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ABSTRACT & ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Abstract 

This buying guide was developed to help 
users and owners of Microsoft Dynamics 
ERP and CRM software understand their 
options for Business Intelligence (BI). After 
providing an overview of the current state 
of the BI market as it relates to Microsoft 
and the Dynamics product line, the guide 
looks at the core elements of successful BI/
data analytics solutions and strategies. Then, 
taking off from where the Dynamics products’ 
built-in reporting capabilities end, the guide 
highlights solution alternatives that are 
suitable for the Dynamics stack. The guide 
emphasizes the BI capabilities of the broader 
Microsoft stack, given the importance of the 
Microsoft server, database and BI toolsets in 
Dynamics overall. The guide also discusses 
BI best practices for specific Dynamics 
products and some of the current and 
emerging BI architectural and deployment 
options. Finally, the guide shares results of 
a Dynamics user survey on the subject of 
BI, provides a directory of BI and reporting 
vendors, and offers a folio of articles and 
information provided by sponsoring vendors.
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INTRODUCTION

Talking to organizations that have invested in 
Microsoft Dynamics CRM or ERP solutions, 
the phrase, “We want to do more. We can 
perform better.” seems to capture the 
dominant sentiment. 

An investment in a Microsoft Dynamics ERP 
or CRM solution should provide the basis for 
any modern enterprise to improve operations, 
sales, and financial management, living as 
a system of record for the management 
of customers, finances, operations, and 
the supply chain. But after the software is 
purchased (or subscribed to, as the case may 
be) and the initial implementation is paid for, 
the issue most often facing the organization is 
value. The software may be working to spec, 
employees may be using the tools, but the 
data and its potential for insight often remain 
frustratingly locked away.

Our research shows that business intelligence, 
in particular, is a capability area that remains 
top of mind for Dynamics solution owners. In 
a recent MSDynamicsWorld.com survey of 
hundreds of Dynamics ERP and CRM users, BI 
and Reporting emerged as the most important 
issue related to participants’ solutions (Figure 
1). Clearly, there is a desire for a better way to 
implement a business intelligence strategy that 
yields positive results. 

But in spite of this level of importance, 
Dynamics ERP and CRM users also say 
they are largely under-served in their BI 
and reporting needs. Just 40 percent of 
respondents in a recent MSDynamicsWorld.
com survey conducted for this report say their 
BI needs are met sufficiently or mostly (Figure 2).

And as readers will discover later in this 
report, the most common complaint voiced 
by Dynamics users is over the level of 
complexity they face today in developing 
effective reports or dashboards in their 
current enterprise architectures. 

Please rank the importance of the following issues for your organization 
as it relates to your Dynamics solution(s)

Mobile applications

Internet of Things (IoT)

Big Data

Hiring Dynamics talent

Finding consultants/partners with industry expertise

Reporting & Analytics

Integration to other systems

Business process standarization and/or re-design

Customizing the software for my needs

Managing the relationship with my Microsoft Partner

Use of latest Microsoft technology

Expanding utilization of existing software features

Expanding a solution's capabilities with more software

Demonstrating ROI to upper management

Understanding the Microsoft roadmap

Security and compliance

User adoption

Data migration

Upgrading to the latest Dynamics software

Very Important Not ImportantSomewhat Important

Figure 1 – Ranking of topics by users as it relates to their Dynamics solution(s).
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INTRODUCTION

The industry presents a best-of-times/
worst-of-times context for discussing BI 
options for Dynamics. While the overall 
trend is toward faster delivery and more self-
service capabilities with a new generation of 
analytics tools that free end users from the 
older, IT-centric approach to BI, there are still 

advantages and drawbacks to each of the 
main types of BI solutions on the market. It is 
not a one size fits all world, in any event. The 
processes, people and architecture of one 
organization will not match the next. Even 
consultants, including Dynamics partners, 
cannot realistically support everyone’s BI 
needs long term from the outside. Indeed, 
some BI vendors prefer to work directly with 
customers rather than put their solutions in 
the hands of Microsoft Dynamics resellers 
that offer varying degrees of BI interest and 
expertise. At the same time, the Microsoft 
BI stack, a natural choice for Dynamics ERP 
and CRM, continues to evolve and present an 
ever-increasing array of attractive features and 
options that can be applied to a customer’s 
solution architecture of choice.

This guide is designed to provide some 
structure to the challenge of evaluating BI 
options for Dynamics ERP and CRM solution 
owners. It explores how Microsoft BI, as well 
as third party solutions, serve the analytics and 
reporting needs of the Dynamics community. 
Starting with an overview of the state of the BI 
market, this report examines the BI capabilities 
of the broader Microsoft stack. The guide also 
discusses BI best practices for specific 

Dynamics products and some of the 
current and emerging BI architectural and 
deployment options. 

The guide then shares exclusive new results 
of a Dynamics user survey on the subject of 
BI and reporting attitudes, experiences, and 
outcomes—both from the user and consultant 
perspectives. And finally, the guide offers a 
vendor directory encompassing all BI and 
reporting firms in the Dynamics space and a 
folio of fact sheets and articles provided by 
sponsoring BI firms. 

Overall, how well is your organization 
currently meeting its reporting 

and analytics needs? 

45.9%

13.5%

2.7% Meeting all our needs

Meeting 
most needs

23.0%
Meeting 

enough needs

14.9%
Not meeting

our needs

Meeting 
some needs

Figure 2 – Survey respondents answers to “Overall, how 
well is your organization currently meeting its reporting 
and analytics needs?”
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BI AND MICROSOFT DYNAMICS: 
STATE OF THE MARKET
Dynamics customers are not alone in facing BI 
and reporting challenges. Industry analysts are 
reporting challenges and dissatisfaction with 
the dominant BI players. The Gartner Magic 
Quadrant for Business Intelligence and Analytics 
Platforms in 2015 noted, “Growing business 
user requirements for ease of use, support for 
users to conduct complex types of analysis, 
and a fast time to business benefits are not 
being well met by vendors that own the large, 
IT-centric installed base market share.”1 Boris 
Evelson of Forrester observed, “The majority of 
large organizations have either already shifted 
away from using BI as just another back-office 
process and toward competing on BI-enabled 
information or are in the process of doing so.”2

As these comments indicate, the BI challenge is 
coming at least partly from a shift in the way that 
businesses and their users actually approach 
BI. While BI has historically been a centralized, 
IT-driven back office technology, there is now 
an expectation that a much larger group of 
end users will have access to do-it-yourself 
BI on intuitive desktop, web, or mobile tools. 
The Gartner report summed up this change, 
saying, “’Business-user-driven data discovery 
capabilities’ have become a priority for BI 
vendors, they believe, but few are doing it well 
yet, the authors found.”3

Research firm Mint Jutras reported in 2015 
that ERP users (the participant pool included 
Dynamics ERP users) place a high value on 
the ability to drill-down from transactions into 
analytics, and Excel integration. Self-service 
capabilities and the use of unstructured data 
were also rated higher as priority feature sets.

The stakes are high, too. Evelson wrote in 
the same article traditional inward-facing 
metrics and optimization efforts are no longer 

enough: “Businesses can no longer compete 
just on the cost, margins, or quality of their 
products and services in an increasingly 
commoditized global economy…More and 
deeper insights will generate competitive 
advantage. Companies with richer, more 
accurate information about their customers 
and products than their competitors will gain 
substantial competitive advantage.”

1 http://www.gartner.com/technology/reprints.do?id=1-2ACLP1P&ct=150220&st=sb 
2 http://blogs.forrester.com/boris_evelson/15-03-27-the_forrester_wave_enterprise_business_intelligence_platforms_

q1_2015?cm_mmc=RSS-_-BT-_-63-_-blog_1737
3 http://www.gartner.com/technology/reprints.do?id=1-2ACLP1P&ct=150220&st=sb

All Respondents
Must Have Important Nice to Have

Ability to drill down to transaction from analytics 43% 42% 15%

Excel integration with security and audibility 44% 37% 19%

User self-service—must not require technical expertise 
or IT assistance

31% 51% 18%

Ability to incorporate unstructured data into  
decision making

26% 54% 20%

Mobile access from tablet or smart phone 31% 41% 28%

Predictive capabilities 24% 50% 27%

Data discovery tools (that can detect patterns) 23% 50% 27%

Prescriptive capabilities: guidance on what to do to 
achieve better performance

21% 51% 28%

Mobile access must be on my own chosen device 26% 39% 35%

Source: Mint Jutras 2015 Enterprise Solution Study

Figure 3 – Priorities in selecting BI and Analytics
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MICROSOFT’S ADVANCED POSITION  
IN THE BI MARKETPLACE 
One fundamental point to understand when 
contemplating BI options for Dynamics ERP 
and CRM solutions is the base products all 
come with a number of powerful analytics 
and reporting tools out of the box (OOTB). 
Microsoft is a well-regarded BI and analytics 
technology provider, ranking near the top 
of many analyst reports on the overall BI 
market. Built on the Microsoft stack, the 
Dynamics products are designed to take 
advantage of many of the reporting and 
analytics capabilities of Microsoft SQL 
Server, Microsoft Excel, and, most recently, 
Power BI and the broader Cortana Analytics 
Suite. This guide assumes that the technical 
architecture of a Dynamics solution is based 
on Microsoft Windows and SQL Server and 
that data access leverages standard Microsoft 
Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) and 
Software Development Kits (SDKs), and other 
standard communication protocols.

