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What	is	a	dashboard	and	what	is	it	for?

A	dashboard	is	a	single	screen	that	shows	the	most	important	numbers	and	trends	for	a	defined	audience	and	purpose.	Its	job	is	not	to	display	all
the	data	you	have.	Its	job	is	to	help	a	specific	person	make	a	specific	decision	faster.	A	sales	manager	who	opens	a	dashboard	every	Monday
should	know	within	ten	seconds	whether	the	team	is	ahead	or	behind	target,	which	region	needs	attention,	and	what	changed	since	last	week.	If
the	screen	cannot	do	that,	it	is	a	report,	not	a	dashboard,	and	it	probably	needs	to	be	redesigned.

Start	with	the	decision,	not	the	data

The	most	common	reason	dashboards	fail	is	that	they	begin	with	the	data	available	instead	of	the	question	that	matters.	Before	opening	any	tool,
write	down	who	will	use	the	dashboard,	how	often	they	will	look	at	it,	and	what	decision	it	should	support.	A	finance	head	reviewing	cash	position
needs	a	different	screen	from	a	marketing	analyst	checking	campaign	performance.	Interview	the	user,	ask	what	they	check	today	in
spreadsheets,	and	ask	what	they	would	do	differently	if	a	number	moved.	These	answers	become	the	requirements.	Dashboards	built	this	way	get
used;	dashboards	built	from	a	list	of	available	columns	usually	do	not.

A	seven-step	process	for	building	a	dashboard

1.	 Define	the	audience,	the	decision	and	the	refresh	frequency.
2.	 List	the	questions	the	dashboard	must	answer,	in	plain	language.
3.	 Choose	one	to	six	KPIs	and	write	an	exact	definition	for	each	one.
4.	 Identify	the	source	tables,	the	grain	of	each	table	and	any	joins	needed.
5.	 Sketch	the	layout	on	paper	or	in	a	wireframe	before	building	anything.
6.	 Build	the	data	model	and	visuals,	starting	with	the	summary	numbers.
7.	 Test	with	real	users,	fix	confusing	parts,	document	definitions	and	publish.

Dashboard	types	and	when	to	use	them

Type Main	purpose Typical	audience Refresh	rhythm

Strategic Track	long-term	goals	and	overall	health Leadership Weekly	or	monthly

Operational Monitor	day-to-day	activity	and	exceptions Team	leads	and	operations Daily	or	near	real	time

Analytical Explore	causes	with	filters	and	drill-downs Analysts As	needed

Tactical Follow	a	campaign	or	project	against	its	plan Project	and	marketing	managers Daily	or	weekly

Layout	rules	that	make	dashboards	readable

Readers	scan	a	screen	from	top	left	to	bottom	right,	so	place	the	most	important	information	in	the	top	left.	Put	the	headline	KPIs	in	a	row	across
the	top,	trends	in	the	middle	and	detail	tables	at	the	bottom.	Group	related	items	together	and	leave	white	space	between	groups	so	the	eye	can
rest.	Keep	the	same	colour	meaning	across	the	whole	screen:	if	red	means	below	target	on	one	card	it	must	mean	the	same	everywhere.	Limit	the
screen	to	about	five	to	nine	visual	elements.	If	you	need	more,	create	a	second	page	or	a	drill-through	view	instead	of	squeezing	everything	into
one	view.

Choosing	the	right	visual	for	each	question

Trend	over	time:	a	line	chart,	with	a	consistent	time	axis.
Comparison	between	categories:	a	sorted	bar	chart.
Part	of	a	whole	with	few	categories:	a	bar	or	stacked	bar;	use	pie	charts	sparingly.
Single	key	number	against	a	target:	a	card	with	the	target	and	variance	beside	it.
Relationship	between	two	measures:	a	scatter	plot.
Exact	lookup	values:	a	table	with	conditional	formatting,	kept	short.

