
Replacing Formatting
A useful, but often overlooked, Excel feature is the ability to search for (and replace) cell format-
ting. For example, if you have cells that use the 14-point Calibri font, it’s a simple matter to 
change the formatting in all those cells to something else.

The process isn’t as intuitive as it could be, so I walk you through the steps. Assume that your 
worksheet contains many cells that are formatted with a yellow background and in 14-point 
Calibri in bold. Furthermore, assume that these cells are scattered throughout the workbook. The 
goal is to change all those cells so that they’re displayed with 16-point Cambria in bold, with 
white text on a black background.

To change the formatting by searching and replacing, follow these steps:

 1. Click any single cell and choose Home➜Editing➜Find & Select➜Replace (or press Ctrl+H) 
to display the Find and Replace dialog box.

  If you want to limit the searching to a particular range, select the range rather than a sin-
gle cell.

 2. In the Find and Replace dialog box, make sure that the Find What and Replace With 
fields are blank.

 3. Click the upper Format button (the one beside the Find What field) to display the Find 
Format dialog box.

  If these fields aren’t visible, click the Options button to expand the dialog box.

 4. You can use the Find Format dialog box to specify the formatting you’re looking for, but 
it’s much easier to click the arrow on the Format button, click Choose Format from Cell, 
and then click a cell that already has the formatting you want to replace.

 5. Click the lower Format button (the one beside the Replace With field) to display the 
Replace Format dialog box.

 6. You can use the Choose Format from Cell option and specify a cell that contains the 
replacement formatting, or you can use the tabs in the Find Format dialog box to specify 
the desired formatting.

  In this example, click the Font tab and select Cambria, size 16, bold style, and white color. 
On the Patterns tab, choose black as the cell shading color. At this point, the Find And 
Replace dialog box should resemble Figure 1.

 7. In the Find and Replace dialog box, click the Replace All button.



Figure 1:  The Replace tab in the Find and Replace dialog box.

If you use the Choose Format from Cell option in Step 4, you may find that not all 
occurrences of the formatting are replaced — usually because one or more aspects of 
the formatting do not match. For example, if you click a cell that has General number 
formatting, it doesn’t replace cells that have Date number formatting. The solution is 
to click the Format button to display the Find Format dialog box and then click the 
Clear button in each dialog box tab in which the formatting is not relevant.

In some cases, you may prefer to simply select the cells with a particular format. To do so, per-
form Steps 1 through 4 in the preceding step list. Then click the Find All button. The dialog box 
expands to display information about the qualifying cells (see Figure 2). Click the bottom part 
of the dialog box and then press Ctrl+A to select all qualifying cells.

Figure 2:  The Find and Replace dialog box expands to display a list of all matching cells.



When these cells are selected, you can then format them any way you like. Note that you can 
widen the columns in the list of found cells (by dragging a column border), and you can also sort 
the list by clicking a column header.

Conspicuously absent from the Find and Replace dialog box is the ability to search 
for cells by their styles. Despite the fact that (beginning with Excel 2007) Microsoft 
places increased emphasis on cell styles, it’s not possible to find all cells that use a 
particular style and apply a different style to those cells. You can find and replace the 
formatting, but the cell style does not change.


