
 A Culture of Transparency
Do You Have What It Takes?



Transparency Requires 
Psychological Strength

Transparency is often sought, but less often achieved. 
To develop such a culture in your company requires 
your management team have the psychological 
strength to seek out and accept bad news as well as 
good.

Psychologically, many executives find a truly 
transparent culture difficult to accept. Unfettered 
access to data, especially at the executive level, 
often makes people nervous. Perhaps you’ve heard a 
conversation much like this: “Don’t send that report 
to the CEO (VP or whomever) until I’ve had a chance 
to review it… just to make sure we’re on the same 
page.” Data in such an organization is distributed 
only when it has been massaged and passes some 
manager’s “gut check.”

Sometimes executives are not even aware of how 
much they hinder such a transparent culture. Tom 
Szaky, founder and CEO of TerraCycle, writes in The 
New York Times: “When I started TerraCycle…, I 
wasn’t the most transparent leader. I would share 
good news but hold back on bad – especially with less 
senior employees. While this made me feel more in 
control, it had the opposite effect on everyone else.” 

The problem can also relate to those reporting to 
upper management. A major sports organization 
had, according to one former employee: “A culture of 
zero transparency in the data because no one wanted 

to show data that did not reflect positively on their 
department. They wanted to catch the data first, and 
massage and twist it before it went up to the executive 
staff.” Interestingly, it turns out, the CEO was not as 
averse to hearing bad news as his underlings assumed. 

Such a misunderstanding is not uncommon. In Chief 
Executive Magazine, J.P. Donlon describes a meeting of 
senior executives that Alan Mulally, CEO of Ford Motor 
Company, held early in his tenure at the automaker. 
Mulally asked each to report how their business was 
going, and received generally good news. That is, until 
one executive raised his hand and said a defective part 
threatened to delay the launch of an important vehicle. 
“The room fell deathly silent,” writes Donlon. Mulally 
looked at this executive and then at the others and 
then started to clap his hands. Mulally was looking 
for the truth, not good news. The result: once rivals, 
executives learned it was okay to report disappointing 
data. This led to their sharing sensitive information and 
helping each other. 

Technology’s Role in Transparency

The second aspect required for a transparent culture 
is technology. If the CEO of the sports organization 
had access to unfiltered data, those around him would 
have been unable to massage the information he 
received. Likewise, Mulally of Ford could have learned 
about the bad news himself if he had data showing 
problems with the critical auto part. Enron might still 
be around today if honest information had been widely 
distributed.
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Companies can get into trouble because of factors beyond their control, such as a weak economy. Others bring 
trouble onto themselves, like Enron. Corporate culture often separates the winners from losers. A lack of a 
transparent culture is now recognized as a detriment to an organization, while a transparent one provides a variety 
of benefits. If your company is not as innovative or dynamic as you would like, it may be time to start creating a 
more transparent culture.

Writing in the Harvard Business Review, James O’Toole and Warren Bennis report: “…we define transparency 
broadly, as the degree to which information flows freely within an organization, among managers and employees, 
and outward to stakeholders. Companies can’t innovate, respond to changing stakeholder needs, or function 
efficiently unless people have access to relevant, timely and valid information.”

As it happens, a lack of transparency can hinder an organization or even cause its demise. Some Enron employees 
saw problems brewing but were afraid to speak up, and by the time the problems became widely known, the 
company was in its death throes. A more transparent corporate culture might have saved the company. 



To get the information required of a transparent 
culture, executives must have complete and up-
to-date data about the business. The business 
intelligence market has grown to a more than $10 
billion-a-year industry in a quest to provide customers 
access to timely, complete and accurate data. 

Yet to be effective, these solutions must combine and 
blend the data in meaningful ways, allowing managers 
to quickly understand what is happening throughout 
their organization. Therefore business intelligence 
technology must be independent of any single vendor 
or data source and must work across platforms, 
including Oracle, SAP, IBM, Microsoft and many 
others. 

Of course, those asking for such complete, unfiltered 
information must be willing to accept bad news and 
ambiguity, and not become incensed or respond 
in some otherwise inappropriate manner. This 
requires a top-down acceptance of transparency, 
as Szaky of TerraCycle discovered and Mulally 
of Ford demonstrated, which in turn requires an 
organization’s top executives to set expectations. 

No matter how large or small the organization, 
everyone is worried about their data and how upper 
management will view it. That is why they often 
insist on seeing it – and having the opportunity to 
manipulate it – before it goes to the CEO. 

An article in Leader To Leader Journal by Warren 
Bennis, Daniel Goleman and Patricia Ward 
Biederman notes: “A universal problem is that when 
staff speak to their leader, the very nature of the 
message tends to change. The message is likely to 
be spun, softened and colored in ways calculated 
to make it more acceptable to the person in power.” 
Transparency helps minimize or even eliminate such 
changes to a message.

