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The Dashboard That Lied

Real Operating Decisions. Real Capability Failures. Real Business Outcomes.
An Executive Case Study in The O'Brien Method Series

COMPANY PROFILE

Industry B2B software
Approximate revenue  $20-$30 million
Business model Subscription software sold to mid-market companies

Growth Stage Investor-backed company under pressure to improve efficient growth

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Every major indicator on the executive dashboard was green. Website traffic was increasing. Marketing-
qualified leads exceeded plan. Sales activity was ahead of target. Pipeline coverage remained above three
times quota. Customer satisfaction appeared stable.

Revenue fell short of plan for the third consecutive quarter. The dashboard was not displaying false data. It
was faithfully reporting measures that had become disconnected from economic performance. Each
department had met its target, while the company missed its own.

The investigation replaced activity indicators with a chain of conversion, value, retention, and cycle-time
measures. The dashboard became less reassuring and far more useful. It stopped telling leadership that
people were busy and began showing where the business was losing momentum.

THE SITUATION

The dashboard was built to create alignment. Department leaders selected a small set of indicators, finance
consolidated them, and the executive team reviewed the display every Monday. Color made the
conversation efficient: green meant on plan, yellow required attention, and red demanded action.

The problem was that the colors increasingly contradicted the income statement. Marketing achieved its
lead goal. Sales exceeded its meeting target. Customer success completed the required number of account
reviews. Still, new recurring revenue lagged, discounting increased, and expansion revenue weakened.

Because the component metrics looked healthy, explanations were sought outside the company. Leaders
blamed slower buying decisions, market caution, and competitors. Those factors were real, but they did not
explain why apparently strong internal performance produced weak commercial results.

The CEO asked finance to test a simple proposition: if every green indicator improved again next quarter,
would the company necessarily grow? No one could say yes.

THE INVESTIGATION
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The team traced each dashboard measure to the business outcome it was intended to predict. Website traffic
led to form fills, form fills to qualified leads, qualified leads to accepted opportunities, opportunities to
revenue, and revenue to retained gross margin.

The chain broke early. Traffic growth came largely from educational content consumed by students, job
seekers, and very small companies outside the ideal customer profile. The marketing-qualified lead
threshold rewarded engagement but ignored fit. Sales accepted leads to protect response-time metrics, then
carried weak opportunities to preserve pipeline coverage.

Customer satisfaction showed a similar distortion. Surveys were sent primarily to active administrators
following support interactions. Economic buyers and low-adoption accounts were underrepresented. A
stable score masked declining product use in accounts most likely to churn.

No individual metric was fabricated. The dashboard lied by omission. It displayed local activity without
showing conversion quality, time, economic value, or risk throughout the full customer journey.

ROOT CAUSE

The root cause was a measurement system designed around departmental controllability rather than
enterprise performance. Leaders chose metrics their teams could move quickly, then assumed that
improving those metrics would drive revenue.

The organization confused a scorecard with an operating model. It could see whether functions completed
work, but not whether the work advanced customers or created durable economic value.

THE INTERVENTION

Leadership rebuilt the dashboard around five questions: Are we attracting the right customers? Are they
progressing? Are we winning at acceptable economics? Are customers adopting the product? Are they
renewing and expanding?

Volume measures remained available for diagnosis but lost executive status. The primary view showed a
qualified pipeline created from ideal-customer accounts, stage conversion, median opportunity age,
discount-adjusted win rate, product adoption, gross retention, and expansion by customer cohort.

Every metric received a written definition, owner, source, review frequency, and management response.
Thresholds were calibrated based on historical performance rather than negotiated to protect departments.
Leading indicators were paired with the lagging outcomes they were expected to predict.

The Monday meeting shifted to the dashboard. Leaders stopped presenting their colors and instead reviewed
the few broken links in the commercial chain, assigned decisions, and returned the following week to verify
whether the intervention changed the measure.

BUSINESS RESULTS

The first redesigned dashboard contained more yellow and red than the previous version. It also identified
two decisions within weeks: eliminate a high-volume campaign that produced almost no qualified pipeline
and focus customer-success attention on low-adoption accounts six months before renewal.
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Over the next two quarters, qualified pipeline per marketing dollar increased by 27 percent, median sales-
cycle time declined by 18 percent, and gross retention improved by four points. Executive reporting time
fell because leaders no longer reconciled separate functional narratives.

The dashboard became credible when it became uncomfortable. Its purpose was no longer to prove that
teams were performing. Instead, it was to show leadership where the operating system required a decision.

THE O'BRIEN METHOD INSIGHT

A dashboard can be accurate yet still misleading. The danger is greatest when activity measures are
presented as evidence of outcomes and when every function defines success within its own boundaries.

Executive metrics should capture the flow of value through the business. If a measure cannot be linked to
a customer decision, an economic outcome, or a management response, it belongs in a diagnostic report,
not on the executive dashboard.

KEY TAKEAWAYS FOR CEOS

Pair volume with quality, conversion, time, and economic value.

Use common definitions that cannot be renegotiated by individual departments.
Design dashboards to trigger decisions, not presentations.

Treat an entirely green dashboard during weak performance as a warning sign.
Trace every executive metric to a business outcome it is expected to predict

Capability before complexity.
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