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An executive briefing is a highly-summarized snapshot of 
organizational performance. It is designed to provide the status of an 
organization at-a-glance, along with related highlights such as 
performance against targets and objectives. As the word 'briefing' 
implies, an executive briefing has to respect the short attention span of 
a busy executive and must communicate in the shortest time possible, a 
complete picture of what an executive needs to know and act upon.  
For the IT executive, briefings include metrics derived from systems 
and infrastructure management tools- sources of metrics that help 
ascertain how well critical IT services are performing against IT's 
commitments to the business. These operationally-focused metrics fall 
short however, in helping IT leaders with direction and strategy. They 
also fall short in arming leaders with what they need to know to 
showcase the business value of IT.  
 

The Golden Nuggets 

The creative combination of operationally-focused metrics and 
business-oriented metrics yields strategic insights and business value 
metrics- the most valuable nuggets of information IT executives are 
pressed to produce. Strategic insights help IT leaders align IT's services 
with the needs of the business in a way that best enhances business 
growth through technology. Business value metrics quantify IT's 
contribution towards the success of the business, a better gauge of IT's 
effectiveness and alignment with the business.  Properly executed, an 
executive briefing geared for IT leaders anticipates every question the 
IT leader might ask. Once a briefing has evolved to this point, it 
quickly becomes an IT leader's most valuable tool- a single, 
consolidated, on-demand view of just 'answers'. 
 

Flying Blind 

The challenge is getting there. Most executive briefings today are 
produced through a process that involves the manual aggregation, 
consolidation and summarization of data from multiple sources 
including reports, spreadsheets and databases. The 'metrics-harvesting' 
process is a recurring and manually-intensive effort that consumes 
hundreds, if not thousands of FTE hours a month. The manual 
process adds latency as well as an opportunity for metrics to be 
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'synthesized'- a dangerous combination that results in briefings  with 
outdated data (up to 60 days late), and potentially inaccurate 
information. For many IT leaders, having late and unreliable 
information is just as bad as flying blind- i.e. they won't know they'll hit 
a mountain until they actually hit it because their instrumentation tells 
them after the fact.  
  

Default to PDF Please 

Many executive briefings are produced using legacy analytics and 
business intelligence tools. The problem is that this class of tool 
typically presents the user with a bewildering array of too many 
controls, features and options. With all the other challenges IT 
executives face today, the last thing they need is to be bogged down by 
spending time on the technical details of an analytical tool to get the 
answers they need. The usual outcome for executives in this case is to 
request a pdf copy of the executive briefing- a safe but deficient default 
since a pdf cannot have the depth (underlying details and context ) 
afforded by a live, always-up-to-date briefing.   
 
  

Homing in on Business Value     

Aside from the mechanics of publishing executive briefings, much 
more attention has to be directed towards the design, development and 
management of metrics relevant to each type of stakeholder- executive 
or otherwise. This is an on-going process since metrics will constantly 
need tweaking to match a constantly growing and evolving business. 
This is where the advantage of a metrics management strategy comes 
into play. By working out an organized system to manage and 
manipulate operational metrics, it becomes easier to derive compound 
metrics such as strategic insights and business value metrics. The idea 
of strategic insights and business value metrics is based on applying 
new and different denominators to existing metrics. As an example,  a 
large research firm suggests the following metric as a starting point for 
gauging the business value of IT: 
 
 EBITDA/IT Headcount 
 
This is a metric derived from a formula applied to two other metrics, 
each sourced from a different system/department within the business. 
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Imagine briefings full of compound metrics like the example above- 
and imagine if the effort to manage the briefings were simply a catalog-
based exercise. The demand for more sophisticated measurements 
would be met without angst or development effort and IT leaders 
would have at their fingertips exactly the answers they need at all times. 
A large research firm suggests that the more effective the organization, 
the more likely it is to use external metrics and focus on business value. 
This speaks to the need for a cohesive strategy and organized method 
to manage and evolve metrics across the enterprise, from executive 
briefings for IT leaders to the real-time metrics needs of operations 
staff.  
  