Creating a Culture Shift

By making data widely available, 24/7, everyone 
sees what the CEO sees and spinning the message 
becomes virtually impossible. That is when the 

organization undergoes a shift in focus from a 
culture of cover-your-butt and act-in-your-own-best-
interest, to one of informed decision-making and true 
organizational focus. 

With a transparent culture, rather than acting in fear 
of delivering bad news, everyone recognizes the value 
of such news and works to learn lessons from it. Data 
should not scare people but provide a platform for 
learning. Examples of transparency:

• A savvy public relations agency that works with 
technology companies has a policy of having all 
members of a team sit down after a given PR activity 
and talk about the lessons learned, both positive 
and negative. This is then disseminated throughout 
the agency. Damage control is not possible in such 
a situation; openness and transparency is what is 
sought and received. The result is that those in the 
agency constantly learn from the experiences of their 
colleagues. 

• The United States Patent and Trademark Office 
recently introduced, on its website, a dashboard called 
the Data Visualization Center, which provides the 
public with a graphical view of the current status of 
patent filings. Included are data relating to the number 
of patent examiners and various statistics relating to 
patent applications, such as backlog, average length 
of time for initial action and average time from the 
patent application filing date to final disposition. In a 
blog, USPTO Director David Kappos writes about the 
dashboard: “This information should help users better 
understand our processes, and enable applicants 
to make more informed decisions when filing and 
responding to office actions.” This is government 
being transparent with its constituency – the public.

• Zingerman’s, an Ann Arbor, Mich. retail food 
institution, has a renowned open book management 
approach. According to Crain’s Detroit Business, “A 
Zingerman’s employee becomes responsible for a line 
item on the company’s department operating report, 
tracking one particular financial bearing for the fiscal 
year.” The article goes on to note, “...sales, expenses, 
debts, payroll – the entire financial scope of each 
business – is displayed on a whiteboard for all to see.” 
The benefits include improved efficiencies and greater 
employee responsibility. 
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Honest and informed decision-making is predicated 
on unbiased, timely and widely available data. 
Upper management, to read its organization’s vital 
signs, needs data in real-time, unmassaged and 
unfi ltered. 

The truth must be available in one version and one 
version only. Imagine if fi ve or six stakeholders 
report to you, each with different spreadsheets 
that outline results from their perspectives. This 
will cloud your understanding, not enhance it, and 
hinder your ability to make decisions. Business 
intelligence technology that lets data reside in its 
original database helps assure that data remains 
unchanged and that only one version of the truth 
exists and is distributed.

Plus, the data must be timely. No effective manager 
today can rely on traditional manual processes 
of intelligence gathering and expect to be agile 
enough to make informed decisions. If you get data 
that is batched weekly or monthly, you are making 
decisions based on outdated data. In today’s fast 
moving business environment, the right technology 
brings you data in or near real-time.

Summary 

How important is having a transparent corporate 
culture to your company? Mulally of Ford found it 
vital. When he arrived at the company, according to 
Scott Eblin in GovernmentExecutive.com, he set up 
a system of charts that displayed where an initiative 
that was on target was in green, questionable in 
yellow and a problem in red. In his fi rst meeting, 

all the charts were green. He asked, “How can 
everything be green when we’re losing billions of 
dollars a year?” The managers got the message 
and red started appearing. According to Eblin, “His 
[Mullaly’s] point was that the only way problems 
can be solved is if they’re identifi ed, tracked and 
discussed.” That requires transparency and that was 
the culture Mulally began to develop at Ford.

Warren Bennis in CIO Insight observes: “The tragic 
weakness of most organizations today, whether 
public or private, is that they are designed to 
suppress truth and transparency. Most are set up 
in such a way that everyone in them seems to know 
the truth, but nobody ever tells it to anyone else.”

Ultimately, a transparent business culture requires 
a management team willing to accept unfi ltered 
data and willing to invest in technology that enables 
such data to be compiled quickly across platforms, 
is easily accessible and can distribute data widely. If 
you are committed to having your company perform 
at its peak, you will want to incorporate this degree 
of transparency in your company’s culture.

Meet Domo
Domo is a new form of business intelligence that 
has helped organizations of all sizes establish a more 
transparent culture. By bringing all of your vital data 
– fi nance, sales, HR, compliance and more – together 
in one intuitive, visual interface, Domo gives you 
real-time access to all the information you need in one 
place. No more searching. No more waiting. No more 
doubt. To learn more, visit www.domo.com or call 
1.800.899.1000.
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