© 2016 Copyright GuidePoint Media LLC
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DYNAMICS OOTB BI TOOLS - GENERAL

There is variation in the specific BI tool that are 
OOTB, or native, to each Dynamics product. 
They all provide some degree of compatibility 
with the following standard BI features either 
ready to use or relatively easy to integrate into 
a working Dynamics solution:

SQL Server Relational Database – Microsoft’s 
core database management engine powers 
Dynamics ERP and CRM solutions as the 
transactional database. The latest release 
provides in-memory tables, and a range 
of other performance and high availability 
options to optimize usage for specific data 
management and application needs. The next 
release will be SQL Server 2016, which is 
expected to include a range of performance 
improvements including better in-memory 
technology, support for cloud and hybrid 
environments, BI capabilities, and mobile tools. 

• SQL Server Integration Services 
(SSIS) – a component of Microsoft SQL 
Server, provides tools for the controlled 
movement of data between systems. SSIS 
is sometimes used for data migration, 
moving data out of Dynamics ERP and into 
another database, for example. SSIS is 
also a fundamental part of the Dynamics BI 

stack – it enables data to be extracted into 
data marts and other forms where it can be 
analyzed for business insights.4

• Microsoft SQL Server Analysis 
Services (SSAS) – the analytical 
processing (OLAP), data mining and 
reporting tool in SQL Server. It enable 
analysis of data from multiple databases 
and tables. SSAS enables Microsoft to ship 
Dynamics AX with pre-built analysis cubes. 
These are collections of pre-configured 
data sets designed to offer a potential 
starting point for analyzing AX data. There 
are cubes for Accounts Payable, Accounts 
Receivable, Budget Control, Expense 
Management, General Ledger, Human 
Resources and so forth. Developers and 
database administrators with the right skills 
can build cubes based on their Dynamics 
database to suit the reporting needs based 
of an organization. Or, in the case of AX, 
they can evaluate the possibility of updating 
existing cubes.

• SQL Server Reporting Services (SSRS) 
– server-based report generation software. 
SSRS enables Dynamics users to generate 
reports from SQL Server quickly and easily.

• Power BI – web-based dashboard 
and visualization tools, available with 
Microsoft Office 365 or as a standalone 
service. Power BI enables the collection of 
multiple data sources into a single location, 
including enabling drag-and-drop creation 
of reports and dashboards. Reports contain 
charts and graphs, while dashboards allow 
for visualizations from multiple reports 
and datasets to be collected and shared. 
Importantly, IT organizations can create 
Content Packs, which are curated reports, 
dashboards, and datasets, to share with 
their users, ensuring company approved 
reports and data are used.

• Microsoft Dynamics Business Analyzer 
– a data analysis app designed for the 
tablet form factor and built to report on 
KPIS from products including (but not 
limited to) Microsoft Dynamics AX 2012 R2, 
Microsoft Dynamics GP 2013, and Microsoft 
Dynamics SL 2011 FP1. It offers a range 
of pre-configured reports and the ability for 
users to collaborate with others. It displays 
reports created with SSRS and can enforce 
SQL security.

4 https://www.directionsonmicrosoft.com/research/secured/2015/05/sql-server-2016-roadmap

© 2016 Copyright GuidePoint Media LLC
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• Management Reporter – Microsoft’s 
official financial reporting tool for Dynamics 
AX, GP and SL. It replaces the earlier 
FRx and offers improved features and its 
own data mart for use with the Dynamics 
ERP databases. Management Reporter 
includes dimension support, which means 
that account segments or dimensions 
are immediately available. Components 
include a report designer, desktop viewer, 
web viewer, SQL database stores and a 
report scheduler.

• Microsoft Excel – the spreadsheet 
and data analysis software in Microsoft 
Office, which is broadly used and generally 
considered the most basic tool available 
for building reports and charts based on 
data from information systems like ERP and 
CRM. Microsoft Dynamics solutions offer 
various Excel integration tools, allowing 
data from the system to be queried and 
transformed in Excel. The latest releases 
of some Dynamics products offer ever-
better integration with Office 365. Dynamics 
CRM 2015, for example, now allows for 
the export of tabular data on the fly to 
Excel Online, where it can be edited and 

manipulated before being applied directly 
back to the source system with no desktop 
tools needed.

• As an add-on for Excel, many of the tools 
wrapped into Power BI are also available  
to Excel users, depending on the version:

 › Excel Power Pivot – an add-in that 
extends pivot table data summarization 
and cross-tabulation capabilities with 
in-memory capabilities for significantly 
larger data sets and new features such as 
advanced calculations, and multi-source 
data import. 

 › Excel Power Query – an Excel add-in  
that simplifies data discovery, access,  
and transformation.

 › Excel Power Map – a three-dimensional 
(3D) data visualization tool that lets users 
look at information in geospatial formats. 

 › Excel Power View – an Excel 2013 add-
in that enables users to build interactive 
graphical reports and analytical views 
quickly. It can be used for building simple 
dashboards that can analyze data across 
multiple dimensions like geography, time, 
numerical ranges and more.

• Microsoft SharePoint – Microsoft’s multi-
faceted portal and collaboration platform 
(among many other functions). SharePoint 
can serve as part of the presentation layer 
of a Dynamics BI solution in a range of 
ways. And different Dynamics products 
offer varying levels of native support and 
integration with SharePoint to allow for the 
surfacing of data, reports, and analytics to 
users in different roles.

© 2016 Copyright GuidePoint Media LLC



10

2016 BI Buying Guide 

PRODUCT-SPECIFIC OOTB REPORTS AND 
REPORTING TOOLS
Dynamics products each offer different 
tools that help users build reports and share 
information beyond the basic exporting of data 
to Excel. Whether or not these tools are right 
for your users depends, of course, on many 
factors, most of which are likely unique to your 
specific organization and business needs. 

A number of basic questions can help clarify 
how well you would do with the OOTB 
reporting tools in Dynamics. For one thing, 
the current stage or maturity level of your 
Dynamics implementation cycle can tell you 
a lot about your readiness to invest time and 
resources in BI capabilities. Some Dynamics 
system managers feel pressure to fast-track 
BI in parallel with an ERP or CRM deployment 
that establishes new or updated business 
processes and other organizational changes. 
This may not be a good idea. Real BI can be 
a complex and (often) iterative journey, while 
the deployment of a properly functioning 
Dynamics solution has its own challenges. In 
cases where business processes are changing 
as part of the Dynamics solution deployment, 
attempting to gather new metrics, define 
KPIs and define report usage scenarios 
simultaneously can add risk to the overall 
initiative. The best practice recommended by 
independent implementation professionals 

is often to wait until the solution and related 
processes have stabilized and are fully in use 
before embarking on any ambitious new data 
management, reporting, or analytics projects 
that require additional investment.

Waiting to do a formal BI project doesn’t mean 
waiting to evaluate your BI needs, however. 
If you are just getting Dynamics ERP or 
CRM started for the first time or upgrading 
your solution, it is always a good idea to be 
thinking ahead to how you want to use the 
data created by Dynamics to help run the 
business better. As we will discuss later, this 
thought process will positively impact your 
organization’s ability to define requirements 
and assess the full range of BI and reporting 
tools, from OOTB to Excel to third party 
solutions to custom. 

What reports do you currently run? What 
reports were built but sit unused? What 
reports does management expect to see 
after the system is live? You can think about 
it in terms of investment at each stage of the 
solution life cycle: pre-implementation, during 
implementation, and post-implementation.

