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“A dashboard does not lie by displaying false numbers — it lies by
selecting which numbers to display, and by presenting them in a
frame that makes the comfortable interpretation the obvious one.”

1. The Seduction of the Single Screen

The management dashboard has become one of the defining artefacts of modern
organisational governance. The promise is compelling: a single screen that distils the
complexity of an entire programme, business unit, or portfolio into a set of indicators that
a busy executive can absorb in minutes. Red means trouble. Amber means watch closely.
Green means all is well. The dashboard takes the irreducible messiness of organisational
reality and renders it legible, actionable, and — above all — manageable.

Except that it does nothing of the sort. In my experience, the management dashboard is
one of the most consistently misleading artefacts in organisational life. Not because the
data it displays is false — the numbers are usually accurate enough — but because the act
of selecting, framing, and visualising that data systematically distorts the picture it
presents. The dashboard does not reflect reality. It constructs a version of reality that is
optimised for reassurance, and it does so with such visual authority that questioning it
feels like questioning the data itself.

This essay examines why dashboards lie, how they lie, and what the consequences are for
the leaders who depend on them.

2. How Dashboards Mislead

2.1 The selection problem

Every dashboard begins with a choice: what to measure. This choice is rarely made by the
leaders who will use the dashboard. It is made by the people who build it — analysts,
programme managers, IT teams — and it is shaped by two forces that pull in the same
direction: measurability and availability.

The metrics that appear on a dashboard are the ones that are easy to measure and readily
available in existing systems. Schedule adherence, budget variance, defect counts,
resource utilisation — these are the staples of the executive dashboard because they can
be extracted from project management tools and financial systems with relative ease.

But the factors that most frequently determine whether a programme succeeds or fails are
not these. They are things like the quality of stakeholder relationships, the coherence of
the programme's strategic rationale, the morale and capability of the delivery team, the
degree to which the organisation is genuinely ready for the change being imposed upon it.
These factors are difficult to measure, resistant to quantification, and absent from the
systems that feed the dashboard.
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The result is a systematic bias: the dashboard displays what can be measured, not what
matters. And because it displays its chosen metrics with such visual confidence — clean
lines, clear colours, precise numbers — it creates the impression that what it shows is
what there is to see.

2.2 The aggregation problem

Dashboards aggregate. That is their purpose — to compress complexity into simplicity. But
aggregation is not a neutral act. It destroys information in predictable and dangerous
ways.

Consider a programme with ten workstreams. Eight are genuinely on track. One is in
serious difficulty. One is in moderate difficulty. The dashboard shows an overall
programme status of Amber — which is technically defensible but profoundly misleading.
The Amber conceals the fact that the one workstream in serious difficulty happens to be
the critical path. It conceals the fact that the moderate difficulty in the second
workstream is a dependency for three others that are currently showing Green. The
dashboard presents a single colour where the reality requires a paragraph of explanation.

The aggregation problem is compounded by the way thresholds are set. A budget variance
of plus or minus five per cent might be Green. Six per cent might be Amber. The difference
between five and six per cent is trivially small, but the visual difference between Green and
Amber is dramatic. The dashboard creates cliffs where the underlying reality is a slope,
and those cliffs drive disproportionate attention and response.

2.3 The temporal problem

Dashboards show the present. Or rather, they show a recent past — the data is typically
days or weeks old by the time it reaches the screen. What they do not show, and cannot
easily show, is trajectory. Is the programme improving or deteriorating? Is the current
Green the result of a genuine recovery or a temporary reprieve? Is the Amber getting
worse or getting better?

Some dashboards attempt to address this with trend indicators — arrows pointing up or
down, sparklines showing recent history. But these devices typically operate over short
timeframes and with the same aggregated, quantitative data that the dashboard already
privileges. They show whether the numbers are going up or down. They do not show
whether the underlying dynamics of the programme are healthy or pathological.

A programme can show improving numbers while its fundamental viability is eroding.
Costs can come in under budget because scope has been quietly reduced. Schedule can
show as Green because the remaining tasks have been re-estimated to fit the timeline.
Defect counts can fall because testing has been deferred. The dashboard shows
improvement where a practitioner with contextual knowledge would see decay.

2.4 The authority problem

Perhaps the most insidious way dashboards mislead is through the authority they project.
A number on a spreadsheet is understood to be provisional, approximate, open to
interpretation. The same number on a dashboard — rendered in a clean typeface,
accompanied by a colour indicator, presented alongside other numbers in a unified visual
frame — acquires an air of definitiveness that the underlying data does not warrant.

This visual authority suppresses challenge. A board member looking at a dashboard feels
that they are looking at facts, not interpretations. Questioning a Green status feels like
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questioning the data, which feels like questioning the competence of the people who
produced it. The dashboard creates a social dynamic in which the burden of proof falls on
the sceptic rather than on the reporter — which is exactly the wrong way round for
effective governance.

