Getting on the Same Page: Dashboard Development
from Planning to Implementation

by Jim Love and Alex Resnick

Nobody wants a dashboard. They want a lot of things,
but a dashboard isn’t one of them. Some are looking

for increased performance or productivity. Some

want the ability to meet deadlines. Others are looking
to manage scarce resources more effectively. Some want
to avoid failures — or at least surprise failures. Or per-
haps they simply want to make everyone aware of just
how much value they really are adding to the company.

Even the term “dashboard” is not a particularly accu-
rate metaphor. When most of us think of dashboards,
we think of a car. That type of dashboard would be
most undesirable for corporate management. Car dash-
boards tell us what has already happened. They tell us
the speed we have already reached. They tell us how
much fuel we have already used. There are some useful
warnings, but they generally come on too late for us to
do anything. When the oil light flashes, all we can do
is pull over and let the others pass us by. Who'd like

to add that capability to their arsenal of management
tools?

Tragically, as many companies install “dashboards,”
that’s exactly what they will do. They will get the sim-
plistic dashboard of the automobile when what they
need is closer to the sophisticated instrumentation
found in the navigation system of an airplane. On an
airplane’s instrument panel, you can see the current
status — speed, fuel consumption, and the like. But
you can also get information that can help guide you
to where you need to be in the future. Predictive data
from the radar system warns you of rough weather
and other hazards ahead. Other instruments monitor
wind speed and direction to tell you of the external
forces holding you back or pushing you forward.

This may seem like semantics, but it is a crucial dis-
tinction. No matter how sophisticated the automobile,
none of us would ever try to drive solely by watching
the dashboard. Yet on a plane, you actually can fly
entirely by instrumentation. In fact, there are times
where the instruments are superior to human instinct
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and observation. Our senses are easily fooled, and our
reaction times are simply too slow to be of any use at
supersonic speeds. But navigation systems allow teams
of pilots and air traffic controllers to coordinate large
numbers of aircraft simultaneously and bring them all
in for safe landings, day in and day out — even in the
most adverse weather. When the consequences are real,
the steady teams that run our airline flights are prefer-
able to the “heroes and zeroes” approach of fiction like
Top Gun.

So be careful what you ask for, since you might just get
it. How you describe what you need is the most impor-
tant step in the entire process. If dashboards have a sin-
gle point of failure, it lies in the original planning and
design.

From here on in, when we say “dashboard,” assume
we're really talking about a navigation system — since
we presume that’s what most of you are really looking
to implement in your organization. That brings us to a
new set of questions. What’s your destination? What
are you expecting to get from implementing this? How
will things be different?

Now take a minute to think about it. Then write it
down.

ARE YOU READY?

Not if you skipped the last step, you're not. If you were
too busy or thought it was a waste of time, do yourself,
your employees, and your company a big favor. Don’t
implement a dashboard. If you can’t find two minutes
to imagine what you are trying to accomplish, will you
really be able to put in the real time and effort to be
successful? If you can’t, you risk doing more damage
than good.

Why? We start from a simple premise: metrics represent
a powerful force. The right metrics, implemented in
the right way, can pull an organization into alignment,

©2006 Cutter Information LLC


http://www.cutter.com

surface problems, and be a catalyst that propels you to
outstanding levels of breakthrough performance. But
just as in Star Wars, there is also a “dark side” to the
force. The wrong metrics or the wrong implementation can
destroy performance, demotivate your people, and mask
serious problems until it is too late to deal with them.

Few of us are really short of data. In fact, most of us

are inundated by it. The challenge we face is actually

to reduce the data, to understand and focus on what

is really important. As Taiichi Ono, the founder of
Toyota’s legendary management system, would say, it's
about “learning to see.” To see, you have to be prepared
to look at things in a new way. And to do that, you
have to be prepared to invest the time up front.

CHOOSING THE RIGHT METRICS

The number one and two questions regarding dash-
boards are, “What should we be measuring?” and,
closely related to that, “How do we choose the right
metrics?” There are currently three methods for
answering these questions.

