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Organisational dashboards were supposed to solve a fundamental leadership problem:
how to give senior decision-makers a clear, timely, and accurate picture of what is
actually happening across a complex enterprise. The investment over the past decade
has been substantial — in business intelligence platforms, in data visualisation tools, in
the teams and processes that feed them. And yet, the pattern [ observe across sectors
is that dashboards have become, in many organisations, the single greatest obstacle to
honest conversation about performance.

This is not a paradox if you understand how organisations actually work. The
dashboard is not a neutral window onto reality. It is a political artefact — shaped by the
incentives of the people who build it, filtered through the assumptions of the people
who commission it, and interpreted through the anxieties of the people who read it.
Understanding why dashboards lie requires understanding the organisational forces
that make honesty so difficult.

The mechanisms by which dashboards obscure truth are rarely deliberate. Nobody sets
out to build a misleading report. But the cumulative effect of several well-understood
organisational dynamics is that the information reaching senior leaders has been
systematically processed to minimise discomfort. Four mechanisms are particularly
prevalent.

Most dashboards rely on thresholds to translate complex reality into simple signals —
the familiar red, amber, green of RAG status being the most common example. The
threshold is the point at which a metric tips from one category to another: from green
to amber, from amber to red.
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The problem is that thresholds create perverse incentives. A programme that is
performing at 71 per cent against a target where green begins at 70 per cent appears
healthy. The same programme at 69 per cent appears troubled. The
one-percentage-point difference triggers entirely different organisational responses —
scrutiny, intervention, escalation — despite being statistically meaningless. The rational
response for anyone managing their own reporting is to ensure their metrics land just
above the threshold. Not through falsification, but through the dozens of small
interpretive choices that go into any measurement: which baseline to use, which scope
to include, how to count partial completions, when to reset the clock.

Over time, entire reporting cultures develop around threshold management. The
dashboard does not show how the organisation is performing. It shows how well the
organisation has learned to manage the appearance of performance.

Dashboards for senior leaders necessarily aggregate. A chief executive cannot review
the status of every workstream in every programme in every division. Summarisation is
essential. But every act of aggregation is also an act of concealment.

The most common form is the averaging effect: a portfolio of ten programmes in which
eight are performing well and two are in serious difficulty will report an overall status
that looks broadly acceptable. The two failing programmes — which may represent the
highest strategic value or the greatest organisational risk — are submerged in the
aggregate. The dashboard tells the truth in the way that a statistician might: on
average, things are fine. But no practitioner would recognise that as an honest account
of the portfolio's health.

A more subtle form is survivorship bias in metrics. Dashboards typically report on
active initiatives. Programmes that were quietly cancelled, descoped, or absorbed into
other workstreams disappear from the reporting entirely. The dashboard shows only
what survived, creating an artificially healthy picture of organisational delivery
capability.

Data visualisation has become increasingly sophisticated, and with that sophistication
has come a new category of risk. A well-designed chart can make a concerning trend
look stable through the choice of axis scale. A dashboard that uses cumulative metrics
rather than period metrics can show continuous upward progress even when the rate
of delivery is declining. Colour schemes, chart types, and layout choices all influence
perception in ways that the viewer rarely interrogates.

A dashboard that makes everything look healthy is not a sign of a well-managed
organisation — it is a sign of an organisation that has optimised its reporting to avoid
discomfort.

The people who design dashboards are typically skilled professionals acting in good
faith. But they are also subject to organisational pressure — explicit or implicit — to
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present information in the best possible light. A dashboard that consistently surfaces
bad news will, in most organisations, be redesigned, not because it is inaccurate, but
because it is unhelpful — where "unhelpful" means "uncomfortable."

Dashboards are, by their nature, backward-looking. They report on what has already
happened — last month's spend, last quarter's milestones, last period's risk
assessments. In a stable environment, this is adequate. But in complex transformation
programmes, where conditions change rapidly and the most important risks are
emergent, a backward-looking dashboard creates a dangerous time lag.

The result is that senior leaders are making decisions based on a picture that is already
out of date by the time they see it. The dashboard becomes a rear-view mirror
presented as a windscreen — showing where the organisation has been while giving the
impression that it shows where the organisation is going.

The mechanisms described above do not operate in isolation. They are sustained by a
set of organisational conditions that make honest reporting structurally difficult.

