching Values with VLOOKUP in Excel

The VLOOKUP function is arguably one of the most foundational and widely used tools within
Excel, enabling users to efficiently search for a specific value in a table's leftmost column and
retrieve corresponding data from a specified column in the same row. This functionality is
indispensable for merging datasets and performing basic lookups. However, a critical limitation
arises when dealing with datasets where the lookup value appears multiple times. By design,
VLOOKUP is inherently structured to return only the very first match it encounters, ignoring all
subsequent occurrences of that value. This constraint often necessitates more sophisticated
formulas when comprehensive data retrieval is required, particularly in complex data analysis
scenarios where capturing all instances of an item is essential.

Historically, achieving the goal of returning multiple matches required combining several complex
functions, typically leveraging the INDEX and MATCH functions, often wrapped within an array
formula structure using Ctrl+Shift+Enter. While highly effective, this technique can be intimidating
for average Excel users due to the complexity of generating helper columns or managing dynamic
array criteria. Fortunately, modern versions of Excel (specifically Microsoft 365 and Excel 2021)
have introduced powerful dynamic array functions that streamline this process dramatically. The
most efficient tool for this specific task--returning all corresponding matches--is the FILTER
function.

This guide will detail the transition from traditional, restrictive lookup methods to the streamlined
power of the FILTER function. We will explore why the default behavior of VLOOKUP is
inadequate for retrieving multiple results and provide a practical, step-by-step example

demonstrating how the modern syntax achieves complete data extraction. Understanding these
dynamic array capabilities is crucial for anyone looking to master advanced data handling in
modern spreadsheet environments.

Understanding the Limitation of VLOOKUP

As noted earlier, the fundamental nature of the VLOOKUP function inherently limits its output when
multiple matches exist. When Excel processes a VLOOKUP request, it begins searching from the
top row of the specified table array and proceeds downwards. The moment it finds the first
instance of the lookup value in the key column, it stops searching, extracts the corresponding data
from the specified column, and terminates the operation. This behavior is efficient for unique
identifiers but becomes a significant hurdle when analyzing transactional or categorized data
where the same identifier, such as a product name or team designation, may appear dozens of
times.

The limitation stems from the function's design as a scalar function--meaning it is optimized to
return a single value rather than a spilled range or an array of results. This is often described as a
"one-to-one" lookup mechanism. If you are tracking sales data and want to pull all transactions
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associated with a particular customer who has made multiple purchases, using standard
VLOOKUP will only show you the details of their first purchase. To overcome this limitation
historically, users had to resort to cumbersome workarounds, such as creating sequential helper
columns to make each instance of the duplicate value unique (e.g., "Rockets-1," "Rockets-2," etc.)
before running a slightly modified VLOOKUP.

The inability of VLOOKUP to return all matches has driven many experienced Excel professionals

toward the more flexible, albeit complex, combination of the INDEX and MATCH functions. While
this method successfully addresses the multiple match problem, it requires a deeper understanding
of array operations and is far less intuitive than the newer, single-function solution provided by
FILTER, which we will focus on as the superior modern technique.

Introducing the Modern Solution: The FILTER Function

For users operating on modern versions of Excel, the need for convoluted workarounds is obsolete
thanks to the introduction of dynamic array functions. The FILTER function is specifically designed

to extract records that meet a specified criterion, returning all matching rows or columns
automatically into a "spill range." This characteristic makes it the perfect replacement for
VLOOKUP when the intent is to return multiple corresponding values.

Unlike standard lookup functions, FILTER processes the entire range and evaluates the condition
for every row simultaneously. When a condition evaluates to TRUE, that entire row (or specified
column from that row) is included in the output array. This dynamic behavior eliminates the
necessity of copying formulas down dozens of rows or managing complex helper columns. The
results simply "spill" into adjacent cells, adjusting automatically if the source data or the criteria
changes. This represents a significant leap forward in spreadsheet efficiency and clarity.

The core syntax of the FILTER function is remarkably straightforward, requiring only three

arguments: the array you want to return, the include criterion (the condition that must be met), and
an optional if_empty value. When applying FILTER to replicate a multiple-match VLOOKUP, we
typically instruct the function to return a specific column (the data we want) based on a logical test
applied to the lookup column (the criteria column).