Method One

Measure everything and explore. This is the method
many data warehouse proponents recommend. Buy
some big honking machines, analyze the crap out of
the data, and you will find some correlations between
great performance and something else.

This approach assumes that correlation can be equated
with causality — a fancy way of saying that because
two things happen at the same time, one thing causes
the other. This is a fallacy that continues to fool us even
though we’ve known it isn’t true since the Hawthorne
studies of the 1920s. The Hawthorne studies, led by
Harvard Business School professor George Elton Mayo,
discovered a correlation between working environment
and increased production. In one example, researchers
increased the quality of the physical working environ-
ment for a group of six women, and production went
up. To many, that is the same as saying the changes
caused the increased productivity. But did they?
Apparently not, because when the women were
returned to their original poor working conditions,
productivity went up again. What caused this? Mayo
concluded that the productivity increases had to do
with the attention that the workers had received, the
measurement that occurred, and the culture that had
developed among the group. One thing is certain: the
environmental changes were not the real cause.
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Method Two

A second method is to come up with some measures,
try them out, and find out how they work. This school
of thought says that it’s better to measure something
than nothing.

This approach was recommended during a book pro-
motion tour by a well-known speaker who shall remain
nameless (and therefore shameless). When we asked a
client who attended the seminar what he would do if
the metrics he picked were wrong, he smiled and said
that the presenter had covered that — “You simply
change the metrics.” When we pointed out that it
would most likely be his successor who would make
the change, his smile evaporated.

In fairness, method two acknowledges that experimen-
tation and learning need to occur. That’s valid. But it
also assumes that you have a boss (or shareholder) who
is patient enough to let you experiment until you get it
right. Even if you have — to take our airplane analogy
one step further — do you really want to be deciding
which instruments you are going to use to fly the plane
when the thing is already in flight?

Method Three

There is a third method, which is what we recom-
mend — and use. Since a great dashboard is really a
navigational system, the best way to design and test it
is with a map. Only in this case, the topography is the
business environment. Picture your strategic goals as
the destination. Then map your journey backward from
your destination. Think of each of the places you pass
through on your way as measurable outcomes or things
that have to be accomplished in order to get the end
results. Think of external factors like wind and weather
as assumptions from your business plan. As we start to
imagine our trip in this way, what emerges is a compre-
hensive set of measurable indicators of success.

We’ve used the map technique as a paper exercise and
as an automated simulation. Sometimes we just use it

to frame a discussion. Our best results have come when
we’ve engaged a wide cross-functional group of people
who go through this together. Not only do we get better
solutions, but, not surprisingly, getting buy-in is much
easier since they “own” the metrics that they have
developed.

Once You Have a Map, Use It!

Not everyone starts out looking for a “dashboard.” For
example, one of our clients, an IT department, came to
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us for help in sorting out their project planning for

the coming year. They wanted help in managing their
growth and dealing with their resource constraints.
After some exploration, they added some additional
goals. They needed to give the business users options
to demonstrate that the IT department was responsive
to their needs. In the end, they needed to show that IT
wasn'’t just an expense. They wanted to demonstrate
that they delivered real and measurable business value.

When you are trying to juggle 80-100 client projects
with multiple clients and still pay attention to a number
of major internal initiatives, flexibility is a huge chal-
lenge. Even a small change can have massive impacts
when there are a large number of elements to consider.
While many companies have systems for monitoring
work in progress, few have any real group “planning
system.” In this particular case, everyone in the plan-
ning process tried to keep track of work on his or her
own spreadsheet. Some had multiple spreadsheets.
Confusion reigned.

While the graphs, widgets, and colored
diagrams were impressive to look at, closer
examination revealed that all of the data
consisted of “lagging indicators.”

To cope, we built a very simple simulator using
Microsoft Project. We used the model we created to
centralize all the information and develop scenarios,
which we tested out and used as a basis for discussions.
We were able to manage a lot of data and start to see
the key metrics that would be excellent predictors of
future success.

The planning went very smoothly. Then we came to the
second part — how would they stay on track? We sug-
gested that some kind of dashboard was required. Their
response was that they didn’t need a dashboard — they
already had one.

