Writing Goals and Objectives

“If you don’t know where you’re going, you will probably end up someplace else.” (Laurence J. Peter)

“You got to be careful if you don't know where you're going, because you might not get there.” (Yogi Berra)

Every encounter between a social worker and a client should be guided by a clear purpose.  In ongoing professional relationships, the purpose is usually related to goals and objectives that are established early on.  Without clear goals and objectives, the helping process can founder, and deciding whether the relationship has been helpful can be impossible.  

Developing clear goals and objectives can significantly facilitate the helping process, but knowing how to develop clear goals and objectives is not an innate skill.  The purpose of this lesson is to demonstrate how to write clear goals and objectives.  By the time you are through with the lesson, I expect you to be able to do the following:

	Identify the difference between a goal and an objective.

Identify the characteristics of well-written objectives. 
	Identify statements that meet the characteristics of well-written objectives.
	Write one goal and two supporting objectives.


Let’s start with the difference between a goal and an objective.  The difference is arbitrary, but most authors treat goals as being broader than objectives.  A few use the terms in the opposite way, with objectives being broader than goals.  And commonly, the words are used interchangeable.  In this lesson, we will treat goals as the broader of the two.  With that in mind, any goal-like statement could be either a goal or an objective, depending on whether it is more- or less specific than a related statement.

Consider these examples:

	Justine will receive a B or better in Advanced Calculus this year.

Justine will receive a B or better in Advanced Calculus this semester.
Justine will receive a B or better in Advanced Calculus this quarter.
Justine will receive a B or better on each test in Advanced Calculus this quarter. 

The statements labeled b, c, and d could each be a subset of the statements labeled a, b, and c.  Thus, b could be an objective of the goal stated in a, c could be an objective of the goal stated in b, and d could be an objective of the goal stated in c.  Also, the statements labeled b, c, and d could all three be objectives of the first goal statement.  You can see, then, that an objective is more specific than the goal to which it is related.  For the rest of this lesson, we can think of the two as interchangeable, because the characteristics of well-written goals are the same as those of well-written objectives.  In fact, one statement of desired outcomes by itself could be called either a goal or an objective because it is only by identifying the relative specificity of two related statements that we can determine which one is broader than the other.
 
Now let’s explore the characteristics of well-written objectives.  Well-written objectives refer to Specific, Timely, Observable, Measurable Outcomes (STOMO).   Let’s explore each characteristic in turn.

Specific

We’ve already discussed degrees of specificity a bit when we distinguished goals from objectives.  But let’s look a little further.  Here are some examples of goals that we might have in my family:

	Everyone will get along.

The kids will do well in school.
We will stay healthy.
We will manage our money well.

Those are all worthwhile goals to me, but there’s a problem:  Not one of them is specific.  What does it mean to get along?  To my teen-aged son, it might mean that we let him come and go as he pleases without asking him to fulfill his household responsibilities.  To my middle daughter, it might mean that her brother doesn’t do anything to annoy her.  And to my daughter who is no longer at home, it might mean that we invite her over every Sunday so she can eat a home-cooked meal and do her laundry.  As we discuss “getting along” with each other, we begin to recognize that each of us means something different by the term, so it is important to specify a goal well enough that there is little room for disagreement about what it means.

There is an inherent tension between specificity and importance.  The more specific we make a goal, the less important we make it.  For example, if the goal is that “Bob will earn a bachelor’s degree by June 30, 2010,” many intervening variables can influence attainment of the goal, and there are many ways he could attain the goal.  Contrast this goal with a related objective: “Bob will call the CSUB admission office by 4:00 Friday to request an application package.”  This objective is much more specific, but it is only a tiny step in the process of the larger, more important, goal.

Deciding how specific to make a goal will depend on many circumstances such as the interests and motivations of the individual who is establishing the goal, the anticipated duration of the professional relationship with the individual, and the history of success achieving goals.  A general guideline is to write goals that are achievable within a reasonable period of time, with circumstances influencing the definition of reasonable.  I like to ask clients, How will we know that we are through?  Some related questions that help clarify client expectations for services are, What will you be doing when you don’t need to see me anymore that you are not doing now, and What will other people be able to notice is different that would tell them we have been successful in our work together?