Interactivity:	filters,	slicers	and	drill-downs

Interactive	controls	let	one	dashboard	serve	many	questions,	but	too	many	controls	confuse	users.	Offer	only	the	filters	people	truly	use,	such	as
date	range,	region	or	product	category,	and	place	them	in	a	consistent	spot.	Set	sensible	defaults	so	the	first	view	already	makes	sense,	for
example	the	current	month	compared	with	the	previous	month.	Use	drill-through	pages	so	that	a	user	who	sees	a	surprising	number	can	click	to
the	underlying	detail.	Always	show	which	filters	are	active,	because	a	number	without	its	filter	context	is	easy	to	misread.

Performance	and	data	quality

A	slow	dashboard	loses	its	audience.	Reduce	data	volume	by	aggregating	before	loading	where	possible,	remove	columns	that	no	visual	uses,	and
avoid	complicated	calculations	on	very	large	tables.	Equally	important	is	trust	in	the	numbers.	Reconcile	the	dashboard	totals	with	a	source	system
or	an	approved	report	before	launch,	and	show	the	date	of	the	last	data	refresh	on	the	screen.	When	two	dashboards	show	different	values	for	the
same	KPI,	people	stop	believing	both,	so	agree	one	definition	per	KPI	and	reuse	it.

Dashboard	quality	checklist

Check Question	to	ask

Purpose Can	a	new	user	tell	in	ten	seconds	what	this	dashboard	is	for?



KPIs Does	every	KPI	have	a	written	definition,	a	target	and	an	owner?

Layout Is	the	most	important	information	at	the	top	left?

Visuals Is	each	chart	type	suited	to	the	question	it	answers?

Colour Is	colour	used	for	meaning,	not	decoration,	and	readable	for	colour-blind	users?

Accuracy Do	totals	match	the	trusted	source,	and	is	the	refresh	date	visible?

Speed Does	each	page	load	in	a	few	seconds	with	typical	filters?

Common	dashboard	mistakes	to	avoid

Too	many	charts	on	one	page:	if	everything	is	highlighted,	nothing	is.
No	target	or	comparison:	a	number	alone	does	not	say	whether	it	is	good.
Decorative	3D	charts	and	heavy	backgrounds	that	distort	values.
Unclear	KPI	definitions,	so	different	teams	calculate	the	same	metric	differently.
Never	testing	with	real	users	and	discovering	the	problems	after	launch.

Tools	you	can	use

Dashboards	are	commonly	built	with	Power	BI,	Tableau,	Looker	Studio,	Excel	or	Python	libraries	such	as	Plotly	Dash	and	Streamlit.	The	design
principles	in	this	guide	apply	to	all	of	them.	Learn	one	tool	well	rather	than	several	tools	shallowly,	and	practise	by	rebuilding	a	dashboard	you
admire	from	scratch.	Document	your	data	model	and	your	KPI	definitions	in	a	short	page	that	travels	with	the	dashboard,	so	the	next	person
understands	how	it	works.
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Frequently	Asked	Questions

What	is	a	data	analytics	dashboard?
A	dashboard	is	a	single	screen	that	presents	the	key	numbers	and	trends	for	a	defined	audience	so	they	can	monitor	performance	and	make
decisions	quickly.

What	makes	a	good	dashboard?
A	good	dashboard	starts	from	a	clear	business	decision,	shows	a	small	set	of	well-defined	KPIs,	uses	simple	suitable	charts,	provides	targets	for
comparison	and	has	been	tested	with	real	users.

How	many	charts	should	a	dashboard	have?
There	is	no	fixed	rule,	but	about	five	to	nine	visual	elements	per	page	keeps	it	readable.	Use	extra	pages	or	drill-through	views	for	more	detail.

Which	tool	is	best	for	building	dashboards?
Power	BI	and	Tableau	are	widely	used,	and	Looker	Studio,	Excel	and	Python	libraries	also	work.	The	best	choice	depends	on	your	data	sources,
budget	and	team	skills.

What	is	the	difference	between	a	dashboard	and	a	report?
A	dashboard	gives	an	at-a-glance,	often	interactive	view	of	key	metrics	for	monitoring,	while	a	report	is	usually	a	more	detailed,	static	document
used	for	analysis	or	record	keeping.
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