
The New Gold Standard:  
Developing Executive  
Dashboards

By Jennifer Nourollahi and Manish A. Shah

A balanced executive 
dashboard can 
help ensure you 
are aligned with 
the organization’s 
goals, improve 
communication, 
and strengthen 
performance.
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oes this frustrating story sound familiar?  
It permeates countless executive meetings in 
companies large and small. The problem is due 
to years of incorrect data-pulling techniques, 
inconsistent consolidations, and often-siloed 
analytical departments. Over time, it seems 

to be the executive who shouts the loudest or has pages of 
confusing data to back up his or her shouting who wins. 

How can an organization reduce such frustrating meet-
ings in the first place?

The gold standard answer is to develop an SVOT (single 
version of the truth) executive dashboard that gives a holistic 
view of business performance based on key performance 
indicators. SVOT dashboards align business activities to 
company vision and strategy and drive insightful action. The 
benefits of creating and distributing a balanced executive 
dashboard or scorecard are as follows:

1.  Assess performance against goals and take insightful 
action. Executives can monitor performance and take the 
appropriate actions to either support a positive trend or 
make course corrections for negative trends. 

2.  Enhance communications. Dashboards are great com-
munication vehicles to align on a company’s leading and 
lagging indicators and inspire employees throughout the 
organization. 

3.  Increase productivity. A well-built dashboard ensures 
that all important metrics are accessible in one place. 
It reduces duplication of siloed reports and improves 
communication between departments. 

4.  Boost performance. Dashboards allow companies to 
effectively drive collaboration for teams to work together 
to address performance challenges.

5.  Improve profitability. Once teams are laser-focused on 
the key metrics, teams can spend appropriate energy and 
resources to improve bottom-line results. 

There are several key steps involved in developing a 
high-powered executive dashboard that can achieve these 
benefits and reduce frustrating executive meetings.

Step One:  
A LIGN LE A DER SHIP

The organization’s key leadership must be on board with the 
development of an SVOT executive dashboard. Executives 
need to align on the budget, timing, metrics, visualizations, 
and, ultimately, audiences that will drive activities using 
the dashboard. To further align the facilitation of leader-
ship in building the dashboard, it is best to appoint a single 
empowered business lead to shepherd the effort and gain 
organizational alignment. This resource will then com-
municate and secure both internal and potentially external 
resources to continue the effort through a formal project. 

Meeting   |  June 18

Meeting Invite: Accepted            Topic: Regional Performance Review

Attendees: VP 1, VP 2, CEO

Goal of Meeting: Decide which region needs additional funding to achieve goals

Conversation:

VP 1: 
Based on our analytical reporting, it looks like Region 1 has the largest opportunity to 
gain share based on YOY sales decline and should secure the additional funding.

 VP 2: 
Our reports indicate that Region 2 had YOY sales decline, and if something is not done 
soon, that region will continue to suffer.

 CEO: 
How can two VPs who have access to the same data source have different metrics and, 
therefore, different conclusions? From my standpoint, both data sets are unreliable, and 
therefore, I will need to make the decision based on my intuition and not on data.
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Step Two:  
M ET R ICS,  M ET R ICS,  M ET R ICS

The lead must unite executives around the appropriate 
metrics to gauge success across each level of the  
organization. Best practice recommends beginning  
with the annual company goals as a foundation and then 
measurements for each executive team member and his or 
her respective teams. Workshops need to be organized to 
review team goals and metrics that often uncover conflict-
ing performance measures. This is a perfect opportunity 
for realignment. The leadership team can then list specific 
desired metrics over specific timelines. For instance,  
certain types of strategic actions can take several years to 
move metrics, while other more tactical actions can drive 
immediate results.

Overall, a set of goals needs to be identified as the heart 
of the executive dashboard, and each metric to be measured 
should be SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, 
realistic, and time-based). Once a robust list of the potential 
dashboard metrics is captured, the lead should conduct a 
prioritization exercise. The goal of the exercise is to reduce 
the number of metrics to, ideally, between seven and 10. The 
dashboard should include a balance of leading and lagging 
indicators and cover the individual lines of business and 
corresponding key drivers.

Step Three:  
IDEN T IF Y  T HE V ISUA LIZ AT ION T O OL

Once the list of metrics is established, the next step is  
to develop a list of visualization options. Depending  
on the budget, options can range from simple Microsoft 
Excel spreadsheets to attractive off-the-shelf dashboarding 
software. Each metric needs to be defined with a visually 
appealing interface with the appropriate color and fonts. 
Visualization options also go beyond typical charts to 
include graphical options, such as speedometers, area and 
line charts, XY plots, pivot tables, and interactive graphs. 

Thresholds can also be included on each visualization to 
depict whether a metric is meeting, exceeding, or behind  
a certain target goal. Visualization of the dashboard is key  
to ensuring that the dashboard is easy to read and simple  
to comprehend.

Step Four:  
MO CK-U P,  S IGN-OF F,  A N D PRODUC T ION

Next, develop a mock-up of the dashboard. To develop  
the optimal dashboard mock-up, the data source for  
each selected metric needs to be identified, and often,  
IT resources need to be involved to help. If calculations are 
required for a metric, an SVOT approach should be utilized 
with broad consensus on the use of the formula and the 
interpretation of the result. For instance, calculating the 
average of a list of values using a weighted average versus 
a straight-line average can result in a vast difference in 
interpretation and action. Once the mock-up has been 
developed, share it with key stakeholders for review  
and further refinement based on feedback. During the 
mock-up phase, the lead also should identify the resources 
necessary to move the mock-up into a production environ-
ment and be able to assemble and distribute the dashboard 
on the agreed timeline.

Step Five:  
I M PLE M EN T A  G OV ER NA NCE PRO CESS

The final step is to ensure the dashboard is used. The lead 
should set up a regular cadence with executives to review  
the dashboard, identify actions, prioritize, and hold 
everyone accountable to previous actions promised.  
Without a governance process, your dashboard will sit  
on a shelf and rarely be looked at after the initial launch. 

Remember, a balanced executive dashboard will 
ultimately help your organization ensure that what you are 
tracking and acting on is aligned with the organization’s 
goals, improves communication, accelerates productivity, 
strengthens performance, and ultimately boosts profitabil-
ity. But this takes work. Your leadership must agree on key 
metrics and visualizations, drive actions with their teams 
using the dashboard, and be held accountable. Once your 
dashboard is up and running, of course, your greatest benefit 
will be a reduction of frustrating meetings and shouting 
matches between your executives. 
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