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Meeting notes — a talk and live demonstration by Luke Power

	Speaker
	Luke Power — Projects Manager, Research Office, SETU

	Date
	16 July 2026

	Hosted by
	David Kane at SETU, for TU-NET (Technological University Network)

	Format
	Online talk with live demonstration, followed by Q&A


Overview
Luke Power gave a hands-on introduction to Microsoft Power BI, framed specifically for researchers and research managers rather than the corporate finance audience the tool is usually associated with. His central argument was that Power BI is already paid for through most universities' Microsoft licences, sits largely unused, and can meaningfully improve three things for academics: the consistency and reproducibility of data handling, the ability to combine messy data from different sources, and the impact and reach of published findings.
He was candid about the tool's limits — it is not a replacement for proper statistical analysis or for a researcher's understanding of their own data. Its strength is as a bridge: pulling disparate, messy data into a consistent, repeatable pipeline and presenting it back in an interactive, shareable form.
The Problem Power BI Addresses
Research data typically lives in silos — a USB stick, a cloud drive, a REDCap survey database, CSV exports from decades-old lab equipment, or public datasets pulled from the web. Combining these usually means hours of manual copying and pasting into one large spreadsheet. Luke highlighted two costs of that manual approach:
1. Human error. A single misaligned row or stray keystroke can throw off an entire analysis.
1. Static snapshots. The moment a new participant enters the study or a new lab result is finalised, the spreadsheet and every chart built from it are out of date, requiring the whole cleaning process to be repeated by hand.
Power BI's answer is to connect directly to the original data sources and remember the cleaning rules you apply (removing duplicates, fixing dates, excluding outliers, calculating new variables). When new data arrives, you simply refresh — or let it refresh automatically — and the same rules are reapplied. Luke framed this as a shift from manual data wrangling to automated data stewardship.
How the Tool Works — The Three Pillars
Luke described Power BI as a Microsoft cloud application built on three core components:
1. ETL engine (Extract, Transform, Load). The bridging function. It pulls in and cleans data without ever altering the original file — it works on a separate copy, protecting the integrity of the raw data. This is the piece that captures your cleaning steps as a repeatable audit trail.
1. Modeling engine. Lets you link different datasets together logically — for example, connecting a patient's lab results to demographic survey data via a shared subject ID, or modelling clinical data against a public health baseline. These data models are shareable, so a whole team can handle data the same way.
1. Visualization layer. The interactive, user-facing dashboards. These can be hosted online, embedded in reports for funders, or linked from a journal article so readers can explore the data themselves.
Key Themes
Reproducibility and the “black box” problem
When a dataset is cleaned manually in Excel, the method is invisible — six months later, no one recalls exactly what was changed or why. Because Power BI records every transformation step, it provides an audit trail suitable for peer review. When a reviewer asks how missing data was handled, you can show them the model. When a new batch of data arrives, you hit refresh rather than repeating the work.
A translation layer for incompatible sources
Drawing on his PhD work with NHS trusts, Luke described how different clinics record the same data in incompatible formats — even patient identifiers differ. Asking those live environments to standardise is unrealistic. Power BI instead acts as a translation layer, letting variable datasets work together logically without forcing anyone to change their source systems.
Impact and dissemination
Funders increasingly require robust dissemination plans, and a static PDF table in a journal appendix is limited. Power BI's Publish to Web feature generates embeddable code (or an access-controlled link) that can go on a website, into an email, onto LinkedIn, or into a journal article. Because a published dashboard displays a model of the data rather than the underlying rows, it can be shared safely — viewers see only the views you choose to expose. Luke argued this data democratisation leads to higher engagement, greater trust, and likely more citations.
The AI angle (Copilot)
Power BI now includes Microsoft's Copilot, which lets you query your model in plain English (e.g. “which factor most affects patient dropouts?”) and get help building dashboards. Importantly, it operates locally on your model — it isn't scraping the internet or feeding your data into a training set, which matters for sensitive data. Luke noted it is still new and that he has not found it essential in his own work.
Data privacy and governance
Power BI is widely used in healthcare and finance precisely because it can be operated in a GDPR- and HIPAA-compliant way. The standout feature is Row-Level Security (RLS): instead of maintaining ten separate Excel files so Hospital A can't see Hospital B's patients, a single dashboard can dynamically show each user only the records their login permits, while a lead investigator sees everything.
The Live Demonstration
Luke built a small interactive dashboard from scratch in a few minutes to show how quickly it can be done:
