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INTRODUCTION

While dashboards are critical tools for turning complex data into
actionable insights, many fail to deliver on that promise. Users
struggle to locate key metrics, interpret data correctly, or navigate
complex interfaces. As a result, decision-making slows, insights are
missed, and the value of the data diminishes.

A common issue lies in the assumption that accuracy is enough.
When dashboards are designed without considering how users
interact with them, even the most precise data can be overlooked
or misinterpreted. Internal tools, unlike customer-facing products,
frequently bypass thorough user testing, leading to inefficiencies
that compound over time. Teams end up adapting to the tool’s
limitations rather than the tool adapting to their needs.

Improving dashboard performance often comes down to small,
targeted changes that align with how users naturally engage
with the data. Subtle design adjustments can have a significant
impact. Streamlining layouts, simplifying navigation, and making
critical information more accessible all contribute to faster, more
confident decision-making.

This paper examines the common challenges organizations

face with internal dashboards and offers a practical approach

to improving their design. By focusing on user behavior and
incorporating targeted optimizations, organizations can transform
dashboards from passive data displays into effective decision-
making tools that enhance efficiency and clarity across teams.
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The Hidden Costs of
Poor Dashboard UX

Inefficient layouts, unclear data hierarchies, and

complex navigation erode productivity, slow decision-
making, and increase the likelihood of misinterpretation.
Users spend valuable time hunting for key metrics,
second-guessing the data presented, or creating

manual workarounds when the dashboard doesn't

meet their needs. These seemingly small inefficiencies
compound over time, leading to missed opportunities,
delayed responses, and decisions based on incomplete or
misunderstood information.
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Optimizing Dashboard UX is
Critical to Decision-Making

Recognizing the value of well-designed dashboards is only the first

step. Improving their performance requires a focused, user-centered

approach that balances the complexity of data with the simplicity
N . users need to make informed decisions quickly. While a complete

bashboard '$12 300 AN T ' redesign isn't always necessary, targeted optimizations based on

. $2:340 how users actually engage with the dashboard can lead to significant

improvements in usability and effectiveness.

Dashboard

The most effective way to uncover these opportunities is through
user testing. Internal dashboards often bypass this critical step, under
the assumption that employees will figure out how to use the tools
provided. But even brief testing sessions can reveal friction points
— that aren’t obvious to designers or developers. Watching real users

I I I I | I I I navigate the dashboard, attempt common tasks, and interpret data
highlights gaps between design intent and actual user experience.

Mails

Review

Once key issues are identified, iterative design improvements can be
made. This often starts with refining the layout to ensure that critical
information is prioritized and easily accessible. Simplifying navigation,
reducing unnecessary clicks or confusing filters, can also streamline
workflows and reduce cognitive load. Adjustments like improving label
clarity or enhancing visual hierarchy, can make a significant difference
in how quickly users can find, understand, and act on the data
presented.

O e &

This process doesn't need to be time-intensive or complex. With
minimal investment in user research and targeted design tweaks,
organizations can transform dashboards from passive data displays
into dynamic tools that actively support better, faster decision-making.
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A Practical Framework for
Designing User-Friendly
Dashboards

Improving dashboard usability doesn’t require complex tools
or months of work. With a structured, focused approach, teams
can uncover key friction points and implement changes that
significantly enhance clarity, efficiency, and user satisfaction.
The following is a framework for optimizing dashboard UX
through targeted user testing and iterative

design improvements.

o Apply UX Principles to Dashboard Design
e Conduct User Testing

e Identify Patterns and Insights

o Collaborate to Align UX and BI
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Step 1: Apply UX Principles to Dashboard Design

When building dashboards, it's common to present as much data as possible upfront, but this often leads to cluttered interfaces
that overwhelm users and slow decision-making. A user-centric approach ensures that dashboards guide users to the right insights
efficiently, reducing friction and cognitive load. Applying core UX principles to layout, structure, and interactivity helps create
dashboards that are not only data-rich but also intuitive and easy to navigate.

Following are three key principles to consider when designing dashboards that balance comprehensive data with a clear, user-

friendly experience.