Here is a run-down on a few distinctive BI and 
reporting features in the Dynamics portfolio:

Dynamics AX 

The upcoming “new Microsoft Dynamics AX”, 
formerly known by codename “AX 7”, will 
replace the AX 2012 Role Centers with the 
new browser-based workspaces. The change 
keeps the role-centric focus while removing 
the SharePoint dependency and offering a 
more action-oriented view of the system. 
Workspaces will also allow for integration of 
charts and KPIs that align with the new AX 
architecture, including in-memory analytics 
and Power BI integration.

Role Centers in AX 2012, which are 
SharePoint-based “web parts”, provide an 
information overview of a user’s particular 
responsibilities within an organization. When 
enabled, the Role Center is the first page that 
is visible when accessing the Enterprise Portal 
in Microsoft Dynamics AX. Depending on the 
user’s role, the Role Center can show a variety 
of customizable reports in a single interface 
related to responsibilities like accounts 
payable, manufacturing, and many other areas.

© 2016 Copyright GuidePoint Media LLC
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REPORTING TOOLS
Dynamics GP
Dynamics GP has SmartLists to display 
tabular reports within the core user interface. 
GP also offers SmartList Designer, a tool 
that enables the creation of new SmartLists 
that can be tailored to the specific needs 
of your organization (like column orders, 
formatting, and report creation) into the 
underlying data of the Dynamics GP 
accounting system. 

GP Analysis Cubes – a module of GP that 
uses SSAS and OLAP to create analysis cubes 
from the core GP database that are intended 
to be evaluated with Excel PivotTables and 
Power Pivot. Financial cubes provided include 
GL, AP, AR, Receivables Aging, and Bank 
Reconciliation. Distribution cubes include 
Sales Order Processing, Purchase Order 
Processing, and Inventory.

Dynamics NAV
An add-in for ad-hoc reporting with Excel is 
available in Dynamics NAV. The Microsoft 
Dynamics NAV Excel Add-in gives users 
the ability to choose information they want 
to analyze and report from predefined lists 
in Dynamics NAV. The add-in works with the 

integrated Send to Excel function, enabling the 
user to create a format a report and then keep 
the data updated. The report can be shared, 
though the user can establish usage and 
sharing rights. Dynamics NAV also provides a 
facility for the creation of custom web services 
that can be accessed via ODATA feeds in 
Excel for analysis and reporting using either 
Pivot Tables, Power Pivot and Power Query.

NAV 2016 has introduced a Power BI 
Content Pack, which simplifies the process 
of setting up pre-built Microsoft Power BI 
dashboards that can be connected to NAV and 
automatically populated with an organization’s 
own data.

Dynamics CRM
Dynamics CRM offers users a Report Wizard, 
Dashboards, Advanced Find, and Charts. 
These features reveal something of a historical 
record of BI improvements made in updates 
of CRM over the years. In CRM 3.0, users got 
a reporting function based on SSRS. CRM 
4.0 introduced Report Wizard, which allowed 
users to build simple crosstab SSRS reports 
without having to open the Microsoft Visual 
Studio development tools. CRM 2011 provided 
Charts as an alternative way to present the 

contents of CRM views as ASP.Net charts 
instead of data grids. Dashboards allowed 
users to combine many views or charts onto 
a single page, regardless of the source entity. 
Now, Dynamics CRM 2013 and 2015 have 
introduced more default dashboard options, 
including Activity Feeds in “Social” dashboards. 

Dynamics CRM also has the capability to 
export CRM data into an Excel pivot table or 
integrate CRM Online (and Microsoft Dynamics 
Marketing) with Power BI through pre-built 
connectors. The pre-built “content pack” for 
Power BI uses the CRM Online OData feed 
to create a descriptive model, with entities 
and measures such as Accounts, Activities, 
Opportunities, Product, Leads and Users. The 
pre-built integration remains limited to a set 
of standard CRM entity types at this time, but 
is expected to expand into area like customer 
service and marketing.

© 2016 Copyright GuidePoint Media LLC
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BEYOND BASIC SCENARIOS

For organizations interested in building their 
own BI solutions, there are several ways to use 
Microsoft’s own tools to deliver better insights. 

One perspective to consider as you assess 
the range of Microsoft BI tools is your 
organization’s BI and reporting needs as a 
hierarchy. BI is inherently organizational, and 
much of the challenge involves addressing 
requirements around who wants to see what 
data, and why. A recommended practice 
by some BI experts is to work through the 
individual, team and executive BI consumption 
needs at your organization and compare what 
they all need with what you can easily do 
with OOTB tools. For example, is self-service 
important? Do you want users to have ad-
hoc reporting capabilities? Are there reporting 

“gurus” in various departments that will 
become the power users? Can you envision 
report requests growing once people become 
accustomed to the ability to get reports out of 
Dynamics? If so, who will evaluate and fulfill 
those requests?

With all these considerations in mind, you 
have to ask yourself, “Is the investment in 
building out and deploying BI based on 
Microsoft’s core database and reporting tools 
right for our needs?” 

It is important to remember that while the 
OOTB tools are included, they are not 
necessarily inexpensive. Costs of using OOTB 
tools can rise in both direct and indirect 
ways. Examples of direct costs for OOTB 
include investing in additional servers for data 
warehousing, developers, and administrators 
for SSRS (report development), SSAS (OLAP 
cube development), SSIS (integration design 
and maintenance), SharePoint, and so forth.  
All of these people and pieces of software 
come with a price tag. Indirect costs may 
include a range of issues related to increased 
project risk as well as higher levels of user 
training and additional risks to user adoption. 

Excel, Power Pivot, and Power BI
Independent BI experts often recommend 
the concept of empowering one or more 
users with tools like Excel, Power Pivot, and 
Power BI to establish an iterative approach 
to developing BI capabilities. Even when low 
cost tools like these are used simply for a pilot 
program or proof-of-concept, the resulting 
data discovery, modelling, reports, and layouts 
can prove valuable for two main reasons. First, 
such efforts serve to deliver useful reports in 
the short term. Second, the effort improves 

requirements definition, both at the data model 
and the report development levels. Enhancing 
the maturity of BI skills in the organization will 
also improve evaluation and selection of a third 
party BI solution later. 

Both Power Pivot for Excel and Power BI 
allow a knowledgeable analyst or solution 
architect to assess requirements related to 
challenging concepts like data warehousing 
and integration. The in-memory capabilities of 
these tools (along with Power Query to access 
and transform data) allow for high performance 
analysis – across tens of millions of rows of 
data (or more) - that would have required 
significantly more expensive and complex 
tools in the past, either from Microsoft or 
another vendor. Even if you are committed to 
building a dedicated data warehouse, these 
tools can serve as a prototype in the early 
stages of a project. 

Furthermore, Microsoft has stated in recent 
roadmap updates for Dynamics ERP and CRM 
products that both Power BI and Excel will be 
integral components of the BI and reporting 
strategy. A few recent examples include: 

• The Dynamics CRM 2015 R2 and 
(upcoming) CRM 2016 releases have 
introduced the ability to export, analyze, 

© 2016 Copyright GuidePoint Media LLC
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BEYOND BASIC SCENARIOS

and update CRM data from Excel Online 
without ever opening a spreadsheet locally. 
These capabilities are improving with pre-built 
Excel report templates for specific scenarios.

• Power BI offers prebuilt dashboard templates 
for Dynamics NAV 2016, Dynamics CRM 
Online, and Microsoft Dynamics Marketing. 
These templates use application data (based 
on access right) without the need to access 
the application directly. 

• Dynamics products are increasingly 
supporting the inclusion of chart elements 
from Power BI in their native application 
interfaces. For example, Dynamics AX 7 
will support the display of Power BI tiles 
taken from existing Power BI dashboards. 
Dynamics GP and NAV are expected to 
make similar advances in upcoming releases.

Even without a data warehouse or Power BI 
online, Excel can be used to build and share 
dashboard style reports that provide access 
to a broad range of data sources, including 
all Dynamics ERP and CRM solutions. Due 
to the highly normalized design of ERP and 
CRM databases, direct queries can be difficult 
to build correctly. Various books, blogs, and 
videos can provide the basis for building 
certain dashboards. Power Query, Power 

Pivot, and Power View for Excel can improve 
significantly the ability to gather, clean, analyze, 
and visualize ERP or CRM data, usually 
without any significant added costs. 

However, using Excel-based tools can also 
serve to highlight the pain points in not using 
a cohesive system. There are several reasons 
why Excel dashboards alone may not serve an 
organization’s complete needs:

• Authentication – Fully-defined security 
and permissions in a Microsoft technology 
environment are typically managed via 
Active Directory (AD), and a broad BI and 
reporting strategy may not be able to 
accommodate the unstructured nature of 
distributing and running reports via Excel.