Syntax Breakdown of the FILTER Function for Multiple Matches

To look up a value in a range and return corresponding values for all matches, we utilize the
FILTER function. This approach is superior in modern Excel environments. The generic structure

for retrieving a single column of results based on a lookup value is shown below, using explicit cell
references to define the logic:

By default, the VLOOKUP function in Excel looks up some value in a range and returns a
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corresponding value only for the first match.

However, you can use the following syntax to look up some value in a range and return
corresponding values for all matches:

=FILTER(C2:C11, E2=A2:A11)

Let's break down how this specific formula operates within the context of data analysis. The first
argument, C2:C11, specifies the array that contains the values we want to retrieve and return--this
acts as the lookup result column, similar to the column index number in a VLOOKUP. The second
argument, E2=A2:A11, is the critical include criterion. This logical test compares the single lookup
value stored in cell E2 against every value in the entire range A2:A11 (the lookup column). This
comparison generates a dynamic array of TRUE/FALSE values.

This particular formula looks in the range C2:C11 and returns the corresponding values in the
range A2:Al1 for all rows where the value in A2:All is equal to E2.

The FILTER function then aligns this TRUE/FALSE array with the result array (C2:C11). For every
position where the condition is TRUE (i.e., the value in A2:A11 matches E2), the corresponding

value from C2:C11 is extracted and returned. This process automatically generates a vertically
spilled list of all corresponding matches that satisfy the criteria. This powerful and concise
methodology completely replaces the need for complex, legacy INDEX/MATCH combinations.

Practical Example: Setting Up the Dataset
The following example shows how to use this syntax in practice.

To illustrate the stark difference between the traditional single-match VLOOKUP behavior and the
multi-match capability of FILTER, let us work with a realistic sample dataset. Suppose we are
tracking data for various basketball teams, and our goal is to extract all the points scored by a
specific team name, which appears multiple times in the list.

Example: Use VLOOKUP to Return All Matches

Suppose we have the following dataset in Excel that shows information about various basketball
teams:
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A B C D E F

1 Team Rebounds Points

2 Mavericks 12 22
3 Pacers 14 25
4 Pacers 8 24
5 Hornets 7 24
6 Rockets i i | 25
7 Pacers 19 19
8 Rockets 15 15
9 Nets 14 24
10 Rockets 10 30
11 Hornets 12 34
12

13

14

15

16

17

18

Y
>

Our dataset contains three columns: Team, Win/Loss Record, and Points. Crucially, the team
"Rockets" appears three different times in the list, representing three distinct games or records.
Our objective is to pull all three associated point totals using a single, dynamic formula. In this
structure, Column A holds the team names (our lookup column), and Column C holds the points
(our result column). We will use cell E2 for referencing our lookup criteria, "Rockets."

Demonstration: Why Standard VLOOKUP Fails to Return All Results

Before implementing the superior FILTER approach, it is important to first understand exactly why
the standard VLOOKUP function proves insufficient for this task. We will attempt to use VLOOKUP
to search for the team "Rockets" (stored in cell E2) and return the corresponding points value from
the third column (Column C) of our data array.

Suppose we use the following formula with VLOOKUP to look up the team "Rockets" in column A
and return the corresponding points value in column C:

=VLOOKUP(E2, A2:C11, 3, FALSE)

When this formula is executed, Excel searches the range A2:Al11 for "Rockets." It quickly finds the
first match in row 2 and immediately returns the value from the third column in that same row,
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which is 110. It does not continue searching the rest of the list, demonstrating its fundamental
constraint.

The following screenshot shows how to use this formula in practice:

F2 - Jx  =VLOOKUP(E2, A2:C11, 3)
A B C D E F C
1 Team Rebounds Points Team Points
2 |Mavericks 12 22 Rockets 25]
3 Pacers 14 25
4 Pacers 8 24
5 Hornets 7 24
6 Rockets 11 25
7 Pacers 19 19
8 Rockets 15 15
9 Nets 14 24
10 Rockets 10 30
11 Hornets 12 34
12
15
14
15
16
1172
18

The VLOOKUP function returns the value in the "Points" column for the first occurrence of Rockets
in the "Team" column, but it fails to return the points values for the other two rows that also contain
Rockets in the "Team" column.