They proceeded to show us a number of reports from
the current “dashboard,” which essentially reported on
project status for ongoing projects. While the graphs,
widgets, and colored diagrams were impressive to
look at, closer examination revealed that all of the data
consisted of “lagging indicators.” Many of the critical
items that we had explored in our planning were not
included at all. Beyond the missing leading indicators,
how would this dashboard report on the progress
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toward their goals? Where was the critical item of
“value”? Where did key compliance issues (e.g.,
Sarbanes-Oxley, CMMB®, various quality initiatives) fit
in, since these weren't really projects?

We also knew that certain key items (e.g., project char-
ters, specifications) were going to be most indicative

of success or failure. Yet these were at best binary meas-
ures — they were complete or not. In fact, a project
didn’t hit the “radar” until the charter was completed,
so this critical step might not even be reflected in their
existing dashboard. In the simulation, we had pain-
stakingly mapped a number of assumptions and
external factors. A key one was how fast they could
acquire, train, and deploy additional resources. Was
the resource factor included in the dashboard? Not
really — it showed nothing beyond the amount of these
resources that had been consumed at a given point.

We thought that we had a clear understanding of all

of the elements that had to be monitored to predict
success. We had been encouraged by our discussions
about all of these elements. Once the planning was done
and the monitoring was to begin, however, the client
wanted to go back to their old style of reporting. We
were certain that the sophisticated look of the dash-
board tool was a factor in this, but there was another
force at play as well. Once the planning is done, there
is a real and natural eagerness in all groups to move to
the world of “execution.” Sometimes it is as if planning
and delivery exist in two parallel universes.

To the credit of the head of that area, once we pointed
this out, he caught on immediately, noting the lack of
leading indicators in the current dashboard. But it could
have turned out differently, and we took a valuable
lesson from the experience. In the future, we will not
mistake agreement in planning for commitment in
execution.

NARROWING DOWN A WIDE VIEW

When you think about it, it shouldn’t come as a great
surprise that we can so easily divorce planning from
execution. Great plans and great metrics come from
thinking outside the box — from widening your field

of view. “Getting things done” is often seen as a process
of narrowing your focus to weed out the extraneous.

We believe that both processes are essential. The
process of questioning that we go through does gener-
ate a lot of potential metrics. Before we can use these
effectively, though, we have to manage this list and
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extract the vital few measures. It can be a daunting task.
So how can you narrow it down?

The first step is simply to categorize the information.
Which measures are about “performance” and which
are about “compliance”? Which measures are predictive
as opposed to measuring how things are in the current
state? Another classification separates what is “quantifi-
able” from what is “qualitative.” We don’t do this to
judge the measures, but as a way of understanding
them better. For example, too many times dashboard
designers reject qualitative information, regarding it as
somehow inferior to “hard facts.” Yet qualitative meas-
ures are often more indicative of success than the sup-
posedly more “concrete,” quantifiable information.
We've all experienced a project that failed even though
it had consistently appeared to meet its schedule and
budget. Studies have shown that a more “qualitative”
measure like strategic alignment is a far better indicator
of potential success [1, 2, 3]. The purpose of categorizing
is to understand — not to judge. To be successful, we
may need a mix of different measures.

While we might not judge the categories, we do insist
on rigorously questioning each metric within a cate-
gory. We post a sign in our workshops that says “No
Platitudes!” — and we mean it. We encourage question-
ing and language that is brutally frank. We want people
to ask, “So what? Who cares? What would we really be
able to do if we knew this?” Only if a proposed metric
survives this test does it have a chance at becoming a
performance measure.

One question that comes up frequently is, “What is the
optimal number of measures?” You want a manageable
number. You can’t focus on everything, because that’s
not focusing. If the process of categorizing and ques-
tioning is done well, the number of measures tends to
take care of itself. The vital few survive, and others are
consolidated into composite measures.

