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This report synthesizes data from 15,000+ verified user reviews and practitioner community posts collected

from G2, Capterra, TrustRadius, Gartner Peer Insights, PeerSpot, Spiceworks, Reddit r/businessintelligence

and r/PowerBI, and Stack Overflow data engineering communities. Pricing data reflects vendor pricing

pages, independent TCO analysis, and enterprise procurement benchmark data current as of June 2026. Full

research methodology at unvarnishedreviews.com/methodology. Research Notes available on request at

editorial@unvarnishedreviews.com.
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The Verdict Up Front
Tableau is the gold standard for data visualization, the platform data analysts and business intelligence

professionals consistently rate highest for visualization depth, flexibility, and the quality of insight

communication. Owned by Salesforce since 2019, it commands a Creator license price of $75/user/month and

charges $15/user/month even for view-only roles. At 200 users, the licensing gap versus Power BI exceeds

$400,000 over three years before infrastructure, training, and consulting costs. For organizations where

visualization quality is the primary criterion and budget is secondary: Tableau. For most others: the math

requires a candid conversation.

Power BI is Microsoft's business intelligence platform, included at zero incremental cost in Microsoft 365 E5

and Office 365 E5 subscriptions, and available standalone at $14/user/month after a 40% price increase

effective April 1, 2025. It is the dominant platform by market share, the most accessible entry point for

Microsoft-stack organizations, and the fastest-growing major BI tool by deployment. Its limitations, DAX

complexity for advanced users, performance issues with large datasets, and a Microsoft Fabric licensing

transition that is forcing enterprise customers to re-evaluate their deployment models, are documented and

material. For organizations on M365 E5: the incremental cost argument for any competing BI tool requires

explicit justification.

Looker (Google Cloud Looker) is the data engineering team's BI platform, built on LookML, a semantic

modeling layer that defines metrics and business logic once and makes them consistently available to every

report and dashboard across the organization. TrustRadius data documents 85% faster reporting cycles after

Looker implementation. It requires SQL proficiency and data engineering resources to implement and

maintain. For organizations with a modern data stack (BigQuery, Snowflake, Databricks, dbt) and technical

data teams: Looker's semantic layer approach delivers governance and consistency that Tableau and Power BI

cannot replicate. For organizations without that infrastructure: Looker's implementation complexity produces

implementation costs that dwarf its licensing cost.



The BI market in 2026 has three clearly differentiated platforms serving three clearly differentiated buyer

profiles. The most expensive mistake in this category is choosing Tableau for a Microsoft-stack organization

that would get equivalent value from Power BI at zero incremental cost, or choosing Looker without the data

engineering resources to implement and maintain the semantic layer.

---

Platform Ratings at a Glance

Platform G2 Capterra Gartner MQ

Tableau 4.4 / 5 (3,000+ reviews) 4.5 / 5 Leader (Salesforce-owned)

Microsoft Power BI 4.4 / 5 (3,000+ reviews) 4.6 / 5 Leader

Looker 4.4 / 5 4.5 / 5 Visionary

All three platforms cluster at 4.4/5 on G2, a reflection of genuine capability from all three vendors for their

target use cases. The differentiation is not in aggregate satisfaction scores. It is in use case fit, pricing

architecture, and technical requirements.

Gartner's 2025 Magic Quadrant for Analytics and Business Intelligence Platforms places Microsoft Power BI

and Tableau as Leaders, and Looker as a Visionary. All three maintain positions as industry leaders with

different strengths and target audiences.

---

The Power BI Pricing Events That Change Every Evaluation
April 1, 2025: Power BI's first price increase in a decade.

Microsoft raised Power BI Pro from $10 to $14/user/month, a 40% increase. Power BI Premium Per User

(PPU) rose from $20 to $24/user/month, a 20% increase. Organizations with large-scale deployments saw

annual budgets rise $5,000-$100,000 depending on user count.

The increase applies to standalone licenses. Customers using Power BI Pro as part of Microsoft 365 E5 or

Office 365 E5 plans are not affected, Power BI Pro remains included at no additional cost in E5.

January 1, 2025: Power BI Premium (per capacity) retired.

Microsoft retired Power BI Premium (per capacity) and stopped new sales on July 1, 2024. Organizations on

legacy Premium capacity licenses are being transitioned to Microsoft Fabric SKU, a unified platform

integrating Power BI Premium with Azure Synapse Analytics and Azure Data Factory. This is a material

licensing transition for enterprise Power BI deployments. Organizations on legacy Premium capacity should

verify their transition path and timeline before renewal.

