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WHY IS VLOOKUP NOT WORKING
IN EXCEL 2010?
TROUBLESHOOTING COMMON
ISSUES

If you have ever spent hours building a
spreadsheet only to be greeted by the
dreaded  #N/A  error,  you  know  how
frustrating it can be when your VLOOKUP
function  fails  to  return  the  expected
result.  Excel  2010  remains  a  popular
version for many users, but it has its own

quirks when it comes to lookup formulas.
Whether  you  are  a  data  analyst,  an
accountant,  or  a small  business owner
managing inventory, understanding why
your VLOOKUP is  not  working in Excel
2010  is  essential  for  maintaining
accurate  and  reliable  spreadsheets.
In this guide, we will  walk through the
most  frequent  causes  of  VLOOKUP
failure in Excel  2010, provide practical
troubleshooting  steps,  and  offer  best
practices  to  ensure your  lookups work
flawlessly  every  time.  By  the  end,  you
will be equipped to diagnose and fix any
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VLOOKUP issue that comes your way.

Understanding
the VLOOKUP
Function in Excel
2010
Before diving into troubleshooting, it is
helpful to understand what the VLOOKUP
function  does.  VLOOKUP  stands  for
Vertical Lookup. It searches for a value
in  the  first  column  of  a  table  or  range
and returns a corresponding value from
a  specified  column  to  the  right.  The
syntax for the function in Excel 2010 is
straightforward:

= V L O O K U P ( l o o k u p _ v a l u e ,
table_array,  col_index_num,
[range_lookup])

lookup_value — the value you
want to search for.
table_array — the range of cells
containing the data.
col_index_num — the column
number in the table from which to
retrieve the value.
range_lookup — a logical value:
FALSE for an exact match, TRUE
for an approximate match.

When  any  of  these  components  are
misconfigured,  you  will  likely  encounter
errors  or  unexpected  results.  Let  us
explore the most common reasons your
VLOOKUP is not working in Excel 2010
and how to resolve them.
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1. The Lookup
Value Is Not in
the First Column
One  of  the  most  common  reasons
VLOOKUP fails is that the lookup value is
not  located  in  the  first  column  of  the
table  array.  Excel  2010  requires  the
lookup column to be the leftmost column
in  the  selected  range.  If  your  lookup
value is in column B but your table array
starts at column A, the function will not
find a match.
Solution: Ensure the column containing
your  lookup  value  is  the  first  column  in
the  table_array  range.  If  your  data  is

structured  differently,  consider
rearranging your columns or using the
INDEX-MATCH  combination  as  an
alternative.

2. Exact Match
vs. Approximate
Match Issues
Another frequent culprit is the misuse of
the  range_lookup  parameter.  In  Excel
2010, if you omit the fourth argument or
set it  to TRUE, VLOOKUP assumes you
want  an  approximate  match.  This  can
lead to unexpected results or the #N/A
error  if  your  data  is  not  sorted  in
ascending order.
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So lut ion :  Fo r  mos t  p rac t i ca l
applications,  you  should  set  the
range_lookup  argument  to  FALSE  to
force an exact match. For example:
=VLOOKUP(A2,  Sheet2!A:C,  2,
FALSE)
Using  FALSE  ensures  that  Excel  2010
only  returns  a  value  when  it  finds  an
exact match for the lookup value. This is
particularly important when working with
employee IDs,  product  codes,  or  other
unique identifiers.

3. Leading or
Trailing Spaces

in the Data
Invisible  spaces  can  wreak  havoc  on
your VLOOKUP formulas. If your lookup
value or the source data contains extra
spaces,  Excel  2010  will  not  recognize
them as matches. This is a very common
issue when data has been imported from
external sources such as databases, text
files, or other spreadsheets.
Solution:  Use  the  TRIM  function  to
remove extra spaces. You can create a
helper column in your source data with
the  formula  =TRIM(A2)  and  then  use
that  cleaned  column  for  your  lookup.
Alternatively, apply TRIM directly within
your VLOOKUP formula:
=VLOOKUP(TRIM(A2),  Sheet2!A:C,
2,  FALSE)
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Similarly,  you  can  use  the  CLEAN
function  to  remove  non-printing
characters  that  sometimes  appear  in
imported data.

4. Data Type
Mismatch
Excel  2010  treats  numbers  and  text
differently. If your lookup value is stored
as  text  but  the  source  data  contains
numbers, or vice versa, VLOOKUP will fail
to  find  a  match.  This  often  happens
when IDs  or  codes  are  imported  from
different systems.
Solution: Ensure both the lookup value
and  the  first  column of  your  table  array
have  the  same  data  type.  You  can

convert text to numbers by multiplying
by 1 or using the VALUE  function.  To
convert numbers stored as text to actual
numbers, select the column, go to the
Data tab, and click Text to Columns,
then  simply  finish  the  wizard  without
making changes. Alternatively, use the --
(double  unary)  operator  within  your
formula:
=VLOOKUP(--A2,  Sheet2!A:C,  2,
FALSE)
This  forces  Excel  to  treat  the  lookup
value as a number.

5. Table Array
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Not Locked with
Absolute

References
When  you  copy  a  VLOOKUP  formula
down a column in Excel 2010, the table
array  reference  may  shift  if  it  is  not
locked.  This  can cause the formula  to
reference a different range for each row,
leading to incorrect results or errors.
Solution:  Use  absolute  references
(dollar  signs)  for  the  table  array.  For
example:
=VLOOKUP(A2,  $A$2:$C$100,  2,
FALSE)
This  ensures  that  when  you  copy  the

formula,  the  table  array  remains  fixed.
You  can  also  use  named  ranges  for
better readability and stability.

