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Relative and Absolute References 

A relative reference is a formula that changes when you copy it 

somewhere else. 

An absolute reference is a formula that does not change, even when 
you copy the formula to other Cells.  Absolute reference is useful when 
you need to use Autofill or copy and paste formulas.  

In order to create an Absolute formula, you add a dollar symbol $ 
before the numbers and letters of each Cell reference. You add $ signs 
before each Row number and Column letter. 

Relative Reference: 
=SUM(A1+A2) 

Absolute Reference 
=SUM($A$1+$A$2) 

 

Relative References 

1. Enter the values shown in the picture below. 
 
 

 

 

2. Type this formula into Cell B2: 
=SUM(A1+A2) 

 
3. Click inside Cell B2 to highlight it and use Autofill to  

4. Using the Autofill tool, drag down the formula to Cell B3.  

The absolute reference is now 

locked and will not change when 

you move it to another Cell. 
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5. Your spreadsheet should now look like the picture below. 

With Cell B3 still highlighted, 
look at the formula bar. You 
should see this formula:  
=SUM(A2+A3) 

 

Why do we see 10 in Cell B3 instead of 20?  After all, we were trying to 
add 10 + 10. 

The problem is caused by relative referencing. Excel didn't just copy the 
formula, but also the location of the Cells.  Excel looked at where the 
Cells were, relative to the B2 Cell, and copied this as well.  

 

The first reference in Cell B2 is to Cell A1, which is up one row, and left 
one column. Cell A2 is one column to the left of Cell B2. When you used 
Autofill to move the formula into Cell B3, Excel did not just copy the 
formula.   Excel also copied the location of the references: "up one, left 
one" and “one to the left”.  

The images below show how Excel will change a formula when it is a 
relative reference.  The arrows points to the Cells each formula is 
referring to. 

Cell B2 Cell B3 (after Autofill) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

=SUM(A1+A2) =SUM(A2+A3) 
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Absolute References 

If you want the correct answer in Cell B3, you have stop Excel from using 
Relative Cell Referencing. What you need is Absolute Cell Referencing.  
Absolute referencing keeps one or more parts of your formula the same, 
even when you copy, paste or Autofill. 

 

1. Highlight Cell B2 again, and change the formula to this:  
=SUM($A$1+$A$2) 

 
2. Use Autofill again to move the formula from Cell B2 to Cell B3. You 

should now have the correct answer. 

 

 

 

 

You can add absolute references to all or part of a formula.  

Sometimes, you may only want one part of a formula to stay the 

same. You can do this by adding dollar signs only around the cells you 

want to stay the same.  For example, if I want Cell C2 to stay the same 

but B2 to change, I would only put dollar signs around C2:  =(B2*$C$2) 
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When to Use Absolute References 

The following is an example of when an Excel user might need to use 
absolute references.  

The chart below shows that the number of cars sold by each 
salesperson. Tim sold 18% of the cars in August.  

 

 

 

The reason why we need an Absolute Reference for this worksheet is 
that the total number of cars to be sold stays the same from month to 
month.   

If we want to find out what percentage of total cars each salesperson 
has sold, we need to use an absolute reference. 

 

 

 

 

 

To find out how what percentage of cars Tim sold in August, type the 
following formula into Cell B11.  
 =(B2*100%)/$G$2 

Tim sold 17.7 % in August. 
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Because the total does not change, our formula has an absolute 

reference to column G.  For example, the formula we just saw has an 

absolute reference to cell G2. 

 

 

Note the dollar signs;  

They are what make this an absolute reference. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cell B2 (the number of cars Tim sold in August) * (multiplied by) 

100% (of products sold) / $G$2 (the total of cars sold by Tim from 

August until December). 

 

 

 
 

  

 

=(B2*100%)/$G$2 
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Copying an Absolute Reference 

Copy the following information into a new Worksheet. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
1. In Cell B11, enter the formula: 

=(B2*100%)/$G$2 
 
2. Use your Autofill tool to copy the information from Cell B11 to F11. 
 
3. In Cell B12 enter the formula: 

=(B3*100%)/$G$3 
 
4. Use your Autofill tool to copy the information from Cell B12 to F12. 
 

5. Ensure that you select the “percentage” format for Cells B11 through 

to H15.  A Last Check Column has been added to ensure that you are 

correct in staying with the 100% of total Sales. The formula is 

=SUM(B11:F11) and use Autofill to fill in the rest. Insert this formula 

in Cell H11 through H15. 

 

6. Apply a colour format of your choice to add colour to the chart. 

7. Continue this formula through to B15. 

8. Save as “ABSOLUTE” and close. 

 


