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About this framework
Well-written objectives are the foundation of effective performance management. They provide clarity of expectation, a shared basis for measurement, and a fair and objective basis for performance conversations. Poorly written objectives - vague, unmeasurable or disconnected from business priorities - create ambiguity, demotivate employees and undermine the credibility of the appraisal process.
This framework explains the SMART model in depth, provides worked examples across different role types, and includes a practical objective-setting worksheet for use in appraisal and review conversations. Managers and employees should complete it together.
Not all objectives carry equal importance. Organisations may choose to weight objectives according to strategic importance (e.g. Sales Growth – 40%, Customer Satisfaction – 30%, Leadership – 20%, Development – 10%.
SECTION 01
Why Objectives Matter

Objectives serve a dual purpose: they tell employees clearly what is expected of them, and they give managers a fair, consistent and objective basis on which to assess performance. When both are done well, objectives create alignment - connecting individual effort to team and organisational goals - and provide the foundation for meaningful, evidence-based performance conversations.
Research consistently shows that employees who have clear, meaningful objectives are significantly more engaged, more productive and more likely to remain with their organisation. They know what success looks like. They can measure their own progress. And they feel the direct connection between their work and something that matters.
Conversely, objectives that are too vague to assess, too easy to inspire effort, or entirely disconnected from strategic priorities quickly become performative - a box-ticking exercise that adds burden without adding value. The goal is not to have objectives. It is to have the right objectives.
	CLEAR OBJECTIVES HELP EMPLOYEES TO…
	CLEAR OBJECTIVES HELP MANAGERS TO…

	· Understand exactly what is expected of them
· Prioritise their time and energy effectively
· Measure their own progress without waiting for feedback
· Feel a clear connection between their work and wider organisational goals
· Have a productive, evidence-based appraisal conversation
· Identify their own development needs more easily
	· Set consistent and fair expectations across the team
· Have structured, evidence-based performance conversations
· Identify and address underperformance early and fairly
· Recognise and reward strong performance objectively
· Cascade and align team effort with organisational strategy
· Support pay, promotion and talent decisions with evidence


▪ Common Objective Setting Errors:
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· Too many objectives
· Objectives outside employee control
· Objectives without measurable outcomes
· Objectives with unrealistic deadlines
· Objectives disconnected from business priorities

SECTION 02
The SMART Framework

SMART is a widely used and well-evidenced framework for writing objectives that are clear, actionable and assessable. Each element of the acronym addresses a different weakness that commonly appears in poorly written objectives. Used together, the five elements create an objective that both parties can understand, work towards and evaluate consistently.
	S - Specific
The objective clearly defines what needs to be achieved, by whom and in what context. There is no ambiguity about what the expected outcome looks like.

	Key questions to ask:
· What exactly needs to be achieved?
· Who is responsible for it?
· Which area, project or context does it relate to?
·  What does "done" look like?
	Common pitfall to avoid:

Be more proactive in client communication.



✔  Applied well: Respond to all client emails and calls within one working day and send a proactive monthly progress update to each of the five key accounts.


	M - Measurable
Progress and success can be tracked and assessed against objective, verifiable criteria. Both parties can agree - independently - whether the objective has been met.

	Key questions to ask:
· How will we know this has been achieved?
· What data, output or evidence will demonstrate success?
· Is there a quantity, percentage, rating or quality standard involved?
·  How will progress be monitored during the objective period?
	Common pitfall to avoid:

Improve customer satisfaction.



✔  Applied well: Achieve a customer satisfaction score of 90% or above in the quarterly client survey for Q2 and Q3, measured by the survey platform report.
	A - Achievable
The objective is realistic and attainable given the employee's current skills, experience, resources and workload. Stretch is positive - impossible is not.

	Key questions to ask:
· Does the employee have (or can they develop) the capability to achieve this?
· Do they have the resources, authority and support needed?
· Is the timescale realistic given their full workload?
· Have we agreed what support will be provided?
	Common pitfall to avoid:

Reduce department costs by 40% this quarter.



✔  Applied well: Identify and implement three cost reduction measures within the team by Q3, targeting a combined saving of at least 10% on the current operational budget, to be agreed with Finance.
	R - Relevant
The objective is meaningful and connected to the employee's role, the team's priorities and the organisation's strategic goals. It matters - and the employee understands why.

