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Performance	Management
How	to	set	winning	employee	performance	goals

Read	time	|	<	4	minutes

Having	a	meaningful	purpose	at	work	is	key	to	committed	and	motivated	work

performance.		Goal	committed	employees	feel	that	the	organisation	is	their

organisation,	and	they	are	helping	the	organisation	achieve	its	strategies.

Setting	individual	job	goals	is	the	beginning	of	motivated	work	performance.

If	done	well,	employees	will	work	every	day	on	goals	which	contribute	to	an

organisation’s	strategy.

Ask	an	employee	to	answer	these	four	questions	to	check	whether	their	work

is	goal	directed:		

1.				Where	is	the	organisation	headed?	

2.				How	do	I	fit	in?

3.				Who	are	my	customers?

4.				What	outputs	do	I	provide?

If	the	employee	is	uncertain,	it	is	time	to	work	on	that	employee’s	job	goals.

Some	organisations	refer	to	their	performance	management	system	as

based	on	SMART	Goals,	others	on	KPAs,	while	elsewhere	KPIs	is	the	preferred	name.

The	common	denominator	is	that	all	three	names	refer	to	an	outputs-driven

performance	management	system.		Employees	aim	to	achieve	work	outputs

which	are	experienced	as	excellent	by	the	customers	of	their	work.

SMART	Goals	were	first	conceptualised	by	George	Doran	(1981)	as	a	frame

of	five	criteria	of	an	effective	and	efficiently	accomplished	work	end-state.

The	five	criteria	are	(1)	Specific,	(2)	Measurable,	(3)	Achievable,	(4)	Relevant,	and

(5)	Time-bound.		Doran	noted	that	the	acronym	does	not	mean	that	every	goal

written	will	have	all	five	criteria.

“The	establishment	of	objectives	and	the	development	of	their

respective	action	plans	are	the	most	critical	steps	in	a	company’s	management	process.”	

-	George	Doran

KPAs	and	KPIs	are	different	facets	of	an	output.		Per	Mark	Bussin	(2017)	KPAs	are	four	to	six

short	statements	that	describe	the	areas	that	are	essential	for	successful	performance	in	a	job

role.		There	is	no	fixed	or	right	number	of	KPAs.		The	requirement	is	that	KPAs	must	cover	the

full	breadth	and	depth	of	a	job.		

KPIs	are	measures	which	indicate	the	level	of	performance	attainment	for	a	job’s	KPAs.		There

may	be	several	KPIs	for	a	KPA,	and	each	KPA	must	have	at	least	one	KPI.		KPAs	and	their

associated	KPIs	must	fulfil	the	SMART	goal	criteria.	

Here	are	the	elements	you	can	apply	in	creating	winning	employee	performance	goals:

•				Make	customers	the	focus	of	every	employee’s	goals.		Every	position	in	any	organisation

has	customers.		Customers	are	the	recipients	of	an	employee’s	job	outputs,	and	may	be

internal,	colleagues	further	along,	or	in	other	parts	of	the	organisation’s	value	chain,	or	external,

the	people	who	buy	the	organisation’s	products	or	services.

•				Get	employees	to	lead	the	formulation	of	performance	goals.		Employees	take	ownership	of

goals	they	have	had	a	part	in	creating.		An	employee’s	goals	should	be	the	product	of	a	two-

way	discussion	involving	the	employee	and	the	employee’s	manager.		Additionally,	an

employee’s	customers	must	be	involved.		Customers	must	specify	their	expectations	of	the

employee.	

“All	good	performance	starts	with	clear	goals.”	

-	Gary	Ridge

•				Include	hard	objective	measures	in	goals	wherever	possible,	such	as	quantity	(how	much,

or	the	volume	of	work,	an	employee	performs),	quality	(the	service	or	product	from	the

perspectives	of	aesthetic	appeal,	quality	of	finish,	durability,	practicality,	environment-

friendliness,	and	the	like),	and/or	process	(the	steps	necessary	to	complete	a	job	duty).		

•				Design	goals	to	encourage	employees	to	work	effectively	(do	the	right	things)	and	efficiently

(get	work	done	using	the	optimal	method).

•				Express	KPIs	in	three	ways:		(1)	As	raw	numbers,	for	example,	number	of	widgets	to	be

sold;	(2)	as	a	progress	score,	for	example,	percent	of	project	achieved;	or	(3)	as	an	indicator	of

change,	for	example,	percent	increase	compared	to	the	corresponding	period	in	the	preceding

year.	(Olsen,	2016)

•				Include	wherever	possible	lead	and	lag	measures	as	KPIs.		Some	performance	measures

are	leading	and	others	lagging.		Sales	pipeline,	for	example,	is	a	leading	measure	and	sales

achieved	is	a	lagging	measure.		While	a	leading	measure	has	the	advantage	of	enabling	an

employee	to	course	correct	before	a	result	is	finalised,	a	performance	goal	should	include	both

types	of	measure.	(Olsen,	2016)

•				Incorporate	the	science	of	marginal	gains	in	goal	setting.		It	is	applied	by	breaking	down	a

big	goal	into	smaller	parts,	and	then	setting	targets	to	improve	on	each	of	them.		Many	small

improvements	aggregate	into	a	big	performance	improvement.			Access	to	comprehensive,

accurate	and	rich	data	makes	performance	at	the	margin	easier	to	analyse,	correct	and

improve.		(Syed,	2015)

•				Use	proxy	measures	for	goals	that	are	not	easily	quantifiable.		How	do	you	measure	goals

of	high	staff	morale	for	example?			For	job	outputs	where	quantitative	measures	are	elusive,	it	is

sometimes	possible	to	use	proxy	measures.		For	example,	morale	could	be	inferred	from

employee	absenteeism	rates.		However,	absenteeism	rates	are	caused	by	multiple	variables,

and	it	may	be	necessary	to	bundle	more	than	one	proxy	measure	to	draw	accurate

conclusions	about	morale.				

Managers	work	through	individuals	and	groups	to	achieve	organisational	goals.		By	applying

the	elements	of	goal	setting	described	in	this	note,	managers	can	ensure	that	the	daily	actions

of	employees	are	aligned	to	an	organisation’s	strategy.		
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