The "free with Microsoft" calculation:



Power BI Pro is included at zero incremental cost in M365 E5 ($57/user/month) and Office 365 E5. For

organizations already on E5, many large enterprises running Defender, Purview, and Teams Phone, the

incremental Power BI Pro cost is genuinely zero. The burden of proof is on Tableau and Looker to justify their

costs against a zero-incremental-cost BI platform.

This is not a blanket endorsement of Power BI over Tableau. It is a financial reality that every BI evaluation in

a Microsoft-stack organization must address explicitly before any other comparison.

---

Architecture: The Fundamental Differences

Tableau: Visualization-First
Tableau was built for visual data exploration, analysts connecting to data sources and building rich, interactive

visualizations through drag-and-drop without writing queries. Its "Show Me" feature suggests appropriate

chart types, but the real power is in the flexibility to build virtually any visualization without code.

The architecture is primarily extract-based or live-connected. Tableau Desktop builds workbooks; Tableau

Cloud (formerly Tableau Online) or Tableau Server hosts them for sharing. The Creator-Explorer-Viewer

license hierarchy means that most users consuming reports are Viewers ($15/user/month) rather than the

$75/month Creators building them.

Power BI: Microsoft Ecosystem Integration
Power BI is built as a Microsoft product, deeply integrated with Excel, Azure, SharePoint, Teams, and the

Power Platform. The Power Query M language handles data transformation; DAX (Data Analysis

Expressions) handles measures and calculated columns. For Excel users, the transition to Power BI is the most

natural in the category.

The Microsoft Fabric transition is the most significant architecture development for enterprise Power BI in

2025-2026, moving Power BI from a standalone BI platform to a component within a unified data platform

alongside Azure Synapse and Azure Data Factory.

Looker: Semantic Layer First
Looker's architecture is fundamentally different from Tableau and Power BI. Rather than connecting to data

and building visualizations, Looker is built around LookML, a semantic modeling layer where data engineers

define metrics, dimensions, and business logic once. Every report and dashboard built on top of that semantic

layer uses the same consistent definitions.

The practical consequence: when "revenue" means something specific in LookML, every dashboard that uses

"revenue" uses exactly the same calculation. The metric drift that plagues Tableau and Power BI deployments,

where different teams build different revenue calculations into different dashboards, is prevented at the

architecture level.

The tradeoff: LookML requires SQL expertise and data engineering resources to implement and maintain.

Looker is not self-service in the way Tableau and Power BI are designed to be.



---

What Users Actually Report

Tableau: What Works
G2, Capterra, and Gartner Peer Insights reviewers consistently identify three strengths: visualization depth

and flexibility, drag-and-drop accessibility for analysts, and the quality of insight communication in published

dashboards.

Tableau's visualization engine is specifically described as best-in-category for creating complex, interactive

dashboards that communicate insights clearly to non-technical audiences. The ability to build heat maps,

treemaps, geographic visualizations, and custom chart types without writing code is specifically called out as a

capability that Power BI's more structured visualization library does not match.

The Tableau community, including Tableau Public (free), Tableau Conference, and the active user

community, is cited as a genuine resource for learning and best practices that competitors have not replicated

at the same depth.

Tableau Pulse, AI-powered metrics monitoring that proactively surfaces anomalies and insights, is a

2025-2026 capability specifically praised for reducing the analyst overhead of monitoring dashboards

manually.

Tableau: What Doesn't Work
Viewer licensing is Tableau's most documented cost surprise. At $15/user/month for view-only access,

organizations that want their entire employee base to view dashboards face a significant cost that does not

exist in Power BI's model or Looker's model. A 500-person organization where 400 people are Viewers pays

$72,000/year just for view-only access, before any Creator or Explorer licenses.

Performance with large datasets is a consistent G2 and Capterra complaint. Organizations with datasets

exceeding several million rows document refresh time issues and dashboard sluggishness that require moving

to Tableau Server or specialized data source configurations.

Salesforce ownership roadmap concerns. Post-2019 Salesforce acquisition, practitioners on Reddit and

community forums document concerns about Tableau's product prioritization relative to Salesforce's core

CRM business. The integration between Tableau and Salesforce CRM data is a genuine advantage; the

question of whether Tableau receives independent product investment is a documented concern for long-term

platform commitment decisions.

AI features restricted to higher tiers. Tableau Pulse and advanced AI capabilities are gated behind

higher-tier plans, creating the same feature-tier structure that generates complaints in other Salesforce

products.