INFORMATION ARCHITECTURE

Consider the dashboard’s information
architecture. Organize data logically, ensuring
the most critical metrics are easily accessible. A
best practice is to use a progressive disclosure
approach which is presenting high-level
summaries upfront while allowing users to drill
down into more detailed data as needed. This
helps reduce cognitive load and prevents users
from feeling overwhelmed. Avoid cramming too
much information into a single view; instead,
guide users through an intuitive data exploration
process that aligns with their workflows.
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INTERACTIVITY

Interactivity should serve a clear purpose.
Filters, drill-downs, and hover-over details can
be valuable, but only when they align with actual
workflows. Good questions to ask are:

+ Do users frequently need to compare multiple
data points?

+ Are they looking for anomalies, trends, or
specific KPIs?

By aligning design with user behavior,
dashboards become more intuitive, reducing the
cognitive load and improving decision speed.
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ACCESIBILITY & USABILITY

Accessibility and usability should be core design
considerations. Ensure contrast and readability
are optimized so that key information is easy
to see and interpret. Avoid unnecessary jargon
that could confuse users and provide tooltips
or contextual explanations where needed to
help users understand complex metrics or
calculations. A well-designed dashboard should
function seamlessly, empowering users to
extract insights effortlessly, regardless of their
role or level of data fluency.



Step 2: Conduct User Testing

User testing is often overlooked for internal dashboards, with the
assumption that if the data is accurate, the tool is effective. However,
this mindset ignores the friction points users face when interacting
with dashboards, issues that can slow decision-making and lead to
misinterpretation of data. User testing reveals these gaps, offering a
simple yet powerful way to improve usability without significant time
or resource investment.

Watching users interact with the dashboard highlights the disconnect
between design intent and real-world usage. Even short shadowing
sessions can reveal where users hesitate, get confused, or take
inefficient paths to complete tasks. These friction points can compound
over time, leading to frustration, inefficiency, and reduced trust in the
dashboard.
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Sample Questions for User Testing

The Dashboard’s Purpose
“What is this dashboard used for in your day-to-day work?”

“What decisions do you typically make based on the
information here?”

Navigation & Layout
“Where would you click first to find a specific metric or insight?”
“Find the key KPI and explain what it tells you?”

“How would you filter the data to view only specific timeframe,
region, or product?”

“If you wanted to compare trends over time, how would you
approach it?”
Interactivity & Customization

“How would you drill down into more detailed data from
this view?”

“If you needed to change the view, from daily to weekly trends,
how would you do that?”

“What happens when you hover over or click on a specific
data point?”
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Comprehension & Interpretation
“What, if anything, on this dashboard looks confusing or unclear?”

“If you had to explain these results to a colleague, how would you
describe them?”

Actionability & Decision-Making

“How confident are you that this dashboard provides the
information you need to make decisions?”

“What additional data or features would help you make better
decisions?”

General Feedback

“What do you like most about this dashboard?”
“What do you find frustrating or difficult?”

“What information did you expect to see but didn't?”

“If you could change one thing about this dashboard, what
would it be?”
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What to Look for
During Testing:

Hesitation or Confusion:

Watch for moments when users pause,
backtrack, or struggle to find information.
These are signs of unclear navigation or poor
information hierarchy.

Workarounds:

If users take unexpected routes or mention
exporting data to external tools (like Excel) to
manipulate it, this indicates that the dashboard
isn't meeting their needs directly.

Misinterpretations:
Listen for misunderstandings of KPIs, charts, or
filters. This can point to unclear labeling, poor data
visualization choices, or insufficient context.

“I'm not sure what
these buttons do

Even with a small group of participants, patterns
when I click on them.”

will emerge that highlight common usability issues.
These insights provide a focused roadmap for
improving the dashboard in ways that directly impact
user experience and decision-making efficiency.
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Step 3: Identify Patterns and Insights

The most effective way to make sense of user feedback is through thematic analysis, a process that identifies recurring patterns and common
friction points across multiple users. This approach helps distinguish between isolated opinions and systemic usability issues.

KEY STEPS TO ANALYZE AND ACT ON USER FEEDBACK:

Look for recurring patterns in user feedback and testing observations. Are multiple users struggling with
Identify common the same navigation feature? Are certain metrics consistently misunderstood? Pay attention to frequent
friction points points of confusion, hesitation, or workarounds. These common friction points indicate broader design
issues that impact the overall user experience, rather than isolated individual preferences.

Once friction points are identified, prioritize them based on their effect on usability and decision-making.
.. Focus on issues that directly hinder users’ ability to find, interpret, or act on key data. For example,
Prioritize Fhanges difficulty locating critical KPIs or misinterpreting data visualizations can lead to poor decisions. Start with
based on impact high-impact issues that affect the largest number of users and make significant improvements with minimal
effort—this creates visible wins early in the process.