• Database connections – Complexity and 
performance can be issues. There is always 
a risk to running too many reports against the 
production business applications like ERP 
or CRM. Some queries require joining data 
from many tables, which can slow down the 
database performance, impacting all users of 
the system. Such risks can be mitigated by 
using supported methods like web services, 
database mirroring, and failover servers 
rather than direct database connections. 

• Scalability – Building and distributing 
dashboards built in Excel may work 
well when few people are building 
and distributing the reports, but larger 
initiatives may become difficult to manage 
if reports must reach many people across 
departments or divisions. SharePoint can be 
a helpful addition to Excel reports, but it is a 
complex product on its own, adding a layer 
of configuration and management. 

Building a Data Warehouse
Building a data warehouse, whether on your 
own or through the tools provided by a BI 
software vendor, is considered one of the 
cornerstones of a traditional BI solution. It 
presents the opportunity to make BI and 
analytics a competency that can span the 
broadest possible range of departments 
and roles across an organization. A data 
warehouse liberates siloed data for use by 
information workers in their daily activities. 
It also offers distinct tactical advantages 
for owners of CRM and ERP systems over 
the long term by reducing costs for future 
upgrades of source systems that no longer 
require expensive data migration efforts.
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The design and building of a data warehouse 
can be done with SQL Server Integration 
Services and SQL Server Analysis Services. 
If your Dynamics solution comes with pre-
built cubes (Dynamics AX 2012 R3 has 
approximately 20 of them, but future releases 
will move away from cubes to in-memory 
data stores), then they may offer a starting 
point that can be modified (though this claim 
is intensely debated), or serve as an example 
when designing new cubes. A data warehouse 
can be designed either from scratch—if you 
have access to the right experts—or with a 
data warehouse automation solution from a  
BI vendor. 

The design and build process for a data 
warehouse is beyond the scope of this report. 
The level of effort and scale of the investment 
can vary widely based on factors like the 
number and type of source systems, the 
business requirements, and the integration 
requirements. Mappings, cleanup rules, and 
structure of the warehouse must be defined 
and developed, and changes must be tracked 
and deployed in a controlled way. 

Independent BI experts advise exercising 
caution when attempting to task internal 
employees with building a data warehouse 

from scratch unless the team already 
possesses the specialized skills and will be 
allocating sufficient time over the long term. 
More often, if an organization wants to have 
a data warehouse built, bringing in specialists 
can save time and money, while also offering 
the best chances of successfully completing 
the project.
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We are well into a generation of third party BI 
and reporting tools that have been built and 
marketed specifically to Dynamics ERP and 
CRM customers as part of what is sometimes 
referred to as the third wave or third generation 
of modern BI. 

The focus, as competitive vendors are eager 
to explain, is on delivering solutions in a single 
architecture that captures all data sources—
both structured and unstructured—and 
manages all aspects of the deployment, from 
the initial data integration to the rendering 
on end user devices, from laptop to tablet to 
smartphone to wearables. And the products 
are designed to be accessible to a broad 
range of businesses, not just larger enterprises.

Vendors recognize that analytical outcomes, 
not the “plumbing,” hold the value. They also 
realize that time to value is a key metric when 
judging the success of an investment in BI. 
Years of failed BI implementations that litter 
the IT landscape drive vendors to demonstrate 
that spending on BI software today, even if it 
appears at first glance to be more expensive 
than a bespoke solution, gains its value in 
lower risk and simpler deployment. 

So, are the latest BI solutions, with simplified 
setup and ready-to-use management, 

automatically a better option than the OOTB 
features in Dynamics or simpler solutions? The 
answer is “maybe.” Yes, the built-in reporting 
and BI features available in Dynamics products 
are more limited functionally, architecturally, 
and administratively than what is available 
through third parties. And it is true that Excel 
and Power BI remain a unique challenge to 
deploy according to broad governance and 
accessibility requirements. However, and this 
is an important point to contemplate, out of 
the box Microsoft tools are not necessarily less 
capable than third party BI tools. How your 
organization approaches its BI requirements, 
how it chooses to invest, and how it defines 
its expectations of measurable outcomes, can 
have a greater impact on the way BI works 
your business than the tools you use, per se.

Advantages of Third Party  
BI Tools
Assuming that your organization is observing 
best practices for BI, the following are 
some of the advantages of the third part 
tools, according to industry experts. In each 
case, the capability described is also usually 
available OOTB (or with the use of OOTB tools) 
in Dynamics, but third party tools are typically 

easier to implement and manage and often 
have a deeper feature set out of the box:

• Data warehousing capabilities – A data 
warehouse pulls together data from multiple 
sources to facilitate analytics and reporting. 
Dynamics data might just be one of several 
source systems that become input into a 
data warehouse. Some organizations may 
conclude that the cost and effort required 
to design, implement, and maintain a data 
warehouse based on native tools like SSIS 
and SQL Server relational data stores is 
too great. Others, especially those with 
fewer and smaller systems like Dynamics 
GP or NAV, may find that paying an expert 
or third party BI solution vendor to build out 
a data warehouse with custom cubes is a 
worthwhile investment.  
Some third party BI tools streamline the 
creation and updating of a data warehouse. 
Pre-defined cubes and so-called “data 
warehouse automation” tools shorten 
the time to create a data warehouse via 
tools like connectors to import highly-
normalized ERP and CRM data from 
specific systems. They may also offer other 
efficiency and management tools that allow 
business analysts to responsibly maintain 
a warehouse (under normal operating 
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scenarios) with little to no developer know-
how required. In the Dynamics space, BI 
vendors may compete on a range of factors 
including overall speed, pre-built industry-
specific cubes, pre-built integrations, and 
global or multi-source scenarios. 

• More easily improve data quality – 
Business intelligence is only as good as 
the data it analyzes and reports on. For 
example, if a salesperson is listed in CRM 
as both John Smith and in ERP as John E. 
Smith, and the analytics tool treats him as 
two individuals, then it will create a flawed 
report on his sales performance. Some third 
party BI tools for Dynamics have algorithms 
that detect these kinds of data quality issues 
and offer wizards to correct them or even 
automate data quality management. Even 
for BI products that don’t explicitly offer data 
quality features, vendors may be able to 
suggest best practices for use of front end 
tools to build reports or dashboards that 
measure data integrity and quality. 

• Improve data visualization – Many third 
party BI solutions offer sophisticated data 
visualization capabilities that have been 
designed to work in combination with data 
extracted from your ERP or CRM systems. 

Features of these tools include advanced 
dashboards with a range of chart types, lots 
of filters and slicers, drilldown capabilities 
and customizable styling and graphics 
for different user roles. If one goal of a BI 
initiative is to put many people in charge 
of the development of dashboards or other 
report, a more user friendly front end tool 
with intuitive access to source data may 
improve adoption.

• Simplifying distribution – When reporting 
is done in an ad hoc manner, distribution 
of BI can become challenging as it scales 
to more users or teams. Reports must be 
trusted at every level of the organization in 
areas like critical financial and operational 
data. BI and reporting solutions use a variety 
of approaches to managing access control 
and distribution of reports and dashboards 
that might otherwise be expensive and 
challenging to build and manage.

• Gaining insights that drive action 
in Dynamics – Analysis is the part of a 
workflow that includes discovering insights 
and then taking actions and updating 
systems of record like Dynamics to reflect 
those insights. For example, if John Smith 
is identified as being a high-performing 

salesman through analytics, the BI workflow 
ought to help sales managers act on that 
finding by assigning the most critical new 
opportunity to John Smith in Dynamics 
CRM. Third party BI tools should streamline 
the effort to put actionable intelligence in 
the hands of individuals and managers to 
make decisions that will improve business 
outcomes, whether it is in sales, marketing, 
finance, inventory management, customer 
service, or other areas.

Other examples of potential BI solutions’ 
improvements over OOTB include:

• Performance – the ability to perform 
analytics on large data sets more quickly 
and with more efficient use of IT resources.

• Flexibility – the ability to change reporting 
and analytics parameters, integrate multiple 
data sets and so forth.

• Simpler licensing – giving IT managers 
a software licensing program and cost 
structure that is easier to understand, 
calculate, and predict.
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• Smoother BI and reporting upgrades –  

a streamlined upgrade path, with fewer 
dependencies than might be involved  
when using the Microsoft stack directly.

• Clearer implementation steps –  
an easier path for BI staffers to follow  
in implementing and maintaining the  
BI solution.

