
OUTCOMES-BASED 
GOAL MANAGEMENT 
The changing face of organisations

OBJECTIVES AND KEY RESULTS

When we look back to the start of 2020, we realise how much change we’ve witnessed in organisations. 
This change has been coming for decades, slowly creeping up on us, and recent global events have 

accelerated it. Some organisations embraced it many years ago; others have transitioned since the start 
of 2020; many more are still in a transition phase. This change is not simply a transition to remote 
work. Instead, it’s a metamorphose to outcomes-based management rather than dictating tasks, to 

empower a workforce to find solutions based on an agreed-upon intended result. Our organisations 
have changed; our management methodologies need to follow suit.
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In a few words: Organisations are, and have always 
been, vehicles for human collaboration. Howev-
er, the way that we collaborate has changed. Our 
organisations today consist of knowledgeable 
individuals who can add value beyond their job 
description. 

We inherited many of our management styles and 
behaviours from organisations created during the first 
and second industrial revolutions. Then, it was a time of 
division of labour and specialisation of tasks. ‘Workers’ 
were differentiated from ‘managers’. Cost reduction 
became a driving force in organisations. Workers were 
trained in their specific isolated skills as specialisation 
increased. 

Lower skilled workers and isolated specialisation caused 
a need for more management oversight. And hence 
the hierarchy was born and flourished. Supervisors 
coordinated workers, managers coordinated supervisors, 
senior managers coordinated managers, and up you go. 
Organisations were the vehicles that allowed a space for 
human collaboration. 

But then a few things changed. Access to information 
became widespread. We prioritised education, training 
and broader skills acquisition. Equality was promoted 
and labour laws were created. And so, we welcomed in 

the age of the knowledge worker. 

Knowledge workers want to use their knowledge. Fast 
forward for 50 to 60 years, and we see a workforce today 
– or we are a workforce today – who want to understand 
the mission (the why) before we commit. It’s a shift from 
‘command and control’ to ‘mission command’. We know 
we have a role to play, a contribution to make and value 
to add; we don’t simply want a job description. Our value 
is more comprehensive than our job description. And we 
want to understand the outcome we’re aiming for – the 
“why”, not the task to be done. 

We can now see that remote work isn’t the reason for 
the transition from tasks to outcomes; it’s been coming 
for decades. Organisations have moved from formal 
hierarchies during the first industrial revolutions to value 
creation networks that we see today. 

Organisations are 
vehicles for human 
collaboration.”

- FREDERIC LALOUX

the evolution of the organisation

Frederic Laloux, in his book Reinventing Organisations, 
recounts stories of a dozen companies that have 
implemented a new way of management and seen 
extraordinary growth and success. The term he uses is 
“self-management”. Note that this is not the only route 

to growth, nor is it the only ingredient necessary. But we 
believe that it’s a necessity for the future organisation. 
In Laloux’s words, “organisations are vehicles for human 
collaboration”. So new organisational structures need 
new ways of collaboration.
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In a few words: To lead and manage knowledge 
workers, an outcomes-based methodology is re-
quired. Agreeing on outcomes empowers employ-
ees and decentralises decision-making.

When we started using OKRs (Objectives and Key Results), 
we asked what makes this methodology successful – why 
will this one work? There are a few reasons, but the most 
significant contributor to the success of OKRs is the 
ability to agree on outcomes, not output. Thus, it’s an 
outcomes-based goal management methodology. 

In outcomes-based goal management, we advocate 
outcomes over output. An outcome is a finisher medal at 
the end of a marathon; an output is taking 42 000 steps. 

An outcome is gaining funding from the Board; an 
output is a presentation to the Board. There should be 

an impact and an implication from the outcome; it’s an 
achievement and something to be celebrated. 

The outcome is the achievement the output is the 
contribution. In effect, we’d say outcomes are better than 
outputs.

And then there are tasks – tasks are the inputs. It’s the 
training sessions in preparation for the marathon. It’s the 
research and design behind the presentation. Building 
on our equation, we can say the outcome results from 
inputs and the outputs (plus a bit of luck because we can 
never predict all of the unknowns). 

welcome to outcomes-based goal management

OUTCOME OUTPUT

Mission Command Command and Control

Example: Gain medal at the finish line of the marathon Example: Take 42 000 steps

Example: Gain funding from the Board Example: Deliver a presentation to the Board

outcome > output

outcome = input + output (+ luck)

Outcomes-based goal management is a mission 
command model - if two parties can agree on an outcome 
(a mission), it empowers employees and decentralises 
decision-making. To quote Laloux again: “Power is 
multiplied when everyone gets to be powerful”. Note that 
this model does not relinquish command. The leader, 
the commander, still has a crucial role in understanding 
the big picture, increasing lines of communication, and 
connecting with the outside world. The leader also has 
an essential role-modelling element to fulfil, creating a 
space of vulnerability and psychological safety.