3. Why This Pattern Persists

The structural forces sustaining the dashboard's misleading authority are deeply
embedded in how organisations think about information, control, and accountability.

The control illusion. Leaders want to believe that their organisations are controllable —
that with the right information, the right levers can be pulled and the right outcomes
achieved. The dashboard feeds this belief by presenting organisational complexity in a
format that suggests it can be monitored and managed from a single point. Abandoning
the dashboard feels like abandoning control, even though the control was always illusory.

The efficiency argument. Senior leaders are busy. They cannot read fifty-page reports for
every programme in their portfolio. The dashboard is justified on the grounds that it
respects their time — that it gives them what they need to know in the format they can
process. This argument is powerful precisely because it is partially true. Leaders do need
summarised information. The problem is not summarisation itself but the particular way
dashboards summarise — stripping context, destroying nuance, and creating false
confidence.

The accountability structure. Dashboards serve an accountability function that is separate
from their information function. They create a record that information was provided to
governance bodies, which provides protection for both the reporters and the recipients. If
a programme fails, the dashboard demonstrates that the board was informed. The fact that
the information was presented in a format that made genuine understanding impossible is,
in institutional terms, beside the point.

The dashboard's deepest function is not informational but institutional: it creates a
documented record of oversight that protects everyone involved from the accusation that
they were not paying attention. This function is served equally well whether the
dashboard illuminates or obscures.

4. The Consequences for Leadership

The consequences of dashboard-driven governance are visible in a pattern that recurs
across sectors and organisational types: the sudden status change. A programme that has
been showing Green or Amber for months suddenly drops to Red. The board is shocked.
An investigation is launched. The investigation reveals that the underlying problems were
present for months — sometimes years — but were invisible in the dashboard because they
did not map to the metrics being tracked, or because the aggregation smoothed them
away, or because the incentive structure discouraged honest reporting.

The board asks, with genuine bewilderment, "How did we not see this coming?" The
answer is that they were looking at a dashboard. The dashboard was showing them exactly
what it was designed to show. The problem was that it was designed to show them the
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wrong things.

The deeper consequence is a progressive erosion of leadership judgement. Leaders who
rely on dashboards develop a particular kind of blindness — not to the data the dashboard
shows, but to the questions the dashboard does not ask. They lose the habit of inquiry, the
instinct for the question that cuts beneath the surface, the willingness to say "This looks
fine, but something feels wrong" and to follow that instinct.

This is not a criticism of the leaders themselves. It is a criticism of a system that presents
them with information in a format that systematically discourages the very kind of
thinking that effective governance requires.

5. What Would Be Better

The alternative to the dashboard is not ignorance. It is a different kind of information
practice — one that complements quantitative indicators with the contextual, interpretive,
narrative information that dashboards cannot carry.

Structured conversation over passive consumption. The most effective governance
sessions I have observed are not ones where the board reviews a dashboard. They are ones
where the programme director speaks to the board, answers questions, and is challenged
on the narrative they present. This is slower, less efficient, and more demanding of
everyone's time. It is also more likely to surface genuine understanding.

Explicit uncertainty. Dashboards present certainty. Good governance requires the explicit
acknowledgement of uncertainty. What do we not know? What are we assuming? Where
might we be wrong? These questions have no place on a dashboard, but they should have a
central place in every governance discussion.

The question behind the metric. For every metric on the dashboard, there is a question
that the metric is supposed to answer. Effective governance asks that question directly
rather than relying on the metric as a proxy. "Is the programme on track?" is a better
question than "What is the schedule variance?" because it invites a richer, more honest
answer.

Independent verification. The information that feeds the dashboard is produced by the
same people whose performance the dashboard is supposed to assess. This is a structural
conflict of interest that no amount of reporting discipline can fully resolve. Organisations
that are serious about understanding the true state of their programmes build
independent assurance mechanisms — separate from the reporting chain, with the
authority and access to form their own view.

6. The Honest Conversation

The dashboard persists because it serves real needs — the need for summarisation, the
need for accountability, the need for a shared reference point in governance discussions.
These needs are legitimate. The problem is that the dashboard serves them in a way that
systematically undermines the deeper need for genuine understanding.

ul
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“A dashboard does not lie by displaying false numbers — it lies
by selecting which numbers to display, and by presenting them
in a frame that makes the comfortable interpretation the

obvious one.”

The honest conversation that organisations need to have is not about whether to have
dashboards or not. It is about what dashboards can and cannot do, and about the practices
that must surround them to compensate for their inherent limitations. A dashboard that is
understood as one input among many — a starting point for inquiry rather than a
substitute for it — can be useful. A dashboard that is treated as a window onto reality is a
window that shows a carefully curated view, and the leaders looking through it would do
well to remember that what matters most may be happening just outside the frame.
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