 
Figure 1. Operationally-Oriented Automated Briefing with Briefing Notes 

 
  
 

Finding the Right Metrics 

The first step to take in designing an executive briefing is to determine 
what the objective of the briefing is. This critical step usually involves a 
discovery session with executive stakeholders or recipients of the 
executive briefings. An analysis of their answers will lead to what they 
really need (versus what they specifically are asking for). Keeping the 
effort initially focused to a small set of metrics will keep the process 
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simple and help establish the interaction needed to ensure the rapid 
evolution of the metrics. In a survey of 50 large, multi-national IT 
organizations, the count of metrics in actual use at each organizational 
level averages to be as follows: 
 

• CEO/board level: approximately six high-level metrics; 

• Corporate vice president/director level: Between 12 and 20 metrics; 

• IT strategic level, similar to above, but focused on IT; range of 
metrics, between 12 and 50; and 

• IT operational dashboards, commonly about 20 metrics each. 
 

In the course of discovering metrics to be considered for the executive 
briefing, it is important to document and organize all the information 
that is captured. This compilation will serve as a metrics dictionary and   
catalog to help manage metrics across departments within the business. 
This common set of metrics and definitions will facilitate the actual 
implementation of an executive briefing, automated or otherwise. It 
will also set the stage for the evolution of other performance 
management applications that leverage the common set of metrics.  
Derived metrics can be documented in this catalog as well- in the case 
of the business value metric example discussed earlier, the formulas 
that represent how derived metrics are created should be can be 
documented in the catalog just like any metric.   

 

Visualize This 

In the effort to help tell the story as quickly as possible, an executive 
briefing must incorporate best practices in visualization. These 
techniques leverage visual cues to help better communicate what the 
metrics are saying. For example, the geographical cues offered by 
colored points on a map tell a much more complete story at-a-glance  
than seeing the colored points as metrics on a scorecard. A very basic 
and often missed point is that 'eye-candy' for the sake of 
embellishment in data visualization is of little use in executive briefings. 
In general, if performance metrics are within normal tolerances they 
should be as drab as the background. Again,  consider the IT leader's 
environment- competing forces at the top limit the leader's attention 
span to a few seconds which you do not want wasted on deciphering 
or interpretation, they simply need answers.  
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Metrics that Matter: Executive Tenets 

Other considerations in making the metrics as impactful as possible are 
captured in the following tenets for presenting metrics to executives. 
This is a handy set of rules to help ensure that the metrics on an 
executive briefing are relevant, useful and can be understood with 
minimal or no effort: 
 
Clarity - It should be perfectly clear as to what each metric is, where it 
is derived from, who it is for, why it is important and why its value is 
either good or bad. To ensure that there is no question on the part of 
the executive left unanswered, tooltips or a legend may be employed to 
surround each metric with the detail needed to make each as crystal 
clear to the user as possible. In general, if a metric is within normal 
tolerances, it should fade into the background. This helps focus 
attention only on significant exceptions which should stand out using 
visual cues.     
      
Context - A single metric rarely is useful without additional elements 
that provide background and information to answer the question 'So 
What?'  In an executive briefing, financial context is generally 
appropriate for answering the question of 'So What?' As well, a single 
metric can take on different meaning depending on the context. For 
example, a metric indicating the percentage of failed changes might 
signify the level of process compliance to an executive interested in the 
rate of innovation. To another, it might mean production hours 
impacted and subsequent revenue lost.     
 
Automation - Where possible, metrics should be automatically 
collected directly from source systems and data sources. Manual 
processes inject latency and errors into the mix, making the executive 
briefing mostly a rearwards-facing reporting exercise, often up to 60 
days after-the-fact. Automation builds trust and confidence on the part 
of executives, not to mention the benefit of 'buying' them the time to 
be able to affect outcomes.     
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Transparency - Every executive strives for some level of transparency 
in their organization. The executive briefing should not be viewed as an 
isolated, top-view window into the organization's performance but 
rather as the top of a series of interconnected views, one for each level 
of the organizational hierarchy.   
 
Continual Improvement - Unlike a typical IT project, the 
development of executive briefings is an on-going process. The 
evolving business will drive constant change in the executive briefing's 
format and content- making it a constantly moving target. Those who 
resource the effort accordingly will be most successful. 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Automated, Consolidated IT Executive Briefing  
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About PureShare  

PureShare develops software-based proactive management tools that 
eliminate the need for reports, manual spreadsheets and slide-ware. 

We provide executives, managers and staff with direct, anytime access 
to metrics that can be used on a daily basis. Now, everyone can 
understand the business and its current status without manually 
assembling and analyzing information. 

PureShare leverages all the data sources you already have to provide a 
direct line to answers – without the need for reports. 

Just Answers! 

PureShare enables the transformation from the traditional reporting 
paradigm to an “Answers” paradigm. Our proactive metrics 
management products transform business interactions by providing 
managers, executives and staff with direct access to the answers they 
need – anytime and from anywhere. 


