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The CEO Who Had All the Data

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

COMPANY PROFILE

Industry Enterprise software and services

Approximate revenue  $70-$90 million

Business model Subscription software with implementation and managed services
Growth Stage Multi-product company preparing for its next phase of growth
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The CEO received hundreds of pages of reports every month. Sales, finance, services, marketing, and
customer success each produced detailed analyses. The company did not lack data. It lacked answers leaders
could trust.

Departments defined customers, bookings, pipeline, churn, and profitability differently. Meetings became
reconciliation exercises. By the time the numbers agreed, the operating decision had often passed.

The company established common operational definitions, designated authoritative sources, and created a
small, decision-focused management view. Data volume declined at the executive level, while confidence
improved. The breakthrough was not a new analytics platform. It was agreement on how the business
worked.

THE SITUATION

The company had invested heavily in analytics. Every function had specialists, dashboards, and recurring
reports. Leaders could drill into territories, campaigns, products, projects, accounts, and cohorts.

Yet a simple question—how much qualified pipeline existed for the next two quarters—could yield three
answers. Sales included early-stage expansions. Marketing counted account-level intent. Finance adjusted
for historical conversion. Each answer followed a defensible method.

The same conflict appeared across customer counts, renewal rates, service margins, and product
performance. Leaders arrived at meetings prepared to defend their numbers before discussing the decision
those numbers were supposed to support.

More analysis increased precision within functions while decreasing coherence across the company.
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THE INVESTIGATION

The review identified ten recurring executive questions and traced every number used to answer them.
Data lineage revealed duplicated calculations, manual adjustments, and definitions that changed across
reports.

A customer could be a legal entity, billing account, product instance, or parent relationship. Bookings
included different contract components depending on the function. Churn could be measured by logo,
recurring revenue, product, or cohort, without the distinction being stated.

The company treated definition disputes as technical data-quality problems. Most were management
decisions about how performance should be understood. Technology teams could not resolve them
because no executive owner had the authority to define the operational meaning.

The problem was not that people distrusted data. They distrusted the unmade decisions hidden within the
data.

ROOT CAUSE

The root cause was the lack of enterprise operational definitions and governance. Each function optimized
information for its own work, but no capability reconciled those views for company-level decisions.

Data without shared meaning creates the illusion of visibility while shifting executive attention from action
to argument.

THE INTERVENTION

Leadership created a business-definition council, chaired by finance but collectively owned. For each
executive measure, it documented the definition, purpose, calculation, source, owner, refresh timing,
permitted segmentation, and known limitations.

Conflicts were resolved based on the decision the metric needed to support. Multiple legitimate views
remained, but their names made the distinction explicit. 'Logo retention' could no longer be presented
simply as 'retention.'

Authoritative sources were designated, manual adjustments were visible, and downstream reports inherited
the governed definitions. The executive view was reduced to the measures required for growth, economics,
customer health, capacity, and cash.

Meetings began with a decision and used data as evidence. New reports required a named consumer and an
action; otherwise, they remained analytical tools rather than recurring executive obligations.

BUSINESS RESULTS

Monthly reporting preparation fell by approximately 30 percent as duplicate reconciliations were
eliminated. The executive close-to-review cycle shortened by four business days.

Forecasting, retention, and product-margin discussions became faster because leaders entered with agreed-
upon definitions. Analysts spent less time reproducing numbers and more time explaining drivers and
testing decisions.
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The CEO received less data and gained more operational intelligence. Trust improved not because the
numbers became perfect, but because their meaning, limitations, and ownership became explicit.

THE O'BRIEN METHOD INSIGHT

Data becomes useful only after an organization agrees on the operating reality it reflects. Definitions are
part of management infrastructure, not technical metadata.

The executive objective is not maximum information. It is sufficient, trusted evidence delivered in time to
make a decision. Everything beyond that should earn its place.

KEY TAKEAWAYS FOR CEQOS

Govern operational definitions as executive decisions.

Name different legitimate views instead of forcing false agreement.

Design reports around recurring decisions and named consumers.

Make sources, adjustments, owners, and limitations explicit.

Reduce executive data until each measure has a clear management purpose.

Capability before complexity.

Page 3



