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When working with lookup functions in Excel, such as VLOOKUP and HLOOKUP, understanding the
role of the ‘range_lookup’ argument is essential for retrieving accurate data. The ‘range_lookup" parameter
helps determine whether the function searches for an exact match or an approximate one. Many users find
this aspect confusing, especially when deciding whether to set this argument to 'FALSE" or "TRUE". This
article explores the purpose of the ‘range_lookup® argument in detail, clarifies the differences between
setting it to 'FALSE" or "TRUE", and provides guidance on how to use these options effectively to ensure

precise data retrieval.

Understanding the Lookup Functions and the Range_lookup
Argument

What Are VLOOKUP and HLOOKUP Functions?

VLOOKUP (Vertical Lookup) and HLOOKUP (Horizontal Lookup) are popular functions in Excel designed
to search for specific data within a table or range and return corresponding values from a specified column

Oor row.

- VLOOKUP searches vertically down the first column of a table.
- HLOOKUP searches horizontally across the top row of a table.

Both functions have a similar syntax:
“excel

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

excel

=HLOOKUP(lookup_value, table_array, row_index_num, [range_lookup])



The crucial parameter in these functions is [range_lookup]’, which determines the nature of the match.

‘What Does the range_lookup Argument Control?

True vs. False: The Two Main Settings

The ‘range_lookup’ argument accepts two primary values:

- TRUE (or omitted): The function performs an approximate match.

- FALSE: The function searches for an exact match.

Choosing the correct setting is vital to ensure that Excel returns the correct data, especially when working

with large datasets or when precise matching is necessary.

Default Behavior When Omitting the Argument

If you omit the ‘range_lookup' argument, Excel defaults to "TRUE", performing an approximate match.

This can lead to unexpected results if your data isn't sorted properly.

How Does Each Setting Affect the Lookup Process?

Setting range_lookup to TRUE (Approximate Match)

When ‘range_lookup" is set to "TRUE", Excel searches for the closest match that is less than or equal to the
lookup_value’. For this to work properly, the first column or row of your table must be sorted in

ascending order.

Key points:

- Suitable for range lookups, e.g., finding tax brackets.

- Returns the closest match if an exact match isn't found.

- If an exact match exists, it returns that; otherwise, it returns the next smallest value.

Example Scenario:



Suppose you have a table of tax rates based on income brackets. Using approximate match allows you to

quickly determine the tax rate for a given income.
Risks:

- If the data isn't sorted, approximate match can produce incorrect results.

- May return unexpected data if not used carefully.

Setting range_lookup to FALSE (Exact Match)

When ‘range_lookup' is set to 'FALSE", Excel searches specifically for the lookup_value’. If an exact match

exists, it returns that value; if not, it returns an error (‘"N/A").

Key points:

- Ideal when you need precise data retrieval.

- Does not require the data to be sorted.

- Ensures that only the exact match is returned, avoiding inaccuracies.

Example Scenario:

Looking up a specific product ID in a customer database to find associated details. An exact match is

necessary in this case.
Risks:

- If the lookup value isn't present, you get an "N/A" error.

- Requires exact data entry; mismatched or misspelled data can cause issues.

Practical Examples to Clarify the Difference

Example 1: Employee Salary Lookup

Suppose you have an employee table:

| Employee ID | Name | Salary |

[ [ N —
| 1001 | Alice | 60000 |



| 1002 | Bob | 55000 |
| 1003 | Charlie | 70000 |

You want to retrieve the salary for employee ID 1002.

- Using '=VLOOKUP(1002, A2:C4, 3, FALSE)" will return 55000 because it looks for an exact match.
- Using '=VLOOKUP(1002, A2:C4, 3, TRUE)" may return an incorrect value or the wrong row if the data
isn't sorted by Employee ID.

Example 2: Grade Boundaries for Score Ranges

You have a table:

| Min Score | Grade |
S —
[0 F|

150D

160 |C|

|70 B|

180 A |

To assign a grade based on a student’s score, an approximate match ("TRUE") can be used, assuming the

table is sorted in ascending order.

- '=VLOOKUP(75, A2:B6, 2, TRUE)" returns B because 75 falls between 70 and 80.
- Using "FALSE" here would require an exact match, which is unlikely unless a student scores exactly 75,

making it unsuitable for range lookups.

When Should You Use TRUE or FALSE?

Choosing TRUE (Approximate Match)

- When your data is sorted in ascending order.
- When you need to find ranges or brackets, such as tax rates or grades.

- When an approximate value suffices, and the closest match is acceptable.



Choosing FALSE (Exact Match)

- When you need to find a specific, precise value.
- When data isn't sorted or the dataset contains unique identifiers.
- When errors or mismatches are unacceptable, and you prefer to receive an "N/A" error if no exact match

exists.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Mistake 1: Omitting the range_lookup Argument

- Problem: Defaults to TRUE, which can produce incorrect results if data isn't sorted.

- Solution: Explicitly set ‘range_lookup® to 'FALSE" when exact matches are required.

Mistake 2: Using TRUE When Exact Match Is Needed

- Problem: May return wrong data if data is unsorted or if approximate matching is not suitable.