Power BI: What Works
G2 and Capterra reviewers consistently praise three areas: Microsoft ecosystem integration, Excel familiarity,

and natural language Q&A.



Power BI's integration with the Microsoft ecosystem, connecting directly to Excel workbooks, SharePoint

lists, Azure SQL, Dataverse, and Teams, creates a data connectivity story that requires no additional tooling

for Microsoft-stack organizations. Users describe the ability to publish a Power BI report directly into Teams

as "immediately accessible to the entire organization without training."

The natural language Q&A feature, generating visualizations from plain-English queries, is specifically

praised for enabling non-technical business users to explore data without analyst involvement. "What were

sales by region last quarter?" produces a chart directly, without a dashboard being pre-built.

The price-to-capability ratio is the most consistent positive theme: organizations that compare Power BI Pro at

$14/month against Tableau Creator at $75/month consistently document equivalent capability for their

specific use cases.

Power BI: What Doesn't Work
DAX complexity is the dominant learning curve complaint. Building advanced calculations in Power BI

requires DAX expertise, a syntax that G2 reviewers consistently describe as having a steep learning curve for

beginners. Data engineers comfortable with SQL find DAX's logic counterintuitive; Excel users find it more

complex than Excel formulas. For organizations deploying Power BI to non-technical users, DAX-dependent

report building creates a specialist dependency similar to Jira's administrator dependency.

The April 2025 40% price increase affected standalone Pro license holders. Organizations that had budgeted

Power BI at $10/user/month and renewed at $14/user/month experienced material budget impact, with annual

cost increases of $48/user/year adding up significantly at scale.

The Microsoft Fabric transition creates licensing complexity. The retirement of Power BI Premium (per

capacity) and transition to Microsoft Fabric SKU is a material change for enterprise deployments.

Organizations on legacy Premium capacity need to understand their transition timeline and whether Fabric

pricing changes their TCO model.

Performance with large datasets matches Tableau's complaint pattern, Power BI with very large in-memory

datasets encounters performance degradation that requires moving to DirectQuery mode or Azure Analysis

Services.

Looker: What Works
TrustRadius and G2 reviewers consistently praise Looker's semantic layer for governance, consistency, and

the quality of enterprise-scale data democratization.

The LookML semantic layer is specifically called out as the platform's most distinctive value: "one source of

truth for metrics means our finance, marketing, and product teams are all looking at the same revenue

number." For organizations where metric inconsistency across dashboards is a documented operational

problem, Looker's semantic layer addresses the root cause that Tableau and Power BI work around.

TrustRadius reviews document an average 85% faster reporting cycle after Looker implementation, the

clearest quantified ROI finding in this comparison. The investment in the semantic layer pays back in reduced

analyst time spent reconciling inconsistent numbers across dashboards.



Looker's viewer model, unlimited viewers at no additional per-user cost at the organizational tier, is a specific

pricing advantage versus Tableau's $15/viewer/month model for organizations distributing dashboards

broadly.

Looker: What Doesn't Work
Implementation complexity and cost are Looker's primary barriers. LookML requires SQL-proficient

data engineers to implement the semantic layer before any business user can build a report. A typical Looker

implementation, scoping the data model, writing LookML, validating metrics, and testing, takes weeks to

months and often requires professional services. Initial implementation costs consistently exceed Power BI

implementations for equivalent scope.

Self-service limitations. Looker is not designed for the self-service exploration model that Tableau and

Power BI deliver. Business users cannot connect to new data sources or build reports without engineering

involvement in the semantic layer. For organizations that want non-technical users to explore data

independently, Looker's architecture is a barrier rather than an enabler.

Google Cloud dependency. Looker's deepest integrations are with BigQuery and the Google Cloud data

stack. Organizations running data warehouses on Snowflake, Databricks, or Azure Synapse can use Looker,

but the integration depth is less mature than the native BigQuery experience.

---

Pricing Reality (June 2026)

Tableau

License Price Role

Creator $75/user/month (annual) Build and publish

Explorer $42/user/month (annual) Explore and edit

Viewer $15/user/month (annual) View only

The real enterprise deployment cost: Most organizations follow a pyramid model, a small team of Creators

($75/month), a larger group of Explorers ($42/month), and a broad audience of Viewers ($15/month). A

200-person organization with 20 Creators, 30 Explorers, and 150 Viewers pays approximately $52,200/year in

licensing alone, before Tableau Server infrastructure ($35,000-$200,000+) or Tableau Cloud hosting fees.