Here’s the crux and why it matters: if a manager and their 
direct report can agree that the outcome they’re aiming 
for is to gain funding from the Board, it empowers the 

direct report to find a way to make that happen. Thus, 
the manager is not delegating a task (e.g., preparing a 
presentation); rather, it’s a collaborative agreement that 
clarifies intentions and empowers people. This is the way 
that we harness the power of individuals. 

Outcomes are the benefit 
your customers receive 
from your stuff”

- DEB MILLS-SCOFIELD
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In a few words: There are five major motivations 
behind outcomes-based goal management:

1. It creates focus on the elements that add value
2. It increases employee engagement
3. It encourages innovation from more 

stakeholders
4. It enables scalability through empowerment
5. It drives agility in responses

We have more opportunities than we know what to do 
with. David Packard said: "More businesses die from 
indigestion than starvation". As information and insights 
become more accessible, this statement becomes even 
more valid.  In a world where time and effort are precious, 
our goal management methodology should guide us 
towards the things that will positively impact the business. 

So how do we ensure we don't become more "busy" 
but rather achieve more? By focusing on outcomes, not 
output. 

Why is this so important, and why now? Here are five 
reasons. 

1. FOR FOCUS
In our time, where attention spans are short, distractions 
abound, and ideas are cheap, we need to create a 
'focus' competency. We need to grow our ability to 
home in on a few things, say "yes" to some and "no" 
to everything else. The critical question is, how do we 
compare opportunities to know where to focus? When 
using outcomes to compare opportunities, we gauge 

the impact or result on the business. And then, we can 
start looking at the input or output required to get to this 
outcome. 

2. FOR ENGAGEMENT 
Creating accountability at an outcomes-level drives 
workforce engagement and efficiency. It clarifies 
intention, which increases buy-in. It's the opposite of 
micromanagement. And micromanagement is a child of 
the previous era - it decreases morale and productivity. 
When we have a say in the direction taken, we are more 
engaged and more efficient. 

3. FOR INNOVATION 
When agreeing on outcomes, you create an opportunity 
for the individuals working on the solution to develop 
the best ideas. It's not a factory supervisor telling workers 
what to do; it's now front-line workers who engage 
with the problems every day generating solutions. By 
agreeing on an outcome (e.g. profitability per unit of x%) 
as opposed to an output (e.g. y units produced per hour), 
we are putting power into the hands of all stakeholders, 
encouraging collaboration and driving innovation to the 
edges of the organisation.

The motivation behind outcomes-based goal management

OUTCOME OUTPUT

Example: Reach a gross profit margin of 40% per unit 
produced by the end of the quarter

Example: Produce 1000 units per quarter

Don’t tell people what to 
do; tell them what you need 
accomplished, and you’ll be 
amazed at the results”
- GENERAL GEORGE PATTON

More businesses die from 
indigestion than starvation”
- DAVID PACKARD
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4. FOR SCALABILITY 
Scaling isn't possible when one person makes all the 
calls. If scaling is a goal, you need to create systems 
for distributed leadership and decentralised decision-
making. It's easy to say but hard to do. How do I give 
away control? How can I trust people to make the right 
calls? The first step is to communicate intent - what is the 
intended outcome, what are we aiming for? And what's 
my intention behind giving you this responsibility - is it 
for your growth or my portfolio? Once the answers to 
these questions are clear, trust increases. With trust 
comes vulnerability, psychological safety, and increased 
communication. And it's easier to relinquish control 
when you know concerns will be raised timeously. 

5. FOR AGILITY 
In his video explaining mission command, Colonel Eric 
Lopez says this management method is all about speed. 
He describes it in the context of the US Military, but we 

can apply the same to organisational management. 
The commanding officers issue intents,  not orders, and 
empower initiatives as opposed to ensuring compliance. 
Note the role of the leader - they still have a role to play 
in issuing an intent (an outcome that the organisation is 
striving for) and in enabling their workforce (more on that 
later). Decisions are made on the ground because the 
intent is clear (i.e. decentralised decision-making). The 
outcome doesn't change; how we get to that outcome 
might well have to change in the face of changing 
circumstances. 

With trust comes vulnerability, 
psychological safety, and 
increased communication.”

The US Military transitioned to a Mission Command model over the past 20 to 30 years. The rationale for it was to increase the speed of 

execution within unknown and volatile environments. Companies and squads (X, Y and Z) were provided with intentions from the battalion 

commander and then empowered to make decisions.
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Creating an outcomes-based environment
In a few words: There are two sides to creating an outcomes-based environment. On each side, there are 
certain initiatives required to address the roadblocks above. 