Reporting as performance management. In many organisations, the dashboard is not
merely an information tool — it is a performance management instrument. The RAG
status of a programme directly affects the scrutiny its leadership receives, the
autonomy it is granted, and the career prospects of the people running it. When
reporting is coupled to personal consequence, the incentive to present a favourable
picture becomes overwhelming. No amount of process design or data governance can
overcome this fundamental misalignment.

The absence of a reporting compact. Most organisations lack an explicit agreement
about what dashboards are for and what obligations come with them. Is the dashboard
a control tool for senior leaders? A communication device for stakeholders? A
diagnostic tool for programme teams? Each purpose implies different design choices,
different levels of detail, and different tolerance for bad news. Without clarity on
purpose, dashboards default to the least controversial option: reassurance.

Cultural intolerance of ambiguity. Dashboards reduce complex, ambiguous situations
to definitive signals. This is their appeal and their danger. Organisations that are
uncomfortable with ambiguity — that need to know, at any given moment, whether
things are "on track" or "off track" — will inevitably produce dashboards that resolve
genuine uncertainty into false certainty. The real answer to "how is the programme
performing?" is often "it depends on which dimension you examine, over what
timeframe, and against which baseline" — but no dashboard is designed to display that
kind of qualified truth.
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The case for change rests not on abandoning dashboards — the need for summarised,
visual reporting at senior levels is real and legitimate — but on fundamentally
rethinking their role and the conditions under which they are produced.

The single most impactful change an organisation can make is to decouple the
dashboard from personal consequence. When the RAG status of a programme
determines whether its leader faces an escalation meeting or is left alone, the status
will be managed, not reported. Leaders who want honest dashboards must create the
conditions in which honesty is safe — which means explicitly separating the reporting
function from the performance management function.

This does not mean abandoning accountability. It means creating distinct mechanisms
for each: the dashboard for diagnosis, a separate process for performance assessment.
The two should inform each other, but they must not be collapsed into a single
instrument.

Every dashboard should include at least one metric that the reporting team believes
tells a different story from the headline. Call it a "dissent metric," a "counter-indicator,"
or simply "the other side" — its purpose is to prevent the dashboard from becoming a
single, unchallengeable narrative.

In practice, this means requiring programme teams to identify, alongside their standard
metrics, the single data point that most challenges their overall assessment. This is
uncomfortable, and most organisations will resist it. But it is precisely the discomfort
that makes it valuable.

Threshold-based reporting (RAG status, traffic lights, pass /fail indicators) should be
supplemented — and in many cases replaced — by trend-based reporting. A trend
shows direction, velocity, and trajectory. It reveals whether a metric that is currently
green is heading toward amber, whether an amber metric is stabilising or deteriorating,
whether the rate of change is accelerating.

Trends are harder to manage than thresholds because they reveal the dynamics that
threshold-based reporting conceals. A programme that has been green for six
consecutive periods but whose trend is clearly downward tells a very different story
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from one whose green status is stable. Trends demand a more sophisticated response
from governance — but that sophistication is precisely what complex programmes
require.

Finally, organisations that want honest dashboards need to invest in the capacity to
challenge them. This means creating a role — whether within internal audit, a central
PMO, or an independent assurance function — whose explicit purpose is to interrogate
the dashboard: to question the metrics, to challenge the aggregation, to ask what is not
being shown.

This function must have sufficient independence and authority to be effective. A
challenge function that reports to the same leadership it is challenging will, over time,
be captured by the dynamics it was meant to disrupt. Independence is not a nicety — it
is a structural requirement.

The dashboard that lies is not, fundamentally, a data problem or a technology problem.
It is a leadership problem. Leaders who reward honest reporting get honest reports.
Leaders who punish bad news — however indirectly, however unconsciously — get
dashboards that tell them what they want to hear.

The first step is the most difficult: accepting that the current dashboard probably lies,
that the picture it presents is more reassuring than reality warrants, and that the forces
producing this distortion are structural rather than individual. No single analyst or
programme manager is to blame. The system is working exactly as it has been
incentivised to work.

The second step is creating the conditions for honesty: separating reporting from
performance management, mandating dissent, replacing thresholds with trends, and
investing in independent challenge. These are not complex interventions. They are,
however, profoundly uncomfortable ones — because they require leaders to invite
exactly the kind of information they have spent their careers learning to manage away.

The organisations that get this right will not have prettier dashboards. They will have
uglier ones — dashboards that surface contradiction, uncertainty, and failure alongside
progress and success. That ugliness is not a sign of poor management. It is a sign of
honest management. And in complex, high-stakes environments, honesty is the most
valuable thing a reporting system can provide.



