
he essence of business intelligence (BI) is the
transformation of raw data into information. Over

the years, a steady evolution of features in front-end
BI reporting tools has made it increasingly easy for
business users to access and analyze data—and, as a
result, to make better decisions. The current stage in
the evolution of BI tools is the analytic dashboard,
which places advanced up-to-date monitoring of the
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business and robust analytical capabilities in the hands
of those responsible for running the business.

The proliferation of different types of BI tools in the
marketplace has understandably contributed to confu-
sion about what constitutes a portal, a dashboard, and
a scorecard. A primary reason for this confusion is the
visual similarity of these tools—especially the similarity
of scorecards and dashboards. Both can be used for BI
analysis and include a visual representation of key per-
formance indicators (KPIs) integrated with related
graphs and reports. The following descriptions differen-
tiate between portals, analytic dashboards, and score-
cards to help create a context for this Essential Guide’s
discussion of analytic dashboards.

Portals provide a starting point or gateway for enter-
prise and workgroup information stored on a company’s
intranet. They can act as a launching point for applica-
tions such as customer relationship management
(CRM), email, and billing. Portals help guide user access
to a wide range of information by categorizing and
grouping links to information into common themes.
Portals are primarily comprised of unstructured data,
such as free-form text, calendars, and images.

Analytic dashboards offer a subset of portal func-
tionality geared to measure and display current corpo-
rate performance and enable in-depth performance
analysis. Dashboards provide this functionality through 
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