Does your goal setting measure up? Putting the ‘M’ in SMART
goals:
Read any book on performance management and you will soon come
across a chapter on the importance of goal-setting. A mnemonic that is
familiar to students of this topic is SMART – making your goals Specific,
Measurable, Achievable, Realistic/Relevant and Timebound. This article
considers the importance of Measurement in the goal-setting process. Two
oft-quoted phrases around good management practice are:
‘If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it’ and, ‘You get what you
measure’
So if it is so important, why is measurement of performance either neglected
or just misunderstood? Perhaps it is because not all measures are the same,
and so we need to carefully select what type of measure is best for the
particular task we are trying to manage.
Why do we need measures? I think there are three main reasons:




To give someone a target to aim for (That is telling them what a good
job looks like)
To have a system for tracking progress.
To have a system for taking corrective action, when required.

Below, we list a few things you might want to consider in deciding what type
of measure to use.
1. Absolute or Relative?
Consider a 100M sprint race. What would you set as your measure of
success? To complete the race under a specific time, or to come first out of
all the runners? One measure is absolute (it can be measured against a
tangible, objective scale) the other is relative (your place in relation to other
participants). Putting this into a work context, do you want your sales person
to achieve a set financial figure or to beat the competition? Which one of
these you choose will influence their subsequent behaviour and strategies for
selling.
Key message: What you decide to measure influences behaviour.
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2. How fine a measure does it need to be?
How acceptable would it be to measure the performance of a maternity
ward by the number of babies dropped by nursing staff each month?
Probably not very. Part of the problem here is that the likelihood of this action
happening is so rare that it would be impossible to measure any progress. If
one baby was dropped in one year and then two the next, it’s a 100%
increase in poor performance, yet perhaps 100, 000 babies passed through
that department in the two year period. Plus, at the first instance of dropping
a baby, there would be such an inquiry into the causes that it might be
many, many years before there was any recurrence.
Key message: Your measure needs to be at an order of magnitude that you
can use it to chart progress.
3. What do you want your people to focus on?
There is another problem with the above example. It is asking the job holder
to focus on what you don’t want to happen. (ie Don’t drop the baby!) A
much more effective strategy is to get your employees to concentrate on
good performance – tell them what you want, not what you don’t want.
Think of a customer service department you have experienced. Are they
measured on the number of complaints received or on customer
satisfaction? Remember, you get what you measure, so if you are measuring
complaints, that’s what you will get!
Key message: Get your people to move TOWARDS a desirable outcome, not
AWAY from what you don’t want.
4. There are three types of measure you can choose.
Consider a football match. The winning team is judged by scoring more
goals than the other team. Now think of an ice-skating competition. The
winner of this type of competition is essentially ‘voted in’ by a panel of judges
who look at each performance and allocate points according to a set of
pre-determined criteria. The measure employed in the football match is
objective while the ice-skating competition has a more subjective rating
system. When measuring performance at work, measures can be:




Quantitative
Qualitative
Behavioural
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Quantitative measures are usually highly tangible and observable. They tend
to focus on results. For example, ‘I sold £10K of product this month’. Hence,
it is easy to gauge performance against the standard, and it can be quick to
obtain the measure. The person either did it or they didn’t. While we are
obviously interested in results there are also some drawbacks in using only this
type of measure. Firstly, it is a fairly blunt instrument, and results can be
achieved (or missed) for reasons which are not in the control of the job
holder. (Should you hold a goal keeper against a target of goals scored by
his team, for example?). Also, these types of measures are good for looking
at end-results, by which time it may be too late to do anything to change
sub-standard performance.
Qualitative measures can be a bit more difficult to monitor or take longer to
gather data but can be more flexible in charting and influencing progress
along the way. Often the criteria may be more subjective (for example,
‘Score a minimum of 95% in customer satisfaction ratings in the monthly
evaluations’). The exact criteria are agreed beforehand, but there is an
element of subjectivity in deciding the actual ratings.
Behavioural measures are more subjective, and require direct observation to
arrive at a rating, hence they can be quite time-consuming. Their big
advantage however, is that unlike results, behaviour is entirely within the
control of the job-holder. Given the right conditions, the right behaviours will
lead to the right results. These types of measures are very useful in changing
the behaviour of an individual. Some objectivity can be introduced by using
‘Behaviourally Anchored Rating Scales’ which describe a sliding scale of
examples of the behaviour concerned. For example, if you want to measure
‘Assertiveness’ a performance scoring 1 out of 10 might be, ‘Gives in to
other’s opinions too readily’ while a 10 out of 10 on the scale might be,
‘Communicates what he/she expects of others in a way which is clear, firm
and concise without inviting challenge’.
Key message: Choose your measurement system to fit your outcome. That is,
be clear about what you are trying to do in measuring this aspect of
performance.
5. Do you want to know what or why?
A related point to the one above is what each type of measure actually
achieves. Quantitative measures will tell you what is happening; qualitative
measures will tell you why it is happening. Consider a manager who is
monitoring the performance of a call centre. A quantitative measure will
inform him about the level of conversions ie calls that result in a sale. But it will
not necessarily tell him why this is the case. If, for example, research suggests
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that asking an open question in the first 10 seconds of a call has a dramatic
effect on conversion rates, the setting of a qualitative, performance measure
around this particular behaviour will help to explain any changes (positive or
negative) in conversion performance and of course, automatically suggests
a course of corrective action, if required. In addition, knowing why
something is occurring will also give you insights into an individual’s
motivation for using a particular behaviour.
Key message: If you are interested in outputs, measure results. If you are
interested in reasons, use qualitative measures.
6. You get what you measure but measuring it will change what you are
measuring!
It sounds a bit daft, I know, but science tells us this is true. If you look at
something in order to measure it, you are influencing it in some way and
therefore changing its nature through the mere act of observation. This is as
true for people as it is for sub-atomic particles! On the plus side, if you tell
your people that a particular aspect of their job is important, they will pay
attention to it. On the downside, by measuring only one aspect of their job
you may create unintended consequences. This is especially observable in
‘carrot and stick’ simple performance-related pay schemes, where
employees find ways of achieving bonus without changing behaviour. In
psychological studies we talk about ‘experimenter effects’, ‘demand
characteristics’ and ‘social compliance’. People may be trying to give you
what they think you want (even if it isn’t!)
Key message: Be clear on the impact of the process of measurement.
7. And finally.....
One final thought is what do you do with the information you receive through
your measurement process? If you take corrective action every time you
take a measure, you may actually be making things worse. It can create
confusion in your employees and acting too quickly may cause you to act
inappropriately, based on ‘outlier’ scores (ie information that deviates
dramatically from the norm). Sometimes it is better to wait and look for trends
before deciding to act. In other situations, eg safety-critical tasks, taking
immediate corrective action would be appropriate.
Key message: Consider the frequency of your data collection and the timing
of any corrective action.
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