- Solution: Use 'FALSE" for precise lookup needs.

Mistake 3: Not Sorting Data When Using TRUE

- Problem: Approximate match requires sorted data; otherwise, results are unreliable.

- Solution: Sort data in ascending order before using approximate match.

Summary: Which Should You Use?

| Scenario | Recommended ‘range_lookup® Setting | Reason

| Looking for an exact match (e.g., employee ID) | FALSE | Ensures precise matching; no assumptions about
data order. |

| Finding range-based data (e.g., tax brackets, grades) | TRUE | Data should be sorted; returns closest
matching range. |

| Data not sorted and exact value required | FALSE | To avoid errors and inaccuracies. |



| Quick approximate estimation with sorted data | TRUE | For ranges and brackets. |

Conclusion

Deciding whether to set the ‘range_lookup™ argument to 'FALSE" or "TRUE" in Excel's lookup functions
hinges on understanding the nature of your data and your specific needs. Use 'FALSE" when you require
an exact match and data integrity is critical, especially with unique identifiers or precise values.
Conversely, opt for 'TRUE" when working with sorted data to find approximate matches within ranges,

such as grades or tax brackets.
Mastering this distinction enhances the accuracy of your data retrievals and helps you avoid common
pitfalls. Remember, explicit setting of the ‘range_lookup" argument not only makes your formulas clearer

but also ensures they behave exactly as intended, leading to more reliable and professional spreadsheet

results.

Additional Tips:
- Always verify whether your data is sorted appropriately before choosing the lookup mode.
- When unsure, explicitly specify "FALSE" to prevent unintended approximate matches.

- Utilize error handling functions like TFERROR" to manage "N/A" errors gracefully.

By understanding and correctly applying the ‘range_lookup® argument, you can significantly improve

your data analysis efficiency and accuracy in Excel.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What value should I enter in the Range_lookup argument to find an
exact match in VLOOKUP?

You should enter FALSE in the Range_lookup argument to find an exact match.

Is setting Range_lookup to TRUE in VLOOKUP used for exact matches?

No, setting Range_lookup to TRUE is used for approximate matches; for exact matches, use FALSE.



What happens if I leave the Range_lookup argument blank in
VLOOKUP?

If you leave it blank, VLOOKUP defaults to TRUE, performing an approximate match, not an exact match.

When should I use FALSE in the Range_lookup argument during a
VLOOKUP?

Use FALSE when you need an exact match for your lookup value in the table.

Can I get an exact match in VLOOKUP if I set Range_lookup to TRUE?

No, setting Range_lookup to TRUE performs an approximate match; for an exact match, use FALSE.

Why is it important to set Range_lookup to FALSE for exact matches?

Because FALSE instructs VLOOKUP to find an exact match, ensuring you get the precise data you need.

What error occurs if an exact match isn't found and Range_lookup is
FALSE?

VLOOKUP returns N/A if an exact match isn't found when Range_lookup is set to FALSE.

Is it better to always set Range_lookup to FALSE for data lookup

accuracy?

Yes, especially when you need precise matches, so setting Range_lookup to FALSE is recommended.

How does setting Range_lookup to FALSE affect the lookup process?

It makes VLOOKUP search for an exact match of the lookup value rather than an approximate one.

Can I use the value FALSE in Range_lookup for large datasets?

Yes, but be aware that exact match lookups can be slower on very large datasets compared to approximate

matches.

Additional Resources

Range_lookup Argument in VLOOKUP: False or True — Which Should You Enter for an Exact Match?



‘When working with data in Excel, especially when performing lookups, understanding the nuances of
functions like VLOOKUP is essential for efficient and accurate data retrieval. One of the most critical
components of the VLOOKUP function is the range_lookup argument. This parameter determines

whether the function searches for an exact match or an approximate match.

In this comprehensive guide, we'll explore the ins and outs of the range_lookup argument, analyze when

to use False or True, and provide expert insights to help you make the right choice for your data tasks.

Understanding the VLOOKUP Function and the Role of
range_lookup

Before diving into whether to use False or True, it's important to understand what VLOOKUP does and

how the range lookup argument influences its behavior.

What is VLOOKUP?

VLOOKUP (Vertical Lookup) is one of Excel’s most popular functions used to search for a specific value in
the first column of a table or range and return a corresponding value from a specified column in the same
TOW.

Basic Syntax:

excel

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

- 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 data.

- range_lookup: Optional. Determines whether to find an exact match or an approximate match.

The Significance of the range_lookup Argument

The range_lookup argument is a logical value that tells VLOOKUP how to find the lookup_value:



- TRUE or omitted: VLOOKUP will perform an approximate match.
- FALSE: VLOOKUP will look for an exact match.

This simple parameter dramatically affects the results, especially when working with sorted or unsorted
data.

When to Use FALSE for Exact Match

Choosing FALSE in the range_lookup argument instructs VLOOKUP to find an exact match for your

lookup_value.
Why Use FALSE?

- Data Precision: When your dataset contains specific, discrete values—like IDs, product codes, or email
addresses—an exact match is crucial.