Clients often make responses such as, Everything will be going better, or I’ll be happier.  My job then is to follow up with additional questions such as, What will be going better, How can people tell it’s better, and How will you know?  Although the process of helping clients be specific about their goals can be a challenge, it is one of the most important parts of the helping relationship.  In fact, I suspect that having difficulty thinking in specific terms about goals might be one reason some clients need professional help.

Here are examples of specific goals:

	Carl will work in a legal, paid job 40 hours each week for four consecutive weeks by December 1.

Cathy will move into an apartment for which she has paid a deposit and one month’s rent by October 1.

Although one could always find details to argue about, those goals are specific enough that most people are likely to be able to agree on whether or not they have been met.  Contrast them with these:

	Carl will get a job by December 1.

Cathy will get a place to live by October 1.

There are a variety of things Carl and Cathy could do that would meet the less specific goals that would not come close to meeting the more specific ones.

Timely

Notice that in each of the goals that we wrote for Cathy and Carl, we specified a date.  A well-written goal specifies a time for completion.  Without a time, we won’t know when to measure the outcome, so we won’t know whether to revise our goals, to change our intervention strategies, or to declare services unsuccessful.  State an expected completion date for every goal and objective.  Note that some service-planning forms already contain a column for expected completion dates.  If so, it is unnecessary to specify the expected completion date in the goal statement itself.

Observable

Attempting to assess phenomena that are not observable can produce some challenges.  Refer again to the goal for my family that everyone would get along.  In addition to the problem of lack of specificity, “getting along” is not observable.  One could not distinguish, for example, between two people riding in a car each happily engaged in his own thoughts and two people riding in a car in stony, bitter silence.  One could only observe that the individuals did not speak to each other.  A similar problem arises regarding mood states.  Although individuals can report on their moods—and reports are observable—moods are not observable.  Compare these examples:

	Dan will be happy by January 1.

Dan will rate his mood in his journal every hour that he is awake, and 50% of his hourly ratings will be “happy” for seven consecutive days by January 1.

While we cannot observe Dan’s being happy by January 1—although we might infer that he is happy—we can observe a journal rating of his mood, and we can observe the calculation of how often he rated his mood as “happy.”

Here’s another pair:

	Diane’s depression will be resolved by July 1.
	Diane’s score on the Valid Depression Scale will be below 7 for three consecutive months by July 1.


As you can see, it is possible to develop a mechanism for making something observable.


Measurable

The criterion of being measurable is related to the criterion of being specific.  Usually goals that are written using specific terms allow reasonably accurate measurement.  Being measurable means that the phenomenon’s frequency, intensity, or duration can be specified.  Often, we are looking for a frequency of just one instance, i.e. the goal is either accomplished or not accomplished.  Earl either will or won’t receive a promotion by March 31.  Fran either will or won’t have her own apartment by June 1.  Each goal relates to just one instance, but those instances can be counted.

In the field of social work, goals stated in terms of intensity are not common, but if we use a broad definition of the term, we can see that goals stated in terms of grades, dollar amounts, and ratings are related to intensity.  Consider these examples:

	Greg will receive a grade of C or better in English this semester.

Hilda will save $10 from each paycheck until she has $450. (Target date – May 31)
Ira will stay seated in his desk for one consecutive hour each morning for four consecutive weeks by November 1.

Each of these goals is measurable: we can assess whether each has been accomplished.

Note also how timeliness has been addressed in each goal.  In the first, a date is not specified because “this semester” is a specific time.  In the second, the goal relates to the $450, and should the target date be missed, we might reasonably assume that Hilda is willing to continue to strive toward the goal until she reaches her savings goal.  The third uses a conventional form of specifying a date.

Outcomes
Goals and objectives are statements about desired outcomes, not the processes necessary to achieve those outcomes, and they relate to the outcomes of the individuals who are the focus of the processes, not on those who are facilitating the process.  Let’s consider the second component of this criterion first.  The following might be educational goals:

	By the end of the first term, Juanita will have taught the students to divide three-digit numbers by two-digit numbers.