Three-year licensing gap versus Power BI at 200 users: exceeds $400,000.

Power BI

License Price Notes

Power BI Free $0 Limited sharing, personal use

Power BI Pro $14/user/month (post-April 2025) Collaboration and sharing

Power BI Premium Per User $24/user/month Advanced AI, larger datasets



License Price Notes

Power BI in M365 E5 Included Zero incremental cost

Microsoft Fabric (capacity) From $4,995/month Replaces Premium per capacity

The E5 calculation: For organizations on M365 E5 at $57/user/month, Power BI Pro is included at zero

additional cost. Before paying any Power BI standalone license, verify whether your M365 plan includes

Power BI Pro.

Looker
Looker pricing is custom, no published list prices. Enterprise pricing is based on organizational tier, data

volume, and user count. Published estimates from independent sources:

• Standard organizational tier: $5,000-$10,000/month

• Enterprise: $10,000-$30,000+/month

• Implementation professional services: $20,000-$100,000+

TCO Comparison: 50-Person Analytics Team, Annual

Platform Licensing Notes

Tableau (20 Creator, 30 Viewer) $23,400/year + hosting/infrastructure

Power BI Pro (50 users) $8,400/year ($0 if M365 E5 included)

Looker $60,000-$120,000/year + implementation

---

The Decision Framework

Choose Tableau if:
• Data visualization quality and flexibility are the primary evaluation criteria

• Your analytics team includes analysts who need to build complex, custom visualizations without writing

SQL

• You publish dashboards to external stakeholders or executives where presentation quality matters

• Budget for Viewer licensing ($15/user/month) at your expected viewer audience size has been explicitly

modeled

• You have evaluated Power BI explicitly and determined its visualization capabilities don't meet your

specific requirements

• You have assessed the Salesforce ownership roadmap impact on your long-term platform commitment

Choose Power BI if:
• Your organization runs Microsoft 365 E5 or Office 365 E5, verify Power BI Pro inclusion before any

other evaluation step



• Your analysts are Excel-proficient and the M ecosystem familiarity reduces training overhead

• You need BI integrated directly into Teams, SharePoint, and the Microsoft productivity stack

• You have planned for DAX training investment for analysts building complex measures

• You have modeled the Microsoft Fabric transition path if you are currently on Power BI Premium (per

capacity)

• The April 2025 price increase (if on standalone licenses) has been reflected in your renewal budget

Choose Looker if:
• Your organization has a modern data stack, BigQuery, Snowflake, Databricks, or dbt, and data

engineering resources to implement and maintain LookML

• Metric consistency across the organization, one source of truth for every calculation, is an active

operational problem with documented business impact

• You need a governed semantic layer that prevents metric drift across teams and dashboards

• Unlimited viewer distribution without per-viewer licensing is important at your organizational scale

• You have budgeted explicitly for implementation professional services alongside licensing

The pre-evaluation checklist (in order):
1. Check your M365 license tier. Is Power BI Pro included? If yes, the baseline is zero incremental cost for

Power BI.

2. Count your viewer audience. Tableau's $15/viewer/month is the most commonly underestimated cost in

this category. Calculate total viewer licensing before comparing platforms.

3. Assess your data engineering capacity. Looker without a dedicated data engineer to maintain LookML is

a platform that won't deliver its documented value.

4. Run the 3-year TCO model. Licensing, infrastructure, training, and implementation together, not licensing

alone.

---

The Bottom Line
Tableau, Power BI, and Looker are all enterprise-grade BI platforms. The right choice is not about which is

technically superior, it is about which fits your team's technical capacity, your organization's Microsoft

investment, and your true total cost of ownership.

Tableau wins on visualization quality and analyst-friendly exploration. Its Viewer licensing cost and

Salesforce ownership trajectory are the two findings that must be addressed in every enterprise evaluation.

Power BI wins on cost for Microsoft-stack organizations, especially those on M365 E5 where Pro is included

at zero incremental cost. The April 2025 40% price increase and the Microsoft Fabric licensing transition are

material developments that require re-evaluation of existing deployments and renewal budgets.



Looker wins on semantic layer governance and metric consistency for data-engineering-mature organizations.

Its implementation complexity and cost are real barriers that must be budgeted explicitly, not discovered

post-signing.

The single most important question before any BI platform evaluation: what is your M365 license tier, and

does it include Power BI Pro? The answer to that question determines whether the starting cost comparison is

$14/user/month or $0.

---
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