Can Al Pull My Reports?

The missing layer most companies skip

Al is a User Interface, not a reporting system

When someone asks “Can Al pull my reports,” they’re usually not asking for a new analytics program.
They're asking for relief. They want answers without exporting data, stitching spreadsheets, or waiting
for the one person who “knows the dashboard.” They want reporting to feel as simple as asking a
question. That instinct is right. The mistake is assuming the LLM itself is the reporting system.

A large language model can be a conversational interface. It can summarize trends, explain terms,
draft narratives for weekly updates, and guide people to the right metric. It can even help generate
queries and transform them into business language. But it does not create the truth. If the underlying
data is inconsistent, incomplete, or duplicated across tools, the model will do what it always does. It
will produce an answer that sounds plausible. The more confident it sounds, the more dangerous it
becomes.

This is why Al-driven reporting projects often disappoint. Teams launch a chatbot on top of ERP exports,
CRM dashboards, and a handful of spreadsheets, then wonder why the answers conflict with finance or
operations. The model is not “wrong” in a simple sense. It is reflecting the fragmentation that already
existed. Al just makes the fragmentation faster to access and easier to disguise.

If you want Al to help with reporting, you have to treat it like a User Interface layer. A Ul can be elegant,
intuitive, and productive, but it still needs a clean backend. The backend of reporting is not your ERP,
and it is not your CRM. Those are operational systems. They are built to run transactions. They are not
built to support company-wide analytics, shared definitions, and consistent history.

The moment you have more than one system that influences revenue, inventory, fulfillment, or customer
status, “reporting” becomes a data integration problem. Many mid-market companies feel this sharply



after growth. New sales channels appear. New warehouses appear. Pricing rules evolve. Credits and
returns become more complex. A team adds a ticketing system. A marketing platform starts capturing
leads. Suddenly leadership wants one view of the business, but the business is now distributed across
tools.

It is tempting to ask Al to bridge the gap. It feels like an elegant shortcut. In practice, it is like asking a
smart assistant to reconcile messy books without a ledger. You might get something that reads well,
but you cannot defend it. You cannot audit it. You cannot make decisions on it when budgets tighten or
when someone challenges the numbers.

If you want Al to be useful in reporting, you need the “boring” foundations first. Those foundations are
what make Al safe. They are what allow you to say, with confidence, that the assistant is answering
from governed metrics, not guessing from a pile of semi-related sources.

The real prerequisite is a data warehouse

A data warehouse is the layer that collects data from your operational systems and organizes it for
analysis. It is where you build a consistent model of the business and preserve history over time. It is

also where you decide what “customer,
your organization.
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order,” “revenue,” “shipment,” or “inventory” actually mean in

That last point is the one most teams underestimate. Reporting problems are often definition problems,
not visualization problems. One team counts revenue when the invoice is issued. Another counts
when payment is received. Another counts when an order is placed. Your ERP may define “customer”
differently than your CRM. Your WMS may treat inventory as “available” when the warehouse has it,
while finance needs to account for reserved stock and write-offs. Each system is internally consistent,
but the company view is not.

A warehouse gives you a single place to reconcile these definitions and make them explicit. It lets you
create systems of record for analytics, separate from systems of record for transactions. That separa-
tion matters because analytics needs stable definitions, slowly changing dimensions, and time-based
comparisons. Operational tools rarely prioritize that. They prioritize speed, workflow, and transaction
correctness inside their own boundaries.

A warehouse also solves the “too many dashboards” problem. Many companies implement ERP, CRM,
and sales tools, then assume reporting is included. Reporting is included, but it's local. You get an ERP
dashboard, a CRM dashboard, a WMS dashboard, a marketing dashboard, each with its own logic. The
leadership question, however, is cross-functional. Why did fulfillment slow down, and how did that affect
churn. Which segment is profitable after returns. Which product mix drives support volume and impacts
margins. What happens to cash flow when lead times shift.

Those questions require joined data and consistent history. Without a warehouse, your best people
end up doing manual reconciliation. They export from systems, clean columns, map IDs, and rebuild
“the truth” every week. They become a bottleneck. They also become a risk, because knowledge of the
process lives in personal spreadsheets and fragile scripts.

So when do you actually need a warehouse. You need one when reporting starts to cost real money
and real trust. There are recognizable symptoms. Different teams produce different numbers for the
same metric. Month-end reporting becomes a fire drill. Every request for insight turns into a new one-off



analysis. Teams cannot agree on what changed because they cannot agree on what they are measuring.
The business feels like it is growing, but your visibility is shrinking.

There is also a more strategic trigger. You need a warehouse when you want automation and Al that
relies on data. Al initiatives fail quietly when the data path is unreliable. You can build a copilot that drafts
a weekly summary, but if the underlying metrics are not consistent, the summary will spark debates
rather than decisions. You can build an Al model that predicts churn, but if customer and billing history
are split and inconsistent, the model will learn noise. You can build an Al system that suggests reorder
points, but if inventory truth differs across tools, the recommendations will be mistrusted.

