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When working with imported data sources, it is an extremely common scenario in Power BI to find

that the meaningful descriptive headers are mistakenly treated as the first row of data rather than

the column labels. This structural misalignment prevents effective data analysis and visualization.

Fortunately, the dedicated Power Query Editor provides a quick, integrated solution for this

common challenge. By following a straightforward process within the transformation tools, users

can effortlessly promote the contents of the initial row to serve as the official column headers,

ensuring the integrity and readability of their dataset structure. This foundational step is essential

for accurate modeling and reporting within the Power BI environment.

Power BI: Use First Row as Header

In the complex process of importing external data, especially from sources like CSV files or poorly

structured spreadsheets, data often arrives in an undesirable format where the descriptive column

names are treated as just another record. This necessitates a crucial pre-processing step known

as data transformation. Utilizing the powerful features embedded within the Power BI desktop

application allows users to correct these structural errors efficiently, specifically by promoting the

first row to the header level using the specialized function available in the transformation ribbon.

Often, you may want to use the first row as the header of a table in Power BI to ensure that your

field names are meaningful and appropriate for subsequent modeling and analysis.

Fortunately, this necessary structural adjustment is easy to perform by using the function explicitly

named Use First Row as Headers located within the Power Query Editor interface. This

streamlined tool automates the process of header promotion, saving significant manual cleanup

time.

The Critical Importance of Accurate Data Headers

Accurate column headers are the foundational element of effective data modeling in any business

intelligence tool. Without correctly designated headers, Power BI assigns generic nomenclature

such as Column1, Column2, and so forth. This generic naming convention severely hinders the

data modeling process, making it challenging for analysts to write meaningful DAX measures,

establish relationships between disparate tables, or interpret visualizations accurately. When the

real, descriptive headers are mistakenly included in the first row of the data, they are treated as

data values, which can corrupt summary calculations like averages or counts if those values are

numeric or unique identifiers.

Furthermore, consistent and descriptive headers are vital for organizational clarity, governance,

and long-term project maintainability. When team members review a report or model months after

its initial creation, clear column names (e.g., Customer_Name or Sales_Region) immediately

convey the semantic meaning of the data field. Conversely, struggling to map generic column
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names back to their original intent slows down development cycles, introduces friction into

collaboration, and significantly increases the risk of calculation errors in complex report layers.

Therefore, the quick rectification provided by the header promotion function is paramount for

maintaining high data quality and operational efficiency across the project lifecycle.

Understanding this context highlights why the Use First Row as Headers function is not merely a

cosmetic adjustment but a fundamental step in preparing any professional dataset for advanced

analysis. It transforms raw, structurally flawed imported data into a clean, normalized table ready

for complex modeling, setting the necessary foundation for advanced data analysis techniques.

Accessing and Navigating the Power Query Editor

The entire process of correcting header placement and performing other crucial data

transformation steps occurs within the dedicated data preparation environment of Power BI

Desktop: the Power Query Editor (also known as the M language interface). To initiate the

transformation, the user must navigate from the main Report or Data View into this robust editing

interface. This is typically achieved by locating the Transform data button, which is prominently

displayed on the Home ribbon tab of the Power BI Desktop application. Clicking this button opens

a new, separate dedicated window, ensuring that changes are applied only to the underlying query

logic and not the front-end visualization layer.

The Power Query Editor is essential because it facilitates non-destructive modifications to the data

structure. Every step applied--from filtering rows to merging queries and promoting headers--is

recorded sequentially in the Applied Steps pane on the right-hand side of the interface. This

detailed audit trail is critical; it means that if an error is detected or if the source data structure

changes, the user can easily review, modify, or delete specific transformation steps without altering

the integrity of the original imported file. This environment is where the bulk of data cleansing and

reshaping takes place before the data is formally loaded into the Power BI Data Model.

Example: How to Use First Row as Header in Power BI

Suppose we have the following table in Power BI named my_data that contains information about

the first, middle and last names of various people. As shown in the initial import preview, the

desired column labels are currently residing in the data section, while the system has assigned

generic placeholders:
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Upon importing this data into Power BI, the intended column headers, which provide semantic

meaning to the fields, were supposed to be as follows:

First, Middle, Last

Unfortunately, due to the import structure, these descriptive column headers were relegated to the

first row of data, and the following non-descriptive names were automatically generated for the

column headers instead:

Column1, Column2, Column3

To correct this structure and utilize the first row as the headers, click the Transform data icon on

the Home tab within the main Power BI Desktop ribbon. This crucial action launches the powerful

Power Query Editor.
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Once inside the Power Query Editor, ensure that the relevant query (my_data) is selected in the

Queries pane. The ribbon interface provides immediate access to the transformation functions

required to reshape the table.