• Tools that aid in related tasks like data 
migration and auditing.

Keeping Costs in View
The cost of a third party solution is, of course, 
quite relevant to business managers and 
IT managers who are considering their BI 
solution options. It is a tricky topic, though, 
with some realities harder to see than others. 
For instance, while third party tools always 
have a licensing cost and many of the OOTB 
tools are included for “free,” this does not 
mean that third party tools are always a more 
expensive option. There are cost areas where 
third party tools can bring parity with OOTB 
under real life circumstances:

• Licensing – With the Microsoft stack,  
it is essential to understand potential 
licensing dependencies that can drive  

up costs unexpectedly. For example, using 
SharePoint for a BI portal may necessitate 
acquiring a separate SQL Server license. 
Everyone’s licensing situation is going to 
be different but it’s useful to keep this cost 
factor in sight.

• Setup – The cost of setting up a free or 
seemingly low-cost tool can be surprisingly 
high, perhaps higher than setting up a third 
party tool that is more expensive in licensing 
terms. Often the hidden cost in such 
situations is due to tasking employees with 
other full time responsibilities with completing 
a project that exceeds their skills and 
availability. The lost time when a reporting 
effort stalls out can result in delays, rework, 
and sometimes the hiring of third party 
experts in the end to see the job through. 
Implementation, including required skills, 
integration and hardware must be scoped 
and budgeted carefully before you can make 
a clear cost comparison between OOTB 
Dynamics reporting and third-party tools.

• Maintenance – The ongoing cost of 
keeping a BI solution going needs to 
be figured into the third party BI buying 
decision. Most third party tools come with 
maintenance plan arrangements that may 

account for things like bug fixes and new 
releases of the software within certain 
time frames. Access to the latest releases 
of the BI tools may also help improve an 
organization’s ability to upgrade its core 
Dynamics as well, but such agreements will 
vary and must be assessed on a case by 
case basis. 

• Labor – Over and above those hard dollar 
costs, however, are the staffing expenses. 
How many full-time employees (FTEs) will 
it take to maintain the BI solution? If it 
takes 1/10 FTE to manage BI Solution A vs. 
1/5 FTE for System B, that can amount to 
thousands of dollars a year in extra expense. 
You have to know the fully-loaded cost of an 
FTE in your organization. 
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In developing this report, MSDynamicsWorld.
com surveyed its readers to measure the latest 
views on BI and reporting in the Dynamics 
ERP and CRM ecosystem. The survey focused 
on both users and professionals (consultants 
and those working for Microsoft partner 
organizations). 176 qualifying participants 
completed the survey.

Of the customers completing the survey, 
some reported using both Dynamics CRM 
and an ERP. Of the 22% who reported using 
Dynamics CRM in Figure 5, 39% of those also 
reported working with either AX, GP, or NAV.

 

Customer Sentiment
Dynamics customers are nowhere near fully 
satisfied with their current BI capabilities. 
Only about 40 percent say they are meeting 

“enough,” “most” or “all” of their needs. 

MSDW BI & Reporting 
Survey Participants, 2015
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PARTICIPANTS,
BY PRODUCT
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Survey participants were asked 
to identi which Dynamics 

product they use.

Overall, how well is your organization 
currently meeting its reporting 

and analytics needs? 

45.9%

13.5%

2.7% Meeting all our needs

Meeting 
most needs

23.0%
Meeting 

enough needs

14.9%
Not meeting

our needs

Meeting 
some needs

Figure 4 – Profiles of MSDW BI and Reporting Survey.

Figure 5 – Customer participants, by product Figure 6 – Responses to the question “Overall, how well 
is your organization currently meeting its reporting and 
analytics needs?”
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The most common complaint offered by 
participants was complexity of developing 
reports or dashboards that successfully 
brought together data from disparate  
cloud systems. 

Figure 7 shows answers to the question,  
“Do users in your organization have the tools 
needed to run reports and analyze data?” 
What’s striking is that only 19% of participants 
indicate reporting and analysis being carried 
out in a wide portion of the organization. The 
other 81% have more limited use. 

Only one third of Dynamics users reported 
that their teams are empowered to develop 
or request the reports they needed. The 
most prevalent comment was that they 
needed to go through IT or a third party 
service provider due to the complexity  
of the report building technology.

Figure 8 – Responses to the question, “Do 
teams or departments feel empowered to 
develop or request the reports they need? 

We also asked users about their teams’  
skills with standard Microsoft database  
and reporting technology.

Do users in your organization have
the tools needed to run reports

and analyze data?

17.6%

1.4% Reporting & analytics is universal

Nearly
everyone who

needs it

39.2%
Only in some
departments

None

4.1%

37.8%
Only a few

17.6
%

Not Sure
 33.8%

 Yes

48.6%
 N

o

17.77

Not Sure
8%

e

4

DEVELOP
OR REQUEST 

REPORTS

Do teams or departments feel 
empowered to develop or request 

the reports they need? 

Figure 7 – Responses to question, “Do users in your 
organization have the tools needed to run reports and 
analyze data?”

Figure 8 – Responses to question, “Do teams or 
departments feel empowered to develop or request  
the reports they need?”
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Respondents identified SSRS as the tool 
they had the most skills and Power BI as the 
product with which they had the least skills. 
Participants noted a range of current situations 
in their comments. Some are already using 

third party BI tools to leverage SSIS and SSAS, 
while others report starting an investigation of 
Power BI, while others expressed frustration 
at the difficulty of finding outside experts to 
provide skills in these tools.

Given the very recent release of Power BI and 
its focus on accessibility and user-friendly 

report building that closely resembles Excel, 
its ratings could likely change in the future. 
Currently, only 13.5% report using Power 
BI, while nearly 45% report that they are 
investigating it or plan to in the future.

Does your organization use
Microso� Power BI as part of its

BI and Reporting strategy related
to Dynamics ERP or CRM?

36.5%
No

33.8%
We’re

investigating it

13.5%
Yes

10.8%
5.4%

Maybe in 
the future

Not sure

How well can Power BI meet the 
BI and Reporting needs of your 

Dynamics ERP/CRM clients?

19.1%
Valuable to

individuals and
larger teams

22.1%
Valuable to
individuals

but not larger
teams

29.4%
Valuable as a

key component of
 BI & reporting strategy

29.4%
Still too limited

Figure 10 – Responses to question, “Does your 
organization use Microsoft Power BI as part of its BI and 
reporting strategy related to Dynamics ERP or CRM?”

Figure 11 – Responses to question, “How well can Power 
BI meet the BI and reporting needs of your Dynamics 
ERP/CRM clients?”
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SQL Server Reporting Services (SSAS)

Power BI

Strong
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Some
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Few
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No
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Don’t
Know

SQL Server Integration Services (SSIS)

Please indicate your organization's
level of skill with the following

Microso� technologies as it relates to
reporting on your ERP or CRM system

Figure 9 – Organizational Skill Levels with Microsoft 
Reporting Technology
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Meanwhile, 70% of partners indicated that 
they believe Power BI can play a role for their 
Dynamics clients, either for individuals and/ 
or teams. 

Figure 11 – Responses to question, “How well 
can Power BI meet the BI and reporting needs 
of your Dynamics ERP/CRM clients?”

The Mint Jutras ERP survey referenced earlier 
in the report found a range of top priorities 
related to BI for ERP users. We replicated a 
similar question of participants and found at 

least six factors that could be considered top 
priorities for Dynamics users.

We added data warehouse automation, 
which rose to fourth most popular. A notable 
difference was the relatively lower popularity 
of mobile access among Dynamics users, who 
rated it largely as nice to have (55%) versus 
the Mint Jutras survey. Predictive capabilities 
and data discovery ranked higher.

Nearly half of the participants reported already 
using a third party BI or reporting solution. 
(See Figure 12)

BI & Reporting Priority Must Have Important Nice to Have 
Not 

Applicable

Excel integration with security and auditability 44% 41% 15% 0%

Ability to drill down to transactions from analytics 43% 42% 15% 0%

User self-service - no technical expertise or IT 
involvement

27% 48% 19% 5%

Data warehouse automation 26% 42% 18% 14%

Predictive capabilities 22% 40% 37% 1%

Incorporate unstructured data into decision-
making

19% 36% 35% 10%

Data discovery tools (that can detect patterns) 18% 29% 42% 11%

Prescriptive capabilities (guidance on what to do 
to achieve better performance)

13% 46% 36% 6%

Mobile access 10% 29% 55% 7%

Pre-built OLAP cubes for your industry 10% 36% 38% 17%

Bring your own devices (BYOD) mobile access 4% 25% 55% 15%

Table 1 – Factors that could be considered top BI and Reporting priorities for Dynamics users.

