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SELF-SERVICE ANALYTICS:
FACT OR FICTION?  
MOST “SELF-SERVICE ANALYTICS” ISN’T SELF-SERVICE  
AT ALL—HERE’S WHY AND WHAT TO DO INSTEAD.
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THE PROBLEM WITH MOST SO-CALLED 
“SELF-SERVICE” ANALYTICS
Today’s businesses depend upon timely, up-to-date, data-driven insights. But enterprise 
data sources are multiple systems comprised of multiple applications and standalone 
data constructs not designed for flexibility or real-time analysis. It’s no wonder trying to 
flow data seamlessly between them is such a challenge for IT teams.

A common yet unsavory solution to this problem is to use a data warehouse, but 
traditional data warehouses are designed more for processing data than for sharing or 
reusing data, or building insights on-the-fly.

Self-service analytics that deliver instant insights, access to data all the way from top-
line to transactions, and full data fidelity can bridge the data access gap—but only if 
it truly empowers business users to find the answers they need, when they need them. 
And that’s not always the case.

The Fictional Promise 
“Self-Service Analytics” Defined

But is this really what today’s self-proclaimed “self-
service analytics” tools deliver? Are non-technical 
business users right now completely self-sufficient when 
it comes to their data analysis needs?

We at Incorta say absolutely not. Here’s why.

1. Gartner, “IT Glossary.”

2. TechTarget, “Definition.”

  From Gartner…

“ A form of business intelligence (BI) in which 
line-of-business professionals are enabled and 
encouraged to perform queries 
and generate reports on their own, with 
nominal IT support.1

  …and TechTarget

“ An approach to advanced analytics that 
allows business users to manipulate data to 
spot business opportunities, without requiring 
them to have a background in statistics or 
technology.2
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While existing industry definitions of “self-service analytics” such as these 
perpetuate its myth of ease-of-use, the truth is that most business users 
still depend upon help from technical resources when new or complex 
reporting and analytics needs arise.

That’s because:

• A company’s data exists in multiple systems and applications, and not 
all are designed to communicate with each other or easily pass data 
back and forth;

• Business users often possess varying levels of security permissions, so 
not every user has access to the same sets or degrees of data;

• Legacy systems often contain complicated work-arounds or custom 
coding that make self-service data access unwieldy;

• Companies rely on star schema, which are rigid and designed to answer 
only pre-set questions; and

• Most self-service analytics tools are not easy to use.

So how did some analytics tools come to be labelled “self-service” to 
begin with?

We believe it started out honestly enough, as an aspirational goal intended 
to be achieved in the short-term. The first self-service analytics tools no 
longer required developers to write custom code, and that certainly was a 
huge advancement when it first came about.

But complex IT environments, the massively growing amounts and types 
of data to be analyzed, and overburdened business users lacking the time 
needed to learn a new tool all stalled the speedy progression of self-service 

analytics. That perfect storm of variables delivered us to where we are 
today—with business users frustrated by cumbersome, unintuitive “self-
service analytics” tools that: require multi-day training; deliver incomplete, 
distrusted insights; return different results depending on who runs the data 
and how they do it distrusted insights that can’t be replicated; and still 
require IT intervention.

It’s time, however, to face the harsh reality: an analytics tool simply is not 
self-service if:

• Non-technical business users have to ask IT for help with any reporting 
and analytics needs;

• Non-technical business users have to wait any amount of time for IT to 
make a change; and

• The organization’s data access strategy leverages a star schema-based 
approach.

Now that we know what “self-service analytics” is not, let’s talk about what 
it needs to be.

“ It’s not ‘self service’ if you have to contact IT and wait three 
months for a change to be made.”

 MATTHEW HALLIDAY,  
INCORTA

THE FACTUAL REALITY
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True, authentic self-service analytics empowers non-technical business 
users to easily find the answers they need, whenever and wherever they 
need them.

Authentic self-service analytics empowers business users to quickly, 
easily self-serve their report and dashboard needs as requirements 
change.

Analytics that is truly self-service gives non-technical business users 
infinite, instant, and accurate insights regardless of the size or amount of 
data under analysis.

Even when working with a source system of 60,000 columns, a true self-
service analytics tool will enable a business user to slice and dice that 
colossal amount of data any way that’s needed.

Authentic self-service analytics encourages business users to follow their 
curiosity into the data details

Analytics that is truly self-service inspires and enables data curiosity: 
empowering business users to peel the proverbial onion in real-time by 
asking successive questions without having to file IT tickets requesting 
additional data sets in order to answer them.