Executing the Header Promotion Step

The actual operation for promoting the first row is highly efficient and located intuitively within the

editor's interface. Once in the Power Query Editor, navigate to the Home tab if you are not already

there. Within this ribbon, locate the Transform group of tools. The specific function needed is

clearly labeled and often visually represented by a small table icon with an upward-pointing arrow,

symbolizing the elevation of data records to header status.

Click the icon named Use First Row as Headers prominently displayed in the Transform group:

Upon clicking this dedicated button, the Power Query Editor instantly executes the transformation
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logic. The system removes the contents of the very first row from the data records section and

subsequently assigns those exact text values to the column headers of the table. Importantly, a

new step, typically named Promoted Headers, is added immediately to the Applied Steps list.

This step logs the action, ensuring that the transformation is auditable, reproducible upon data

refresh, and reversible if necessary.

Reviewing Post-Transformation Adjustments

The immediate result of applying the Use First Row as Headers function is a cleanly structured

table where the generic header names (Column1, Column2, etc.) have been accurately replaced

by the meaningful context provided by the original first row values (First, Middle, Last). This instant

visual correction provides the first indication that the dataset is now structurally sound and

prepared for subsequent operations.

This action causes the first row of the table to be officially recognized and used as the header row,

fundamentally changing how Power BI interprets and maps the data fields for modeling purposes:

Crucially, after promoting headers, Power Query often automatically inserts a subsequent step
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named Changed Type. This system-generated step attempts to infer the most appropriate data

type (such as Text, Whole Number, Decimal Number, or Date/Time) for the newly named columns

based on the values present in the remaining data records. It is critical to meticulously review this

automatically applied Changed Type step. If the inferred data types are inaccurate (e.g., if a date

field is set as Text), manual adjustments must be made directly within the Power Query interface to

prevent calculation errors and data inconsistencies later in the data model. This sequencing of

promotion followed by type adjustment is standard practice in data preparation.

Finalizing and Applying Changes to the Data Model

Once the header promotion step is successfully completed, and any subsequent data type

adjustments have been thoroughly verified and corrected, the final requirement is to commit these

structural changes back to the main Power BI Data Model. This is accomplished by exiting the

Power Query Editor and initiating the data loading process.

To finalize the modifications, navigate back to the Home tab of the Power Query Editor window

and click the prominent Close & Apply button. This action serves two primary, concurrent

functions: it closes the editing environment and executes all recorded steps in the Applied Steps

list across all active queries. The newly transformed data, now equipped with correct headers, is

then loaded into the data model memory, making it available for visualization and relationship

creation.

Once you click Close & Apply, the first row will be permanently used as the column headers in the

table when viewed back in Power BI Desktop. The underlying table is now correctly structured for

effective report building and accurate data analysis.
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Addressing More Complex Data Transformation Scenarios

While the Use First Row as Headers function is a perfect solution for simple structural

misalignments, real-world data sources frequently introduce more complex header problems. For

instance, the actual header row might be the second, third, or even fourth row in the imported data,

often preceded by irrelevant metadata, report titles, or blank rows that were mistakenly included

during the extraction process. In such advanced cases, preparatory transformation steps must be

carefully executed before the header promotion function can be reliably applied.

If superfluous rows exist above the desired header row, the user must first utilize the Remove

Rows functionality (specifically Remove Top Rows) available within the Power Query Editor

interface. The goal is to eliminate these leading, irrelevant lines. For example, if the headers are

situated on row 4, the user must remove the top 3 rows. Once these preparatory steps successfully

shift the correct header row into the first row position, the standard Use First Row as Headers

function can be applied effectively. This sequenced approach, combining row removal with header

promotion, demonstrates the iterative power and flexibility of Power Query's comprehensive data

transformation capabilities, ensuring even highly unstructured sources can be prepared for

analysis.
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Conclusion: Streamlining Data Preparation for Power BI

Mastering the efficient use of the Use First Row as Headers function is a foundational and

indispensable skill for anyone working extensively with external data imports in Power BI. This

simple yet critical transformation ensures that generic field names are rapidly replaced by

meaningful, descriptive labels, paving the way for intuitive data modeling, reliable measure

creation, and accurate report generation. By navigating effectively within the Power Query Editor

and understanding the importance of the sequence of applied steps, analysts can save significant

data cleansing time and dramatically reduce the potential for errors inherent in manually renaming

columns after the fact. The result is a clean, robust dataset that is immediately ready to deliver

verifiable, actionable insights.

The following tutorials explain how to perform other common tasks in Power BI, continuing the

journey toward advanced data preparation and visualization mastery:
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