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POWER BI -  
A NEW WAY OF 
WORKING
Here at Atlas, we believe in enabling businesses to work in ways that will benefit 
both their company as a whole and the staff they employ. With this in mind, 
we’ve investigated ways to help improve how our clients manage their business 
intelligence and help them avoid the common pitfalls that come with it. 
After researching multiple solutions, we found one that really works for us, and we strongly believe that it will work 
well for our clients too: Microsoft’s Power BI. 

Power BI is aimed at not only the IT professionals and business analysts that have historically been the main 
driving force behind business intelligence, but also the end-user of the data and reporting that is produced. It 
truly makes business intelligence accessible to everyone.

In this document, we’ll give a brief overview of the services offered by Power BI, as well as the pros and cons that 
we’ve found whilst using it so that you are able to make a well-informed decision as to whether Power BI is right 
for your business.

WHAT CAN YOU DO WITH POWER BI?
One of the great things about Power BI is that it can be used by everyone, from the IT professional with years of 
experience to qualified business analysts or the office junior who inputs the raw data.

Here, we’ve listed just a few of the main benefits of Power BI, specific to your role.

As an IT professional, you can:

+  Focus on your passion for data and provide high-quality, informative data sets to your end users and business 
analysts.

+  Meet the growing need for data that’s easy to interpret.

+  Spend less time on maintaining the infrastructure and developing reports.

+  Use data sources that allow for streaming real-time information.

+  Implement high-level security for both cloud-based and on-premises data.
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As a Business Analyst, you can:

+  Connect to informative data quickly and with ease.

+ View your data in multiple ways, allowing for greater exploration.

+ Pull data from a multitude of sources, from cloud-based to on-premises.

+ Create meaningful, interactive reports that help visualise your findings.

+ Easily share your reports with other members of your company.

As an end-user, you can:

+ Easily view report results.

+ Monitor statistics in real-time, in one place.

+ Explore data sets to find immediate answers to your questions.

+ Share reports and dashboards with others in your company.

+ Stay connected to your data from anywhere that you can access the internet.

WHAT DOES POWER BI OFFER?
The Power BI service, at its core, offers an easy and intuitive way for users of all experience levels to analyse and 
report on data. This data can be pulled from a multitude of resources and can be queried using various methods.

Here, we’ll explore some of the key points of Power BI so that you can see exactly what the service can offer you 
and your business.

POWERFUL REPORTING USING POWER BI DESKTOP

The desktop version of Power BI is aimed towards the business analysts who will be querying and structuring your 
company’s data. Gathering data and creating reports has been streamlined to allow for the best use of their time.

Analysts are able to use the powerful inbuilt query system to prepare the imported data, which can then be 
shaped and transformed to meet your business needs. For example, users can choose specific tables and fields to 
include in queries, apply a required calculation and view the results as a table or in a visualisation.

Power BI captures each transformation made in ‘Query view’, e.g. row removal, data type change, change to a 
table name etc., as an ‘Applied Step’ so it’s easy to see exactly what has been done to the data. These can then be 
removed, re-arranged and edited as needed.
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This is just a snippet of what Power BI desktop can do, and there are many more advanced features available, 
including:

+ Support for queries using the M formula language.

+ Pulling data from multiple sources for one data model.

+ Relationship creation across all datasets.

+ Formula creation using DAX (Data Analysis Expressions).

+ Drag-and-drop report authoring.

+ Querying data using SQL for specific results.

ACCESSING YOUR DATA

Power BI is great for accessing data from a wide variety of sources, both cloud-based and on-premises.

Just some of the sources that can be accessed are:

+ Microsoft services including Azure, Excel and Access.

+ Power BI desktop files - for importing to the cloud and building dashboards.

+ On-premises SQL Server databases.

+ SaaS services including Google Analytics, QuickBooks Online and GitHub.

Data can be accessed both by importing it to your local machine and by using ‘DirectQuery’, which allows real-
time access to data without the need for re-importing.

VISUALISING YOUR DATA USING DASHBOARDS

Dashboards are a simple concept: one place to view all your data. 

The great thing about dashboards is that they’re highly customisable: they can contain visualisations from multiple 
reports and include images, text and colour themes to suit your company.

Visualisations come in many forms, from bar charts to KPI tiles and tables - even geographical maps. In addition 
to the built-in visualisations, Microsoft has made this feature open source, allowing developers to create their own 
visualisations to truly customise your experience.

Not only do these dashboards allow you to view data, but you can also interact with it: information on a dashboard 
can be ‘drilled-down’ to see the underlying details of the report. Drill-down views can then be pinned to your 
dashboard for quicker access.

Dashboards can also be shared within your company using the cloud-based version of Power BI, making it easy 
for anyone to view the reports that have been created.
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WHAT DO DASHBOARDS LOOK LIKE?

During our time researching Power BI, we made a quick test mock-up of our existing KPIs that we have for our 
HR software, Staff Squared, using the service’s desktop version to build a report that was then published to the 
cloud and made into a dashboard.

