
 

Volume-7, Issue-1, 2021                       ISSN No: 2349-5677 

149 

 

 

 

 
CONTRASTING SAP BUSINESS OBJECTS AND MICROSOFT POWER BI: AN 

EXAMINATION OF BI STRATEGIES 
 

Srinivasa Rao Karanam 
Srinivasarao.karanam@gmail.com 

New Jersey, USA 

                        

 
Abstract 

 
In this technical article, we will explore at some high level functionalities, deployment options, 
user experience and business impact comparing SAP BusinessObjects and Microsoft Power BI. 
The connection is made using the technological landscape, showing both the similarities and 
differences of the two Business Intelligence (BI) platforms. Specific insights are provided on 
their relevance for enterprises, on their scalability, and on adoption challenges acquisition in 
order to help enterprises make informed BI tool selection decisions. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
As a key component of enterprise decision making strategies, business intelligence (BI) has 
continued to grow in importance. Of all the BI tools, SAP BusinessObjects (SAP BO) and 
Microsoft Power BI holds considerable presence. SAP BO typically has been synonymous with 
its robust enterprise grade reporting and analytics capabilities, but Power BI came up as a 
preferred offering for self service and visualization driven approach. Through a comparison of 
the features and functionalities of these tools when they first appeared, this analysis attempts to 
clarify the different value propositions of these tools. 

 
 

II. BACKGROUND OF THE TOOLS 

SAP BusinessObjects is a longstanding BI platform renowned for its powerful reporting tools. It 
was primarily designed for large-scale enterprises seeking detailed data governance and 
centralized control. Conversely, Power BI, a relatively newer entrant in the BI domain, 
emphasized user-friendliness and accessibility. By 2020, both tools had matured considerably, 
yet their differing foundational philosophies shaped their distinct user bases and applications. 
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III. FEATURE COMPARISON 

 
Figure 1: Illustration of Power BI Architecture: Connecting, Publishing, and Accessing Data via 

Cloud Services. 
 

SAP BO excelled in structured reporting, offering intricate functionalities like Web Intelligence 
(Webi) and Crystal Reports. These tools catered to organizations requiring highly customizable 
and static reporting mechanisms. In contrast, Power BI was lauded for its interactive 
dashboards, ad hoc querying, and vibrant visualizations, making it an ideal choice for data 
exploration and presentation. 
 
Both platforms supported connectivity to diverse data sources. SAP BO exhibited strengths in 
handling SAP-native databases, including HANA, while Power BI stood out for its extensive 
third-party integration capabilities. However, by 2020, Power BI’s seamless integration with the 
Microsoft ecosystem (e.g., Excel, Azure) further bolstered its adaptability in hybrid 
environments. 
 

SAP BO was traditionally seen as a heavyweight solution with on-premise deployment options 
dominating. It demanded significant upfront investment in infrastructure and technical 
expertise. Conversely, Power BI, predominantly cloud-based, catered to organizations seeking 
scalability with lower initial costs. 
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IV. USABILITY AND ADOPTION  

 
Figure 2: Illustration of Power BI Service: Connecting Data Sources, Publishing Reports, and 

Accessing Insights Securely. 
 

SAP BO’s complexity necessitated training and specialized skill sets, limiting its appeal for non-
technical users. Power BI’s intuitive interface and drag-and-drop functionality, however, 
democratized BI capabilities, encouraging adoption across various organizational tiers. 
 
Power BI benefitted from its expansive online community and frequent updates through the 
Microsoft Power BI Service. SAP BO, despite its enterprise-oriented support, lacked the same 
agility in addressing user feedback and delivering new features. 
 
 

V. FUTURE TRENDS IN BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE TOOLS 
The evolution of BI tools is accelerating, with new technologies reshaping how organizations 
approach data analysis and decision-making. Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning 
(ML) are increasingly integrated into BI platforms, enabling predictive and prescriptive analytics. 
Tools like Microsoft Power BI are already leveraging AI to enhance capabilities such as 
automated insights and anomaly detection. Similarly, SAP BusinessObjects is exploring AI-
driven functionalities to optimize large-scale enterprise reporting. 
 
Another trend shaping the future is the increased focus on augmented analytics. This approach 
combines AI and natural language processing (NLP) to make data insights more accessible to 
non-technical users. By simplifying the process of querying data, augmented analytics will 
continue to democratize BI, empowering employees across all organizational levels to derive 
meaningful insights. 
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Lastly, the integration of BI tools with Internet of Things (IoT) platforms is transforming the data 
landscape. IoT generates vast amounts of real-time data that require analysis for actionable 
insights. The ability of tools like Power BI and SAP BO to process and visualize IoT data will be a 
key differentiator in the coming years. 
 
