Why SMART Goals Can Be Dumb
May 31, 2011
In this month's 60-Second Email™, goals can be SMART, but being only smart can be
really kinda dumb.

One of the big myths in employee development is that people are motivated by goals, or
that goal setting is inherently motivating.
If I'm planning a trip, my knowing the destination, knowing where I have to get to, doesn't
make the trip any more desirable or annoying.
Why I'm going to wherever I'm going to, now that tends to have an impact. Maybe it's to
see an old friend I haven't seen in 15 years. Or maybe it's for a funeral. Two different
reasons. Two different motivations.
Staying with the trip analogy, if I use a GPS system or Google Maps so that I know
precisely where I need to get to, exactly how far the trip will be, and how long it should
take, that still won't really add fundamentally to my motivation for getting there.
Yet somehow we feel that it applies to goal setting. SMART goals anyone? [SMART
Goals: Goals that are Specific, Measurable, Attainable/Actionable, Realistic/Relevant,
and Time-bound.] Truly, just because we have people using SMART goals doesn't
mean they'll have great desire to pursue them.
Instead of getting caught up in the precision and micro-measurement of our goals, how
about adding the following:
•

•

Will the goals you set with your people contribute to more than your organization's
success? i.e. will they contribute to the success (growth, capabilities, sense of self
worth, etc.) of the person pursuing the goals? How so? Do you know the person
well enough to even answer the question?
Is the goal more than just a "If you do this, you get to keep your job" type of goal?
Obviously all goals can't be about self-actualization and achieving existential
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•

enlightenment, but on balance, is there much in the goal setting and the goals
themselves for the individual?
Even if the goal itself is sterile (i.e. increase/reduce X attribute by Z%), can the
process to achieving the goal be engaging? Can you as the person's manager,
make it more engaging?

Ask anyone who's ever trained for a running race about getting to the finish line, and he
or she will at some point discuss the training and preparation, i.e. that much longer
process that leads to the final destination. People will train 3 - 5 months, to run a 3 - 5
hour marathon. And if the training process is a wretched experience, I guarantee you,
few will have the stamina to even show up on race day.
The same is true for goal setting. Have a look beyond the SMART goals themselves. Is
the process of achieving the goals of any value to your people pursuing them?
~~~~~~~
What's your impression of SMART goals? Do you agree? Disagree? What do you use
that gets people interested in their goals? What's your secret sauce? Share your
thoughts and examples with other readers on our blog.
You can access all of our 60-Second Emails (TM), including the most recent issue,
Who's More Lost: You or Your Luggage?, via this link.
Until next month,

David
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