In a few words: The shift to outcomes-based man-
agement is not easy. It’s essential to ensure that 
expectations are aligned, that managers show care 
for employees, that trust is prioritised and that an 
environment of risk-taking is fostered. 

Organisations incentivise output - employees want to 
show what they’ve done and how they’ve contributed. 
For example, I can easily showcase my role in the pres-
entation that we’ve prepared (the output); but if that 
presentation doesn’t result in the funding we were hop-
ing for (the outcome), I don’t want to be tied to that. We 
want to prove our value through our activities. In an un-
certain and volatile environment with many variables, we 
can control our activities, but we can’t control what those 
activities would achieve. 

The problem is that activities don’t change an organisa-
tion. The achievements resulting from those activities do. 
We need to move the focus from activities to achieve-
ments, from output to outcomes. 

Proving value through activities might be the symptom, 
but it’s not the cause. Instead, there are a few factors that 
contribute to the cause. 

1. MISALIGNED EXPECTATIONS
One of the biggest reasons relationships break down is 
because of different expectations - this is true for person-
al and professional relationships. Two parties in a rela-
tionship might use the same word, but that word carries 
different meanings for them. Abraham Lincoln famously 

said: “We all declare for liberty, but in using the same 
word, we do not all mean the same thing”. 

2. INADEQUATE MANAGEMENT
Management is not a title; it’s an active role. Delegation 
is part of this role - it’s a necessity for any scaling organi-
sation. The problem is that delegators often want to ab-
solve responsibility instead of managing (or leading) the 
delegated through a process to achieve more based on 
their specific skills and experience.  

3. A LACK OF TRUST
Everyone can relate to an experience of disappointment. 
These experiences cause a loss of trust - sometimes 
based on evidence, but often based on an individual’s 
subjective experience formed by unrelated events in the 
past. Over time, a loss of trust based on experiences will 
cause a general lack of trust in all interactions. For ex-
ample, this mindset in a manager will result in mistrust 
in their “subordinates” to deliver on specified outcomes, 
and hence a reversion to micromanagement or task-
based management.  

4. RISK-AVERSE MINDSET
If there were a well-understood antonym for psycholog-
ical safety, it would fit here. The risk-averse mindset is 
one where there is no safety to explore. The challenge 
with outcomes is that it’s often outside our control (but in 
our ability to influence). When it’s outside of our control, 
there is a risk that the results won’t emerge, which then 
becomes very hard to manage. (That said, the benefits 
still far outweigh the challenges.)

the roadblocks on the way to outcomes-based management

There are two sides to any execution framework – setting 
goals and creating a culture. We'll need to address both 
in creating an outcomes-based environment. If goals 
are articulated as outcomes, but there's no culture of 

empowerment, goal irrelevance will result. 

Conversely, if there is a culture of empowerment, but 
goals are articulated as tasks, mass confusion will result.  In 

GOALS CULTURE

 ▪ Define value upfront (addressing misaligned 
expectations)

 ▪ Create a culture of empowerment (addressing a 
lack of trust)

 ▪ Create an ongoing goal management discipline 
(addressing inadequate management)

 ▪ Embed psychological safety through leaders 
(addressing the risk-averse mindset)
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Create an ongoing goal management discipline 
(addressing inadequate management)
Specifying outcomes does not absolve responsibility; 
it creates a new way of collaboration. Here's how the 
process would work: 
 ▪ A team would specify the outcome they are working 

towards. This needs to be in the light of the company 
strategy or higher-level goals. 

 ▪ Often, the next-level manager has significant input 
into these outcomes and might even sign off on it 
(but will seldom veto it). 

 ▪ Once agreed, the team will plan and execute. Two 
things are vital at this stage:

 − They will make their goals, their assumed outcomes 
and their progress visible and transparent. 

 − They will organise regular check-ins to ensure 
consistent progress towards the outcomes. 

 ▪ These steps will provide the manager with the 
relevant information to provide ongoing input 
based on "task-relevant-maturity" - which is not task 
management at all, but rather management based 
on experience. 

Note the interactions between the team and the manager 
above – it's a collaborative goal-setting process – no one 
dictates goals, and no one absolves responsibility. 

For example:
As opposed to “launch a new business intelligence system”, we need to question how this will add value to 
the organisation. We might then arrive at “improve average client onboarding time from 5 days to 1 day using 
initiatives highlighted through business intelligence system”. This is an outcome that specifies the value added 
to the organisation, and is largely outside of the company’s control (because it’s reliant on the client as well).

For example:
One of our clients had a target to reach 5000 downloads of their app by a certain date. The CEO enabled the 
product owner to make all the calls. But at no stage did the CEO absolve responsibility; every second week (at 
least), the CEO was in the check-in with the product owner and wider team. This was not to check up on them, 
but rather so that they could benefit from her experience, and so that she could break down any impediments 
that could cause disruptions.

