
How to…. 
prepare good 
objectives and 
hold an effective 
objective-setting 
discussion 

A GUIDE FOR MANAGERS

Good performance objectives are at the heart of an effective performance management 
process. It is critical that employees know what they are expected to achieve. A strong set 
of aligned objectives gives employees clarity on what they need to deliver and how their 
performance will be measured and assessed. In a busy and fluid world, relevant, well-
considered objectives help employees stay focused on the most important aspects of their 
role in light of wider business circumstances and priorities. 

Effective objective setting is a collective endeavour between the manager and their 
employees. It is important that there is a joint understanding of the priorities that really 
matter. It is also important to build a shared understanding of ‘what good looks like’ against 
these key priorities.

This guide is designed to help managers draft a strong set of objectives and to prepare for an 
effective objective-setting discussion to agree them in collaboration with their employee.  



Start by explaining the business context and direction, setting out the most 
critical priorities facing the team at present. This is best done at a team meeting 
at the start of the performance year or period to build understanding and to 
ensure alignment between the team and individuals’ goals to the overall  
company priorities

Think about the most important deliverables that this individual needs to achieve 
in the forthcoming period. Consider how they specifically contribute to the 
overall team’s performance and their unique attributes, skills, strengths  
and interests

Review the employee’s most recent objectives and

• Assess which objectives are still relevant and ‘carry through’ to the next period

• Assess which objectives are no longer relevant (for example, because they have 
been successfully delivered or priorities have changed)

• Assess whether any objectives or measures should be updated or altered

Draft a set of objectives for discussion with the employee. These should be sent 
in advance to allow the employee time to reflect and to prepare for an effective 
objective-setting conversation

SET PRIORITIES:

IDENTIFY INDIVIDUAL NEEDS: 

REVISIT RECENT OBJECTIVES:

SET NEW OBJECTIVES:

Preparation for the manager



• Spend time setting a few high-quality SMART objectives for the performance 
period ahead. To keep objectives meaningful and focused, we recommend setting 
a few critical objectives in the short-term, such as a 2-4 month time frame. It 
is better to have a short set of realistic priorities than a huge ‘wish list’ or a 
regurgitation of the job description 

• Discuss an appropriate plan and milestones to achieve each objective. It is 
important the employee understands the high-level steps they will take to deliver 
their objectives

• Think about the factors affecting the individual’s performance, for example, the 
business environment and any support required to successfully achieve  
their objectives

• During, or immediately after the objective setting conversation, either the 
manager or employee should record the agreed objectives in the relevant online 
system, or on paper

• Agree on a suitable date for a check-in meeting to assess progress against the 
objectives together and record this progress in the system (usually this should be 
scheduled in the next 1-3 months)

MEET TO DISCUSS AND AGREE THE OBJECTIVES TOGETHER 

SET AND RECORD OBJECTIVES WITHIN YOUR PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT 

PLATFORM (OR ON PAPER IF STILL APPROPRIATE!)



What is a SMART objective?
SMART is a useful guideline for setting high quality objectives. SMART stands for Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound

• Defines what is expected

• Determines who will do what and details 
accountability 

• Uses action verbs to express the objective 

• Provides enough detail for it to be clear  
what’s expected

• Defines what success would look like

• Identifies appropriate measures to assess whether 
the objective was accomplished – ideally in 
quantitative terms (or in qualitative terms if this 
isn’t possible)

• Identifies what measures and targets will be used 
to track progress against the objective

• Ensures the employee and manager both agree to 
the objective and target 

• Ensures any challenges or obstacles are 
understood and manageable with an appropriate 
action plan

• Ensures the objective aligns to the company, 
department and team’s business objectives

• Ensures the objective is relevant to the individual 
and their role

• Considers the unique attributes, skills, strengths 
and interests of the individual where appropriate

• Specifies a realistic, short-term timeframe for 
delivery (for example, within the next 2-4 months) 

• Includes time-based benchmarks for  
longer-range goals

SPECIFIC means the  
objective clearly states 
what will be done and who 
will do it 

MEASURABLE means the 
objective can be measured 
so that it’s clear when it’s 
been achieved

ACHIEVABLE means the 
objective is realistic and 
appropriately stretching 
given the business context

RELEVANT means that the 
objective aligns with the 
wider business objectives

TIME BOUND means the 
objective has a realistic 
timeframe
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For more help on objective setting, check out our How to… set objectives (do’s and don’ts) guide for 
managers and employees.

Preparation for your employee

If you are considering a new performance management online system, 
or looking to change your existing one to help you review and monitor 
objectives more effectively, talk to one of our experts.
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Talk to an expert

Just as it’s important that you as the manager take time to consider appropriate 
objectives and to prepare for the discussion, your employee should do the same. 
Objective-setting should be a collaborative process between an individual and their 
manager. Objectives should be discussed and agreed upon together, outlining what 
is expected of the individual and how success will be measured.

Setting objectives in partnership between the individual and their manager 
ensures that both parties understand expectations in the same way. The employee 
understands their own role better than anyone else, and they are in a uniquely 
aware of their own strengths, interests and development areas. Employees are also 
aware of possible constraints to success and where they may need help or support 
from others to fully achieve their objectives. The employee and manager should 
talk about any barriers which might make it difficult for the individual to achieve 
the expected level of performance (e.g. personal development areas, resource or 
budget challenges) and what can be done to mitigate these hurdles.

Once agreed, the objectives should be ‘owned’ by the individual. Where appropriate 
it is best practice for the employee to record the agreed objectives in the relevant 
online system, or on paper to create a strong sense of ownership and to ensure 
progress can be easily tracked.

https://www.appraisd.com/guide/how-to-set-good-objectives-top-ten-dos-and-donts
https://www.appraisd.com/guide/how-to-set-good-objectives-top-ten-dos-and-donts
https://www.appraisd.com/lets-talk
https://twitter.com/appraisd
https://www.linkedin.com/company/appraisd/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCQbk1PNQtnGMxi7PMu3XzCg
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