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St. Mary’s Executive Dashboard 
‘This has been a valuable project whereby the University College is already benefiting from the ability to access real time data to inform strategic decisions.’

Dr Arthur Naylor, Principal, St Mary’s College

The concept of an Executive Dashboard is to provide management with data easily translated into information for strategic planning in a timely manner..

1. Methodology

The methodology was based on the Northwest Missouri State University’s (NWMSU) model which maximises use of local resources to build a system that is cost-effective yet begins to deliver relatively fast.  
2. What worked well

i Decision to invest in a dedicated Project Manager (PM)
ii Adoption of a team approach
The  PM was able to utilise the registry MIS team to good effect. 
iii Close contact with (NWMSU) colleagues  
iv Good communication
The PM made several presentations to key staff including Senior Staff and Heads of Schools/Departments, seeking to understand requirements for data and information, and taking the opportunity to brief them on the project and secure their buy-in. 
3. Key aspects which aided the transition from strategy to embedding

The following aspects in particular contributed towards the University College realising its goal of implementing the Dashboard:
i Communication gave the project a high profile which helped to ensure that management supported the University College’s aims and actively encouraged their staff’s contribution (i.e. made it a priority).
ii The technical team responsible for building the project were kept motivated by ensuring they could see the value of what they were doing. This was achieved through providing them with an understanding of what decisions Senior Staff needed to make and what the data was being used for. When improvements were required in data collection processes, involving staff created a bottom-up approach to problem-solving which empowered people to critically appraise what they were doing, and why, in a way that was not threatening, but encouraged faster implementation of change.

iii By linking Dashboard objectives where possible to existing school/departmental objectives, the PM was able to highlight that work necessary for the Dashboard  project would also benefit the school/department generally (reduced workload, enhanced provision of their usual deliverables, etc.). This approach minimised conflict of priorities for busy staff.
4. What did not work so well

With the benefit of hindsight, the following points highlight areas that might be approached differently by another institution implementing the Dashboard:
i NWMSU presented a Dashboard that had been ten years in the making, complete with historical data from Registry, Finance and Human Resources, complete with complex, weighted KPIs. St Mary’s realised that it could only use the funded period to focused on developing the Registry data. 
ii Although MSExcel templates are provided by NWMSU, much programming time is required to build the data store and build links from the store to these templates. This was under-emphasised initially which meant St Mary’s could work on the Registry Data. 

iii Making use of MSExcel as the interface has clear advantages. However, the University College’s technical team feel that MSExcel would not have been the only solution and the same concept could be adopted using a different interface, which in some circumstances might be better. There were far fewer options around when NWMSU started to build its Dashboard. 
5. The impact of the project on the organisation

Senior Staff at St. Mary’s made a decision at the end of the funded period to continue developing the Dashboard and to invest in a further year for the project manager. Although only the Registry Data section has been developed, its potential has been recognised. The data it already holds on students, and the way in which that data is presented (set in the context of historical trends), is allowing Senior Staff to explore setting performance targets around retention for the Heads of Schools which can be monitored from year to year. The data is also facilitating the identification of good practice which can be shared across schools. The target for this year is to move on to including financial data. 
6. How successful do you think you have been in achieving your original objectives?
Although in the early months the University College was disappointed to discover that it would not be able to build a system that mirrored the 10-year Northwest Missouri model in the funded period, the University College feels it has embarked on a quality-improvement journey that will have lasting results and great impact on the organisation. It has learned that the Dashboard is not a short-term MIS project, but a long-term one. The University College did achieve its re-structured objectives and the Dashboard now delivers valuable trend data on students. In summary, the project has been very successful.
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