 
VI. ROLE OF SECURITY IN BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE IMPLEMENTATION 
With the growing emphasis on data-driven decision-making, security concerns surrounding BI 
tools have taken center stage. Enterprises must address risks associated with data breaches, 
unauthorized access, and compliance failures. Tools like SAP BusinessObjects, designed with 
enterprise-grade security, offer features such as data encryption, user authentication, and 
centralized control. These are critical for organizations handling sensitive information. 
 
Conversely, Microsoft Power BI has made significant strides in offering robust security features 
such as row-level security (RLS) and tenant isolation for cloud deployments. However, its focus 
on ease of use and accessibility sometimes necessitates additional measures to ensure security in 
larger enterprises. 

 
Figure 3: Illustration of Azure App Service Architecture: Secure Web Access with Traffic 

Management, Authentication, and Global Service Integration. 
 

Data governance frameworks are vital for addressing security concerns. Effective policies should 
encompass user access controls, audit trails, and compliance adherence to standards such as 
GDPR, HIPAA, and CCPA. Organizations must strike a balance between enabling data 
accessibility and maintaining stringent security protocols. 
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VII. COMPARISON OF INTEGRATION CAPABILITIES WITH EMERGING 

TECHNOLOGIES 
The integration of BI tools with emerging technologies such as AI, blockchain, and advanced 
cloud platforms is reshaping their capabilities. Power BI's seamless integration with Microsoft's 
ecosystem, including Azure and Office 365, enables organizations to leverage AI-powered tools 
such as Azure Machine Learning for advanced analytics. Additionally, its APIs allow developers 
to create custom integrations, making it highly adaptable for modern workflows. 
 
SAP Business Objects, while traditionally focused on SAP-native environments, is expanding its 
integration capabilities. The platform now supports hybrid scenarios by connecting to non-SAP 
systems. For example, integration with blockchain technologies ensures data provenance and 
transparency, which is especially crucial in industries such as supply chain management and 
finance. 
 
Emerging technologies like cloud-native BI, low-code/no-code development platforms, and 
automation are creating new possibilities. Both Power BI and SAP BO must continue adapting to 
these advancements to remain competitive. 
 
 

VIII. INDUSTRY-SPECIFIC USE CASES FOR BI TOOLS  
Different industries have unique requirements when it comes to BI tools. For example: 

 Healthcare: SAP BO excels in providing robust reporting for compliance with regulations 
like HIPAA, while Power BI's real-time dashboards are ideal for tracking patient outcomes 
and operational efficiency. 

 Retail: Power BI's visualization capabilities allow for quick analysis of sales trends and 
inventory management, while SAP BO provides detailed analytics on supply chain 
efficiency. 

 Finance: Both tools offer features for financial analysis, but SAP BO's focus on controlled 
environments makes it better suited for risk management and regulatory reporting. Power 
BI, with its self-service capabilities, supports agile financial planning. 

 Manufacturing: Power BI integrates well with IoT sensors for real-time monitoring, while 
SAP BO's enterprise-grade reporting aids in long-term production planning and 
optimization. 

 
By tailoring their offerings to industry-specific challenges, both tools can enhance their 
relevance and adoption. 
 
 
IX. THE IMPACT OF USER EXPERIENCE ON BI SUCCESS 

User experience (UX) plays a critical role in the adoption and success of BI tools. A tool that is 
intuitive and user-friendly reduces the learning curve and encourages widespread use across an 
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organization. Microsoft Power BI's drag-and-drop functionality, interactive dashboards, and 
integration with familiar tools like Excel make it highly user-centric. 
SAP BusinessObjects, on the other hand, prioritizes power and customization, which often 
results in a steeper learning curve. However, for experienced users and technical teams, the 
tool’s extensive capabilities offer unparalleled value. To compete in the modern BI landscape, 
SAP BO may need to invest further in simplifying its interface and enhancing UX. 

 
Figure 4: Illustration of SAP Analytics Dashboard: Real-Time Insights into Sales Performance 

and Key Business Metrics. 
 
Gamification, role-based customization, and personalization features are emerging trends that 
could redefine UX in BI tools. Enterprises should evaluate UX as a core criterion during tool 
selection, considering the diverse needs of their users. 
 
 

X. TRAINING AND CERTIFICATION: THE ROAD TO OPTIMAL BI UTILIZATION 
The effective deployment of BI tools relies on well-trained users. Training programs should 
cover both technical aspects, such as data modeling and querying, and strategic uses, such as 
interpreting insights for decision-making. 
 
