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You’ve heard the news about Power BI Desktop release with bunch of new features. If you don’t, read blog post here to understand new features of Power BI. Waterfall chart is one of the new visualization elements in this product. For finance people this chart makes sense, but not everyone knows the usage of that. In this post I want to explain what is Waterfall chart, when to use it? and how to use it? So you would learn what’s Waterfall chart all about?
There are many charts that are self-explanatory, such as Bar chart, line chart…. Some charts might need a little bit working with to understand what is the best situation to use them, such as scatter chart (especially with play dimension). Some charts looks easy but you might not get their reason to exists, and the type of problem that they solve. From feedback that I’ve heard I think waterfall chart is in the latest category. But don’t be afraid, it is an easy chart. you only need to know when and how to use it.
What is Waterfall Chart?
Waterfall Chart is a type of chart that usually used for
“understanding the cumulative effect of sequentially introduced positive or negative values”.
Don’t blame me! I’ve get that definition from Wikipedia 😉 My simple definition however is: Waterfall chart is for analysis of up and downs for an additive measure. as an example you can analysis cashflow based on up and downs of it through all months of a financial year.
When to use Waterfall Chart?
You can also use waterfall chart for analysis of inventory, credit, performance, and everything else that falling or raising of its value matters. sequential of attribute that describe the value is also another helpful dimension of the waterfall chart. For example you want to know up and downs of performance through the last year with the sequence of quarters that you’ve done performance reviews.
So Don’t limit yourself, this chart visualize and tell many stories, just think big and find situations that you can use this chart to respond to the existing requirement.
How to use this Chart?
Easy! When you know the usage of chart, and you have the data set to work with, then just use Waterfall chart in Power BI Desktop. I’ll show it through an example to you.
Sample Data
I used the data set provided by Debra Dalgleish in this post. The data set is a cashflow data set as below:
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As you see in above data set we have periods (months), base, up, down, and the cash flow. If you want to understand how the calculation of cashflow works. it is as below:
· Base of the start period is coming from previous period (year) balance.
· Base of each period is the Base from previous period + Up of previous period – Down of the previous period
· CashFlow is equal to Up minus Down
· value of End of Period calculated in the same way of base for each period
· As an example B3=B2+D2-C2 (this formula continues to down with numbers changed based on rows)
So Let’s use this data set in the Power BI.
Extract the Data
I just fetch the data from the excel file as is. with no changes. the only change I make is to add an Index Column to it (this index column will be used for sorting later on);
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After adding the index column and changing name of the query to CashFlow. I’ll start preparing the model.
Modelling
There is only one data table in our model, so modelling shouldn’t be a problem. However there are some changes that I like to make as below:
· Changing Format of columns (Base, Down, Up, and Cash Flow) as Currency
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· Change Sorting of Period Column to be based on Index column
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For doing above change; select Period column first, then from Modeling tab, click on Sort By Column, and then choose Index. If you don’t apply this change waterfall chart will sort periods based on their alphabetical order.
Visualization
Go to Report tab. double click on Waterfall chart from Visualizations pane in the right hand side.
You have to set only two parameters:
· Category: Set it to Period
· Y Axis: Set it to Cash Flow
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As you see in above chart, the cashflow and its up and down showed beautifully in the chart. Order of period category is also right, and that is because of the Sort By Column setting we’ve done in previous section.
You can apply formatting as you want to this chart, like changing colors, backgrounds, title and so on. I just like to set data labels for now.
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Result
And this is the final chart (with few formatting):
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Period fd Base EdDown Edup [ Cash Flow
Start S0 $5000 $5,000
Jan $5000  $503 S0 -$503
Feb $4,497  $1670 S0 -$1,670
Mar $2.827 S0 84802 $4,802
Apr $7,629 1,198 S0 51,198
May $6431  $3,506 S0 83,526
Jun 52,905 S0 $1826 $1,826
Jul $4731 52284 S0 52,284
Aug $2,447 SO $3250 $3,250
Sep $5697  $1,780 S0 -$1,780
Oct $3917 SO $2667 $2,667
Nov $6,584 S0 $1500 $1,500
Dec $8,084 S0 82475 $2475
End $10.559
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