- Avoiding Errors: Using FALSE prevents accidental mismatches that can occur if the data isn't sorted or
contains similar but not identical entries.

- Critical Lookup Values: In scenarios where incorrect data retrieval could lead to significant errors, such as

financial calculations, inventory management, or customer records, FALSE ensures accuracy.
How VLOOKUP Works with FALSE

- The function searches through the first column of table_array.
- If it finds an exact match, it returns the value from the specified column.

- If no exact match exists, VLOOKUP returns N/A.
Example Scenario

Suppose you have a list of employee IDs and their names, and you want to find the name for employee ID
12345.

| Employee ID | Name |
[ [ |
| 12344 | Alice Smith |

| 12345 | Bob Johnson |

| 12346 | Charlie Lee |

Using:



“excel

=VLOOKUP(12345, A2:B4, 2, FALSE)

will return Bob Johnson only if 12345 exists exactly in the first column. If the ID is misspelled or not

present, the result will be N/A.
When to Prefer FALSE

- When dealing with categorical or unique identifiers.
- When exact matches are mandatory.

- When data is unsorted or not suitable for approximate lookup.

When to Use TRUE for Approximate Match

If you set range_lookup to TRUE (or omit it), VLOOKUP performs an approximate match, assuming the

data is sorted in ascending order.
Why Use TRUE?

- Range-based lookups: When you're searching for a value within a range, such as tax brackets or
commission tiers.

- Sorted Data: When the first column is sorted, approximate match can efficiently find the closest value less
than or equal to the lookup_value.

- Speed: For large datasets, approximate match can be faster because it doesn't require an exact match

search.

How VLOOKUP Works with TRUE

- The function searches for the largest value less than or equal to lookup_value.

- If an exact match exists, it returns it.

- If no exact match is found, it returns the value associated with the largest lookup value less than the
lookup_value.

Example Scenario

Suppose you have a table of tax brackets:

| Income Threshold | Tax Rate |



rremmemmemmenmennees fremmenee
[0]10% |

| 10,000 | 15% |

[ 20,000 | 20% |

| 30,000 | 25% |

And you want to find the tax rate for an income of 25,000.

Using:

“excel

=VLOOKUP(25000, A2:B5, 2, TRUE)

The function will return 20%, as it finds the highest threshold less than or equal to 25,000.

When to Prefer TRUE

- When data is sorted, and you want to find a range-based value.
- When exact matches are not strictly necessary.

- When working with intervals or groups.

Key Differences Between FALSE and TRUE in Range_lookup

| Aspect | FALSE | TRUE |

S N—
| Match Type | Exact | Approximate |

| Data Sorting Required | No | Yes (sorted ascending) |

| Result When No Exact Match | N/A | Closest lower value |
| Use Case | Precise lookups | Range or interval lookups |

| Performance | Slightly slower with unsorted data | Faster with sorted data |

Practical Tips for Choosing Between False and True

1. Always Use FALSE for Unique Identifiers



If your lookup value is a unique code or ID, always set range_lookup to FALSE to guarantee a precise

match.
2. Use TRUE for Range-Based Data

When working with ranges or intervals such as tax brackets, commission tiers, or grading scales, use

TRUE, provided your data is sorted.

3. Be Mindful of Data Sorting

VLOOKUP with TRUE requires that the first column be sorted in ascending order. Failing to do so may

result in incorrect or unexpected outputs.
4. Handling Missing Data

If there's a chance that the lookup_value isn't present, and you want to avoid errors, consider wrapping
VLOOKUP in IFERROR:

“excel
=IFERROR(VLOOKUP(lookup_value, table_array, col_index_num, FALSE), "Not Found")

5. Consistency in Data

Ensure data types are consistent between lookup_value and data in the first column of table_array. For

example, text formatted numbers vs. numeric values can cause mismatches.

Expert Recommendations and Best Practices

- Default to FALSE unless you explicitly need an approximate match.

- Validate your data: Confirm whether your data is sorted and whether an approximate match makes sense
for your application.

- Test your formulas: Always test with known values to verify that your choice of range_lookup produces
expected results.

- Use helper columns: Sometimes, creating an auxiliary column to handle complex lookups can simplify

logic.



Conclusion: Making the Right Choice for Accurate Data Retrieval

The decision to enter FALSE or TRUE in the range_lookup argument of VLOOKUP hinges on your

specific data needs and the nature of your dataset.

- For exact, unique matches, always favor FALSE. It provides precise results essential for data integrity in
most business and analytical scenarios.
- For intervals or range-based lookups, TRUE is appropriate, but only when your data is sorted, and

approximate matching aligns with your goals.

Understanding these nuances ensures that you leverage VLOOKUP effectively, minimizing errors and
maximizing efficiency. Whether you’re managing inventory, calculating taxes, or analyzing customer data,
choosing the correct range_lookup setting is a fundamental step toward reliable and accurate Excel data

analysis.

In summary:

- Use FALSE when you need an exact match.

- Use TRUE when you are performing range-based lookups and your data is sorted accordingly.

Mastering this parameter elevates your Excel proficiency, empowering you to handle complex data tasks

with confidence and precision.
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