6. The Column
Index Number Is
Incorrect
Specifying a col_index_num that is less
than 1 or  greater  than the number of
columns in the table array will result in
an error. If the column index is 0, you
will get a #VALUE! error. If it exceeds
the table width,  you will  get  a #REF!
error.
So lu t i on :  D o u b l e - c h e c k  t h e
col_index_num  argument.  The  first



Vlookup Not Working Excel 2010 7

7

column in your table array is column 1,
the  second  is  column  2,  and  so  on.
Ensure this number corresponds to the
correct column from which you want to
retrieve data.

7. The Lookup
Value Contains
Wildcard
Characters
Excel  2010 treats  the asterisk  (*)  and
question mark (?) as wildcard characters
in  VLOOKUP  formulas.  If  your  lookup
value  contains  these  characters,
especially  if  you  are  using  an  exact

match  (FALSE),  the  function  may  not
behave as expected.
Solution:  If  your  data  genuinely
contains  wildcard  characters,  you  can
escape  them  by  using  the  tilde  (~)
character.  For  example,  to  look  up  a
value that contains an asterisk, use ~*
a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  l o o k u p  v a l u e .
Alternatively,  use  the  EXACT  function
within an array formula to compare cells
without wildcard interpretation.

8. The Data
Range Contains
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Merged Cells
Merged cells in the lookup column or the
result  column  can  cause  VLOOKUP  to
return unexpected results. Merged cells
only contain data in the top-left cell, and
the  remaining  cells  are  empty.  This
structure confuses the lookup function.
Solution: Avoid merging cells in lookup
tables. If you must use merged cells in
your final report, consider unmerging the
cells and centering the data across the
selection  using  the  Center  Across
Selection alignment option instead. This
retains  the  data  in  each  cell  while
maintaining a similar visual appearance.

9. Using
VLOOKUP with
Multiple Criteria
VLOOKUP in Excel 2010 cannot natively
handle  multiple  lookup  criteria.  If  you
need to search based on two or more
conditions, a standard VLOOKUP will not
work.  For  instance,  looking up a sales
figure  based  on  both  a  region  and  a
product  code  requires  a  different
approach.
Solution:  Create a helper column that
concatenates the multiple criteria into a
single lookup value. For example, if you
need to match on both customer ID and
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date,  you  can add a  column with  the
formula  =A2&B2,  and  then  use  this
combined column as the lookup column.
Alternatively,  use  the  INDEX-MATCH
combination  with  array  formulas  for  a
more robust solution.

10. Circular
References and
Calculation
Settings
Sometimes  the  issue  is  not  with  the
formula  itself  but  with  Excel  2010's
calculation settings. If your workbook is
set  to  manual  calculation  mode,

VLOOKUP  may  not  update  after  you
change  data.  This  can  lead  to  the
appearance that  your  VLOOKUP is  not
working.
Solution: Go to the Formulas tab and
ensure  Calculation Options  is  set  to
Automatic .  If  you  prefer  manual
calculation,  remember  to  press  F9  to
recalculate after making changes. Also,
check  for  circular  references  in  your
workbook, as these can prevent formulas
from calculating correctly.

11. The Lookup
Value Is Stored
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as a Number but
the Source Data
Is Text (or Vice

Versa)
This  is  worth  emphasizing  separately
because  it  is  such  a  common  issue.
When  you  import  data  from  different
systems, numbers can be stored as text
with a leading apostrophe or formatted
as  text.  Excel  2010  treats  these
differently  than  actual  numbers.
Solution:  Check  the  alignment  of  the
values in the cell. Text is typically left-
aligned  by  default,  while  numbers  are

right-aligned.  You can use  the  VALUE
function to convert text to numbers or
use TEXT  to convert numbers to text.
The  key  is  consistency  between  the
lookup value and the source data.

12. The Table
Array Is Not
Sorted for
Approximate
Matches
If  you  choose  to  use  an  approximate
match  (range_lookup  set  to  TRUE  or
omitted),  your  table  array  must  be
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sorted  in  ascending  order  by  the  first
column. If it is not sorted, VLOOKUP will
return  incorrect  results  instead  of  an
error, which can be misleading.
Solution:  Unless  you  have  a  specific
need for approximate matching, always
use  FALSE  for  the  range_lookup
argument .  Th is  e l iminates  the
requirement for sorted data and returns
only exact matches. If you must use an
approximate  match,  sort  your  data  by
the lookup column in A-Z order.

Advanced
Troubleshooting

When VLOOKUP
Is Not Working in
Excel 2010
I f  you  have  gone  through  al l  the
common solutions and your VLOOKUP is
st i l l  not  working,  here  are  some
advanced  steps  you  can  take:

Check for Hidden Characters:
Use the LEN function to compare
the length of your lookup value
with the length of the values in the
source data. If they differ, there
may be hidden characters.
Evaluate the Formula Step by
Step: Use the Evaluate Formula



12

12 Vlookup Not Working Excel 2010 2026-07-01

feature on the Formulas tab to
see how Excel processes each part
of your VLOOKUP formula.
Use the IFERROR Function:
Wrap your VLOOKUP in an
IFERROR function to display a
custom message when an error
occurs. This can help you quickly
identify problem rows. For

example: =IFERROR(VLOOKUP(A2,
$A$2:$C$100, 2, FALSE), "Not
Found")
Check Regional Settings: If you
are working with dates, ensure
that the date format in your lookup
value matches the format in the
source data. Regional settings can
affect how dates are interpreted.