	Key questions to ask:
· Why does this objective matter to the organisation right now?
· How does it connect to the team's goals or the wider strategy?
· Is this within the employee's sphere of influence and responsibility?
·  Does the employee understand and buy into the purpose of this objective?
	Common pitfall to avoid:

Complete the online health and safety module.



✔  Applied well: Complete the Level 2 Health and Safety certification by 30 June to support the team's compliance obligations under the new site regulations effective from Q3.
	T - Time-bound
The objective has a clear and realistic deadline. The employee and manager know when progress will be assessed and when success will be confirmed.

	Key questions to ask:
· When does this need to be achieved by?
· Are there interim milestones or check-in points?
· Is the deadline realistic given the scope and workload?
·  When will progress be reviewed formally?
	Common pitfall to avoid:

Lead the new onboarding project.



✔  Applied well: Lead the redesign of the employee onboarding process. Deliver a new onboarding framework by 31 August, with a pilot completed by 30 September and a full rollout by 1 November.
SECTION 03 
Types of Objective

Not all objectives look the same. An effective set of objectives typically includes a combination of types - balancing delivery of core responsibilities, contribution to projects, development of skills and demonstration of the right behaviours. Most employees should have between 3 and 6 objectives in any given period.
	Performance Objectives

	Purpose: Focus on core role delivery - the primary outputs, standards and results expected of the employee in their day-to-day responsibilities.
· Achieve a quarterly sales target of £[X] by [Date]
· Process all customer applications within 3 working days, maintaining a 95% accuracy rate
· Deliver all monthly management reports by the 5th working day of each month

	Project objectives

	Purpose: Focus on delivery of a defined piece of work, initiative or project with a clear scope, output and deadline.
· Lead the implementation of the new CRM system by [Date] within the agreed budget
· Deliver the market research report for the new product launch by 30 June
· Complete the office relocation project by [Date] with minimal operational disruption

	Development objectives

	Purpose: Focus on building a specific skill, knowledge area or capability. Should be connected to both current role performance and future career aspirations.
· Complete the CIPD Level 5 qualification by [Date]
· Lead at least 2 client presentations independently by Q3, with feedback gathered after each
· Develop coaching skills by completing the internal coaching programme and applying the approach in at least 3 team member conversations per quarter




	Behavioural objectives

	Purpose: Focus on how the work is done - the behaviours, ways of working and values alignment expected. Particularly useful where behavioural change is a priority.
· Demonstrate active listening in all one-to-one meetings - confirmed by 360 feedback from direct reports by Q4
· Proactively share project updates with the wider team at least fortnightly without prompting, as evidenced in team feedback
· Respond to colleague requests within one working day and flag any delays proactively

	Innovation / Continuous Improvement Objectives

	Purpose: Focus on how the work could be done better - new ideas, innovation, different ways of working, AI application. Particularly useful where operational improvement, cost or efficiency saving is needed.
· Identify and implement three process improvements during the year. 
· Reduce administration time by 15%. 
· Introduce one improvement suggestion each quarter.


SECTION 04
Weak vs Strong: Worked Examples

The examples below show how a poorly written objective can be transformed into a strong SMART objective by applying each element of the framework. In every case, the underlying intent is the same - only the precision and measurability changes.
	EXAMPLE ROLE
	✗  WEAK OBJECTIVE
	✔  STRONG SMART OBJECTIVE

	Team Leader
	“Improve the way you communicate with the team.”

	“Send a team update every Friday by 5pm summarising the week's key activities and priorities for the following week. Gather team feedback on communication quality at the Q2 and Q4 appraisal cycle.”

	Project Coordinator
	“Get better at managing your workload.”

	“Deliver all assigned project milestones on time for the duration of the appraisal period, flagging any risks at least 5 working days in advance. Workload reviewed in fortnightly one-to-ones.”

	Senior Consultant
	“Support the team more effectively.”

	“Mentor the two new team members throughout their probationary periods, meeting weekly for the first 12 weeks and providing structured feedback at their 1- and 3-month reviews.”