Differentiate Some challenges may be related to dashboard design (e.g., unclear labels, poor hierarchy), while others may
between usability be related to data integrity (e.g., incorrect figures, slow loading times). It's important to distinguish between
and data concerns the two.

Develop a structured plan to implement improvements based on the prioritized issues. Rank findings in
order of urgency and impact, and outline which changes require immediate attention versus those that can
be addressed in future iterations. Assign clear ownership to the responsible teams, define specific solutions
for each issue, and set timelines for implementation. Starting with quick wins that offer immediate usability
improvements can help build momentum and demonstrate the value of the process early on.

Create an
action plan

By applying thematic analysis and following a structured process, teams can focus on solving the most critical usability challenges, leading to
dashboards that are clearer, faster, and more intuitive. This approach ensures that improvements align with user needs and drive better, more
confident decision-making.
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Step 4: Collaborate to Align
UX and Bl

Improving dashboard performance isn't a task that
falls solely to User Experience (UX) teams or Business
Intelligence (BI) developers, it's a shared responsibility
that requires seamless collaboration. UX strategists
focus on creating intuitive, user-centered designs,
while Bl developers ensure that the data powering
the dashboard remains accurate, reliable, and
efficient. Optimizations only succeed when these

two disciplines work together, balancing usability

with data integrity.

For example, UX teams may want to simplify
the interface by introducing filters, drill-downs,
or progressive disclosure to reduce cognitive
load. At the same time, Bl developers need to
ensure that these interactive elements don’t
compromise data accuracy or overload system
performance. This balance between design
flexibility and technical feasibility is where
true optimization happens.
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Collaboration Between UX and Bl Should Focus On:

Aligning Design with Data Structure

UX improvements, such as reorganizing layouts or introducing
new data visualizations, need to align with how the data is
structured. Close coordination ensures that the backend
supports the front-end experience without introducing errors or
inefficiencies. For instance, if UX proposes a new way to drill down
into sales data by region, Bl teams need to ensure the data model

can support that interaction.

Balancing Performance with Usability

Highly interactive dashboards can create system strain if not
carefully designed. Bl developers can optimize data queries

and implement caching strategies to improve performance, but
these technical solutions often require trade-offs. UX and Bl
teams should collaborate to decide when to prioritize speed over
interactivity or when to aggregate data without sacrificing

critical detail.
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Navagating Design-Data Tradeoffs

Not every UX improvement is straightforward from a data
perspective. Some features that enhance usability, such as
real-time data updates or complex visualizations, can introduce
performance challenges or data integrity concerns. Open
discussions between UX and Bl developers help navigate these
trade-offs, ensuring that design decisions don't undermine the

dashboard’s accuracy or reliability.

Iterative Testing and Refinement

Collaboration doesn't end once optimizations are implemented.
Ongoing testing ensures that changes perform as intended.

UX teams can focus on user testing to gauge improvements in
usability, while Bl teams monitor system performance and data
accuracy. This iterative process allows for continuous refinement,
helping the dashboard evolve alongside user needs and

technical capabilities.

When UX strategists and Bl developers collaborate effectively,
dashboard optimizations strike the right balance between intuitive
design and reliable data. The result is a tool that empowers users
to make faster, more confident decisions without sacrificing data

integrity or system performance.

DESIGNING EFFECTIVE DASHBOARDS WITH A UX-FIRST APPROACH | 13



Turn Data into Decisions
with Dashboard UX

When dashboards aren’t designed with the user in mind, they often
struggle to find key information, misinterpret data, and waste time
navigating complex interfaces. These challenges slow decision-making,
create inefficiencies, and increase the risk of errors. The issue often
isn't the data itself, but how it's presented. Without thoughtful design
and testing, even the most accurate information can be difficult to
apply effectively.

A user-centered approach addresses these challenges by focusing on
how people actually interact with dashboards. User testing, paired
with close collaboration between UX strategists and Bl developers,
uncovers friction points and guides meaningful improvements.

This process enhances clarity, usability, and performance, turning
dashboards into tools that support faster, more confident decisions.

Organizations that invest in optimizing their internal dashboards give
users the ability to transform complex data into clear insights, which
improve workflows, increase efficiency, and drive better business
outcomes.
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