
VLOOKUP Guide 
Excel for Microsoft 365 Excel for Microsoft 365 for Mac Excel for the web Excel 2021 Excel 2021 for Mac Excel 2019 Excel 

2019 for Mac Excel 2016 Excel 2016 for Mac Excel 2013 Excel 2010 Excel 2007 Excel for Mac 2011 Excel Starter 2010 

VLOOKUP is a spreadsheet function that allows you to take data from one data set and add it to another 
data set where both sets have the same unique identifier such as names or ID numbers.  

The formula entered into a cell is formatted to like this =VLOOKUP (lookup_value, table_array, col_ 
index_num, range_lookup). 

The VLOOKUP formula is made up of 4 parts: 
• lookup_value (required): The unique identifier that you want to match from one dataset to 

another (i.e., what you want to look up) 
• table_array (required): The dataset that you want to pull information from (i.e., where you want 

to look for a value to return) 
o NOTE: What you are looking up in the lookup_value has to be in the first column of this 

table for VLOOKUP to work. 
• col_ index_num (required): Column index number – the column from the data set that has the 

return value or were you want to pull information from (e.g., 1 being the left-most column) 
• range_lookup (optional): True or False –specify 1 or TRUE if you want an approximate match or 

the closest value, 2 or FALSE if you want an exact match.   
o NOTE: If this is not specified, the default is an approximate match.  

Putting the above together, you will get: 
=VLOOKUP(lookup value, range containing the lookup value, the column number in the range containing 
the return value, Approximate match (TRUE) or Exact match (FALSE)). 
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Scenario: We are interested in knowing based on airline ticket number, the passenger and their 
destination. Right now, this information is in two data sets, 1) dataset of ticket numbers and the 
passengers and 2) data set of ticket numbers and destinations.  

Step 1: While you can use VLOOKUP to pull information across two different Excel workbooks, it is often 
easier as this is a live function to have all data in one workbook on separate sheets (i.e., tabs on the 
bottom of the workbook). This can be done by copy and pasting into a new tab, or right clicking the 
sheet containing the report from one workbook and selecting “Move or Copy” to move it to the other 
workbook. 

Step 2: Start the VLOOKUP! There are a couple different ways that you can do the VLOOKUP function 
that this guide will walk you through.  

1) Using the Function Wizard (see page 3) 
2) Using the Formula Bar (see page 9) 

Data Set 1: Ticket Number and Passenger Data Set 2: Ticket Number and Destination 
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VLOOKUP – FUNCTION WIZARD 
I typically like to name the data that I will be using to pull the information from.  In this case, I will select 
the data from the destination report like so:  
-------------

 
Note:  Do not include the header row, this will mess things up 

Next right click anywhere in the blue area and choose “define name”. 
Name the data something that makes sense for your purposes.  In this case, I will name it “destination”.  
Note: make sure the name does not include any spaces.  You can include letters and numbers. 

Now we are ready to create our formula in the ticket number data set 

Click in the cell you want to bring data into. Find the function wizard (fx) near the top of your excel 
spreadsheet.  
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You will need to search for the Vlookup function. Once you have used the Vlookup function, it will show 
up in the “select a function” area.  

 

The first thing we need to do is add in our lookup value.  That is the information that is the same in both 
data sets.  In this case, we will use the ticket number column for this. As you can see below, excel 
automatically highlights cell A2 which is the cell that it will be comparing against.   

 4



 

The next step will be to add the table array.  In this case, we named our data, so we only need to enter in 
the name of the data, “destination”.  This will direct excel to look at the benefit assignment data to 
compare. 
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Next, we need to add the column index.  As you can see below, the destination data is comprised of 2 
columns.
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This simply means that we need to select what column we would like to add the data from.  In this case 
we are interested in destination which is in column 2. 

 

The final step is to choose the “range Lookup.”  Again, this determines if you want an exact match, false, 
or a close match, true.  If we are trying to match client records, we will almost always want an exact 
match, so the rule of thumb is to use false. 
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Once you hit “OK”, the formula should do its work and display the corresponding destination. 

 

Once you have done this once, select the cell with the formula and hover your mouse over the tiny 
square in the bottom right corner of the cell.  Once your cursor changes to a plus sign, click and drag 
down the remainder of the data set to have the formula automatically populate the rest of the way 
down the column. 

 

Anything that cannot be matched for some reason will come back with an #N/A. That means the ticket 
number was not listed in the destination data set.  
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VLOOKUP – FORMULA 

PREPARING YOUR DATA FILE 
To prepare your data files, it is recommended that your data is already in Table format. That way, when 
you enter the VLOOKUP formula in the first cell of the column, it will apply to the entire column. The 
Excel workbook already has both data sets in Table Format, so you can skip this page and go to page 11 
of this guide. 

If however, you are starting from scratch, to turn your spreadsheet into a table: 

Step 1: Using your mouse, select the cells that you want to include in your table.  