To illustrate where we want to get to without specifying
the precise number of metrics, we point out that one of
the best “dashboards” we’ve ever encountered appears
to have only one measure. It’s the one that says, “We've
had X accident-free days.” Inevitably it is right out on

a factory’s front lawn, where everyone can see it. It pre-
sents as one number, but it’s really a composite of a
number of behaviors and actions — a mixture of quali-
tative and quantitative measures. Yet it exists as a single
strategic measure and focuses people on what is truly
important. It says, “This is not lip service. We care
about this.”
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The bottom line? Categorize to understand the metrics
and focus on what’s really important by asking tough
questions. Without setting any limits, you will see a set
of measures emerge that, with a bit of additional work,
can be very relevant and very powerful but still fit onto
a single page.

THE “INTANGIBLES” DILEMMA

Once you have decided what is important, you then
have to establish a fair and open method of measuring
it. Then you have to communicate it widely for it to
have any effect. This is a challenge when it comes to
qualitative information or so-called intangibles.

Study after study shows that devoting attention to intan-
gibles pays off. In his study of companies that had gone
from lackluster performance to the top of their respec-
tive industries, Jim Collins included “passion” as one

of the key areas for strategic measurement [1]. Last year,
a study published in the Harvard Business Review [3]
showed once again the link between qualitative meas-
ures and results. The authors found that attrition rates
for customers were much lower when the customer was
“emotionally satisfied”; that is, when they felt good
about the transactional encounters they had with bank
staff. Where the customer was “rationally satisfied”

(all quantitative performance criteria were met — the
traditional “dashboard measures”), the rate of attrition
was about the same for satisfied and unsatisfied cus-
tomers! In one of the early, pivotal studies on portfolio
management, a study of over 200 companies determined
that those who focused purely on quantitative financial
measures had portfolios of projects that were not

well aligned with business objectives. In fact, the most
quantitative measure (financial) was determined to be
the “weakest of all measures.” The best single measure
from the same study was an “intangible” — the meas-
urement of alignment with business strategy [2].

So why, given all of this proof, are intangible measures
given short shrift? Why do we get the sense that even
when they are included, their inclusion is an after-
thought — lip service?

In a recent scorecard that we did, we identified a series
of qualitative measures that we knew contributed to
superior performance. As we always do when we deal
with intangibles, we had good evidence of their efficacy.
Naturally, we were shocked when they were dropped.
Why did this happen? It turns out there was a fear that
if these measures were implemented, they could be
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used to challenge management decisions — particularly
those relating to promotion and bonuses.

Politicizing measures is all too common. While it’s

not impossible to do this with quantitative measures,
qualitative ones are more vulnerable to political machi-
nations — manipulation, exclusion, or irrelevant inclu-
sion. The damage this does is extreme. When the
metrics are politicized, everyone knows. Trust breaks
down, and metrics lose their ability to motivate.

So how do you deal with these challenges? First, you
need to get acknowledgment that just because a meas-
ure is intangible does not mean that it is unmeasurable.
Apply a real rigor to intangibles. Get agreement on
how you will measure them before you start measuring.
Above all, create the ability for your group to question.
Establish a brutal level of honesty early, and the prob-
lem of intangibles will be lessened. Performance, not
politics, is what should determine your metrics.

THE DATA MYTH

In our experience, companies all too often dismiss per-
formance measures because of concerns about accuracy
and completeness of data. We actually had one project
that was quietly abandoned after we had begun because
it was felt that that we couldn’t get “accurate data.”
Even where data gathering is more successful, there are
often concerns that what we are collecting won’t have
value because there is no historical data to compare it to.

It would be great to have perfect data and even better
to have historical data. It might tell us additional things
and give us new insights. But you can’t give up on
metrics because what you have isn’t perfect. Nor should
we subject ourselves to a greater standard than is neces-
sary to get the results we need.

We frequently have to drive home the point that we are
not preparing financial statements. We are looking for
information to help us make management decisions. Polls,
for example, are accurate to within four percentage
points 19 times out of 20. Some have been stunningly
inaccurate. Yet they remain a key tool in both marketing
and politics. Why? The question is not whether the data
is accurate but whether it is accurate enough.

Once again, a successful dashboard results from intense
and bold questioning. Would we make any different
decision if the accuracy of the data were greater? What
is the threshold of materiality where our decision or
actions would change? What’s more important — speed
or absolute accuracy? Isn’t having the exact answer too
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late to make a key decision worse than making the right
decision with imprecise information?

