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E x ce l  –  t he  F IL TER  F u nc t io n 

What is the FILTER function? 
The FILTER function (available in Microsoft 365) searches for information within a range of cells using 
criteria you define and copies it to a new location in your wosksheet or workbook. It is a special type of 
function called an Array Function- this means that the result of the formula will extend across more than 
one cell if necessary without you having to copy the formula downwards. 

Why would I use it? 
It saves you from manually filtering large amounts of data then copying and pasting the results. Another 
advantage is that is that it keeps the search results up to date without the need to refresh the filter (as 
you’d need to with the traditional methods of filtering data in Excel).  

Is there anything I need to watch out for? 
Yes. FILTER is an array function so you can’t change an individual part of the array (the results of the search) 
If you need to edit or delete the function, the cursor must be in the cell you wrote it in. You must also leave 
space below the cell(s) containing the function because it needs room to extend across multiple cells if 
necessary. If there’s no room because you entered data there, Excel will display a #SPILL error, meaning it 
can’t ‘spill’ the results into the cells below. Delete the data that’s blocking the way and the function will 
work. 

What is the syntax for it? 
=FILTER(array, include, [if empty]) The first two are required; the third is optional. 

• array = the range of cells you’d like to filter, i.e. the range containing the information you’d like to 
display in the results. 

• include = the criteria for the search. This is like a logical test where you compare the contents of a 
cell to something else, e.g. A2:A30 = “Aberdeen”. 

• [if-empty] = what you want to return if there are no results, e.g. “No results for that city” 

Example 
I have a list of customers and their holiday details. I would like to list the names of people going to a specific 
destination. I enter the destination in cell M2 and want the list to start in cell M5. 

 
The formula in cell M5 appears as =FILTER(B2:B30,D2:D30=M2,"No customers") If I change the destination 
in cell M2, the result will update. It will also update if I change a customer’s destination in column D.    
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• B2:B30 is the array. I want to produce a list of names, so column B is where the FILTER function 
needs to look for those names. 

• D2:D30 is the include range. I’ve entered the destination I’m looking for (in cell M2) so the FILTER 
function will look in column D for all matching destinations. 

• “No customers” is the message I want to display if there are no matching destinations. It’s essential 
to include the quotation marks if displaying text. 
Note: if there were no matches and I wanted to leave the result blank, I would type “”. 

 

 

I don’t need to copy the formula down from M5 because FILTER is an array function. The list will 
expand or shrink, depending on the number of matches it finds. 

 

Editing an array function 
You can’t edit part of an array. You must make any changes in the cell you entered the function originally. 
The Formula Bar will display the function in black text in the original cell, but in grey text if your cursor is 
positioned on any other cell within the array. 

Can I use more than one criteria in the Include part? 
Yes. You can include multiple criteria. The syntax is a little more complex, depending on whether you are 
looking for all criteria to be met (AND) or only one to be met (OR). 

Example of an AND filter 
I want a list of customers going to the destination in cell M2 and with the minimum number of travellers in 
entered in N2: 

=FILTER(B2:B30,(D2:D30=M2)*(E2:E30>=N2),"No Customers") 

 
 Example of an OR filter 

I want a list of customers either going to the destination in cell M2 or with a minimum number of travellers 
entered in N2:  

=FILTER(B2:B30,(D2:D30=M2)+(E2:E30>=N2),"No Customers") 

 

Further information and help 
Use MyIT to log calls with the IT Service Desk: https://myit.abdn.ac.uk 

The FILTER function (Microsoft website) – further details and a video about the function 

https://myit.abdn.ac.uk/
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/filter-function-f4f7cb66-82eb-4767-8f7c-4877ad80c759?ns=excel&version=90&syslcid=1033&uilcid=1033&appver=zxl900&helpid=xlmain11.chm60662&ui=en-us&rs=en-us&ad=us
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