5%
 47%

 N
o

Not sure

48%
 Yes

o

4

INVESTED IN
THIRD PARTY
SOFTWARE

Has your organization invested 
in third party BI and Reporting 

so
ware to use with Dynamics? 

Figure 12 – Responses to question, “Has your 
organization invested in third party BI and reporting 
software to use with Dynamics?”
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For those who purchased BI and reporting 
solutions for Dynamics, the majority did so 
after purchasing the Dynamics solution.

Figures 14 through 16 reveal more ways 
Dynamics users who have invested in BI and 
reporting solutions characterize their solutions.

60%
Purchased a�er

ERP or CRM

14.3%
Purchased before

ERP or CRM

14.3%
Don’t know

11.4%
Purchased at

the same time
 as ERP 

     or CRM

Please describe the timing of your 
purchase of BI or Reporting so�ware 

8.8%

Total success 2.9% Unsuccessful

55.9%

M
ore than 50% successful

32.4%

Less than 50%
 successful

5

9%%

su

3Less than50%
successfuffl

OVERALL
SUCCESS OF
INVESTMENT

Please rate the overall success of your
organization's BI and Reporting 

investment related to your 
Dynamics solution 

20
.6%

No
t sure

 52.9% No

26.5% Yes

Did your organization have a data 
governance plan before implementing 

your BI & Reporting solution? 

No
t sure

52 9

5

DATA
GOVERNANCE

PLAN

Figure 13 – The timing of purchase of BI  
or Reporting software.

Figure 14 – Rating the overall success of your 
organization’s BI and Reporting investment related  
to your Dynamics solution.

Figure 15 – Responses to question, “Did your 
organization have a data governance plan before 
implementing your BI & reporting solution?”
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Partners also provided insight into 
their involvement in BI and reporting 
implementation projects. Our data, from about 
125 partner participants, shows that customers 
will have a wide range of experiences with 
Dynamics partners when it comes to planning, 
buying or deploying BI and reporting solutions. 

This finding is consistent with the frequent off-
the-record comments of BI vendor executives 
who value good partners but often prefer to 
manage their clients’ deployments to reduce 
risk and variability.

44%
Partially

Identified

17.6%
Yes

35.3%
No

2.9% Not sure

Did your organization identi� 
specific KPIs and/or dashboards 

before implementing your 
BI and Reporting solution? 

11.8%
Poor advice

23.5%
N

ot sure

26.5%Good advice

38.2%
No Guidance

1
Poor advice

3

6 %
38NoGuidanceBI & REPORTING 

GUIDANCE

How well has your 
Microso� Dynamics partner advised 

you on BI and Reporting?

12%
More

than 75%

13.3%
Between
50%–75% 42.7%

Less than 25%

32%
Between
25%–50%

Approximately what percentage 
of your Dynamics ERP or CRM clients 

have invested in additional 
BI and Reporting so�ware? 

Figure 16 – Responses to question, “Did your 
organization identify specific KPIs and/or dashboards 
before implementing your BI and reporting solution?”

Figure 17 – Responses to question, “How well has your 
Microsoft Dynamics partner advised you on BI and 
reporting?”

Figure 18 – Responses to question, “Approximately what 
percentage of your Dynamics ERP or CRM clients have 
invested in additional BI and reporting software?”
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Partners had a range of comments regarding 
the value realized from BI investments 
made by their clients, mostly reflecting the 
approximately 55% of solutions that they say 
deliver less than half of the intended value. 
Here’s a sampling: 

“Their requirements are usually unclear so 
the solution cannot be implemented. The 
cost-benefit of third party solutions is not 
as expected for the customer. Third party 
solutions are still “boxes” that [do not] 
generate the info our customers require in 
the way they need it.”

“The problem is in operative reports. We 
create the operative reports for our 
customers, but we require a lot effort to get 
them. I would like a simple solution to modify 
or replace the Report Writer reports”

“This is like any other additional initiative 
involving the original effort in ERP - 
championed by a few who either get pressed 
for time or lose interest when as the project 
rolls on and out.”

“Technically complicated, bigger investment 
than expected”

“They do not want to invest more money for  
the labor”

9.3%
Between
50%–75%

9.3% 
More

than 75%

57.3%
Less than 25%24%

Between
25%–50%

What percentage of your Dynamics
clients have invested in building their
own BI and Reporting solution using

Microso� technology?

19.7%
More

than 75%

23.9%
Between
50%–75%

29.6%
Less than 25%

26.8%
Between
25%–50%

Of your Dynamics clients that have
invested in BI and Reporting,

what percentage have successfully
deployed a solution that delivers

the intended value?

Figure 19 – Responses to question, “What percentage of 
your Dynamics clients have invested in building their own 
BI and reporting solution using Microsoft technology?”

Figure 20 – Responses to question, “Of your Dynamics 
clients that have invested in BI and reporting, what 
percentage have successfully deployed a solution that 
delivers the intended value?”

© 2016 Copyright GuidePoint Media LLC



25

2016 BI Buying Guide 

SURVEY: BI IMPORTANCE TO MSDW READERS

BI and the Cloud
Cloud computing continues to present many 
exciting innovations in the BI space, with an 
increasing array of options for storing and 
analyzing broadly distributed data sets without 
investing in infrastructure or even software. 
New services based in the cloud will continue 
to expand the possibilities for managing BI, 
ranging from infrastructure, to platform, to full-
fledged software as a service. 

For example, Microsoft has recently introduced 
(currently in preview) new Azure-based SQL 
Data Warehouse, which it characterizes as 
a “warehouse-as-a-service”. This will surely 
become appealing to many Dynamics system 
owners over time as the offering matures and 
service providers create value-added offerings 
on top of the technology.

And SQL Server 2016 introduces new hybrid 
cloud capabilities for data access and 
management. Stretch Database is a new data 
management technology that will dynamically 
stretch an on-premises SQL Server database 
to Azure SQL Database. Research firm 
Directions on Microsoft advises that this 
technology “could reduce on-premises costs 
and increase performance by retaining current 
(hot) data on-premises for fast access and 

storing historical (cold) data on less expensive, 
more scalable database storage in Azure.” 
Stretching to other SQL Server databases in 
Azure VMs and on-premises is expected in the 
future and could play a role in data warehouse 
implementations for cold storage. 

Evaluating the cloud as an option for BI should 
involve the same in-depth thought process 
outlined elsewhere in this guide, with a few 
extra issues to consider:

 - Where are the Dynamics systems that feed 
into the cloud-based BI? If you are already 
running Dynamics on a single cloud platform, 
your situation could be simpler than if you 
have a hybrid on-premise/cloud setup.

 - Running on-premise BI for Dynamics in the 
cloud – Again, you have to think through the 
integration issues. 

 - Security – This may or may not be an issue, 
but certainly with any personally identifying 
information, cloud security needs to be 
reviewed carefully.

 - Licensing – Cloud BI vendors have licensing 
requirements just like Microsoft does. When 
you contemplate cloud-based BI, you have 
to under the licensing implications, including 
potential growth in the user base.

Evaluation Criteria for Selecting  
a Dynamics BI Solution
We recommend evaluating Dynamics BI 
solutions on multiple fronts. The innate quality 
of the software itself is of course paramount. 
However, many other factors should be taken 
into consideration, both in terms of your 
organization’s needs and its ability to define its 
requirements. These include:

• Services – What kind of services does the 
vendor provide? Do they offer guidance 
on defining a solution roadmap and 
implementation methodology that aligns 
with your organization’s needs? Can they 
offer ongoing support of customized 
solutions? Can they support an iterative 
approach that starts with small, manageable 
steps that grow as BI practices and mindset 
improves within your organization? 

• Partner and ISV relationships – What 
is the ISV’s status as a Microsoft Dynamics 
partner? Do they have other implementation 
partners to help you get your solution up 
and running?

© 2016 Copyright GuidePoint Media LLC



26

2016 BI Buying Guide 

SURVEY: BI IMPORTANCE TO MSDW READERS

• Calculating ROI – What is the return on 
investment (ROI) of the solution? Can the 
vendor help you figure that out? It’s helpful 
to look at subjective ROI elements, such as 
time-to-market, faster decision making and 
so forth.

• Identify added-value – Where does the 
vendor add value? For example, can they 
help with data integrity and accuracy? Will 
the new software allow for the rapid creation 
of high value reports? Such questions 
deserve a careful investigation and clear 
specific answer before committing to a 
major decision?