If the data is really important to your decisions, you will
find a way to measure it — or as much of it as you can.
The system doesn’t need to be elegant; it needs to be
useful. And it doesn’t even have to be complete. Pareto’s
Law states that 80% of the problems in a system or
process are caused by 20% of the activities within that
process. If we are measuring the right things, we can
have the same impact with a subset of the data.

We believe that most often questions about data accu-
racy, data completeness, or historical data are red her-
rings. When we start arguing about the precision of
metrics, we frequently find we have the wrong meas-
ures or the wrong presentation, or we are dealing with
resistance that has nothing to do with the accuracy of
the numbers. Measurement is supposed to make you
uncomfortable. Questioning the accuracy of the num-
bers is how some people vent that discomfort.

Remember the IT department client we mentioned
above? When we began replacing their plethora of
spreadsheets with a version of the planning module
we outlined earlier, we cautioned the consultant who
was working on the model to remain calm when (not if)
the accuracy of the data was attacked. Very early into

a meeting on the new model, one of the participants
began vigorously comparing our data to her spread-
sheet and pointing out a series of minor discrepancies.
The behavior was disruptive, but because we were pre-
pared for this resistance, we stayed calm and didn’t get
into a defensive position or an argument. We quietly
pointed out that the discrepancies were there because
we were all working from a number of unrelated
spreadsheets.

Prepare for arguments about data. Agree on the margin
of error and what you will do about inaccuracies. Do
this before you show your data or the results. Even then,
beware the smokescreen and anticipate resistance.
Metrics hold up a mirror, and the picture we see isn’t
always flattering. It can get emotional. Remember, if
your metrics aren’t making someone uncomfortable,
they probably aren’t the right metrics.

AUTOMATION: A BLESSING AND A CURSE

Automating the collection and calculation of data is
often a necessity. After all, measures may increase pro-
ductivity, but measuring itself is not productive. It can
take hours and even days to assemble and analyze
information. So you have to consider automation. But
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it’s not about the tools. Beware the pretty gadgets and
cool tools. Keep focused on the measures themselves.

Sometimes simple and low-tech are the best way to go.
We have seen solutions that cost hundreds of dollars
deliver the same value as systems that cost hundreds of
thousands. We have one scorecard with 10 values that
are simply selected from a list on a monthly basis. Yes,
we could have built an enormous system to automati-
cally make that selection, but a knowledgeable adminis-
trator can do the same thing quickly and with a high
degree of accuracy.

On the other hand, beware the homegrown Excel wiz-
ard. We've seen some systems built with a proliferation
of spreadsheets, and while they appeared to be “money
savers” at first, they ultimately cost more than the value
they delivered. Often they were delivered quickly, but
many were built on a house of cards — undocumented
macros that delivered results no one could justify. Even
if you found the error, the safest presumption was that
you’d never be able to fix it without rewriting the whole
spreadsheet. That may sound extreme, but it’s far more
common than you might think.

Here’s the best advice we can give you on technology.
We actually prefer to build rather than buy, because
the tools out there are often far too expensive for what
you get or what you need. If push comes to shove, Alex
and I will build scorecards using Excel to prototype. If
you ignore spreadsheets and off-the-shelf tools, some-
one else will build it while you aren’t there. So use
Excel and quick tools to pilot, but move off them very
quickly.

When it comes to developing for real, we prefer to use
tools such as SQL Server, Analysis Services, and Visual
Studio. We do this not because we worship Microsoft,
but because these are the tools that most people have
lying around, and they are “ready for prime time.” If
you stick to a standard (and, like it or not, Microsoft
represents a standard), it is a lot easier when you want
to add something new. We once wanted to incorporate
some data from Microsoft Project for a scorecard.
Microsoft Project Server is XML compliant — it allows
access to a great deal of information through XML tags.
Once we discovered this, we were able to extract and
produce some very sophisticated scorecard reporting
from real project data in a matter of hours.