True self-service analytics also enables a full spectrum of data access—so 
users can drill from top line, aggregated KPIs to supporting transaction 
records without worrying about data inaccuracies—and allows for 
unlimited dimensionality and perspectives.

Authentic self-service analytics lets IT keep data secure while 
dramatically speeding query times.

Analytics that is truly self-service secures data by storing it in the same 
shape and at the same level of granularity as the source systems. With this 
approach, it maintains data security and governance equal to or better than 
that available with traditional BI.

True self-service analytics also extracts and integrates entire data sets 
from enterprise applications without needing data modeling and Extract 
Transform Load (ETL) processes. By creating a near-perfect mirror of 
each source database and allowing for incremental feeds on subsequent 
data loads, the long frustrating delays common to data modeling-based 
approaches and the inaccuracies commonly introduced during complex 
data transformations are eliminated, and query speeds are dramatically 
increased.

Authentic self-service analytics delivers secure, full data fidelity.

True self-service analytics doesn’t lose any data fidelity during the analysis 
process. It makes available to business users the appropriate, source-level 
data granularity based upon their existing security permissions—as well as 
all of the relevant history—so the users can explore down to the same level 
of data resident in the core transaction system.

THE LOOK OF AUTHENTIC SELF-SERVICE ANALYTICS
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THE TIME IS NOW FOR TRUE  
SELF-SERVICE ANALYTICS
While most people wouldn’t settle for a car that “kind of drives,” these same people 
reluctantly resign themselves to accepting as “self-service analytics” tools that don’t 
fully empower business users to analyze data and derive meaningful insights on their 
own. Visualizations are mistaken for insights, and irreparable harm is done by well-
intentioned but inadequately informed leaders making critical business decisions based 
on half-truths. It’s time for “self-service analytics” to live up to its name.

It’s time for Incorta.

“ It’s very easy for a non-technical user  
to create and format the report themselves, without 
needing help from technical resources.”

 SR. ENGINEERING MANAGER,  
FORTUNE 10 CONSUMER ELECTRONICS MANUFACTURER

“ It used to take 8 to 12 weeks to get a report from 
request to production. With Incorta, business users 
can do that on their own, instantaneously.”

 AJIT OAK,  
SR. MANAGER OF BI, BROADCOM
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THE SELF-SERVICE  
ANALYTICS TRUTH TEST
Questioning your existing or considering a new self-
service analytics tool? Run it against this checklist to 
determine how truly “self-service” it really is.

Empower business users to ask 
successive questions in real-time 
without having to file IT tickets 
requesting additional data sets?

Give non-technical business users 
infinite, instant, and accurate 
insights regardless of the size or 
amount of data under analysis?

Enable business users to slice 
and dice data any way needed, 
even when working with a source 
system of 60,000 columns?

Let users drill from top line, 
aggregated KPIs to supporting 
transaction records without 
worrying about data inaccuracies?

Allow for unlimited data 
dimensionality and perspectives?

Secure data by storing it in the 
same shape and at the same 
level of granularity as the source 
systems?

Maintain data security and 
governance equal to or better than 
that available with traditional BI?

Extract and integrate entire data 
sets from enterprise applications 
without needing data modeling 
and ETL processes?

Create a near-perfect mirror 
of each source database and 
allow for incremental feeds on 
subsequent data loads?

Dramatically increase query 
speeds?

Retain all data fidelity during the 
analysis process?

Make available to business 
users—based upon their existing 
security permissions—the 
appropriate, source-level data 
granularity and all relevant 
history?

Deliver operating analytics from 
enterprise application data in 
days—not weeks or months?



A B O U T  I N C O R TA
Incorta is the data analytics company on a mission to help data-driven enterprises be more agile and competitive by resolving 
their most complex data analytics challenges. Incorta’s Direct Data Platform gives enterprises the means to acquire, enrich, 
analyze and act on their business data with unmatched speed, simplicity and insight. Backed by GV (formerly Google Ventures), 
Kleiner Perkins, M12 (formerly Microsoft Ventures), Telstra Ventures, and Sorenson Capital, Incorta powers analytics for some 
of the most valuable brands and organizations in the world.  For today’s most complex data and analytics challenges, Incorta 
partners with Fortune 5 to Global 2000 customers such as Broadcom, Vitamix, Equinix, and Credit Suisse.  For more information, 
visit https://www.incorta.com 

THE DIRECT DATA  
PLATFORMTM


