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Managing Performance: 

Be Clear and Specific When You Set Goals and Give Feedback 
An In Practice™ Article by Helen Kelly 

 

 

How often do you bemoan the seeming inability of 

people to deliver what‟s needed, even when 

you‟ve told them what you want?  

It‟s a common lament - yet happily, one you can 

shed. In his refreshingly direct three-minute video 

Setting Smart Goals, Edward Muzio, CEO of 

Group Harmonics, makes the source of the 

problem – and the solution - apparent. 

 

Be clear and specific when setting goals 

Let‟s say I say to you, "Bring me a rock," and you come back with a rock. I say to 

you, "No, I wanted a smaller rock," and you come back with a smaller rock. I say to 

you, "No, I wanted a different colour rock," and you come back with a different 

colour rock. Now, we can go on like this forever and bring me a rock starts out 

funny and quickly becomes frustrating.  

When you're talking about asking somebody to do something at work, playing 

bring me a rock is not just frustrating it's demoralizing and it wastes time and 

resources.  

Here‟s what I mean. Your boss says sales are down. 

You want your Regional Sales Manager to do a 

presentation on this situation at next week‟s Division 

meeting.  

You shouldn‟t just say, “At the meeting next week, tell us 

what‟s going on in Sales.”  “Tell us what‟s going on,” is 

open to interpretation and the Sales Manager may have 

a very different picture of what he‟ll deliver – and in what 

format - than you have of what you want.   

 

For example, you may have in mind a formal 

presentation about root causes. But left with 

an open-ended specification, the Sales 

Manager might decide to engage the group in 

a brainstorm about why the figures are down.   
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Or, he might decide to discuss the new sales training program and why it isn‟t  

working. Or he might present the company‟s hiring and remuneration criteria and 

ask the group to consider revisions.  

You will be frustrated because you wanted to discuss 

cause and effect while he is discussing personalities 

and motivation.  Moreover, he may be ill equipped to 

discuss these subjects.  

So instead of saying, “Tell us what‟s going on,” you 

could say, “There‟s been a ten percent decrease in Sales figures over the last six 

months. Find me some root causes please.”  Or, you could say, “Find me some 

root causes and prepare a presentation that sets out what they are and a plan to 

help get the sales figures back up.”   

The way to avoid that is by an old trick called setting SMART goals. A SMART 

goal is a request that‟s worded so it meets five criteria. 

  

  

S = specific 

M = measurable 

A = attainable 

R = relevant 

T = time bound  

 

 

That way you have a shared view of what success looks like, that this person is 

right for the job, and that your Sales Manager has a reasonable deadline.  

If you set a SMART goal, you could set an interim meeting to review plans, and 

you could certainly attend a run-through a few days before the Division meeting.  

 

The message is clear  

Take the time to formulate the goal in terms of specific output. What content, 

focus, format and interaction do you want? The more specific, more narrow the 

request, the more likely you are to get what you want. The less specific you are, 

the more potential there is for you to be frustrated and be disappointed.  

And, since you won‟t be able to hide your disappointment, you will both feel 

demoralised. Altogether that amounts to a big waste of time and resources.  
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Do these look familiar?  

Here are a couple of goal statements that Edward Muzio says would benefit from 

shaping and sharpening. They make good practice.  

Find out what our competitors are doing.  

What exactly do you want the outcome to look like?  Is this a 

competitive information report, a presentation, etc?  When is it 

due?  

How much investigation is reasonable for the time frame?  Are 

the sources of information up to the employee, or specified in 

advance...?  

Get some people together and make a plan.  

Who exactly should the employee “get together?” Is it up to him/her to decide, or is 

the list already known?  When is the plan due?  What is the plan for? Are the 

“people” supposed to participate in writing the plan, or simply provide feedback on 

it...?  

Look into a new phone system.  

Does this mean to collect information on alternatives, to pursue one or more bids 

from specific suppliers, or both?  Is there a timeline by which it is needed?  Are 

there cost constraints, functionality constraints, size constraints...?  

Find some help.  

Does this mean to hire someone, or to find someone within the group who will 

provide support? Does this request come from management, or from the 

employee?  Are the specifics of the support request (e.g. time requirement and 

output for examples) well-defined, or must the employee first define what the help 

needed is? Are there criteria for who can help...?  

Be clear and specific about feedback, too  

Another way managers might improve chances of getting the performance they 

want is by being specific about feedback. In another punchy video Encouraging 

Excellent Performance, Muzio creates another acronym that, unsurprisingly, starts 

with Specific.  

Feedback needs to be very specific. Muzio is not 

talking about saying “good job.” That makes people 

feel good. He is talking about a specific kind of 

communication that will increase the frequency of 

good performance.  

Mr. Muzio explains.  

http://www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/encourage.htm
http://www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/encourage.htm
http://www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/encourage.htm
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“If you hand me a report,” Muzio says, “I shouldn't say, 'Good job on this report,' 

because you really don't understand what you did. I should say, „Thank you for 

writing a clear Executive Summary at the front. It clarified your thinking and helped 

me clarify my own.‟”  

That way you are clear that you got something you wanted, and your employee 

knows exactly what she did well. You both store this away for future reference.  

The remainder of this brief video touches on discussion of the acronym that helps 

someone to do more of something he or she is already doing well.  

S = specific 

P = pure (don‟t add in other feedback with feedback on this victory)  

P = positive (say what‟s right rather than what isn‟t wrong) 

I = immediate (soon after, not at performance review time) 

F = frequent (at first; then as and when) 

I = irregular (it‟s not pro forma; it‟s whenever the time is right)  

 

 

Setting Smart Goals   

www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/smart.htm 
 
Encouraging Excellent Performance 

www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk/encourage.htm 

Additional videos   

www.groupharmonics.com/helpdesk 
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