	Operations Manager
	“Develop your financial management skills.”

	“Complete the Finance for Non-Finance Managers course by 31 March and apply the learning by preparing the monthly team budget variance report from April onwards, reviewed by Finance.”

	Account Manager
	“Take ownership of the new client relationship.”

	“Establish and maintain the relationship with Client X by holding a monthly review call, producing a quarterly business review by the end of each quarter, and achieving a client satisfaction score of 8/10 or above by year-end.”

	Sales Manager
	“Build a stronger pipeline.”
	“Identify and qualify a minimum of 15 new prospects per month, progress at least 5 to proposal stage per quarter, and achieve a pipeline value of £[X] by [Date], tracked in the CRM system.”



SECTION 05
The Objective Setting Conversation

Objectives should be set in dialogue, not delivered in a document. The objective setting conversation is one of the most important management conversations of the year - and when done well it is also one of the most motivating. The following structure guides managers through a productive, collaborative objective setting discussion.
The best objectives emerge from genuine conversation. A manager who hands an employee a list of pre written objectives and asks them to sign it is unlikely to generate ownership, commitment or motivation. Involve the employee from the outset - ask for their input, explore their own goals, and build objectives together wherever possible. Objectives should be amended where there is a significant change in organisational priorities or the employee's role, rather than allowing obsolete objectives to remain in place.
 
	STEP
	FOCUS AND SUGGESTED PROMPTS

	Step 1
Look Back First
	• What has gone well since our last objective review?
• "What are you most proud of from the past [period]?"
• "Are there any objectives from last time that felt unfair or unclear in retrospect?"

	Step 2
Explore the Employee's Own Goals
	• "What would you like to achieve in this role over the next [period]?"
• "Is there anything you'd particularly like to develop or take on?"
• "Where do you feel you could make the biggest contribution?"

	Step 3
Share Organisational and Team Priorities
	• Explain the team's and organisation's key priorities for the period
• Make the connection between individual objectives and wider goals explicit
• "Here's where the team needs to focus - what role do you see yourself playing in that?"

	Step 4
Draft Objectives Together
	• Start with a first draft - invite the employee to challenge, refine and suggest alternatives
• Apply the SMART test to each objective together
• Agree a realistic number - typically 3 to 6 objectives

	Step 5
Agree Support and Resources
	• "What do you need from me to achieve this?"
• "Are there any barriers we should plan for now?"
• "What training, tools or access will help?"

	Step 6
Confirm Review Dates
	• Agree when progress will be formally reviewed - at least mid-point and end of period
• Confirm how progress will be tracked and evidenced
• "How will we both know this has been achieved?"





SECTION 06
Guidance by Role Level

The nature and balance of objectives should reflect the level and responsibilities of the role. The following provides general guidance on emphasis at each level - adapt as appropriate to the specific role and individual.
	ROLE LEVEL
	TYPICAL OBJECTIVE FOCUS
	RECOMMENDED MIX

	Individual Contributor / Frontline
	Core task delivery, quality standards, customer/service outcomes, personal development, teamwork
	2-3 performance objectives, 1-2 development objectives, 1 behavioural objective

	Team Leader / Supervisor
	Team delivery, quality management, team development, individual performance conversations, process improvement
	2 performance objectives, 1-2 people / team objectives, 1 development objective, 1 project objective

	Manager / Senior Manager
	Team and departmental results, people development, cross-functional contribution, strategic projects, commercial outcomes
	2 performance objectives, 1-2 people objectives, 1 strategic / change objective, 1 development objective

	Director / Senior Leader
	Organisational outcomes, cultural leadership, external relationships, capability development, strategic change and transformation
	1-2 strategic objectives, 1-2 people / culture objectives, 1 commercial objective, 1 personal leadership development objective


SECTION 07
Common Mistakes in Objective Setting

Even managers with good intentions make predictable errors when setting objectives. Being aware of these in advance helps avoid them.
	MISTAKE
	WHY IT UNDERMINES THE PROCESS

	Setting too many objectives
	More than 6 objectives dilutes focus. Employees struggle to prioritise and everything risks becoming equally important - which means nothing is truly prioritised.

