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			SMART criteria

			Key information

			
					Names: SMART goals, SMART criteria, SMART method, SMART objectives, SMARTER method

					Uses:	In management and project management, the SMART criteria are used to define objectives, as well as effective key performance indicators (KPI), and to facilitate their achievement.

	In the field of human sciences and personal development, they are used to set learning objectives.




					Why is it successful? The principle is simple: an objective must satisfy five criteria in order to confirm its relevance. It must be specific, measurable, assignable, realistic and time-bound. The mnemonic acronym SMART also allows you to keep in mind these elements, which help you to set realistic objectives.

					Key words:	Key performance indicator (KPI): type of measurement for evaluating effectiveness or efficiency.

	Objective: the ideal outcome from implementing specific actions.

	Project management: organising all the actions that aim to meet a given objective.




			

			Introduction

			In 1954, in his book The Practice of Management, Peter F. Drucker (business management consultant, 1909-2005) defined the concept of management by objectives (MBO), which is the setting of quantitative and/or qualitative objectives within a given time-scale. He also specified that employees must be involved in setting objectives to then be able to measure and evaluate their performance. Without formally using the SMART acronym, Drucker laid the foundations of this concept.

			
				
					Business management

					Throughout the 20th century, many authors examined the qualities required to be a good leader. This was the case with Kenneth Blanchard (American leadership and management expert, born in 1939) and Paul Hersey (American psychologist, 1931-2012), who defended the idea that a person who is able to set goals and adapt their leadership accordingly is a good leader.

				

			

			It was not until George T. Doran (professor of management, 1939-2011) published the article, ‘There’s a S.M.A.R.T. Way to Write Management’s Goals and Objectives’ (Doran, 1981) that the concept of SMART objectives appeared. Doran states that not all objectives have to meet the SMART criteria and it is more useful to use them as guidelines.

			Definition of the model

			The SMART acronym refers to five concepts that must constantly be referred to when setting objectives, in order to validate their relevance. In order, the concepts are specific (S), measurable (M), assignable (A), realistic (R) and time-bound (T).

			Originally, this model was used to define the specifics of an objective or a concrete indicator in a managerial or project management setting, which involves overcoming the abstract idea and effectively taking action. The simplicity of the tool has also caused it to be used in other domains, such as human resources, where the ultimate goal is to encourage personal development and increase employee efficiency. This technique can also be used individually (by setting SMART personal objectives) or in a team (a manager can set objectives that the group has to achieve together).

			Although there are several alternatives to this acronym, only the most common variations will be analysed here.

		


		
			Theory

			SMART criteria

			While we can define a goal as the result of a series of objectives that must be met, the objectives themselves can also be divided into a series of sub-objectives. For example, to see sales increase (the end goal), the manager will set the objective of gaining 100 new customers.

			As for the criteria, they are the necessary elements for assessing an objective, while the indicators are used to verify that they are met. Thus, a criterion for setting the deadline for the completion of an objective can be controlled by a time indicator, such as ‘in one week’.

			Both managers and employees can refer to the SMART criteria. The former will tend to set objectives for the team for which they are responsible, while the latter will establish personal objectives.

			Let’s start by looking at the five elements that make up the SMART acronym, according to George T. Doran, in more detail.

			
					Specific. The objective must refer to a specific element. This criterion avoids formulations that are too broad – and therefore too vague – such as ‘increase the company’s profits’; a better option would be something like ‘reduce the cost of machine A’, where the benefits can be quantified. In this example, ‘increase the company’s profits’ will be considered the end goal that will be achieved by reducing the cost of a machine. By precisely defining an objective, the actions needed to achieve it become clearer. Sub-objectives may be added (decreasing the scrap rate, the number of failures, etc.). A good objective is, according to this criterion, defined by these main aspects: it applies to a setting or a precise location and also has specific funding.

					Measurable. It is essential to consider this aspect, which enables you to measure results when setting objectives in business. To achieve this, the company must have reliable means firstly to access data and secondly to interpret it correctly. It is not always possible or easy to quantify an objective, as some will be more qualitative than quantitative. For example, the objective of improving the company’s image will be difficult to quantify. However, it is necessary to address this component. In this case, it is possible to conduct investigations and collect numerical data (the perception of the company by the public on a scale of 1 to 10) and then adjust the target.

					Assignable. One or more people should be clearly identified as responsible for the completion of the objective. These can be internal or external collaborators of the company. You can also set a personal objective.

					Realistic. This concept aims to differentiate the ideal situation – which is more difficult to achieve – from the concrete objective. It must be possible for the objective to be achieved with the company’s current means, or new means that would be reasonably easy to access. When setting the objective, the legislation in force must also be considered for it to be realistic. This criterion will have an impact on employees’ motivation and involvement, so it must also strike a balance between being challenging and achievable as an objective. It may be useful to think of another less ambitious objective in the case of failure.

					Time-bound. It is important to set a deadline when defining the objective. Without time markers, the objective may actually lose its concrete nature, and it might therefore not be possible to check whether or not it has been achieved.
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			The five elements presented here are those suggested by George T. Doran. We will see in the ‘Related models and extensions’ section that there are several variations.

