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Office 2016– Excel Basics 14 

Video/Class Project #26 
Excel Basics 14: Excel VLOOKUP Function Made Easy! 

Goal in video # 14: Learn the basics of the VLOOKUP Function. 

Topics Covered in Video: 

1) Looking things up in Lookup Tables is a common task in business, accounting and other professions. 

2) Almost all Lookup Tables are Vertical because the first column contains the item that we try to match, and items 

are listed vertically. 

i. Examples of Looking up items in a Vertical Lookup Table: 

1. This is a Price Lookup Table: 

 
2. This is a Commission Bonus % Lookup Table: 

 
3. This is an Employee Lookup Table: 
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4. This is a Tax Lookup Table: 

 
5. This is a Region Lookup Table: 

 
6. This is a Commission Bonus $ Lookup Table: 

 
7. This is a Sales Category Table: 
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3) VLOOKUP function is much easier to use than the IF Function when we have more than one of two items to put in a cell or formula. 

i. IF Function: 

 

ii. VLOOKUP Function: 
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4) What does VLOOKUP Function do? 

i. VLOOKUP tries to find a match of an item in the first column of the Lookup Table and then retrieves 

(goes and gets) something from one of the other columns in the table and bring it back to the cell or 

formula. 

ii. In VLOOKUP the V means Vertical. 

 

iii. Example: VLOOKUP can find a match for the Sales Number 17,382 in the sorted first column of the 

Lookup Table and retrieve the correct Bonus Commission %, 1.00%, from the 2nd column and bring it 

back to the cell C30, like in this picture: 

 
 

iv. Example: VLOOKUP can find a match for the Product “Quad” in the first column of the Lookup Table and 

retrieve the Quad’s Price, 43.95, from the 3rd column and bring it back to the cell F23. 
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5) VLOOKUP Function arguments:  
 

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

 
i. lookup_value = Item that you are trying to find in first column of lookup table. 

ii. table_array = Vertical table = Lookup table. First Column contains items you want to “match” with the 

lookup_value. 

iii. col_index_num = Which column in the lookup table has the items that you want to go and get and bring 

back to the cell? You have to count to determine which columns contains the items you want to 

retrieve: is it column 2, or column 3, or column 4, and so on. 

iv. [range_lookup] = Because there are two different types of lookup, we must tell VLOOKUP which of the 

two lookups we want it to do: either: Approximate Match Lookup or Exact Match Lookup. This argument 

tells VLOOKUP how to find a match in the first column of the Lookup Table. 

1. Approximate Match: 

• For “Approximate Match” we must put = TRUE or 1 or omitted. 

 

• How Approximate Match works: 

1. For Approximate Match the VLOOKUP table MUST be sorted on the first 

column: Ascending, A to Z (Small to Big). 

2. This is how Approximate Match Lookup works: 

i. It will look through the first column: 

1. If the first value in the table is smaller than the lookup_value, 

VLOOKUP returns a Not Available Error: #N/A! 

2. Then it looks through the first column until it bumps into the 

first value bigger than it and then jump back one row. When it 

finds a match, it knows what row it should look in. 

i. It actually does a “binary search”, which is a technical 

computer term for “Approximate Match”. “Binary 

Search” calculates quickly compared to “Exact Match”. 

3. If the lookup_value is bigger than the last value, it stops at the 

last row. 

2. Exact Match: 

• For “Exact Match” we must put = FALSE or 0. 

 

• How Exact Match works: 

1. VLOOKUP will look though each item in the first column of the VLOOKUP table 

and try to find a match. When it finds a match, it knows what row it should look 

in. 

2. If VLOOKUP cannot find a match it will it will give an #N/A! error that tells you it 

did not find a match “it is not available”. 

• Note about Exact Match: If you have very large data sets, Exact Match Lookup may 

cause formula to calculate slowly because “Exact Match” Lookup must look through 

every item, one-by-one, until it finds a match. 
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6) Example 1: Exact Match VLOOKUP to get Product Price & Data Validation Dropdown List 

i.  

7) Data Validation List 

i. If you are using VLOOKUP with “Exact Match” as the first argument, we can validate the values that go 

into the first argument of VLOOKUP, lookup_value, by using the Data Validation List feature. 

ii. Steps to add Data Validation List to a cell: 

1. Select cell E23 and click Data Validation button in Data Tools group in Data Ribbon Tab: 

 

 
 

 

Select cell E23 

Click Data Validation button in Data 

Tools group in Data Ribbon Tab 

If your screen is narrow or the screen 

resolution is small, the Data Validation 

button may appear small like this 
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2. In the Data Validation dialog box, on the Settings Tab, select “List” from Allow textbox drop-

down: 

 

3.  With your cursor in the Source textbox, select the “First Column of Lookup Table”: 

 

 
 

Data Validation dialog box 

Allow 

textbox 

List 

First Column of 

Lookup Table 

Settings 

Tab 
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4. Click on the Input Message Tab and type this text: 

 
 

5. Click on the Error Alert Tab and type this text: 

 
 

6. Now when you select cell there will be a message, like this: 

 
 

7. Now when you select cell there will be a drop-down list, like this: 
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8) Example 2: Exact Match VLOOKUP to get Product Price for an Invoice: 

i.  
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9) Example 3: Approximate Match VLOOKUP to get a Bonus Commission %: 

 

 

10) Example 4: Approximate Match VLOOKUP to get a Bonus Commission % & Calculate Bonus Amount: 
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11) Example 5 & 6: Exact Match VLOOKUP to get Employee Data from an Employee Lookup Table: 
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12) Example 7: Approximate Match VLOOKUP to get a Tax Amount: 

 

 

13) Example 8: Approximate Match VLOOKUP to get a Tax Amount: 
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14) Example 8: Approximate Match VLOOKUP to get a Sales Category based on a Sales Amount: 

 

 

 


