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I often get asked to recreate column and row excel reports in PowerBI. Ultimately, businesses are 
making this request because they are comfortable with analysing data in columns and rows and 
believe there is only one way to quickly assess whether the organisation is functioning in an 
acceptable manner. 

 

When I hear the business asking why these excel recreations are slow, my explanation is this: 

• PowerBI was specifically built to "visualise" data. 
• Excel is built to display data in columns and rows and can generate charts and graphs with a 

little work. 

 

I want to focus on this fact, one of PowerBI's strengths is Visualisation. 

 

The following image is the Power BI Desktop interface: 
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PowerBI named that far right pane "Visualisations" because that is one of its greatest strengths. With 
over 35 different types of visualisations right at install, PowerBI professionals resist the request to 
build a simple table of columns and rows. 

 

Let’s look at the adage: a picture speaks a thousand words. 

 

You need only look at world records to understand that the human brain processes and recalls 
"pictures" faster than reading words or numerals, or even calculating them. 

 

World Records*: 

• Jeonghee Lee (South Korea) 30th Sep 2018 solved 10 – 10-digit number by 5-digit number 
division equations in 53.2 seconds. 

• Mark Jornet Sanz (Spain) 23rd Jan 2019 solved 10 – two 8-digit number multiplication equations 
in 2:42.3 minutes. 

 

In contrast, 

• David Farrow (Canada) 2007 recalled the correct order of 3,068 playing cards (59 decks) after 
viewing each card only once. 

 

Further to the point that a picture is easier to interpret than a page full of numbers: Psychologists 
have long believed, via case studies, an estimate of around 60 bits per second is the maximum 
processing speed of the human brain. 

 

More recent studies by MIT Neuroscientists found the brain can identify images seen for as little as 
13 miliseconds. 

 

Turning our attention back to Power BI it is important to understand: 

• PowerBI has a strength of calculating figures quickly, not holding the values statically. 
• Excel is built to both calculate the values and also hold the values statically and opens slowly 

and often errors when data amounts are very large. 

 

In PowerBI if you have 10 columns and 5 rows and 100 stores, you are calculating 5000 fields plus 
each field of subtotals and totals. 

 

It’s all held in memory -- it is not static. And it performs quickly! 

 

https://news.mit.edu/2014/in-the-blink-of-an-eye-0116
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Business reporting for many corporations still come in the form of rows and columns of numbers. To 
many professionals, this is “comfortable” and “how we have always done it”. Mention of the studies 
and feats of mastery above were not as a complete correlation, but as a demonstration to show our 
brain can process visual images to observe data and make decisions much faster, saving time in busy 
schedules. Yet, as a reporting professional I still get requests for reports with hundreds of rows and 
columns of data. 

 

Take the following worksheet, for example: 

 

Image: Data from PowerBI “Sales and Marketing” Sample 

 

Consumers of reports are used to looking at data in columns and rows and are attempting to 
complete the following or more: 

• Looking for a trend or an outlier. 
• Looking to make a decision based on past performance (change in discounts, price increase 

or cost reduction). 
• Looking for an opportunity to expand a product line. 
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No one enjoys staring at a page of numbers hoping to find answers. But what if you instead were 
looking at this: 

 

Image: PowerBI Samples, Sales and Marketing Sample Dashboard 

 

So how do we leverage Power BI and still get the data we need? The simple answer is to stop 
thinking in terms of columns and rows and a wall of numbers. Embrace the ability to use colour and a 
myriad of visual presentations and charts that give you exactly what you are looking for without 
excess. 

 

Embrace the ability to look at a graphic and immediately tell which product is not performing, which 
channels are cornering their market share, and whether status quo is going to meet future goals. 
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Tips for transitioning your business from column and row reports to Power BI Visualisations: 

When you look at your legacy column & row, tabular reports, ask yourself: 

• where is your eye looking? 
• what columns or rows are you comparing to each other? 
• do you care about each and every figure? Or are you only looking at subtotals and totals? 
• are you looking for a trend? 
• are you looking for an outlier? 
• do you simply want to know whether current performance is better or worse than past 

performance? 
• are you looking at groups of data rather than the whole sheet? Could those groups be split 

out for a quicker analysis with your eye? 
• do you want to know, if the current performance continues, if your margin or profits will 

increase or decrease? 

 

It’s so easy to want to request a "one stop shop" on a wall of data so you can sit and study the whole 
thing to make one or all of the decisions above. PowerBI does not take that away, instead, it does the 
heavy lifting for you and gives to you, in a "picture", what a thousand figures could do and with lower 
maintenance costs, ability to adapt more quickly to business rule changes and allows you to make 
your decision more quickly so you can get on with the things that genuinely require your time. 

 

If your business needs help with their Power BI visualisations, please contact a Fujitsu Data & AI 
specialist now. 

 

 

* www.recordholders.org, “Memory and Mental Calculation World Records” 
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