Whilst we only needed a simple view of the figures, it demonstrates how customisable the dashboards can be by 
incorporating colour-coded statistics and interactivity to view the underlying data.

From here, we linked the information symbol in the ‘Paying Customers’ KPI to show a new page when clicked, 
which held a table detailing information about all the paying customers in the system. 

Of course, this is an incredibly simplified version of what dashboards can achieve. More complex examples can be 
found online, such as the one below:

 
This is a great example of just how many ways your data can be viewed using Power BI.
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VIEWING YOUR DATA ON-THE-GO

In addition to the cloud-based and desktop versions, Power BI also allows for access to your data via mobile 
devices and has apps for Windows, iOS and Android. These are enhanced for smaller displays, and even allow 
settings for favourites, achieving easier access to specific visualisations.

The apps also include mobile-specific features, such as notifications when there’s a change and annotating 
snapshots of data.

This is how our Staff Squared dashboard looks when viewed on a mobile device:

ASKING QUESTIONS OF YOUR DATA

Power BI has a fantastic feature called Natural Language Query that allows you to question your data in plain 
English and get results returned to you as a visualisation.

Each dashboard has a textbox at the top of it that you can type any question into. This is analysed for keywords in 
order to return a visual answer to your question.

However, it’s important to remember that the way your data is structured can impact the results you get. It works 
best when every table in the data corresponds to a single entity with a simple name. 

SHARING YOUR DATA 

Sharing reports and dashboards with others in your organisation is easy and can be achieved simply by entering 
their email address into the sharing settings. Any changes to shared content will automatically update across all 
users so no manual operations are needed. 

Editing reports and dashboards are kept secure by allowing shared users a read-only view; they cannot create 
reports, change reports or have access to the datasets used.

Collaboration is also possible using Office 365 groups. Teams can collaborate on dashboards and reports, and the 
datasets for these live in the group’s workspace.
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WHAT DOES IT COST?

It may seem like all of this will come with a high price 
tag. However, the desktop version is completely free. 
It’s only when you need the ‘pro’ features that you 
need to pay; and even then it’s only £7.50 per user 
per month. 

If your business decides that it needs even more 
from Power BI, there is also a ‘premium’ version that 
is quoted separately depending on the size of your 
company.

 
ARE THERE ANY DOWNSIDES TO POWER BI?

We don’t want to just tell you what’s great about this service; we want to give you a well-rounded opinion so that 
you can make the best decision for you based on as much information as possible.

We’ve spent some time with Power BI, both the desktop and online versions, and have found a few areas that 
could be improved upon.

+  The desktop software can use a lot of your machine’s hardware resources when handling large amounts of 
data. This would minimise the potential for multi-tasking whilst creating reports.

+  There are limits to how much data you can import and without the ‘premium’ version you only have 1GB of 
storage space. This means that any .pbix (Power BI desktop files) over 1GB can’t be uploaded to the cloud. 

+  The ability to query data using SQL isn’t as streamlined as the rest of the system and creating meaningful 
reports from the results was harder than using the inbuilt querying capabilities.

+  Power BI is a complex system and using it to its full capacity would require specialist training. There are, 
however, many courses available online as well as an extensive Microsoft knowledge base.

+  There are many different parts to the whole Power BI system, including the desktop software, the cloud-based 
app and the Report Server software. It’s a good idea to take some time to research which solution will work  
for you.  
NB: Whilst we haven’t explored it in detail here, a brief description of Report Server is that it allows you to 
publish your reports on-premises, with the option to move to the cloud in the future. This is included in Power 
BI Premium.

+  Sharing reports and dashboards is limited to email addresses within your domain unless the ‘premium’ version is 
used. This means anyone outside your organisation, such as accountants or contracted analysts, would not be 
able to view your reporting.

POWER BI PRO

£7.50
per user per month

Build dashboards that deliver a 
360-degree, real-time view of the 

business

Keep data up-to-date automatically, 
including on-premises sources

Collaborate on shared data

Audit and govern how data is 
accessed and used

Package content and distribute to 
users with apps

POWER BI PREMIUM

Capacity Pricing
per node per month

Share data with users inside and 
outside your organization without 

purchasing a per-user license

Allocate, control and manage your 
dedicated server capacity

Unlock higher limits for Pro users 
with datasets up to 10 GB and 
refresh up to 48 times per day

Access interactive and paginated 
reports online or use Power BI 

Server for on-premises reporting

Deploy in the geographic region of 
your choice
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CONCLUSION
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In our time spent researching and using Power BI, we’ve found Microsoft’s solution 
to be incredibly intuitive and adaptive to business needs. 

The UI is powerful yet simple and can be used by even the most inexperienced users. The advanced features mean 
that analysts can gain as much detailed information as needed and help end users succeed in making decisions 
that are based on figures and statistics.

Despite the few ‘cons’ of the system, we have found it to be a fantastic tool and would recommend that potential 
users take advantage of the 60-day free trial to fully explore the capabilities and make a decision on whether this 
software is right for your business intelligence needs.

For more information, please see www.powerbi.com. 

SIMON SWORDS 

Managing Director, Atlas Computer Systems Limited
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