1. He pulled a public COVID-19 dataset (new cases, deaths, hospital beds) directly from a web link, so it updates whenever he refreshes.
1. In the transform step he showed how to rename columns, exclude non-country entries like “European Union,” and remove null values — changes that are reapplied automatically every time the data updates.
1. He modelled and visualised the data by dragging fields onto charts and tables, added a page-level filter for continent, and introduced slicers (for date and continent) so a viewer can interactively filter the whole dashboard.
1. He contrasted this with the polished, real-world Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) dashboard, which lets users explore research funding by programme, gender, institution, call year and theme — every chart updating instantly as filters change.
He was upfront that his quick build “won't look pretty,” but the point was that going from a complex raw dataset to a working interactive view — and then clicking Publish — is genuinely fast and cheap.
Where It Falls Short
Luke was careful to set expectations:
1. It does not replace your understanding of data or statistics, and it is not a serious analytical platform — it connects to advanced tools (R, Python) rather than replacing them.
1. For purely making attractive charts, dedicated tools like Canva or Tableau look better, though they lack Power BI's interactivity and pipeline.
1. The underlying Power Query language is genuinely powerful and not something you learn in a week — but the drag-and-drop basics require zero programming knowledge.
1. Someone on the team still needs to own the pipeline: maintaining the refresh schedule, the row-level security rules, and keeping an eye on where dashboards are hosted and who is using them.
Q&A Highlights
1. Where do the interactive widgets fit? Embedded in journal articles, on institutional or personal websites, or on platforms like LinkedIn — offering both a high-level “50,000-foot view” for managers and granular interactive exploration for researchers.
1. Is it self-taught? Best starting point? Luke is fluent partly because he already understood the underlying Microsoft/Visual Basic logic (the same logic as Excel). His advice: find an example dashboard close to what you want, then learn by replicating it and playing with your own data.
1. Do you need programming? No — you can get started with none at all. Programming knowledge only helps with the more advanced features.
1. Parallels with other tools. David noted the similarity to OpenRefine, where transformations are saved separately from the raw data and can be reapplied to new incoming datasets — a shared principle of good data stewardship: never work directly on the raw data.
1. A recurring point: most institutions already pay for Power BI, and it sits there unused. Bringing in a separate tool to do something similar can be an unnecessary expense.
David suggested a possible follow-up in-person workshop where participants bring their own data problems, as a way of pooling expertise across research groups.
Leads for Further Research and Experimentation
Practical next steps for anyone wanting to explore what was demonstrated:
1. Try the exact demo. Access Power BI via office.com with your institutional Microsoft login, then connect to a public dataset by web link and rebuild the COVID example.
1. Replicate a polished dashboard. Study the DAFM funding dashboard (link below) and try to recreate a simple version — Luke's recommended way to learn.
1. Start from a real task. Both Luke and David stressed that these tools are learned fastest when tied to an actual dataset or deliverable you need to produce.
1. Experiment with combining sources. Try modelling one public dataset against another (e.g. case rates against population density) to see how the modelling engine links variable data.
1. Investigate Row-Level Security if you work with multi-site or sensitive human data — it's the feature that makes Power BI viable for governed, compliant sharing.
1. Explore the impact workflow. Build something small and use Publish to Web to see how an interactive view could accompany a paper, grant report, or institutional news article.
1. Consider Copilot cautiously — worth being aware of as a plain-English query layer over your own model, while noting it is new and not yet essential.


Useful Resources
1. Microsoft Learn — Power BI training hub. The official, free, self-paced guided learning paths: learn.microsoft.com/training/powerplatform/power-bi. A good first path is Get started with Microsoft data analytics.
1. DAFM research funding dashboard — the polished real-world example Luke demonstrated (shared in the chat): view the dashboard.
1. Our World in Data — the open data catalogue behind the COVID dataset used in the demo, a rich source of public datasets to practise with: ourworldindata.org.
1. Luke's slide deck — contains his own curated guides on how Power BI fits into academia, plus the Microsoft tutorials. Luke confirmed the deck would be circulated to participants.
Access note: Power BI is included in most university Microsoft Office licences even where it isn't advertised. Check via office.com before assuming you need a separate licence.
About these notes
These notes were prepared by David Kane from the meeting transcript with the assistance of Claude AI. The session was hosted by SETU Libraries on behalf of TU-NET. A link to the recording and Luke's slide deck was circulated to participants by email.
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