
B

Category: Business Information Systems 335  

Better Executive Information with the 
Dashboard Approach
Frédéric Adam
University College Cork, Ireland

Jean-Charles Pomerol
Université Pierre et Marie Curie, France

INTRODUCTION

managers can be supported by computers, the observation 
that developing computer systems that are truly useful for 
top management is a highly complex and uncertain task is 
still as valid as ever. Information systems for executives raise 

intended to tackle the needs of users whose most important 
role is “to create a vision of the future of the company and 

BACKGROUND

supporting managers with computer 
systems comes from the very nature of management work 

-

be very easy to use and to help users manipulate required 
data without the need for much training, which would be 
very attractive to top executives who want to have, at a 
glance, a very comprehensive view of their business. Spe-

executives has increased to a great extent, notably thanks 
to the development of electronic mail and the World Wide 

years, it has remained true that managers are not inclined to 
spend countless hours browsing computer data, such is the 

time pressure under which they operate.
Beyond the time pressures under which executives must 

operate, there are issues of trust and of credibility of the 
information that can be found in a computer system, which 
mitigate against intensive executive reliance on information 
systems, especially in a long-term perspective. First of all, 

The idea that decision makers need sophisticated models 

of decisions would probably be able to understand and use 
smart models, but the high-level executives who most com-

and use involved systems. On the contrary, they appear to 
prefer simple systems that they trust and understand, and 
that display very timely simple information. More often, the 
data required to make the best decisions will already reside 
in some form or another in the database of the organization 
or can be captured with an online feed into a computer 

display and to warn executives about the most important 

“the ability to select relevant variables seems to be more 
important than procedural sophistication in the processing 

In EIS, the underlying models built into the system are 
normally very simple and easily understandable, which is 
a great help in increasing the acceptability of a computer 
system.

making can be synthesized as follows:

• Most decisions are made very quickly under consider-

• Strategic decision making is often the result of col-
laborative processes.

• Most decisions are linked to individuals who have 

principles and ideas.
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despite many years of research, little is known about the 
way information systems could support such unstructured 
tasks.

A VEHICLE FOR INFORMATION RE-
QUIREMENTS ANALYSIS: CRITICAL 
SUCCESS FACTORS

called critical success factors or CSF to guide information 
systems planning. The method had its advantages, though 
it failed to make a general impact on the planning process 
of organizations. Its potential in other areas, notably the 
development of information systems, has been explored by 
a number of researchers. It is argued in this article that it can 
be very useful as a guide for the development of executive 
systems, as both from an information content perspective as 
for the design of the interface of these systems.

CSF assumes that the performance of organizations can 
be improved by focusing on “the few key areas where things 

simple terms, the method seeks to isolate, using the expertise 
and gut feeling of managers, the factors which may make the 

A number of key points about CSF make it a very at-
tractive technique. First of all, while CSF is essentially a 

and operate in different markets. Thus, CSFs are different 
for different organizations. Secondly, the CSF theory takes 
into account that the needs of managers within the same 
organizations are also different based on their hierarchical 
level, but more importantly, based on their style and their 

limited number of factors that each manager should monitor 
closely, and this guarantees that managers can concentrate 
their limited attention to factors that really matter and that 
are within their control. The attractive thing about this break-
down of responsibility is that the CSF sets controlled by the 
different managers add up to a complete organizational set 
that covers all the key areas of the business.

primary categories of CSF that are useful in guiding the 
analysis of the organizational CSF set. These generic sources 

-

it has no control over, but which it must monitor closely 

events or change programs currently facing the organization, 

their role in the company. Other authors have added other 
potential sources such as CSFs related to the analysis of main 

add up to a wealth of potential factors and measurements 

of most organizations.

Dashboards and Control Rooms

In the next stage of the development of executive sys-
tems, designers must create an interface for displaying the 
CSFs. The design of this interface is nearly as important 
as the selection of the indicators in shaping the perception 
of managers of the usefulness of their information systems 
and keeping their interest in the long run. One technique 
that has worked well in selecting and presenting indicators 
is the application of the dashboard concept to the manage-
ment of organizations.

-
plication of the concept of control room to the management 

reporting functionality in EIS-type systems. In engineering, 
the control room is a specially designed physical area of a 
plant where the proper operation of key equipment can be 
monitored. Control rooms have developed because of the 
need to monitor increasingly complex processes, such as 

control room allows operators to control a process without 
looking at it with their own eyes, and with a degree of ac-
curacy and completeness that could not be achieved with 
human perception alone.

This suggests that dashboards may be developed that 
considerably help managers in their day-to-day search for 
problems and matching solutions. Naturally, the nature of 
management itself is highly dynamic and diverse and involves 

is fundamentally different from the monitoring of a manufac-

interaction” component that cannot easily be supported by 

degree to which managerial decisions are programmable or 
not, however it remains that the implementation of many of 

using a dashboard-type interface. Further, the CSF method 
can be a powerful vehicle in selecting the indicators to be 
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