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VLOOKUP Formula 

VLOOKUP is a function in Excel that allows you to type the value of one cell to look up the value of a 

corresponding cell in the same row.Use it to look up information from a large spreadsheet or if you have to 

find repetitive information. 

 Have two sets of data available – in this example we will look at the summer school students. The goal 

is to pull the student’s home address from the “Home Primary Address” tab into the “Final Reg 

Summer” tab without manually searching each student’s address in the “Home Primary Address” tab. 

This is where we will apply the VLOOKUP function. 
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 The VLOOKUP formula will be input in the first empty cell under the header “Address” 

 
o Here are a few tips before starting to input the formula 

 Use VLOOKUP when you need to find things in a table or a range by row. 

 The data you will be referencing in both tabs/ reports/ sets of data 

 There are four pieces of information that you will need in order to build the VLOOKUP 

syntax: 

1. The value you want to look up, also called the lookup value. 

2. The range where the lookup value is located. Remember that the lookup value 

should always be in the first column in the range for VLOOKUP to work correctly. 

For example, if your lookup value is in cell C2 then your range should start with 

C. 

3. The column number in the range that contains the return value. For example, if 

you specify B2: D11 as the range, you should count B as the first column, C as the 

second, and so on. 

4. Optionally, you can specify TRUE if you want an approximate match or FALSE if 

you want an exact match of the return value. If you don't specify anything, the 

default value will always be TRUE or approximate match. 

 =VLOOKUP(Value you want to look up, range where you want to lookup the value, the 

column number in the range containing the return value, Exact Match or Approximate 

Match – indicated as 0/FALSE or 1/TRUE). 

 In the I2 cell start typing in the VLOOKUP formula as shown below 

 
 

 

1. A2 is the lookup_value, or the value you want to look up.  
2. ‘Home Primary Address’!A:H (highlighted in yellow in the table) is table_array, or the range 

where the lookup value is located – this comes from the tab entitled “Home Primary 
Address”. 
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3. 5 is col_index_num, or the column number in table_array that contains the return value. In 
this example, the fifth column in the table array is the street address, so the formula output 
will be a value from the “Address” column. 

 

4. FALSE is range_lookup, so the return value will be an exact match. 

 
5. Output of the VLOOKUP formula is 505 Hampshire Ave 2, the street address of that specific 

student.  

 

 You can quickly copy the formula into adjacent cells by using the fill handle. When you drag the handle 

to other cells, Excel will show different results for each cell. 

 

1. Select the cell that has the formula you want to fill into adjacent cells. 
2. Rest your cursor in the lower-right corner so that it turns into a plus sign (+), like this: 

 

3. Drag the fill handle down, up, or across the cells that you want to fill. In this example, we are 
dragging the fill handle down: 

 

4. When you let go, the formula gets automatically filled to the other cells: 
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VLOOKUP Not Working? 

Here are some reasons why your VLOOKUP formula may not work: 

1.  You Have Your Numbers Formatted as Text 
2.  You Have a Trailing Space at the End of Your Values 
3.  You Forgot to Reference Lock Your Arrays 
 
1.  You Have Your Numbers Formatted as Text 
None of your VLOOKUPs are working, so you click on the lookup reference of your data set. In the formula bar you 
see an apostrophe before your intended number entry. 

 

Solution: Multiply all of your lookup values by 1. 

This usually occurs when someone is trying to show a leading zero in front a number.  (A better way to do that is 
with custom formatting)  This can also happen from standard outputs of common source systems, such as Great 
Plains. 

Multiplying a value by 1 is the easiest way to convert a value to a number.  Notice how your values are now aligned 
to the right, indicating that it is actually a number. 

http://www.mbaexcel.com/excel/the-ultimate-guide-to-vlookup/
http://www.mbaexcel.com/excel/how-to-learn-excel/
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It is possible to do a VLOOKUP of the TEXT of your lookup values, but this method doesn’t truly solve the problem. 
Additionally, if your error comes from a data set that has both text and numbers, all your number lookups will then 
become erroneous. Using the multiply by 1 technique is the best way to address this issue. 

 
2.  You Have a Trailing Space at the End of Your Values 
In this example, we have a VLOOKUP formula that, from a surface view, should work as planned. But why are none 
of the values returning results? The answer is invisible to the naked eye. To actually see your problem, you need to 
highlight your lookup values and click your cursor past the very end of the entry. Yes, there’s an extra space at the 
end of the input. 

 
Typically this error occurs in the lookup reference of your larger data set. It happens when people import their data 
from different source systems, or through flawed programming logic that neglects to remove the space in the first 
place. Whatever the case, the solution to this problem is easy. 

Solution: Use Data – Text to Columns on your data set. Check the box to delimit new columns with “spaces” and 
to treat consecutive delimiters as one, just in case there is more than one space.  Assuming your data entries are 
each only one word, you won’t run the risk of deleting any data. 

http://www.mbaexcel.com/excel/how-to-use-vlookup/
http://www.mbaexcel.com/excel/how-to-learn-excel/
http://www.mbaexcel.com/excel/how-to-learn-excel/
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3.  You Forgot to Reference Lock Your Arrays 
People rarely use the VLOOKUP formula to lookup just one value. If you’re adding an additional field to your data 
set or looking up based on a set of values, you’re going to need to drag your formula to copy it downward.  So you 
double click the lower right hand corner of the cell to populate the formula down, and lo and behold, only half the 
formulas are working. 

 

Solution: Use the F4 Key to reference lock your arrays before dragging your formula down. 

If you look at the example below, the lookup values you are trying to match are no longer in the lookup array and 
has actually shifted down.  This is because you dragged the formula down without highlighting your array references 
and hitting F4. While the solution to this problem is relatively simple, it’s still amazes me how many times people 
encounter this problem. Even if you don’t intend to drag your formulas down, it’s good practice to always reference 
lock your arrays when writing a VLOOKUP formula. 

http://www.mbaexcel.com/excel/how-to-use-vlookup/
http://www.mbaexcel.com/excel/how-to-learn-excel/
http://www.mbaexcel.com/excel/how-to-learn-excel/
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