Microsoft offers Power BI certifications through its Microsoft Learn platform, focusing on skill-
building for data analysts, developers, and architects. SAP provides a range of training and 
certification programs for Business Objects users, targeting advanced analytics and enterprise 
reporting skills. 
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Third-party training providers and online courses further expand learning opportunities. 
Organizations should invest in continuous learning to ensure that their workforce stays 
updated with evolving BI capabilities and best practices. 
 
 
XI. COMPETITIVE LANDSCAPE: OTHER KEY PLAYERS IN BI 

While SAP Business Objects and Microsoft Power BI are prominent in the BI market, several 
other players contribute to the competitive landscape: 

 Tableau: Known for its advanced visualization capabilities, Tableau is a direct competitor to 
Power BI in the self-service BI space. 

 Qlik Sense: Offers associative data analysis, allowing users to explore data relationships 
dynamically. 

 Looker: A cloud-based platform that integrates well with Google Cloud, focusing on 
embedded analytics. 

 Domo: Provides an all-in-one platform for data integration, visualization, and sharing. 
 
Each tool has unique strengths, and organizations must evaluate their specific needs and 
technological ecosystems before making a decision. 
 
 
XII. ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY AND BI TOOLS 
Sustainability has become a crucial focus for organizations, and BI tools can play a significant 
role in supporting environmental goals. By leveraging BI platforms, enterprises can analyze 
their energy usage, waste management processes, and supply chain emissions. 
 
For instance, Power BI's real-time data analysis enables organizations to track and optimize 
energy consumption. SAP BusinessObjects can deliver comprehensive reporting on 
sustainability metrics, aligning with corporate responsibility goals. Both tools can also support 
initiatives like ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) compliance reporting. 
 
 

XIII. THE FUTURE OF BI GOVERNANCE 
BI governance involves managing data quality, security, and accessibility while ensuring 
compliance with regulatory requirements. As BI platforms evolve, governance frameworks 
must adapt to address new challenges. 
 
Automated governance tools are emerging, helping organizations monitor data lineage, enforce 
access controls, and ensure compliance. SAP BusinessObjects, with its centralized control 
mechanisms, is well-positioned for governance-heavy environments. Power BI, with its 
decentralized, user-friendly approach, must balance accessibility with governance to prevent 
risks like data silos and unauthorized access. 
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XIV. BI IN SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES (SMES) 
SMEs face unique challenges in adopting BI tools, primarily due to budget constraints and 
limited technical expertise. Power BI's subscription-based pricing and intuitive interface make it 
an attractive option for smaller organizations. Its cloud-based deployment further reduces 
infrastructure costs. 
 
SAP BusinessObjects, traditionally targeted at large enterprises, is also evolving to meet SME 
needs by offering scalable solutions and flexible licensing models. However, the higher upfront 
investment remains a barrier for many SMEs. 
 
Organizations should assess their growth trajectory, data complexity, and resource availability 
when selecting a BI tool. 
 
 
XV. COST IMPLICATIONS 
Cost structure played a decisive role in adoption patterns. SAP BO involved higher licensing 
and maintenance costs, aligning with its enterprise-centric model. Power BI’s subscription-
based pricing appealed to smaller businesses and teams, ensuring a lower barrier to entry. 
 
 

XVI. STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS FOR ENTERPRISES 
Enterprises in 2020 faced pivotal decisions in selecting BI tools. For organizations prioritizing 
control, data governance, and complex reporting, SAP BO remained a compelling choice. 
Conversely, Power BI’s user-centric approach aligned with organizations emphasizing agility, 
innovation, and visualization-driven insights. 
 
 

XVII. CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS  
Despite their strengths, both tools faced limitations. SAP BO’s steep learning curve and rigid 
architecture hindered rapid deployment. Power BI, although agile, occasionally struggled with 
handling large-scale datasets and advanced data modeling compared to its enterprise-grade 
competitors. 
 
 

XVIII. CONCLUSION  
A few years ago SAP BusinessObjects and Power BI were reflecting on their respective strengths 
and weaknesses, offering complementary but contrasting solutions to varying BI needs. SAP BO 
met enterprise reporting rigor while the power BI had more visual and interactive analytics for 
all. To evaluate the strategic priorities, budgetary constraints and technological ecosystem and 
to take a decision in terms of what is best fit for them. Given this, we can be certain that future 
advancements in BI tools will continue to blur the distinction between structured and self-
service analytics. 
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