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Agenda

• Just what is a dashboard

• Roles that dashboards play

• Best Practices

– Cost of real estate

– Using shapes

– Using colors

• Evaluating and improving your dashboards



Disclaimer

The views and opinions presented in this paper are solely those of 
the Author and do not necessarily reflect those of Business 
Support Services Information Technology Division or of the City of 
Charlotte.  This material is provided for informational purposes 
only.   City of Charlotte assumes no responsibility for accuracy of 
the information in this presentation or from damages caused by 
implemented the techniques or methodologies presented herein.



What is a Dashboard?

Visual display 
of the

most important information 

needed to achieve one or more objectives
which

fits entirely on a single computer screen
so it can be 

monitored at a glance

*  Stephen Few, Information Dashboard Design, O’Reilly, Sebastopol, CA 2006. pg 34



Roles of Dashboards

• Strategic 

• Operational

• Analytical

• Informational

*  Stephen Few, pg 40



Strategic Dashboards

• Long term direction

• High level performance measures

• Extremely simple display mechanisms

• Updated daily to monthly

*  Stephen Few, pg 41



IT Key Metrics Reporting

• Built In-house

• Use: Monthly Key 
Metrics Report

• SQL Server

• Tools

– Microsoft 
Reporting 
Services

– SharePoint



BSS Financial Trend Analysis

• Built In-house

• Use: Expenditure 
Planning and 
Forecasting 

• SQL Server

• Tool

– Tableau



Operational Dashboards

• Monitor ongoing operations

• Metrics reflect constantly changing activities

• Extremely simple display mechanisms

• Grab attention rapidly

• Updated at the pace of business activity

*  Stephen Few, pg 42



SWS Operations Dashboard

• Built In-house

• Use: Statistics on 
labor, fuel, 
tonnage, and 
routes 

• SQL Database

• Tool

– MS Reporting 
Services



CATS Lynx Ticket Sales vs. 
Ridership Reporting

• Sales

• Ridership

• Built In-house
• Use:  Ticket Sales and 

Ridership Analysis
• SQL Database
• Tools

– Fusion Gadgets
– MS SQL

• July 4th Sales per hour 
peaked two hours 
before ridership



CATS Lynx Real Time Reporting

• Built In-house

• Use: Revenue by 
Station

• Real Time from 
Ticket Machines

• Tool

– Fusion Gadgets



Analytic Dashboards

• Greater context and history

• Sophisticated display

• Interaction with data 

• What to investigate rather than answer

*  Stephen Few, pg 41



Prototype BI Data Quality 
Dashboard



“Standard” Graphs

Microsoft Reporting Services



Browsing For Outliers

Tableau Professional
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SWS Landfill Analysis

• Built In-house

• Use: Tonnage by 
Zone

• SQL Database

• Tool

– MS Reporting 
Services



BSS/EMD Technical Analysis

• Built In-house

• Use: Fuel Additive 
Analysis

• Excel

• Tool

– Tableau



Prototype CMPD Crime 
Data Analysis



Informational Dashboards

• Transparency to Customers

• Customer self service for information 

• ‘Pretty display’

• Controlled interaction with data 

*  Stephen Few, pg 41



CATS Bus Operations Dashboard

• Built In-house

• Use: Bus On Time

• SQL Database

• Tools

– Fusion Gadgets

– MS Reporting 
Services Drill 
Thru for Details 



EMD Performance Reporting

• Built In-house

• Use: Vehicle 
Availability

• SQL Database

• Tool

– MS Reporting 
Services



Drill Thru to Measures

The Numbers

Microsoft Reporting Services



Planning Historic District Reporting

• Built In-house

• Use: Ad Hoc 
Request

• Tax Parcel and NSA 
shape files

• Tool

– Tableau

– ArcMap



EMD Vehicle Repair Trending

• Built In-house

• Use: Repair 
Analysis

• SQL Database

• Tool

– MS Reporting 
Services



Value of dashboard real estate

$$$$$ $$$$ $$$

$$$$ $$$$$ $$

$$$ $$ $

*  Juice, Inc, A Guide to Creating Dashboards People Love to Use, Part 3 Information Design. October 2009, pg 5



Shapes Speed Comprehension 

Bar Charts Easy to Compare
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*  Juice, Inc, pg  16



Shapes Speed Comprehension 

Bar Charts Easy to Compare
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*  Juice, Inc, pg  16



Shapes Speed Comprehension 

Bar Charts Easy to Compare
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*  Stephen Few, pg  58



Colors Add to Comprehension

Types of Data to Present
• Range Values 

– Sort High to Low or reverse
– Use sequential color palette

• Diverging Values
– Good to Bad
– Use two colors 
– Neutral center value

• Categorical Values
– Category 1, 2, 3, 4
– Use distinct colors   

Examples

*  Juice, Inc, pg  9



Colors Can Slow Comprehension 

Two Charts invite Comparisons
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*  Stephen Few, pg  75

Mind Perceives 
that these are 

related because 
the colors are the 

same



Evaluate and Improve

• Measure how good your dashboards are

• Develop metrics for best practices
– Management

– Technical

• Self-assessment of your own work

• Test your developers’ practices

• Use results to drive training 

Charlotte uses Business Intelligence Olympiad



Coming Again 12/10/2010



Summary

• Tailor dashboards to their purpose

• Use ‘Best’ chart type

• Color can add to comprehension

• Use care to not create unwanted comparisons

• Measure dashboard against ‘best practices’
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