• Customer references – How are their 
references? It’s important to see specific 
companies that are similar yours that have 
similar Dynamics implementations and 
have successfully deployed the vendor’s 
BI technology. Look specifically for 
implementation approach, project outcome/ 
How successful was the project? How 
much of that success is attributable to the 
ISV and/or VAR? And how did the solution 
perform over the longer term?

• Think reporting first, but be ready to 
break free of legacy reports – Reporting 
is the overall goal of BI, but your business 
can benefit from thinking beyond the 
standard legacy reports that you have 
always run. For example, you may always 
run a returned merchandise report. With 
the right BI tool, you can take the returned 
merchandise report further. You could pose 
hypothetical questions, such as “are returns 
greater when looked at by client, by industry, 
by geography, etc.?” 
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HILLSTAR BI DERIVES VALUE FROM YOUR 
DYNAMICS INVESTMENT
When it comes to the topic of business 
intelligence, there’s a lot of terminology out 
there. However, when it comes to framing 
the real value desired from your company’s 
data, the best assessments focus on three 
perspectives of business intelligence that are 
always employed.

Past
Reactive reporting, which takes place across 
most companies, is like looking in the rearview 
mirror at what already took place.

Present
This is where you find key performance 
indicators (KPI’s), as well as streaming 
analytics for as-of-now insights.

Future
With the future perspective we find predictive 
analytics, where a company wants to get out 
in front of specific business scenarios.

A Path To Informed Decisions 
This approach of past, present, and future can 
be applied across your entire organization, 
no matter your current solution footprint. It 
allows you to easily categorize your questions 
and desired business outcomes in relation 
to both your organization’s data, BI maturity, 
and, ultimately, the ability to make informed 
decisions.

With a well planned and intelligently designed 
reporting and analytics solution you will have 
valuable insights that will jump-start your 
business intelligence journey. Across region, 
country and legal entity – all with a single view 
of the entire organization. Multiple functional 
business areas and roles are supported and 

because of our expert knowledge, easily 
extendable to complete your needs. Our 
strategy brings the best of technology with 
domain knowledge. This allows your business 
to derive new questions and insights from your 
Dynamics ERP investments.

People First
At Hillstar BI, we promote a value-driven 
business intelligence strategy, putting the 
people that make up your company front and 
center. Having a people-first mindset allows 
you to move away from traditional technical 
talk and move toward the real value desired 
from business intelligence activities. This 
approach allows for the internal and external 
resources to align with your business users, 
which leads to higher adoption rates since you 
engage with your business users at the onset 
of the targeted sprint of deliverables.
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Process Second
Having established your questions, the 
focus moves into the process of business 
dimensional modeling. This concept is where 
your key semantics are mapped from the 
questions. These dimensional models become 
the map for your project that will deliver value 
through the marriage of the business and 
technical, as well as the semantic and data. 
Our approach to business intelligence at 
Hillstar allows for even higher adoption rates 
within your organization when employing  
this approach.

Data Third
Once you understand the targeted questions 
and model them with your company’s 
semantics, your focus should move to the data. 
This is where the bridge between the worlds of 
business and technology first meet, and where 
you start to see the need to add external data, 
or look across multiple systems-of-record to 
complete what the dimensional model calls 
for. The concept of the data warehouse then 
comes into scope. Having a place for the 
dimensional models to reside and generate the 
semantic layer is critical for being able to cross 
multiple points of data.

Technology Last
Now that you have established correct focus 
around people, process, and data, you are 
ready to focus on technology for delivery. This 
is where; all to often, business intelligence 
vendors focus their time and efforts on product 
and feature. With the value-driven strategy, BI 
is not something you can purchase. It is an on-
going effort that is iterative and collaborative 
between your business users, technical users 
and trusted business intelligence partner.

Sales
The sales module within our business 
intelligence solution provides insights across 
sales and marketing. This allows sales 
managers and customer service personnel 
to derive insights for customers, products, 
revenue, and more.

Finance
The finance module includes quick insights 
on trends in accounting and more from your 
Microsoft Dynamics investments for CFOs, 
Controllers, and the rest of your finance team.

Supply Chain
Empower your operations team to make just-
in-time positive business decisions, including 
effective capacity planning and insights that 
are critical to reduce liability and increase 
positive inventory outcomes.

The Right Tools
Hillstar helps customers reach intelligent 
action by focusing on the use of the right 
tools to boost contextual awareness across 
present and future perspectives of your data. 
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Besides the trusted and familiar capabilities 
of Microsoft Office, we go beyond traditional 
business intelligence concepts via our use 
of Microsoft Cortana Analytics Suite. From 
streaming analytics from your manufacturing 
or retail processes, through predictive models 
that helps you stay out in front of customers, 
problems and more, Cortana Analytics 
allows for next level insights to exist for your 
company’s needs.

Smart Data Management
The first step to great insights is a great 
structure. With our solution, you do not extract 
data from the Microsoft Dynamics NAV or AX 
database. Instead, we put data into a clear and 
logical ordered structure. We can do this with 

other data sources such as CRM, production, 
and retail systems.

We store that data in a Data Warehouse. This 
is an essential step in your change to make 
better decisions. Because the Data Warehouse 
is based on Microsoft SQL Server technology, 
the solution seamlessly integrates with other 
Microsoft products. With that firm foundation, 
you are able to report on and analyze data 
quickly and easily.

That’s what it is all about. You can derive the 
needed answers that have been locked away 
in your data across the entire organization, 
thus allowing you to go from data to decision 
and decision to action. We are specialized 
in delivering the value from your data that 
you’ve struggled to achieve. With our expert 
knowledge of the Microsoft and MicroStrategy 
stacks we take the pain out of the process so 
you can get the value that you deserve.

About Hillstar
At Hillstar, our approach to BI and Analytics 
means you get to the value and your data fast 
and often.

Through our value-driven strategy, people and 
data are always front and center. By blending 

this strategy with our knowledge and data 
warehouse automation, we are able to jump-
start you to a BI journey that is as flexible and 
dynamic as your business needs.

Through our strong partnerships with 
companies like, Microsoft, Microstrategy, and 
BI4Dynamics, we ensure the right tool for the 
job is always selected when crafting your story 
of value. Learn more at http://hillstarbi.com.

“Hillstar’s Business Intelligence 
strategy delivers on the promise 
of value. Their approach focuses 
on always putting people first. 
This establishes a foundation for 
long term value that can be built 
upon for our future needs as they 
are discovered.” 
Andy Laurance, Director of IT 
Atlanco
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DEFACTO BRINGS BUSINESS PLANNING 
INTO THE FUTURE 
Businesses looking to achieve high 
performance need to make better and faster 
forward-thinking decisions based on a broad 
range of internal and external factors that 
uniquely influence their particular business. 

In most companies, business managers make 
a lot of important choices every day, many 
of which dramatically impact the overall 
performance of their company. The problem 
is that it is not always obvious which of the 
choices are more critical than others—or what 
is the best or most precise decision. 

To make the best decisions, each manager 
needs to have the most accurate, current, 
and fully synchronized perspective of the 
past, present, and future of their business, 
when they need it, based on a single point of 
reference that intrinsically reflects the operating 
considerations of their specific business. 

By providing these capabilities, deFacto  
puts the power of intelligent and timely 
decision making, planning, and execution 

at the fingertips of any business manager. 
The platform was designed based on the 
belief that the most effective approach to 
business planning gives managers throughout 
an organization the ability to make everyday 
decisions and strategic plans that maximize 
the financial and operation benefits for the 
overall organization. 

Bringing Modeling to Bear
deFacto has advanced the art of business 
planning by pioneering new methods of 
business modeling and simulation. Just 
as computer modeling, simulation, and 
predictive analytics have been used to solve 
mankind’s most challenging forecasting 
problems in areas like weather, econometrics, 
and financial engineering, deFacto has 
harnessed and packaged this same capability 
to enable business managers to quickly and 
easily solve the most challenging forecasting 
and planning problems. 

Using deFacto’s Business Modeler, line-of-
business managers can develop a model 
of their business, then use driver-based 
tools—including what-if analysis, scenarios 
assessment, budgeting, and forecasting—
to evaluate the financial and operational 

impact of any set of business decisions or 
strategy, set goals, execute, and manage 
their performance. Any business manager can 
build, deploy, and manage a deFacto model 
for any aspect of their business. This model is 
structured and designed using business rules 
that specifically reflect a business. 