Kelcey will teach Hamlet, King Lear, and Twelfth Night in the spring term.

Both of these goals are stated in terms of what the teacher will be doing.  Let’s rewrite them so they focus on the students.

	By the end of the first term, the students will accurately divide three-digit numbers by two-digit numbers.

By the end of the spring term, the students will have learned about Hamlet, King Lear, and Twelfth Night.

The first of these is now stated as a student outcome, although it does not meet one of our other criteria. Can you identify which one?  It is not measurable.  We might assume that the goal implies an accuracy of 100%, but the goal would be strengthened by specifying the desired accuracy.  It might be revised this way:

	By the end of the first term, each student will divide 50 three-digit numbers by two-digit numbers with 80% or better accuracy. 


With those changes, we can assess how many students met the goal.

Consider the Shakespeare goal.  It specifies process, not outcome.  How would we know that the students learned about those plays?  Specifying what we want them to learn returns us to the issue first introduced above when we discussed specificity:  The more specific we are, the less important our goals are.  For example, we might specify a goal related to a score on a test about each play, but I doubt if any English teacher thinks passing a test on a play is the ultimate measure of his or her teaching.  Consider these alternatives:

	By the end of the term, each student will use standard written English to write an essay comparing the themes of Hamlet, King Lear, and Twelfth Night.

By the end of the term, each student will play a role in a scene from Hamlet, King Lear, and Twelfth Night.
By the end of the term, each student will use standard written English to write an essay comparing him- or herself to a character in Hamlet, King Lear, or Twelfth Night.

Each of these specifies a student outcome—a product that each student will have produced—that can be identified as having happened or not happened (measurable) and that might also be significant.  Some might like to specify what grade is expected as part of each goal, and doing so would be consistent with the spirit of this lesson.

Now let’s explore the difference between process and outcome in some common human service situations.

	Lynn will take her medicine as prescribed by April 1.

Mario will complete a parenting class by August 30.
Nikki will participate in weekly counseling sessions through December 1.
Oscar will meet with the social worker to plan his discharge by Friday.

Each of those statements confuses the helping process with the purpose of the process.  Receiving services is never the legitimate purpose of services.  Services are not ends in themselves.  Social work services are intended to produce beneficial outcomes for clients.  Goals that relate to the service process distract the client and the social worker from the purposes of the services.  Goals that relate to outcomes help both client and social worker identify the desired results of service, and are necessary for assessing whether services have been successful.


Now, let’s find out of this lesson has achieved its goals.  For each question, please circle the letter of the best response.

	What is the difference between a goal and an objective?
	There is no difference.

An objective is more specific than the goal to which it relates.
A goal is more specific than the objective to which it relates.
A goal is related to process, and an objective is related to outcome.
	According to this lesson, what are the characteristics of a well-written objective?
	Specific, measurable, accurate, realistic, and timely
Specific, timely, observable, measurable, and related to outcomes
Specific, motivating, obtainable, timely, and relevant
Specific, timely, objective, motivating, and realistic
	Which of the following statements meet the characteristics of well-written objectives?  (More than one may be correct.)
	Petra will acquire skills to maintain long term sobriety by January 1.
Quincy will accept the responsibility for perpetrating child abuse by February 1.
Roberta will improve her feelings of self-worth by March 1.
Suzie will resolve her feelings of anger or guilt by April 1.
Tony will score 80% or more on the Parent Skills and Knowledge Test by May 1.
Ursula will eat in a restaurant with her mother once each week for five consecutive weeks by June 1.
Victor will pay cash for a new car by July 1.
Wilma will attend her family reunion in Albuquerque in August.
	Please write one goal and two supporting objectives based on the following scenario.  Feel free to make assumptions and to speculate as necessary.

Your client Xavier is concerned with his increasing use of alcohol on weekends.  He says that he enjoys getting together with his friends, and most of them like to drink, but he realizes that he is drinking more than he prefers and it is causing conflict with his wife.   He identifies interests in swing dancing, fishing, and baseball.



