
how to do vlookup in excel with two
workbooks
how to do vlookup in excel with two workbooks is a crucial skill for anyone looking to enhance
their data analysis capabilities in Microsoft Excel. This powerful function allows users to search for
specific information in one workbook and return corresponding data from another workbook,
streamlining the process of data management and reporting. In this article, we will explore the step-
by-step process of using VLOOKUP across different workbooks, common challenges users may face,
and tips for troubleshooting. By the end of this guide, you will have a comprehensive understanding
of how to leverage VLOOKUP for effective data handling in Excel.
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Understanding VLOOKUP

VLOOKUP, short for "Vertical Lookup," is a function in Excel that allows users to search for a value
in the first column of a range and return a value in the same row from a specified column. This
function is particularly useful when dealing with large datasets spread across multiple sheets or
workbooks. The syntax of the VLOOKUP function is as follows:

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

In this syntax:

lookup_value: The value you want to search for.

table_array: The range of cells that contains the data.



col_index_num: The column number in the table from which to retrieve the value.

range_lookup: Optional; TRUE for an approximate match, or FALSE for an exact match.

Understanding how VLOOKUP works is essential before applying it across two different workbooks,
as it ensures you can effectively manage and analyze your data.

Preparing Your Workbooks

Before you can use VLOOKUP across two workbooks, it is important to ensure that both workbooks
are set up correctly. This preparation can greatly reduce errors and streamline the VLOOKUP
process.

Step 1: Open Both Workbooks

To perform a VLOOKUP across workbooks, you must first open both the source workbook (the one
containing the data you want to retrieve) and the destination workbook (the one where you want to
display the results). This can be done by simply double-clicking each file in your file explorer or
opening them through Excel.

Step 2: Organize Your Data

Ensure that the data you want to use for the VLOOKUP is organized in a table format. This means
having clear headers for each column and ensuring that there are no empty rows or columns within
your data range. You can format your data as a table by selecting the data range and using the
"Format as Table" option in the Home tab of Excel.

Step 3: Identify Key Columns

Identify the column in the source workbook that contains the values you want to look up, as well as
the column from which you want to retrieve data. This will be crucial for constructing your
VLOOKUP formula correctly.

How to Perform VLOOKUP with Two Workbooks

Now that you have prepared your workbooks, you can proceed to perform VLOOKUP across them.
Here is a detailed step-by-step guide:



Step 1: Initiate the VLOOKUP Formula

In the destination workbook, select the cell where you want the VLOOKUP result to appear. Begin
typing the VLOOKUP formula:

=VLOOKUP(

Step 2: Define the Lookup Value

For the lookup_value, select the cell in the destination workbook that contains the value you want
to look up. This cell reference will be included in the formula.

Step 3: Reference the Source Workbook

Next, you need to specify the table_array. To do this, switch to the source workbook and select the
range of data you want to use. Excel will automatically insert the workbook name and sheet
reference into the formula. It should look something like this:

'[SourceWorkbook.xlsx]Sheet1'!$A$1:$B$10

Step 4: Specify the Column Index

Next, enter the col_index_num. This is the column number in the source data from which you want
to retrieve the information. For example, if the data you want is in the second column of your
defined range, you would enter 2.

Step 5: Choose the Range Lookup Option

Lastly, decide whether you want an exact match or an approximate match by specifying FALSE or
TRUE for the range_lookup parameter. For most cases, an exact match (FALSE) is preferred.

Step 6: Finalize the Formula

Your complete VLOOKUP formula should look similar to this:

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



Press Enter to execute the formula, and Excel will retrieve the corresponding value from the source
workbook based on your lookup criteria.

Common Issues and Troubleshooting

While using VLOOKUP across two workbooks, users may encounter several common issues.
Understanding these challenges can help you troubleshoot effectively.

Issue 1: Reference Errors

One of the most common issues is reference errors, such as REF! or N/A. These errors can occur if
the lookup value does not exist in the source workbook or if the table array is not defined correctly.
To resolve this, double-check the lookup value and ensure it exists in the first column of your defined
range.

Issue 2: Data Type Mismatches

If the data types of the lookup value and the first column in the source workbook do not match (e.g.,
one is text and the other is a number), VLOOKUP will fail to find a match. Ensure that both values
are formatted consistently.

Issue 3: Closed Workbooks

If the source workbook is closed, VLOOKUP can still work, but you must ensure that the full file path
is included in the formula. If you encounter issues, try opening the source workbook.

Best Practices for Using VLOOKUP

To maximize the effectiveness of VLOOKUP across two workbooks, consider the following best
practices:

Keep Workbooks Organized: Maintain a clear naming convention for your workbooks and
ensure they are stored in easily accessible folders.

Use Named Ranges: Instead of cell references, consider using named ranges in the source
workbook for easier readability and management.

Regularly Update Data: Ensure that the source data is updated regularly to reflect any



changes, as outdated data can lead to inaccurate results.

Document Your Formulas: For complex formulas, add comments or documentation within
your workbook to clarify how the VLOOKUP is structured.

Conclusion

Mastering how to do VLOOKUP in Excel with two workbooks not only enhances your data
management skills but also increases your productivity in handling large datasets. By following the
steps outlined in this article, you can efficiently retrieve and analyze data from multiple sources,
ensuring accurate reporting and decision-making. With practice and application of best practices,
VLOOKUP will become an invaluable tool in your Excel toolkit.

Q: What is VLOOKUP used for in Excel?
A: VLOOKUP is used to search for a value in the first column of a table array and return a value from
a specified column in the same row, facilitating data retrieval from large datasets.

Q: Can I use VLOOKUP with closed workbooks?
A: Yes, VLOOKUP can work with closed workbooks, but you must include the full file path in the
formula to reference the data correctly.

Q: What should I do if I receive a N/A error when using
VLOOKUP?
A: A N/A error usually indicates that the lookup value does not exist in the first column of the table
array. Verify that the value is present and check for any data type discrepancies.

Q: How do I reference a specific sheet in another workbook
using VLOOKUP?
A: To reference a specific sheet in another workbook, use the syntax:
'[WorkbookName.xlsx]SheetName'!Range when defining the table array in your VLOOKUP formula.

Q: Is it possible to use VLOOKUP with multiple criteria?
A: VLOOKUP does not support multiple criteria directly. However, you can create a helper column in
the source data that combines multiple criteria into one value for the lookup.



Q: What are some alternatives to VLOOKUP in Excel?
A: Alternatives to VLOOKUP include INDEX and MATCH functions, which offer more flexibility, and
the newer XLOOKUP function available in Excel 365, which can handle both vertical and horizontal
lookups.

Q: Can VLOOKUP be used for approximate matches?
A: Yes, VLOOKUP can be used for approximate matches by setting the range_lookup argument to
TRUE. However, this requires the first column of the table array to be sorted in ascending order.

Q: How can I improve the performance of VLOOKUP in large
datasets?
A: To improve performance, limit the size of the table array to only the necessary data, use named
ranges, and consider using Excel's built-in data filtering and sorting features to streamline your data
management.

Q: What happens if my lookup value is not found when using
VLOOKUP?
A: If the lookup value is not found, VLOOKUP will return the N/A error. You can handle this error
using the IFERROR function to provide a more user-friendly message.
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