At the high end, we are now working on much more
complex real-time scorecards using Panorama software,
one of a growing list of very reasonably priced and
high-performance business intelligence (BI) tools.
Panorama uses the same cube that Microsoft uses for
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Analysis Services, and the software has some things that
make life very easy for developers. We can do in hours
what takes weeks in other tools. Still, we only recom-
mend it if the client doesn’t have an existing BI tool or
is unhappy with their existing toolset. Our advice is to
stick with the tools you have unless you prove they
can’t do the job.

The worst dashboards we have seen are the ones that
looked the coolest. In contrast, the best dashboard
we’ve ever done is one page, with simple graphs and
more text than you might think. But it offered valuable
insight and great information and helped deliver
results.

Someone, sometime, is going to try to sell you on a fea-
ture of a software solution before you’ve defined what
you really need. So ban all demos and even discussions
of widgets and gizmos until you are absolutely sure
what you want to see. If anyone tries to demo them to
you, fend them off with tough questions: “So what?”
“Who cares?”

GETTING ON THE SAME PAGE

If you've ever been in the cockpit of a commercial air-
craft, you were probably struck by the sheer number of
gauges and dials. Yet if you watch a skilled pilot, you
see that they focus on specific instruments very closely,
while the rest is peripheral. They’ve learned — indeed
they have been trained — to tune out the noise.

In the corporate world, we all receive a constant barrage
of data. The beauty of a well-done dashboard is that it
helps us tune out the noise. It forces us to identify and
then to focus on what is really important. We make
tough choices on what we show and what we don't.
And when it’s well done, there is no better way to
communicate strategy.

Because of this, as much as we eschew gadgets, we do
pay a lot of attention to dashboard presentation and
how we bring the information together. We spend a
great deal of time thinking about the design elements.
We use color to convey messages — green, yellow, and
red. We ensure that there is a flow. We want it to tell a
story. Everything is evaluated in that context. We don’t
care about gizmos, but we do care enormously about
clean design and ensuring that the first impression is
not information overload (see Figure 1).

We also continually struggle to get it all on one page.
One way to do that is to have multiple dashboards. That
makes some degree of sense in that what you need to
see on the factory floor may not be what is needed in
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Figure 1 — A sample dashboard showing the typical assembly of
components. It has gauges and colored indicators and tables of data
that allow you to drill down to specific areas of interest. But while
the technology can be helpful, it is not where the value comes from.
The real value comes from measuring the right things and
presenting the data in a way that can lead to insight — and action.

the executive suite. Yet what we want to end up with is
a way of linking the various measures and putting the
resulting information into one coherent, cross-functional
story.

It’s a tall order. But it’s a beginner’s mistake to focus

on any individual metric without considering its rela-
tionship to the others. Time and again, we see that it’s
cross-functional measures that enable breakthrough
results. A few years back we came up with a composite
measure that we call a “performance index.” It was our
way of meeting two simultaneous objectives: reducing
the number of measures and preserving the relationship
between different functional areas. We started with the
same approach as a stock index. We put together a com-
posite of weighted quantitative and qualitative data. We
used it to show trends and projections and to tell a con-
sistent story. Like a stock index, the story is told by the
composite, but drill-down techniques allow people to
get to deeper levels if they need to.

This approach has solved some additional issues. For
example, we have one performance index model that is
in its second year. When the client wanted to change a
few of the individual measures, we realized that we
could do that without losing the ability to compare to
previous periods. Even in those cases where there is no
history, the movements of a well-constructed index can
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still provide some valuable insight well beyond what a
single metric would do.

MAKING HARD WORK LOOK EASY

In our introduction, we said that developing the right
performance metrics was hard work. We meant it. Yet
at the end of the process, if it’s done well, it should look
easy. It should be intuitive. It should get everyone on
the same page. It should transform the complexity of
vast amounts of data into true insight — insight that
enables decisions that in turn generate breakthrough
performance. That performance is what we were look-
ing for in the first place.

After all, nobody really wants a dashboard.
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Part of Cutter Consortium’s mission is to foster
the debate of, and dialogue on, the business
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data, and advice, you'll be able to make the
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