			Advantages

			Although the simplicity and the mnemonic feature of the acronym are the main advantages of the model, there are others:

			
					Firstly, the model promotes the achievement of concrete results by focusing on the tangible and quantifiable aspects of objectives;

					Secondly, it can be applied to various fields, and can even be used in people’s personal lives;

					Finally, the SMART criteria make the objective complete and require little or no additional details.

			

		


		
			Practical application

			Although the SMART method seems relatively simplistic, you must ensure that you carefully follow the steps when setting one or more objectives, so that you achieve them within a set time while avoiding the many potential pitfalls.

			Advice and best practices

			Rule No. 1: An objective should be specific

			Whatever the field, reflection usually begins with the first criterion: the specificity of the objective. This serves to remind managers that they must be accurate and constantly bear in mind all aspects of the objective they wish to define. When used in project management or marketing, the first question to ask is: “Will I assign different objectives to each worker or one overall objective to the head of department?”. If a manager wants to assign different objectives to each employee, there is a good chance that they will begin by setting one overall objective, before dividing it up between different departments and employees. They may also choose to set a general objective and ask the department leaders to assign sub-objectives to their teams. If they are set in a participatory manner, the employees are directly collaborating to define the objective: they are part of the project themselves and can offer their opinion. This approach ensures greater involvement on their part, as they are committed from the beginning of the process.

			Rule No. 2: An objective should be measurable

			With regards to the quantitative or qualitative measurability of the objective, it is first necessary to not only define the objective in terms of figures, but also to try and think about how these figures can be obtained. This is not always easy to grasp, as information is costly (e.g. comprehensive market research) or difficult to analyse objectively (e.g. creation of a quality product).

			If the company does not have a department that can consolidate this data, it is important at this stage to draw up a comprehensive overview of the data that will be easy to access via an internal network. An organisation often has more resources than the person seeking information would think, even if they are split between different departments (accounting, marketing, finance, etc.). The data collected at a given time should be saved, as they serve as a point of reference to compare the results recorded after the set deadline.

			Although the concept of evaluation is implicit in the model, it is nevertheless important to bear in mind that this step will help the manager considerably in retrospect, when they evaluate the final results of the objective. In some cases, it may be advantageous to predict different scenarios depending on the limits that will be used to determine whether the objective has been achieved: if the aim is to increase sales by 25%, at what point is the manager satisfied, or, conversely, at what point does he decide to change strategy? Is 25% a tough lower limit or would an increase of 20% already be considered a success without calling the strategy into question? The manager will react differently if he notices an increase in sales of 15% or 20% when he was counting on an increase of 25%. Different types of corrective measures can be applied according to these scenarios.

			Rule No. 3: An objective should be assignable

			The next step is to assign this objective to a staff member or to an external person or organisation based on the resources available and the cost of outsourcing involved. In practice, it is clear that some managers prefer to appoint someone in charge before addressing the practical questions linked to evaluating results. In this way, a manager can determine, with the sales representative who has been assigned the task, the number of sales they should make, based on those they recorded the previous year.

			Rule No. 4: An objective should be time-bound

			It is then time to determine when the objective can/must be completed. It is the manager’s responsibility to develop a strategy to ensure compliance with the deadlines. Since it is advisable to provide some flexibility in case of unforeseen circumstances, the manager will endeavour to communicate a tighter schedule to their employees. However, this trick should not be overused, as the shorter the time, the more pressure is on the workers. It may also be wise to use the Gantt chart to plan sub-objectives in order to keep control over the process of achieving objectives.

			
				
					The Gantt chart

					The Gantt chart (devised in 1910 by American engineer and management consultant, Henry L. Gantt, 1861-1919) is mainly used as a project management tool. It provides an overview of the various tasks to be performed (shown by horizontal bars) and their possible overlapping over time. There are currently many types of software, free or otherwise, to create this

					
				

			

			Rule No. 5: An objective should be realistic

			
			
					tangible figures to estimate the anticipated situation

					past experiences

					predictions to assess the future situation.

			

			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			Case studies

			
			SMART criteria in project management

			
			
			
					Strength: This objective meets all the criteria of SMART objectives. The manager can evaluate whether the objective is actually reached in the time frame chosen. In this example, it will be easy to compare the production to that of December (assuming that production is constant), for example, and verify the increase in production in the second quarter.

					Weakness: The time frame is relatively vague. Workers will tend to consider the deadline as the end of the second quarter, while to the manager it will be the beginning of the second quarter. To avoid confusion, be sure to set an objective that is as accurate as possible.

			

			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
					Find new raw materials to manufacture more products. Thus, the purchasing manager (assignable) will be responsible, before the end of the month (time-bound), for assessing the suppliers, contacting them and signing a contract with the one that offers the best deal (specific and measurable). This objective seems realistic, as this type of task is not outside of the purchasing manager’s expertise.

					Optimise the machine settings to minimise waste. The second sub-objective will also be completed by the purchasing manager (assignable), who will find the best combination of different settings (specific) – for example, the size and shape of the mould and the amount of plastic. With production scheduled to begin in a month and a half, all adjustments must be made before that date (time-bound). In concrete terms, the factors that make a product defective will need to be removed using software that calculates all the opportunities and determines the best ones based on the defect rate (measurable). For this objective to be realistic, the purchasing manager must quickly obtain the software in question and acquire technical knowledge as quickly as possible in order to be able to use it effectively.

			

			SMART criteria to set learning objectives
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