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GUIDED BY DASHBOARDS

PERFORMANCE DASHBOARDS HELP COMPANIES TRACK BUSINESS METRICS AT A GLANCE.

JIM DUKART

ou probably wouldn’t even think
about l.aking vourr ciar out on the
freeway without a working dash
board. Without knowing how fast
you were going, how much fuel
youu hadl, or whether the car was
averheating, you'd be pulting
yourself, vour passengers, and
other drivers at significant visk,

Todays echrology consultants
think the same can be said of run-
ning o successful company—ialke
it out without a dashboard, and
you might have trouble reaching
the destination you seek, or at
least daing so without consider-
able trauble along the way.

The “dashboards” these con-
sultants refer 1o are not attached
e automobiles, but rather o cor
porate data svstems and informa-
tion networks, Also referved 1o as
visual imtelligence, business intel-
ligence, performance manage-
menl, or even the grandilogquently
palysvllabic enterprise data visual-
ization application—a perform
ance dashboard in a business
sense describes a computer screen
that displays a collection of gaug-
gs, measurcments, and data, Tt
gives an executive a current and
ACCurate -El.l-El.-gEEml.'tE view af how
his o her business is performing,
using any of & number of key cor-
porate metrics,

A dashhoard might, Tar in-

stance, show daily, weckly, ar
monthly sales ligures, sovted and
displaved by region, customer. or
salesperson. Il could present this
data on a speedometer- or adome-
lerype graph that shows sales-to-
date as a percentage of total sales
poals for the period. Another set
of graphs o gauges might show
financial statistics such as the
business developmen! portion af
operating expenses, the number af
davs remaining o pay invaices,
prafit per hour, and nel inventory
in dallaus, Another chart or graph
cauld track strategic initiatives,
cziimating completion dates. A
bar chart might show inventory
levels, particalarly il the tracking
of inventary is a leading indicator
af business health for the company
A dazhhoard, in other words, pres
ents critical data an executive
needs to get an up-lo-the minute
picture ol averall business healih.

Time For a Tune-Up?

The best performance dash-

boards, in fact, look pretty
much like the dashboard wvou
might have in your car Popular
graphics on a pedformance dash.
board inclode gauges with sliders
{picture a fuel gauge, showing
both "full” and "empty™ and o nes-
dle that shows the amaount “left in
the tank™ ar left to o}, thermome-

ters or barometers with sliders (as
sales groav and acoumulate, the
“temperature” rises), and any Lype
of graph, chart, tickers, or maps.
As with o vehicle dashboard, ghe
goal is to give the driver—in this
case an executive—a chance o see
what is happening without mking
thezir eves off the road (in the busi-
ness sense, digging through volu-
TGS reporis),

“You want B get aguick over-
view al the status or health al
vour buzsiness and pet some ides
of what needs to be addressed,”
says Dave Vernon, a partner ad
IDB Associates, an IT consulting
firm in Maple Grove, “The dash-
boand should contain [actors that
are key to the businesz. IF these
lactars get better, the husiness
gets better”

The key to performance dash-
board success is making sure the
right indicators are chosen, Ver-
rom says, "The executives have o
decide, "What business are we in,
and what is critical 1o our busi-
ness? " he says, “They need to list,
in arder, a finite number of things
to track. Ten is probably oo many,
and seven is a lot. T would =ay you
should have five to seven kev
things you can glance at to get a
picture of where you're going and
where vou are today”

Dan Wisnigwski, vice presidesn



and managing director for IT
consulting firm Fujitsy Consult-
ing in Minnsionka, calls these
lactors key performance indica-
tors. "You need ta keep it at a
high encugh level so that you are
nol trying o manage every de-
tail,” Wisniewski savs. "The ques-
ticn showld be, 'Do T have a prob-
lem with my inventory?” rather
than “Which specific order has
not come in vet? ™ Wisniewski
says executives may need to mon-
itor specific order details as well,
and that can be accomplished by
drilling down from a dashboard
inte a data store or, alternatively,
by creating a separate dashboard
to track erdersspecific informa-
tion. However, limiting dash-
board elements 1o high-level in-
[orrnation keeps the sereen from
being too cluttered amd avoids ex-
ecutives getling lost in too many
delails, Wisniewski notes.

