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BI Standardization: the Possibilities and Pitfalls 
By Cindi Howson, BI Scorecard 

“BI standardization” is a rallying cry for IT departments looking to simplify their BI environments and reduce their 

costs. Vendors like this trend too, because it means larger deal sizes. The camp that likes it least: business users who can 

no longer buy the BI tool that best meets their needs. Is BI standardization really for the greater good of the company, or 

just one more attempt by IT to control everything? 

When I first began surveying companies on this issue 5 years ago, less than a quarter of companies surveyed had 

standardized on a BI platform. From BI Scorecard’s 2009 Successful BI Survey results, nowadays the majority of 

companies (57%) have standardized on a BI platform. There are several reasons for this momentum: industry 

consolidation, a need to simplify the BI environment, increased view of BI as mission critical, and a best practice for 

what has become a mission critical application. As the following figure shows, companies in which BI has had a 

significant impact on the business are more likely to have a predominant BI standard.  BI standardization is not without 

its pitfalls, though. As you develop your BI tool portfolio, keep these three principles in mind.   

Right Tool for Right User and Usage 
BI standardization should not be synonymous with a one-size fits all approach. While business query tools are often the 

first module that companies 

purchase to provide business 

users with self-service BI, it is 

not the only tool required in a 

complete BI portfolio. There are 

dashboards, production reporting 

tools, and advanced 

visualization, to name a few. BI 

standardization does not mean 

one tool and only one tool.  

Instead, it means buying multiple 

modules based on specific user 

and usage requirements, but 

ideally from a single vendor. 

Some vendors will sell their 

capabilities as one product, but 

others will sell it by tool or job 

type. Microsoft BI capabilities, for example, span across three product lines: Share Point, SQL Server, and Excel. IBM 

Cognos, on the other hand, licenses its products by user roles ranging from consumer to BI administrator. 

  

 
From 2009 Successful BI Survey, 324 respondents) 
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Predominant versus Exclusive Standard 
Recognizing that different users will have unique requirements and ways of interacting with the data, BI standardization 

should take the form of pursuing a predominant rather than an exclusive standard. The goal is to buy as many modules 

from the same vendor that provides the best value and cost. If the predominant BI vendor has limited or no capabilities 

for a certain module, then supplement the standard. Most importantly, provide clear guidelines to users as to when the 

additional tool(s) should be used. For example, many BI platform vendors have dashboard capabilities but they are not 

always as robust as what is available in niche products. Most BI platform vendors lack advanced visualization tool 

capabilities entirely. These are modules, then, in which the BI standard should be supplemented. Finally, there are a 

number of products that are complementary to the BI platform, such as usage monitoring, business meta data 

management and modeling, and so on. These add ons may be more relevant for the BI developers and administrators, 

but they are software purchases that rarely get planned for in the budget process. 

A Business and IT Decision 
Finally, like most things in business intelligence, the BI standard must be a decision made jointly by both business users 

and IT. When only one set of stake holders is involved in the decision, there is failure and frustration on both sides. The 

BI tool has to meet the business user requirements, or BI will only be used by a handful of power users.  The BI tool 

also has to been technical requirements to ensure a flexible scalable system that IT can support effectively. 
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