
how to do a vlookup between 2 workbooks
how to do a vlookup between 2 workbooks is a crucial skill for anyone who works with Excel,
especially when managing and analyzing large datasets across multiple files. VLOOKUP, or Vertical
Lookup, allows users to search for specific data in one workbook and retrieve corresponding
information from another. This article will guide you step-by-step on how to perform a VLOOKUP
between two separate Excel workbooks, including tips on setting up your data, writing the formula,
and troubleshooting common issues. We will also discuss best practices to enhance your efficiency
and accuracy while using this powerful function.
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Understanding VLOOKUP
VLOOKUP is a widely used Excel function that allows users to search for a value in the first column of
a table and return a value in the same row from a specified column. This function is particularly useful
when working with large datasets where manual searching would be inefficient. In the context of
multiple workbooks, VLOOKUP can help retrieve information from one workbook to another.

How VLOOKUP Works
The syntax for VLOOKUP is straightforward and consists of four arguments: the value to search for,
the range of cells to search within, the column number from which to retrieve the value, and a logical
value indicating whether to return an exact or approximate match. The basic formula looks like this:

VLOOKUP(lookup_value, table_array, col_index_num, [range_lookup])

When using VLOOKUP between two workbooks, it’s essential to understand how to reference the
external workbook within your formula. This involves including the workbook name, the sheet name,
and the cell range in the table array argument.



Preparing Your Workbooks
Before you can perform a VLOOKUP between two workbooks, you need to ensure that both workbooks
are properly set up and accessible. This includes having a clear understanding of the data you are
working with and ensuring that both workbooks are open in Excel.

Opening the Workbooks
To start, open both Excel workbooks that you wish to work with. One workbook will contain the data
you want to look up, while the other will contain the data you want to retrieve. Keeping both
workbooks open makes it easier to reference them in your formulas.

Organizing Your Data
Ensure that the data in both workbooks is organized in a way that makes it easy to perform the
lookup. Here are some tips:

Ensure that the lookup column (the first column in the table array) contains unique values.

Check for consistent data types (e.g., text vs. numbers) in the lookup column.

Sort your data if necessary to enhance clarity and efficiency.

Writing the VLOOKUP Formula
Once your workbooks are prepared, you can write the VLOOKUP formula to retrieve the data you
need. The process involves specifying the lookup value, the table array from the external workbook,
the column index number, and the range lookup option.

Creating the VLOOKUP Formula
To create the VLOOKUP formula, follow these steps:

In the workbook where you want to display the result, click on the cell where you want the1.
VLOOKUP result to appear.

Type the VLOOKUP formula starting with =VLOOKUP(.2.

For the lookup_value, select the cell in your current workbook that contains the value you3.
want to search for.

For the table_array, switch to the other workbook, select the range of cells that contains the4.
data you want to look up, and note the workbook and sheet name.



Specify the col_index_num based on the position of the data you want to retrieve (e.g., if it’s5.
the second column, enter 2).

Finally, set the [range_lookup] to FALSE if you want an exact match or TRUE for an6.
approximate match.

Close the parenthesis and press Enter to complete the formula.7.

An example formula might look something like this:

=VLOOKUP(A2, '[Workbook2.xlsx]Sheet1'!$A$1:$B$10, 2, FALSE)

Common Errors and Troubleshooting
When using VLOOKUP between two workbooks, you may encounter some common errors.
Understanding these errors will help you troubleshoot effectively.

Common Errors

N/A: This error occurs when the lookup value cannot be found in the specified range. Double-
check the value and ensure it exists in the lookup column.

REF: This error indicates that the formula refers to a range that is not valid. This often happens
if the referenced workbook or worksheet has been closed.

VALUE: This error can occur if the formula is not constructed correctly, such as incorrect
argument types or missing arguments.

Troubleshooting Tips
If you encounter errors, consider the following troubleshooting strategies:

Verify that both workbooks are open and that the references are correct.

Check for leading or trailing spaces in your lookup values, which can affect matches.

Use the TRIM function to clean up text entries if necessary.

Best Practices for Using VLOOKUP
Implementing best practices when using VLOOKUP can improve your efficiency and accuracy. Here



are some recommended practices:

Tips for Effective Use

Always use absolute references (e.g., $A$1:$B$10) when referencing the table array to prevent
errors when copying the formula to other cells.

Keep your data organized and well-documented to avoid confusion.

Consider using named ranges for your table array to make your formulas easier to read and
manage.

Regularly audit your workbooks to ensure that data remains accurate and up-to-date.

Conclusion
Learning how to do a VLOOKUP between 2 workbooks is an essential skill for Excel users who need to
analyze data efficiently. By understanding the VLOOKUP function, preparing your workbooks, writing
precise formulas, and troubleshooting common errors, you can harness the full potential of this
powerful tool. By following best practices, you can ensure your data analysis is both accurate and
efficient, paving the way for better data-driven decisions.

Q: What is VLOOKUP used for?
A: VLOOKUP is used to search for a specific value in one dataset and retrieve related information from
another dataset based on that value. This is particularly useful in scenarios where data is spread
across multiple workbooks.

Q: Can I use VLOOKUP with closed workbooks?
A: No, VLOOKUP requires both workbooks to be open in Excel for the formula to work properly. If the
referenced workbook is closed, you will encounter errors.

Q: What should I do if I get a N/A error?
A: A N/A error indicates that the lookup value is not found in the specified range. Check that the
lookup value exists in the range, and ensure there are no formatting issues, like extra spaces.

Q: Is VLOOKUP case-sensitive?
A: No, VLOOKUP is not case-sensitive. It treats uppercase and lowercase letters as the same. If you



need case-sensitive lookups, consider using other functions like INDEX and MATCH with additional
logic.

Q: Can I use VLOOKUP to retrieve data from more than two
workbooks?
A: Yes, you can use VLOOKUP to retrieve data from multiple workbooks by nesting multiple VLOOKUP
functions together or using other functions in combination, but this can get complex and may reduce
performance.

Q: What is the difference between TRUE and FALSE in the
range_lookup argument?
A: TRUE returns an approximate match and is used when the data is sorted. FALSE returns an exact
match and is recommended for most scenarios to avoid unexpected results.

Q: Can VLOOKUP retrieve data from a different sheet in the
same workbook?
A: Yes, VLOOKUP can retrieve data from a different sheet in the same workbook by specifying the
sheet name in the table array argument.

Q: What are some alternatives to VLOOKUP?
A: Alternatives to VLOOKUP include the INDEX and MATCH functions, which provide more flexibility,
including the ability to search for values in any column and return results from any column.

Q: Is it possible to perform a VLOOKUP with multiple criteria?
A: VLOOKUP does not support multiple criteria directly. However, you can create a helper column that
concatenates multiple criteria into a single value, allowing VLOOKUP to work with that new column.
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