Implicit vs. Explicit Measures in Power BI:
What They Are and Why Implicit
Measures Are Often Preferred
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Introduction:

In my years of working with Power Bl, one of the most common questions | receive from
new users and experienced professionals is about the difference between implicit and explicit
measures. Measures are crucial for Power BI’s ability to provide insights from data, and the
choice between implicit and explicit measures can significantly impact how you build and
maintain reports. In this post, | will outline the key differences between these two types of
measures, share experiences from my journey, and explain why implicit measures are often
preferred in specific scenarios.

Understanding the Basics: Implicit and Explicit Measures

To clarify the distinction, let’s define measures in Power BI. A measure is a calculation used
in reports to aggregate, filter, and summarize data. They enable dynamic analysis by
computing values based on your data model and user interaction.
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i Implicit measures are automatically created by Power Bl when you drag a field,
such as Sales, into a visual. For example, when you add a field to a table or chart,



Power BI will aggregate the data by sum, average, or count based on the data type.
This process is quick and effortless—you don’t need to write any DAX (Data
Analysis Expressions) code, as Power Bl creates these measures in the
background.

ii. Explicit measures, on the other hand, are manually created using DAX formulas.
These custom calculations allow for greater control and complexity. For instance,
if you want to calculate profit margin or a moving average, you would need to
write an explicit measure with DAX.

When | first started using Power BI, | was drawn to implicit measures for their convenience.
Without writing any code, | could quickly build reports that provided meaningful insights. In
many cases, implicit measures were sufficient.

Why Implicit Measures Are Often Preferred

The simplicity and speed of implicit measures make them attractive, especially for beginners
or when you need to build something quickly. When working with small datasets or
generating quick insights, implicit measures excel. You can drag and drop fields into visuals
and receive immediate feedback without worrying about complex formulas or DAX syntax.

In my early Power BI projects, | often used implicit measures to create sales reports, revenue
breakdowns, and other business metrics. For example, | once worked with a retail company
that needed to analyze store performance over the last quarter. With implicit measures, |
quickly showed them total sales, average transactions per store, and revenue by region
without writing any DAX.
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Here are some reasons why implicit measures are often preferred:

I Ease of Use: Implicit measures require no DAX knowledge, making them
beneficial for non-technical users or those new to Power BI. You can create basic
reports and dashboards with minimal effort.



ii. Speed: In time-sensitive projects, implicit measures allow you to build visuals and
analyze data quickly. They eliminate the need for complex calculations or custom
formulas.

iii. Automatic Aggregations: Power Bl automatically handles aggregations based on
data type, saving time and reducing errors. If your goal is to sum or average
values, implicit measures do the work for you.

v, Consistency: Since Power Bl manages implicit measures, there’s less room for
human error in calculations. This ensures your reports are consistent and accurate
when using standard aggregations.

While these advantages make implicit measures appealing for quick or simple analysis, there
are scenarios where they fall short.

When to Use Explicit Measures

As much as | appreciated implicit measures initially, | soon realized their limitations. As my
Power Bl reports became more complex and my clients' needs expanded, | encountered the
boundaries of implicit measures.

One key challenge is that implicit measures are limited to basic aggregations like sum,
average, count, min, and max. For more advanced calculations—such as year-over-year
growth, running totals, or conditional calculations—you’ll need explicit measures, where
DAX comes into play.

For example, in a project for a multinational corporation, | needed to provide detailed
financial analysis involving multiple currencies, dynamic time intelligence, and advanced

KPIs. Implicit measures couldn’t meet these complex requirements, so I relied on explicit
measures, writing DAX formulas to calculate exchange rates, profit margins, and year-to-date

comparisons.
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Here’s why you should use explicit measures in certain scenarios:

I Flexibility and Customization: With explicit measures, you have complete
control over your calculations. DAX allows you to define advanced calculations,
apply filters, and manage complex relationships between tables. This is
particularly useful for customizing KPIs or performing detailed analysis.



ii. Reusability: Explicit measures can be reused across multiple visuals and reports.
Once you’ve written a DAX measure, you can reference it anywhere in your
report. In contrast, implicit measures are specific to the visual where they were
created, making it harder to maintain consistency.

iii. Complex Calculations: If your analysis requires conditional logic, time
intelligence (e.g., calculating growth over time), or advanced financial metrics,
explicit measures are essential. Implicit measures do not provide the necessary
functionality for these calculations.

v, Optimization: When working with large datasets, explicit measures can be more
optimized. DAX allows you to control the calculation context, enabling you to
fine-tune your measures for better performance. Implicit measures can sometimes
lead to unnecessary recalculations, slowing down your reports.

The Hidden Costs of Implicit Measures

One important lesson I’ve learned is that implicit measures, while convenient, can introduce
hidden costs. These costs often manifest as maintenance issues, scalability challenges, and
lack of flexibility.

In one project, I initially built a report using several implicit measures for quick analysis.
However, as the project evolved and the client’s needs became more sophisticated, I had to
replace nearly all those implicit measures with explicit ones. What started as a fast solution
ended up costing me extra time, as | had to rewrite and refactor several calculations.

The issue is that implicit measures are limited to the visual they were created for. If you build
a report with implicit measures and later need to reuse those calculations elsewhere, you’ll
have to recreate them manually. This redundancy complicates maintenance.

The Middle Ground: Best Practices

So, which should you use—implicit or explicit measures? My answer is: it depends on the
project and your goals. Often, a combination of both is the best approach.

Here are some best practices I’ve developed:

i Use implicit measures for simple reports: When working on projects that
require basic aggregations like sums, counts, or averages, implicit measures can
save time. They’re ideal for quick, one-off reports or dashboards that don’t require
complex logic.

ii. Use explicit measures for reusability and scalability: If your project involves
complex calculations, multiple report pages, or frequent updates, invest in creating
explicit measures. This will save time in the long run and enhance report
flexibility.

iii. Start with implicit, scale to explicit: If you’re working on a prototype or early-
stage project, you might start with implicit measures for speed. As the project
grows, gradually replace them with explicit measures as needed.

Conclusion

In summary, implicit measures are often preferred for their simplicity, speed, and ease of use.
They are an excellent choice for beginners, quick analyses, or when creating simple reports



with standard aggregations. However, as reports become more complex, explicit measures
provide the flexibility and control needed for advanced calculations and consistency across
visuals.

In my experience, implicit measures have been valuable for quick starts, but I’ve learned that
both implicit and explicit measures have their place in Power Bl. Knowing when to use each
can save time and frustration while ensuring your reports are accurate and scalable.

As you continue your journey in Power Bl, | encourage you to experiment with both implicit
and explicit measures. Embrace the simplicity of implicit measures while also exploring the
power of explicit measures for more advanced analytics. The world of data is vast, and with
the right tools and knowledge, you can unlock its full potential.

Happy analyzing!



