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2 SAP PA: High-level overview 

Now that you have an understanding and appreciation for the impor-
tance of predictive analytics, let’s explore SAP Predictive Analytics 
(SAP PA). It is SAP’s premier application for providing you (regardless 
of whether you are a regular user or a data scientist) with the ability to 
make projections about future events based on its ability to mine data 
sets to unearth trends, patterns, and relationships. SAP PA is an ad-
vanced business intelligence (BI) tool that helps you combine the past 
(hindsight) with the current (insight) to gain knowledge/information 
(foresight) so that you can make smarter business decisions. Such 
smarter business decisions include staying ahead of your competi-
tion, reducing costs by eliminating waste, gaining efficiencies by fine-
tuning operations, and making investments in the right areas. SAP PA 
enables easy analytics by incorporating advanced visualization ca-
pabilities.

SAP PA is a natural outgrowth to conventional (prescriptive) analytics 
which tends to heavily focus on history. I have worked with many SAP 
customers who are either dipping their toes into SAP PA after having es-
tablished a conventional BI/analytics framework that provides them with 
a dependable window into the past, or are thinking ahead and wanting to 
leverage the tremendous value hidden in their data to be smarter about 
the future. I tend to use this simple analogy: when you invest into your 
child’s college education, your key parameters are historical: his/her GPA, 
standardized test scores, field(s) of interest, aptitude, etc. While you fully 
expect him/her to graduate, you would love to have a sense of what the 
employment opportunities and earnings potential are over a certain time 
horizon. This is where SAP PA can fill the gap based on the data that 
you provide. And when this information is available in a timely manner, 
you can make sure that your child applies to the appropriate schools and 
potentially chooses the right field(s) of study. 
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2.1 Introduction to SAP PA

SAP introduced version 1.0 to the market in Q2 of 2012. It is important to 
note that it was not referred to as predictive analytics but rather predictive 
analysis and it was different than the current application. Predictive anal-
ysis was an application meant for analysts and data scientists. Although 
there was some visual/graphical content in the application that simplified 
the heavy lifting, it was not an application that regular/casual business 
users could use to any degree of usefulness.

SAP Predictive Analytics was first released in 2015. The motivation for 
building this product was twofold for regular business users (not just data 
scientists). 

1. The ability to use it in a meaningful way, given that the marketplace 
was already being dominated by such applications.

2. The ability to transform and enrich a data set in an easy manner before 
being fed to the predictive algorithms. It is worthwhile to note that prior 
to SAP PA, this was being done by writing scripts/code. This made the 
transformation/enrichment of data a highly technical activity. Also, it 
was not transparent and was prone to errors.

So, SAP PA combined the original application, predictive analysis, with an 
application called Infinite Insight to deliver SAP PA.

So what is Infinite Insight? It is the flagship application from KXEN, a com-
pany SAP acquired in 2013. Infinite Insight takes away a lot of the heavy 
lifting that data scientists were best suited to do in the past and pushed 
this to the predictive engine. It helps the analysts do what they are sup-
posed to do best: analyze, and not worry about preparing and modeling 
the data.

Back to SAP PA. The combination of these two products ensures that it 
caters to both major constituencies: data scientists and regular business 
users. You will have the option to use whichever embedded product best 
suits your needs and capabilities. The erstwhile predictive analysis com-
ponent shows up as Expert Analytics and the incorporated Infinite Insight 
component appears as Automated Analytics. You might ask this: what are 
the similarities and differences? The answer to this question will unfold as I 
get into the details in subsequent chapters, but there are some similarities 
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(more in the nature of functional overlaps) and some differences. You do 
not face a binary choice—you can use both flavors if you so desire.

2.2 History and evolution of SAP PA

Terms and phrases, such as machine learning, data mining, and artificial 
intelligence, among others, have caught the public imagination for many 
years and are currently part of the lexicon of the knowledge economy. You 
won’t be surprised to learn (if you were not already aware) that predictive 
analysis embodies the features of each of these terms and sometimes is 
used in an interchangeable manner. 

As briefly mentioned in Section 2.1, the SAP PA of today is a combination 
of two products:

1. SAP Infinite Insight 

2. The original SAP Predictive Analytics

To distinguish Automated Analytics from the traditional SAP PA, the tradi-
tional application was renamed Expert Analytics. As the name might sug-
gest, this application is a good fit for the data scientist and the statistically-
savvy analyst. SAP PA, during its earliest releases, was an application 
that was best utilized by data scientists. It had a modest scope and there 
did not seem to be any illusions about what constituency the application 
would serve: the user interfaces were not friendly from a business user 
standpoint and analytics capabilities were rather limited. But it certainly 
was a starting point in addressing the need for SAP customers to more 
productively harness all the transaction data that was sitting in the SAP 
systems (and not just ERP but BW, CRM, and SRM systems). Wait! You 
might say. Why can’t we use a data mining application like the Analysis 
Process Designer (APD) in SAP BW?

What is APD?

APD is an integrated development environment fully built 
and incorporated into SAP BW that enables mining of data 
that is ingested into a business warehouse. It provides you 
with a set of transformation functions including logical ones 
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(such as joining) and data mining ones (such as clustering and as-
sociation analysis). APD allows you to push the output of these trans-
formations to a selection of targets. Figure 2.1 displays the core com-
ponents of APD.

Figure 2.1: Core components of APD

Here are a variety of reasons you can’t use APD in SAP BW:

 f To use APD, you need to have SAP BW installed and operational 
in your enterprise. Operational means that relevant data must be 
flowing into your SAP BW environment so that you can use APD 
to mine the data.

 f APD is not very robust when it comes to predictive capabilities. 
Compared to any true data mining application, APD would not be 
ranked too high. In other words, its true predictive capabilities are 
limited. Note that data mining and predictive analytics are not syn-
onymous and APD is a good data mining application.

 f A corollary to the previous bullet is that APD has a limited number 
of true “predictive” algorithms.

 f Because it is a component of the SAP BW Administrator Work-
bench, it is tightly integrated with SAP BW. So if you are a user that 
does not have access and/or authorizations to an SAP BW system, 
you will not be able to use it.
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 f If you do not have at least basic SAP BW (technical) skills and a 
familiarity of SAP BW technical objects, you might struggle to be 
productive.

2.3 SAP PA architecture and technical components

There are two kinds of SAP PA deployments to choose from: desktop and 
enterprise. 

2.3.1 SAP PA desktop

SAP PA desktop is the simplest type of deployment because you can 
download the necessary files and install it on your machine and can be 
up and running in a matter of minutes. The architecture consists of two 
components. The first is the analytics component, which itself consists 
of two sub-components: Expert Analytics and Automated Analytics (see 
Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2: SAP Predictive Analytics main page

The second component is the source from which SAP PA pulls data from. 
Expert Analytics provides flexibility for you to connect with data from both 
flat files and tabular (RDBMS) databases, including SAP HANA. You can 
also connect to BusinessObjects (BO) universes. Automated Analytics is 
less versatile and only allows you to connect with data in SAS and SPSS 
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