Getting a Clear Picture

A good dashboard is only

as gond as Lhe data it
cravws from and represents. The
hest dashboards are tied directly
into data stores or data ware-
howses that are comprehensive,
accurite, and continually updalt-

el "You need a full data-ta-dash-
board strategy” says John Wood-
burn, president of The Woadl-
burn Group, a technology con-
sulting ficrmy in St Louis Park. He
relates the story of a medical or-
ganization whaose CEO had seen
a presenlation on dashboards,
liked what he saw, and trocoedi-
ately ran out and bought a few
dashboard tools and instrucied
his IT staff to build something—
like what he had seen. Sit months .
later, Woodburn says, the pro-
ject had sdll not gotten off the
ground because the company
hnd failed o take the tme to ac-
curately define the data necded
16y Ferd thie dashboard, "Yoan need
a deta quality stratepy, data -
tegrity rules, and seowity strucs
tures,” Woodburn savs,

"The number ene thing that is
going to determine whether a
dashboard will thrive or languish
is the data that is underneath it”
says Timothy Brands, president
of iBusiness Solutions in Bloom-
ington, a provider of dala ware-
housing services and perform-
ance matagemen! dashboards,
"The secand most important
thing iz that it has o have exson-
tive sponsership. Our most wild-

Pashboards like this CED *scerecard” help to align the goals of sperations, manage-
ment, and evecutive teams, according to Timothy Brands, IBusiness Solutions, Inc.
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{ The best dashboards are tied
directly into data stores
or data warehouses

that are comprehensive,

accurate, and continually updated. }

ly successful projects in dash-
boarding have the highest-level-
possible sponscrship.”

That high-level sponsarship,
Brands notes, can turn a dash-
board from a corporate instru-
ment panel to something that
does more: a tool that helps alion
corporate goals and strategy. “If
the execulive committee is look-
ing at the same metrics as man-
agement, and management is
locking at information that is fed
up from aperalions, that creates
alignment and accountability
throughout the organization,”
Brards says,

He also talks of performance
dashboards as “change agents,”

explaining that the process of
identifving kev performance
metrics can lead a company to
exarmine critical data il may have
been ignoring or underuszing. Tn
the process of building a dash-
board, a large retail client of
iBusiness found it had a trove of
customer satisfaction data that
haul never been agpregated, snad-
ied. or brouzht to the altention
of management. The company’s
dashboard now displays cus-
tomer satisfaction scores as one
af its key metrics, and Brands
says¢ this has [iltered down
throughout the corporation, cre-
ating a pew and increased fo-
cused on customer feedback.



Everyone Benefits

Overall dashhoard costs

ard timelines are difficult
o define, mostly because each ar-
ganization will have its own
process [or determining key ret-
rics, Each will also have differing
fevels of expertise and internal or
external resources upen which o
drave. That said, 2 simple exccu-
tive dashboard, if all the underly-
ing data iz available and in good
shape, can be created for several
theasand dollacs and can be done
in a few weeks 1o 2 month or two.
Most projects will probably re-
fuire more than that, including
time with ourside consultants and
an IT staff to define the data, map
out the dashboard, program the
system, amd train users.

Woodburn savs one of his cli-

cnts spent about $25,000 aver a
six-rmanth pericd to create g dash-
board for use by a core tcam of
tw or three people. That projec
has been so successful that it is
nony being volled out o a base of
30 1o 75 vsers, and will eventually
bt mvailable te 200 1o 300 of the
oompanys excoutives and mane-
apers nationwide.

Although performance dash-
boards can benefit a business of
any sime, they app=ar 1o he mast
prevalent among mid-to-large
sizedd companies. "Eighty per-
cent of Fortune iﬂﬂd&uﬁm_-—"

do some form of dashboarding.”

Vernon estimates. “Most come-

panics of $30 million to $100
million and vp in sales will have
a need to check thelr metrics on
& regular basis,”

The structure of an organiza-
tion may alse lend itsell 1o dazh-
boarding, Companies that have
widely distributed eperations or
have numerous levels of man.
agement may be particularly
well suited, “TF you're located in
thee Mlichwest or on the East Coast,
[a dashboard ] can be o good way
to finel our, ait a glance, what vour
West Corst operations are doing,”
Vernan nedes.

Brands says various kinds of
businesses can henafit from using
a dashboard, 1e lists a large na-
el retail organization, an in-
termational high-lech manufac-
turing firm, o mid-macket b-to-h
healthcare oreanization, and sev-
eral public sector and educational
institutions as amaong his dash-
board clients. Praclicing what he
preaches, Bramds uscs an internal
company dashboard regularly—
each Monday moming he checks
his closhbaard for net profit, peal
it per hour; and ather key metrics
based an limecards entered each
Fridav by coplovees and consult-
ants. During the week, Brands
can call up the same data 1o

see how the company is do-
ing an o month-to-date,
vearto-date, or project-hy-
project basis,

"I have never heard
amyone =ay, This is ot
the right thing to da,""

Woodbwm savs, “From an
exccutive standpoint, o dash-
board 15 your way of aligning
corporate strategy and leverag-
ing key business metrics so that
wou can communicate effectively
through the whole organization,
on strategic, tactical, or opera-
tipnal levels, What executive
dloes ot want 1o do that ™ TCE

Hee Deikary is a freelaivce wetter
fiving in Eden Prairie,
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