In this example, you would click on the Ticket Number cell, and drag your mouse so all the data is 
selected. You know which cells are selected when they are highlighted in grey. 

 

Step 2: On your navigation bar, click on the Insert menu and then click on Table. 
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Step 3: Because you have already selected your cells, a dotted rectangle now forms around your 
selection. In addition to this visual, the Create Table is also showing you which cells are being selected. 
Be sure to check the “My table has headers” so Ticket Number and Passenger Name become the first 
row and header for your able. Click OK. 

 

Step 4: Once you click OK, your data is now in a Table format. The default format is below (i.e., blue and 
white alternating).  

 
If you would like to change the Table design, in the menu bar, click on any of the other styles. 
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HOW TO USE VLOOKUP 

Step 1: Decide which column or where in your spreadsheet you would like to add the information that 
you are pulling from the other spreadsheet. Insert (if applicable) and add a Name for that Column. 

In our example spreadsheet, we are just adding a column at the end of the VLOOKUP-Passenger sheet. 
Name this column “Destination”. Because this is already in a Table format, if you type in Destination in 
Column C it automatically is added to the full table. 

 

Step 2: In the empty cell on that first row (i.e., C2), type in the beginning of the VLOOKUP formula. Or 
the equal sign VLOOKUP and an open parenthesis  

=VLOOKUP(   

Once you type in the start of the formula, Excel will then tell you, what the pieces are that you have to 
include, or in other words as noted in this guide the (lookup_value, table_array, col_index_num, [range 
lookup]) 

   
Step 3: Identity the lookup_value  or the value that you want to look up.  

To identify the lookup_value, click on what you want to look up or your identifier. In this example, it is 
the ticket number. So click on that first cell or A2. You will know it has been selected because it is now 
surrounded by a dotted rectangle. Your formula has now been updated to read as: 

=VLOOKUP([@[Ticket Number]] 

Add a comma at the end. 
=VLOOKUP([@[Ticket Number]], 
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Step 4: Select the table_array of where you are pulling the data.  

In our scenario, go to the VLOOKUP-Destination tab, hover over the top left-hand corner until you see a 
thin downward arrow to select the full table, and click. That will select the whole table. You know what 
data has been selected by what is now highlighted and included within the dashed rectangular border. 
Add a comma at the end. 

[NOTE: If your spreadsheet was not already in a table format you would have to manually highlight/
select all the cells.] 

Your formula will now automatically be updated to read as: 
=VLOOKUP([@[Ticket Number]],Table720, 

 

 12



Step 5: Type in the number of the column (col_index_num) that has the value that you want to add to 
your spreadsheet (i.e., the return value). Count from the left.  

In this example, Ticket Number is column #1 and Destination is column #2. Type in 2 to pull in 
Destination. Add a comma to the end.  

=VLOOKUP([@[Ticket Number]],Table720, 2,   

 

 

Step 6: Specify if you want an approximate match or an exact match. You can either type in a number, 
1=approximate or 0=exact. OR you can type in the words TRUE=approximate or FALSE=exact. 

In this scenario, we want an exact match. So your formula will now look like: 
=VLOOKUP([@[Ticket Number]],Table720, 2, FALSE)  or 
=VLOOKUP([@[Ticket Number]],Table720, 2, 0)  or 

You can now see that the Destination has been added to the spreadsheet. Because this is already in a 
Table format, Destination was added to each row. Where there was not a match, you will see that “#N/A” 
was returned. That means the ticket number was not listed in the Destination data set.  
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OTHER HELPFUL TIPS 

• If you want to use data from a Pivot Table as part of a VLOOKUP, make sure that you copy and paste 
the pivot table.  You cannot select pivot table data for a VLOOKUP, but by copying it, you put the data 
into normal cells that you can use for VLOOKUP purposes. 

• Sometimes it can be helpful to remove the formula and leave only the data that you put into the cell.  
If you need to do this, copy the selection you need, paste it, and then you will see a little box in the 
bottom right corner of where you pasted that has a paste symbol and (Ctrl) next to it.  Click the 
arrow on this box and select the box labeled values.  Now, instead of a formula like = 
=VLOOKUP([@[Ticket Number]],Table720, 2, FALSE), the cell will change to represent the value that 
the formula points to, e.g., George Town, Cayman Islands. 

• Some common mistakes to avoid: 
o Always make sure to start the VLOOKUP formula with “=”. This is the way you let the cell 

know that you are using a formula.  Without it, you will just be left with the text that you 
wrote in the cell. 

o Make sure that when you are selecting the data set, select all rows you want to include.  If 
you accidentally miss half of what you intend to select, it will look like there is a lot of data 
missing that is actually there. 

For more information and other ways to use VLOOKUP: 

 
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/vlookup-function-0bbc8083-26fe-4963-8ab8-93a18ad188a1 
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