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Reports vs dashboards

Effective reporting is a common part of business; and

for those involved in major projects, managing a large

portfolio or business analytics there is a clear

understanding for the need to display information

effectively.

However, knowing when to use a report or a

dashboard is not always so clear, despite it being

essential to share learnings and insights successfully.

Dashboards and reports are designed to fulfil very

different purposes. They contain different information,

they are constructed in different ways and are

generated for different reasons.

However it can be confusing, deciding which format to

use. Can a report be a single page; does a

dashboard only contain graphs; which one contains

tables?

Being able to identify whether a report or dashboard

is the most suitable for the intended audience can

shape how information is captured and displayed, as

well as the level of detail. Afterall what is suitable for

a board of directors is different to sharing information

within a finance or project team.



What should you use?

To help determine which format to use, it is helpful to

understand the purpose of each. A brief overview is

given below, together with five key tips on deciding

which to use.

Reports

A report is a formal description of a particular situation

based on data or analysis. Business intelligence

reports are reporting on a specific topic such as

comparing sales figures for given periods, reporting

on actual profit against forecast profit or project status

compared to project predictions.

The report is designed to provide a narrative, to show

the analysis of data that has been undertaken,

highlight any trends or patterns that have been

discovered and then an explanation of the

performance status.

It contains a mix of data including charts, graphs and

tables, particularly useful when comparing data. A

conclusion extrapolating the results to provide future

predictions and scenario planning is included to help

corporate decision making.

The report tends to include static information, which

means that it is only updated in the next report. It

means that it can be provided as a stand-alone piece

of information and does not require access to a

reporting application.



What should you use?

Dashboards

A dashboard is a visual display of key information that

can be viewed in a single screen. Dashboards, like

reports, often focus on a specific topic. The main

difference between the two is the dashboard is

consolidated so that an instant overview is provided;

they are designed to give an overview rather than a

full narrative.

The nature of dashboards means that the data

displayed often prompts further questions. The

advances in technology around reporting and

integration mean that BI dashboards can now be

interrogated giving visibility to more granular detail

through links, button access or expanding data

elements.

The data included within dashboards is often live, and

depending on the platform used, can access multiple

data sources. To be able to drill down, users must

have access to the dashboard platform and

understand how to use the application.

Combining the two

Some teams find it useful to create a combined

dashboard and report. The dashboard provides the

initial overview, providing a helicopter view of the

status or performance levels, which sits in front of a

report allowing users to drill down to find specific

details.



5 key considerations

Who is the audience: A dashboard is suitable for
department updates or for sharing with teams, while a
report is suitable for Board packs or Executive
updates.

What is the frequency: if it is a short update (ie
daily or weekly) then a dashboard can show the
overview far more effectively. For monthly or
quarterly updates, which contain more information, a
report is more appropriate.

What format will it be delivered in: consider
whether it needs to be printed, accessed online or
emailed out as part of a larger pack of information. If
someone needs to drill down into the information then
a live dashboard is better suited than a static report.

How much information needs to be included: if
there is a large volume of information then a report is
a more suitable format, while the dashboard provides
an immediate snapshot.

What is the purpose of the report: dashboards are
good for sharing information while reports are useful if
decisions need to be made.

Conclusion

Anyone involved with business analytics will be 

involved with reporting.  Identifying whether a report, 

a dashboard or a combination of the two is the most 

effective way of disseminating and sharing data will 

depend upon the responses to the five key 

considerations.  

Whichever format is finally decided upon, make sure 

the information included is clear, readable and usable.  

Effective reporting means having clear insights which 

can be easily shared and understood.

Identifying what to use

There are five key considerations when deciding upon which format to use:
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