Preparing for a Goal-Setting Discussion: To-do's for the Manager and the Direct Report
By Lynn Summers, PhD 

	

	[image: image1.png]




	


	
	After aligning your own goals with your manager's goals, the next task is to work with your direct reports to help them set goals that are aligned with -- and supportive of -- your own goals. This cascading of goals from the executive suite to every business unit and every employee is vitally important to the success of a large company because it is the first step to exceptional execution of strategy. So how do you ensure that the goal-setting discussion is as productive as it can be? Read on to find out. 
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The task of cascading goals throughout the company can be a daunting one. Imagine trying to coordinate everyone's goals so that employees are working on things that contribute to the company's success -- not at cross purposes, not on overlapping objectives, and not on organizationally irrelevant tasks. It is even more daunting, once everyone's goals are in place, to track progress toward goal achievement, to troubleshoot problems employees might be having on certain key goals, and to have the agility to make any changes in priority that might occur during a quarter. 

Technology can dramatically improve a company's ability to do all these things. However, technology cannot substitute for sound management; managers need to discuss goal setting with their direct reports. This combination of technology and face-to-face discussion will result in a successful, "strategy aligned" company. 

The purpose of the goal-setting discussion is to reach agreement on the direct report's goals for the coming performance period. Here are some things both managers and their direct reports can do to prepare for this important discussion. 

Manager's Preparation

1. Review company's top-level objectives and how your own goals contribute to their achievement 

2. Identify which of your goals need to be delegated and how they should be delegated 

3. Clarify your direct reports' key responsibilities and anticipate the goals you would expect them to set 

4. Give your direct reports the information they need to draft their own goals 

You have already set your goals. In your discussions with your manager, you made sure your goals supported his or her goals and fit into the overall company direction. You will want to impart this same sense of perspective to your direct reports as well. Your goals represent a set of results for which you will be held accountable. But as a manager, you must orchestrate the efforts of others to produce these results -- you can't achieve them alone. Think about the relative priority of your goals and the kind of contribution needed from your direct reports to achieve the required results. Consider also how appropriate it would be to delegate a "chunk" of each goal to a particular direct report based on that person's position, experience, skills, and interests. 

If, for example, you are the VP of Engineering responsible for delivering software programs and your direct reports are the individuals who oversee the actual carrying out of the technical tasks involved in creating the programs, it would make sense to carve up your goal into smaller pieces, each representing one of the specialized steps in building software, and delegate each piece to the appropriate direct report. Likewise, if you are the VP of Sales, you will divide up the overall sales goal among the regional sales managers. There may also be cases where one of your goals can be dropped straight through to one or more or your direct reports. For example, if your department is responsible for organizing the company's annual retreat for your resellers, you might delegate this goal -- unaltered -- to a direct report. 

Quite often, goals represent high-priority initiatives or special projects with deadlines. An error managers sometimes commit is to assume that goals are always initiatives or special projects that employees must take on in addition to the regular responsibilities of their jobs, which are not formalized into goals. Quite naturally, the people working for such managers become rather wary of goals and want to hide when the manager comes around with another one to assign. 

The goals your direct reports have should represent at minimum the key responsibilities of their jobs. Another way to look at it is that you will evaluate your direct reports at the end of the performance period based on what they accomplished against their goals during that period. In many jobs, the bulk of what people work on -- and should work on -- is the day-to-day stuff. Make sure their important work is acknowledged and that, through goal setting, you create a way to hold them accountable for performing it well. And, if necessary, make adjustments in a goal (or goals). The adjustments could be based on this person's past performance or on a need to more clearly define the goal. 

So, make sure job responsibilities for your direct reports are clear. If they are not clear on what their job responsibilities are, don't wait until the goal-setting discussion to spring this news on them! Ask them to create goals that clearly address these key responsibilities. 

There will also be projects that are associated with your direct reports' positions. Project goals have definite deadlines and, once completed, go away. Consider any projects that direct reports might need to take accountability for in order to fulfill the responsibilities of their position or to support your goals. 

Lastly, share information with direct reports. Ask them to draft their goals in preparation for the goal-setting discussion. Include at least one measure for each goal. (A measure specifies the results expected or the level of performance required.) If there are non-discretionary, non-negotiable goals, let them know. 

Direct Reports' Preparation

1. Learn what the company's top-level objectives are and how your department or work group, as well as your own job, supports them. 

2. Consider goals you can set that will contribute to the achievement of your manager's goals. 

3. Review the goals that arise from the key responsibilities of your position and that need to be "refreshed" for the upcoming performance period. 

4. Draft goals for any major projects you may be undertaking. 

If you haven't already, ask your manager for information about the company's vision, values, and strategies, and about its top-level goals. One of the hallmarks of successful organizations is that they try to engage every employee in understanding the business, its direction and values, and how each employee's work fits in to the bigger picture. Similarly, top performing individuals usually have a clear understanding of the business and how they contribute to its success. 

Your manager should also fill you in on the goals he or she is responsible for or on any upcoming projects. Consider the ways you can contribute to the achievement of these goals. Identify which goals it is most appropriate to contribute to, based on your job responsibilities, background, knowledge, or skills. And identify on which goals your manager will need the most help. 

Check out your goals from the last performance period that are "key responsibility" goals that need to be continued through the upcoming performance period. How can these goals be refreshed? Can the goal be more effectively stated or the measures more clearly defined, based on your experience with the goal during the prior period? 

Your last step before the goal-setting discussion is to line up your goals in draft form and specify at least one measure for each goal. Your draft goals will become the basis for the discussion. 
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Having completed the above preparatory tasks, manager and direct report should be in a better position to conduct a productive goal-setting discussion. The discussion itself can be an interesting interaction, with its own set of challenges and potential pitfalls for both parties. But alas ... a topic for another time. 

Part Two of "The Goal Setting Discussion..." will appear in the May issue of Strategy Alignment, our monthly newsletter on Goal Driven Performance Management. 