	Writing objectives that are entirely activity-based
	"Attend all team meetings" is an activity, not an objective. Objectives should describe what is achieved, not what is done.

	Setting objectives that are entirely outside the employee's control
	If the outcome depends primarily on factors outside the employee's influence, it is not a fair basis for assessment. Focus on what they can genuinely impact.

	Failing to agree how success will be evidenced
	Without clarity on how the objective will be measured, both parties are left to form subjective views at review time - often with very different results.

	Setting objectives at the start of the year and never reviewing them
	Circumstances change. Objectives relevant in January may be entirely superseded by June. Review and update as needed.

	Setting objectives that are identical for every team member
	Objectives should reflect the individual's role, level and development needs. Copy-paste objectives signal that the process is not being taken seriously.

	Making objectives too easy to avoid difficult conversations
	Easy objectives that every employee will meet create an illusion of performance without providing meaningful information. Stretch is important.

	Failing to connect objectives to organisational priorities
	Employees who cannot see the connection between their objectives and the wider strategy feel their work is disconnected and less meaningful. Make the link explicit.


SECTION 08
Objective Setting Worksheet

Use this worksheet to draft, review and agree objectives for the current appraisal period. Complete it together during the objective setting conversation - it then becomes the agreed record for the period. Aim for 3-6 objectives in total across the different types.
Both the employee and the manager should sign the completed worksheet to confirm the objectives have been discussed and agreed. A copy should be held by the employee, their manager and HR.
 
	EMPLOYEE NAME
	[Full Name]
	

	JOB TITLE
	[Job Title]
	

	MANAGER NAME
	[Manager Name]
	

	JOB TITLE
	[Job Title]
	

	APPRAISAL PERIOD
	[e.g. January 2025 - December 2025]
	

	DATE OF MEETING
	[Date]
	

	REVIEW / MID-POINT DATE
	[Date]
	





▪ SMART Objectives

	OBJECTIVE 1
	

	TYPE
	☐ Performance   ☐ Project   ☐ Development   ☐ Behavioural

	OBJECTIVE STATEMENT
	[what will be achieved, by when and how it will be measured]

	LINK TO TEAM / ORGANISATIONAL PRIORITY:
	

	SUPPORT / RESOURCES REQUIRED:
	

	SMART CHECK - CONFIRM EACH ELEMENT IS PRESENT:
	☐  Specific  ☐  Measurable  ☐  Achievable  ☐  Relevant ☐  Time-bound



	OBJECTIVE 2
	

	TYPE
	☐ Performance   ☐ Project   ☐ Development   ☐ Behavioural

	OBJECTIVE STATEMENT
	[what will be achieved, by when and how it will be measured]

	LINK TO TEAM / ORGANISATIONAL PRIORITY:
	

	SUPPORT / RESOURCES REQUIRED:
	

	SMART CHECK - CONFIRM EACH ELEMENT IS PRESENT:
	☐  Specific  ☐  Measurable  ☐  Achievable  ☐  Relevant ☐  Time-bound



	OBJECTIVE 3
	

	TYPE
	☐ Performance   ☐ Project   ☐ Development   ☐ Behavioural

	OBJECTIVE STATEMENT
	[what will be achieved, by when and how it will be measured]

	LINK TO TEAM / ORGANISATIONAL PRIORITY:
	

	SUPPORT / RESOURCES REQUIRED:
	

	SMART CHECK - CONFIRM EACH ELEMENT IS PRESENT:
	☐  Specific  ☐  Measurable  ☐  Achievable  ☐  Relevant ☐  Time-bound


Any additional notes or agreements from the objective setting conversation:





▪ Sign Off
By signing below, both parties confirm that the objectives above have been discussed and agreed for the current appraisal period. Signing does not preclude either party from requesting a review of objectives if circumstances change significantly during the period.

	EMPLOYEE SIGNATURE
	[Signature]

	PRINT NAME
	[Name]

	DATE
	Date



	MANAGER SIGNATURE
	[Signature]

	PRINT NAME
	[Name]

	DATE
	Date



For support with performance management, objective setting workshops or management development programmes, contact White Cube Consulting at hello@whitecubeconsulting.com or call 01224 531524.
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