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Using Microsoft Excel’s
Web Query Function

This month’s column is a bit off-topic, however, I think you will
have fun with the tip I have provided. Over the years, I have

worked as a consultant, small business owner and in the “standard”
U.S. corporate environment. One of the many things that I have
learned that applies to any professional role that one will face is
that professionalism counts. For example, when pitching a propos-
al to a prospective client (or manager) a snazzy presentation works
wonders. I recently discovered a feature in the Microsoft Excel
product (version 97 and above) that can help you project an image
of professionalism and technical savvy.

The Web Query function allows you to retrieve and dynamically
update data from a Web page and display that data in an Excel
spreadsheet.

This month, I will show you how to build a simple Excel spread-
sheet that utilizes the Web Query function to retrieve and update
weather information retrieved from a NOAA buoy. The Excel Web
Query function works a bit like a dynamic screen-scraper: You tell
Excel which Web page to retrieve the data from, which data on the
screen to capture, and how often to refresh the data.

BUILDING AN EXCEL WEB QUERY

To create a dynamically updating Excel spreadsheet, you first
need to find a Web site that contains the data you wish to present.
In this example, I will demonstrate how to extract weather infor-
mation from a buoy located in the Florida Keys. This data is
provided (and updated hourly) on the NOAA Web site at
www.ndbc.noaa.gov/station_page.phtml?$station=sanf1. This site
contains a wealth of information. The spreadsheet example here
will extract only a portion of this data.

1. From an empty worksheet, click on Data > Import
External Data > New Web Query. The screen in Figure 1
will be displayed.

2. Enter the Web site address in the top box.

In this example, I will show you how to extract the third table from
the Web page. This is indicated with the “One or more specific tables
on the page” option. Click on OK, and Excel will go to the Web and
obtain the data. If you are following along with this example, your
Excel screen should look like the one shown in Figure 2.

In order to make the data automatically refresh, move your
mouse over the displayed data and right-click. The screen

shown in Figure 3 will be displayed. Click on “Enable back-
ground refresh” and enter the desired value in the “Refresh
every” box.

You can even prompt your end users for information before
performing a Web Query. For example, with this spreadsheet I will
insert a prompt to ask the end user to enter a buoy name. This name

FIGURE 1: THE EXCEL WEB QUERY FORM 

FIGURE 2: EXCEL “GRABS” THE SPECIFIED
DATA FROM THE WEB SITE 
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will then be plugged into the URL. To make this happen, I placed
the following entry in the URL of the Web Query:

http://www.ndbc.noaa.gov/station_page.phtml?$station=[“Enter
valid buoy name. Names can be obtained from
http://www.ndbc.noaa.gov/Maps/rmd.shtml”]

When the end user opens the spreadsheet, the prompt shown in
Figure 4 will be displayed. When the user enters a valid buoy
name, the information is retrieved and dynamically updated on
the spreadsheet.
Note: Excel-XP makes the process of selecting the data from the
Web page much easier. When you build a Web Query with
Excel-XP, the actual Web page is displayed for you. You then
mark the area(s) on the page that you wish to retrieve, as shown
in Figure 5.

CONCLUSION

Although the example here has no real business value, the concept
and functionality could be used in many different business applica-
tions. For example, you could build a spreadsheet to dynamically
retrieve and update the following types of information:

● stock quotes
● inventory levels
● order status

You could also use the Web Query function to retrieve information
from your company’s intranet. The possibilities are limited only by
your imagination.

Thanks for letting me go “off-topic” this month. I hope you
enjoyed (and will use) the information provided here. If you have

any questions or comments on this material, or have suggestions for
future topics, please feel free to email me at johnj@fast.net.  
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FIGURE 3: MAKE THE DATA DYNAMICALLY UPDATE FIGURE 4: PROMPTING THE USER FOR INFORMATION 

FIGURE 5: USING WEB QUERIES WITH EXCEL-XP 