The good news is that a warehouse does not require a massive transformation. For mid-market teams,
the best approach is incremental, outcome-first. Start with one business question that matters and
one workflow that is currently expensive to report on. Then build the warehouse layer for that slice.

In practice, that means selecting the key entities, defining the metrics, building the ingestion and
transformation pipeline, and validating the result with the stakeholders who live in the numbers.

That validation step is not a formality. It is the difference between a warehouse that exists and a
warehouse that is trusted. The goal is to reduce ambiguity. You want every department to know which
metric definition is official, what its limitations are, and where it comes from. Once you have that,
dashboards become useful. Al becomes safe. Decision-making accelerates.

Business intelligence turns the warehouse into decisions and Al turns it into a
usable interface

Business Intelligence is what sits on top of the warehouse to produce dashboards, metrics, and
drill-down analysis. Bl is often misunderstood as “a dashboard tool.” The tool is not the point. The point
is making reporting repeatable and defensible. When Bl is done well, it reduces meetings. It reduces
“Which number is correct.” It creates a shared view of performance and a consistent way to investigate
what changed.

A mid-market Bl layer should be designed to answer the questions that drive action. It should not
mirror every table in the warehouse. It should surface a small set of core metrics that map to business
outcomes, and it should allow you to trace those metrics back to operational drivers. A delivery KPI
should connect to workflow stages and throughput. A margin KPI should connect to returns, fulfillment
costs, and discounting patterns. A sales KPI should connect to lead sources and conversion stages. If
the dashboard cannot drive a decision, it is decoration.

This is also where governance matters. Governance does not mean bureaucracy. It means clarity. Who
owns the definition of each metric. How changes are approved. How data quality issues are tracked
and resolved. How often transformations run. What the fallback plan is when a source system changes.
Without this, the Business Intelligence (BI) layer slowly becomes another set of dashboards that teams
argue about. With it, Bl becomes the shared language of the company.

Now we can place Al in the right spot. Al should sit above the warehouse and BI, not instead of them.
Once the data foundation is stable, an LLM can become a genuinely useful reporting assistant. It can
help people find the correct metric. It can translate business questions into the correct filters and
dimensions. It can summarize what changed, highlight anomalies, and draft commentary for leadership
updates. It can answer “why” questions by pointing to drivers already represented in the model.



The key is grounding. Al has to answer from governed sources. That can be implemented in several
ways, but the principle is simple. The model should not invent. It should not infer numbers from partial
data. It should use the official metrics layer, and it should be able to trace the answer back to a source
definition. If a metric is not available or not reliable, the assistant should say so and guide the user to
what can be answered safely.

This is where the “quotes from sources or it does not answer” rule fits perfectly. For reporting, the
equivalent is “tie the answer to the metric definition and data lineage or do not answer.” That guardrail
turns Al from a risky storyteller into a trustworthy interface. It also protects the team'’s credibility,
because nothing undermines adoption faster than one confident wrong answer.

Al is also useful for reducing friction around exceptions and handoffs. In mid-market companies, a
huge amount of reporting pain is created by the gaps between systems. Manual approvals, special
pricing, partial shipments, credits, returns, inventory adjustments, and one-off customer agreements.
These “exceptions” often live in email and spreadsheets. Bl cannot see them unless you model them. Al
cannot solve them unless you capture them in the system. The pragmatic approach is to use integration
and warehouse work to bring the critical exception signals into the data path, then use Al to triage and
summarize them. That is how you get both speed and control.

If you want a simple practical way to approach this as a program, think in slices and outcomes. First, pick
one reporting outcome that is worth money. For example, accurate order-to-cash visibility, or reliable
inventory and fulfillment metrics, or a true pipeline and revenue forecast that finance can defend.
Second, build the minimum warehouse model and Bl layer that makes that outcome possible. Third,
add Al as a Ul and narrative layer on top of the governed metrics, with strict guardrails. Finally, measure
the improvement in time saved, error reduction, and decision speed, and use that proof to expand to the
next slice.

That sequence avoids two common failures. It avoids the “Al first” failure where the assistant is built on
inconsistent data and loses trust. And it avoids the “warehouse project” failure where the team spends
months building infrastructure without clear business wins. Outcome-first, incremental delivery is the
sweet spot. It creates credibility early and keeps the work aligned with business value.

For most companies, the goal is not to “do Al.” The goal is to reduce the time it takes to understand the
business and to act on that understanding. When the data foundation is right, Al can make reporting
dramatically easier. When the data foundation is missing, Al will magnify confusion. The difference is
not the model. It is the architecture, the definitions, and the discipline behind the numbers.