Because of the driver-based nature of 
deFacto models, financial and operational 
forecasting can be refined and enhanced by 

“feeding” the outcomes of predictive analytic 
engines to deFacto, which acts as drivers of 
the business-specific forecasting model. Up 
to now, the promise of predictive analytics 
has been limited by the complexity of the 
technology and the limited ability to integrate 
the capability into the everyday business 
practices of business managers—the “last 
mile” of the predictive process. deFacto has 
solved these problems so that the combination 
of deFacto and predictive analytics not only 
yields the most accurate forecast possible, but 
gives the predictive analytics engines a much 
needed interface for business users. 

Any business manager can build, 
deploy, and manage a deFacto 
model for any aspect of their 
business.

© 2016 Copyright GuidePoint Media LLC



32

2016 BI Buying Guide 

DEFACTO BRINGS BUSINESS PLANNING 
INTO THE FUTURE 
In addition, deFacto works with any business 
intelligence (BI) tools. BI’s powerful data 
visualization and analysis tools can also be 
used in conjunction with deFacto to help 
deliver the deFacto’s capabilities directly to 
business users via computers, tablets, or 
mobile applications. 

Business users also can publish or acquire 
models in the deFacto Marketplace. Like the 
PC and smartphone, the deFacto system is 
comprised of a base platform and a multitude 
of applications that run on the platform. Just 
like downloadable PC and smartphone apps, 
users can obtain or contribute deFacto models 
or apps in a deFacto online marketplace. 

The deFacto platform consists of three  
main components: 
• The deFacto Business Modeler Platform 

– the base system that enables business 
users to build and maintain models, store 
data, manage security, and integrate data 
sources. 

• deFacto Models – loadable model 
applications that run on the platform to 
accelerate the deployment of planning 
solutions in virtually any area of finance  
or business operations. 

• deFacto Model Exchange—an open 
marketplace where customers, partners, 
and deFacto can obtain or contribute 
branded accelerator models that can  
be customized or deployed as-is. 

Optimizing the Microsoft BI Stack
Building a comprehensive business model 
for more effective strategic planning does not 
require complex rocket or data science, rather 
a more intelligent use of proven technology. 
The deFacto solution is a highly scalable 
system based 100% on open Microsoft 
technology. It uses SQL Server’s relational 
and multidimensional database capabilities 
in conjunction with in-memory and columnar 
data storage to deliver the most powerful, 
scalable and intelligent capabilities available.  
It also offers multiple interfaces, including 
native Excel, web, and mobile interfaces, so 
business users have access to the full power 
of deFacto anytime, anywhere. 

deFacto is available as an on-premise, public 
cloud, private cloud, or hybrid cloud solution. 
This gives customers complete freedom and 
flexibility to choose, and even move between, 
deployment architectures that meets the 
demands of their particular business at  

any particular time, while maintaining the  
same user experience. 

deFacto in Action
The deFacto platform has helped customers 
improve their business planning processes in 
a variety of key areas and across a number of 
industries. In many cases, deFacto CPM has 
replaced underperforming systems that have 
impeded the customer’s planning capabilities.
For example, a major telecom’s financial 
planning and forecasting system was unable 
to handle an increasingly large volume of data, 
which was causing several crippling problems. 
Like many large companies, this telecom giant 
collects global forecasting data from hundreds 
of users around the world and compares it 
to actual data from their financial systems 
to constantly refine their overall planning 
process. The company was experiencing 
problems common to many enterprises 
using first-generation corporate performance 
management (CPM) systems: 
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• As data volume increased, the software’s 

performance suffered.

• As the number and variety of data sources 
grew, the system became cumbersome to 
use and delivered less reliable results.

• End users had to log out of the system 
while processing took place, resulting in the 
loss of many hours of productive work time.

After researching potential alternative 
solutions, the company chose deFacto 
because of its unique ability to provide 
scalability, interoperability, accuracy, reliability, 
data management capabilities, and an Excel 
interface. The improvements have been 
dramatic—including an overall performance 
improvement of 1,000%, while the financial 
planning system has become much more 
stable. In addition, the company discovered 
that deFacto gave it the ability to model 
its entire business, which has enabled 
the company to perform forward-thinking 
planning and take its strategic planning to 
new levels of accuracy.

Real-Time Analytics
In another case, a major media buyer’s 
business intelligence system, which was 
critical to the success of its operation,  

had become slow and underperforming 
under an increasingly heavy data load. The 
process of aggregating and retrieving valuable 
information was stretching the analytics team 
too thin and consuming too much of the staff’s 
time. The difficult and tedious effort required  
to generate the crucial analytics threatened  
to undermine the advantage they relied on  
to remain a leader within their industry.

After exploring potential solutions, the financial 
team selected deFacto Global because of its 
high scalability and easy-to-use interface. The 
improvements the company experienced were 
dramatic. The high-performance and real-time 
capabilities of the deFacto system freed the 
analyst team from the drudgery of aggregating 
and calculating massive data pulls and allowed 
them to focus their efforts on analyzing the 
results of their clients’ media campaigns. This 
allowed the analysts to make the best possible 

decisions regarding each individual client’s 
media budget.

The multidimensional aspect of deFacto’s 
platform also allowed the media professionals 
to view data in new and advanced ways, 
capabilities that the previous system was 
incapable of providing. The ability to process 
accurate and organized real-time data has led to 
better performance and increased productivity 
in all aspects of the company’s business.

Besides enabling their internal analysts to 
better organize complex data, deFacto’s 
reporting structure allowed them to retrieve 
real-time reports, which enabled the company 
to provide a new service to its customers, one 
that enabled their customers to make more 
strategic business decisions.

Planning at Your Fingertips
The older generation of CPM systems 
have been complex systems that required 
technology specialists to configure and 
operate. This was the case for a financial team 
of a major hospice organization, which found 

The company discovered that 
deFacto gave it the ability to 
model its entire business, which 
has enabled the company to 
perform forward-thinking planning 
and take its strategic planning to 
new levels of Accuracy.
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its monthly reporting tool poorly architected, 
difficult to change, and error prone. Making 
changes to the system also required outside 
consultants to be employed—an expensive, 
disruptive and time-consuming process. 

deFacto was chosen to replace the inefficient 
system with a more streamlined process and 
eliminate the need for outside consultants. 
With deFacto, the company has enjoyed 
increased productivity and efficiency in its 
budgeting process, and internal members are 
able to make changes without outside help.

Eliminating the Excel Labyrinth 
Like many organizations, another firm’s 
financial team experienced problems that 
stemmed from the budgeting process being 
handled in Excel. Gathering data for monthly 
calculations involved multiple tabs and 
workbooks that were linked within Excel 
and had to be pulled together to achieve 
consolidate views of multiple markets. As 
the company grew, its finance professionals 
experienced an increasing amount of difficulty 
and frustration as formulas changed and links 
broke, causing data to be corrupted. A need 
to streamline the budgeting process and gain 
control over reporting became a main driver 

in the team’s search for a more efficient and 
sophisticated system.

With deFacto, reports were enhanced by 
replacing the problematic formulas and 
links with more stable and productive input 
and copying features. The deFacto solution 
also provided a more efficient and error-free 
method of analyzing revenue and expenses. 
Before implementing deFacto, analyzing 
revenue and expenses was very time-
consuming process to input, validate, and 
make changes. The process relied heavily on 
the internal calculation of ADC (Average Daily 
Census). With deFacto, the analysis has been 
simplified, and data can be input and used 
across many dimensions to calculate other 
pieces of data without the errors caused by 
obtaining the data via linking.

deFacto provided a more advanced 
environment in which the financial team could 
organize its data, while enabling the team to 
take control of its reporting functions. Using 
deFacto’s multidimensional structure, its 
employees can now update data internally 
and standardize reporting with increased 
data visibility and drill-down features. This 
has saved the company considerable time, 
headaches, and costs. The deFacto solution 

also provided greater integrity for the data 
being stored, collected, and updated in-house.

All of these companies have benefitted from 
the innovative design principles, unified 
platform, and technology advances such as 
in-memory computing that allowed deFacto 
to make a leap ahead of the first generation of 
corporate planning solutions.

About deFacto Global, Inc. 
deFacto Performance Management was built by 
a team of CPM experts who have led the market 
over the past 30 years. Fortune 500 to middle-
market customers use deFacto to supercharge 
their financial and operational performance by 
streamlining, automating and better managing 
their decision-making and planning processes 
across their entire businesses. It offers the full 
range of features needed to satisfy even the 
most demanding users, yet it’s easy to learn and 
use—and it’s affordable. See deFacto in action—
request a demo. www.defactoglobal.com
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