This result confirms that for datasets containing repeated identifiers, VLOOKUP is inadequate for
comprehensive data extraction. We need a function capable of handling array outputs and
evaluating the entire criteria range simultaneously--a role perfectly suited for the FILTER function.

Implementing the FILTER Formula for Comprehensive Results

To return the points values for all rows that contain Rockets in the "Team" column, we can use the
FILTER function instead.

To overcome the demonstrated deficiency of VLOOKUP and retrieve the full set of points
associated with the "Rockets" team, we must switch to the dynamic FILTER function. This function
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allows us to define the column we want to return (the points) and the logical condition that must be
met in the lookup column (where the team name equals "Rockets").

Here's the exact formula we can use:

=FILTER(C2:C11, E2=A2:A11)

By entering this formula into a single cell, Excel performs the filtering operation dynamically. It
compares the lookup value in E2 against the entire range A2:Al11l. For every match found, the

corresponding point total from the range C2:C11 is extracted, and these multiple results are
automatically placed, or "spilled," into adjacent cells below the formula entry point.

The following screenshot shows how to use this formula in practice:

F2 v fx =FILTER(C2:C11, E2=A2:A11)
A B (€ D E F G

1 Team Rebounds Points Team Points

2 Mavericks 12 22 Rockets 25

3 Pacers 14 25 15

4 Pacers 8 24 30

5 Hornets 7 24

6 Rockets 1 25

7 Pacers 19 19

8 Rockets 15 15

9 Nets 14 24

10 Rockets 10 30

11 Hornets 12 34

12

13

14

15

16

117

Notice that the FILTER function returns all three points values for the three rows where the "Team"
column contains Rockets.

Analyzing the Benefits of Using FILTER for Lookups

The successful implementation of the FILTER function fundamentally changes how lookups
involving multiple criteria or multiple results are handled in Excel. The key advantages over legacy
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solutions like VLOOKUP or even INDEX/MATCH array formulas center on flexibility, simplicity, and

dynamic responsiveness.

Firstly, the dynamic spilling capability of FILTER means that the output range automatically
adjusts based on the number of matches found. If a team suddenly has four results in the dataset,
the output array will instantly grow to four cells; conversely, if only one result exists, it shrinks to
one cell. This automation eliminates manual error checking and range resizing, which are common
issues with traditional array formulas. Secondly, the syntax is significantly cleaner and easier to
read, requiring only a single line of logic to achieve complex filtering. This improves formula
auditing and maintenance across large spreadsheets.

Furthermore, FILTER is not limited to returning only one column. If we had needed to return both
the "Win/Loss Record" and the "Points" columns for all matching "Rockets" entries, we could
simply modify the initial array argument to B2:C11. The function would then spill two columns of
data, providing a complete filtered sub-table based on the lookup criteria. This demonstrates its
powerful versatility beyond the constraints of a standard VLOOKUP.

A B C D E F
1 Team Rebounds Points Team Points
2 Mavericks 12 22 Rockets 25
3 Pacers 14 25 15
4 Pacers 8 24 30
5 Hornets s 24
6 Rockets 11 25
7 Pacers 19 19
8 Rockets 15 15
9 Nets 14 24
10 Rockets 10 30
11 Hornets 12 34
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

a
bl

Conclusion and Key Takeaways

While the VLOOKUP function remains valuable for simple, single-match lookups, it is
fundamentally limited when encountering duplicate records in the source data. When your goal is
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to retrieve all corresponding entries for a given criterion, the dynamic FILTER function provides the

definitive modern solution in Excel. It is concise, powerful, and dynamically self-adjusting.

By shifting your methodology from iterative, single-value lookups (like VLOOKUP) to declarative,
criteria-based filtering (using FILTER), you can drastically simplify complex data extraction tasks.
The introduction of dynamic array functions represents a paradigm shift in spreadsheet
management, enabling users to perform sophisticated queries that previously required advanced,
multi-function array formulas or even VBA programming. Mastering FILTER ensures that you
leverage the full potential of modern Excel capabilities for comprehensive data analysis and
reporting.

For those still relying on older versions of Excel that do not support the FILTER function, the

traditional combination of INDEX and a conditional MATCH function remains the necessary
workaround, though it involves considerably more complexity and requires manual resizing or
dynamic naming conventions to handle the variable number of matches.
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