Specifying outcomes does 
not absolve responsibility; 
it creates a new way of 
collaboration.”

creating this environment, the four difficulties described 
above need to be addressed. 

GOALS
Define value upfront (addressing misaligned 
expectations)
The first step to combating this misalignment is to ensure 
we speak the same language - when you say "goal", does 
that mean quarterly or annual goal? Am I expected to 
achieve all those goals, or are we aspirational in our goal 
setting, and 70% achievement is still outstanding? Then, 

when teams become fluent in the same language, their 
velocity isn't inhibited by terminology discussions.

A building block in the OKR methodology (Objectives 
and Key Results) is the result - defining the measurable 
value a goal will add to the organisation before pursuing 
that goal. Because this is a hypothesis that is outside of 
our control, it's never 100% accurate. 

The accuracy is much less critical though; what's important 
is that we think through how goals will add value.
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CULTURE
Create a culture of empowerment (addressing a lack 
of trust)
Empowerment is firstly a choice. It’s an organisation-
wide decision to distribute leadership and decentralise 
decision-making. A decision to trust the team. And then 
it needs to be ingrained into the culture. Trust is a two-
way street, but someone needs to start by extending trust 
first. Joseph Folkman studied 19 000 employees across 
three organisations and identified factors that underpin 

a culture of empowerment. Some of these factors were:
 ▪ Openness to new ideas – managers who are open 

to the views of their team members communicate a 
message of caring. 

 ▪ Developing others – when managers invest in 
people, they extend trust first, which makes it much 
easier for the ‘people’ to trust in return. 

 ▪ Recognition, rewards and encouragement – 
vocalising appreciation communicate to employees 
that their contributions are being seen. 

Embed psychological safety through leaders 
(addressing the risk-averse mindset)
To pursue outcomes, teams will need to take risks. To 
feel comfortable taking risks, they need to operate in 
an environment of safety, where they know they won’t 
get scolded for failures. Leaders need to exemplify and 
create this environment. (Even better, teams should scrap 
the word ‘failures’ from their vocabulary. There are no 
failures, only learnings.)

Amy Edmondson, who coined the phrase ‘psychological 
safety’, identifies three ways to build safety in teams:
 ▪ Frame the work as learning problems – we’ve 

mentioned that outcomes-based goals are 

hypotheses, and Edmondson confirms that this 
needs to be made explicit. Strategic venturing is 
venturing into the unknown where we must wear a 
‘learnings’ hat. 

 ▪ Acknowledge your fallibility – leaders must not 
only communicate to the team that it’s a learning 
opportunity for them but that it’s also a learning 
opportunity for the leader. Everyone has biases and 
needs input from others – leaders can exemplify this 
through being vulnerable about their shortcomings. 

 ▪ Model curiosity – this once again comes down to the 
leaders’ role modelling behaviour. They need to ask 
probing questions in a way that still fosters safety. 
And if leaders can do it, so can everyone else. 

For example:
When we assisted a biometric recognition start-up to draft their first set of OKRs, the chief information officer who 
looked after the development teams challenged the commitments that were being made. His argument was that 
his team wasn’t in this workshop session and hence he couldn’t commit to the results that were being drafted 
during the workshop. This is empowerment at play – he knew that if he made the commitment without their buy-in, 
he is creating a culture where they essentially have no authority. We agreed that he would take the OKR as drafted 
to his team, workshop it separately, and then bring it back to the leadership forum where it can be ratified.

For example:
I was visiting my son’s new school and talked to the headmaster about their approach to scoring or grading 
learners. I’d summarise our discussion as follows: Scores and grades are necessary for progression – we need 
some way to measure whether we’re getting better. This is done through a report card, with a list of subjects, 
and grades next to each subject (sounds like KPIs…). But to prepare for life, we need to create an environment 
where learners can take risks and explore. Each report card therefore includes a write-up with context around the 
learner’s exploration journey. Learners understand that even teachers are fallible – we saw this (by chance) through 
the Covid-19 pandemic, where we explored various ways of remote learning before we found a suitable solution. 
And teachers model curiosity by teaching off-syllabus subjects to primary school classes and sometimes asking 
learners to present the lesson themselves.
We can apply the same scenario in our workplaces. Metrics run rampage with no context to the individual’s learning 
journey. Leaders are seen to have all the answers and do all the presentations. If we are going to do leadership 
development and performance reviews like we did report cards, we’re in for a hiding.
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What Next?
Organisations are still vehicles for collaboration, but the way we 
collaborate within organisations has changed. An organisation 
is a complex network of relationships. Relationships can’t be 
mechanically managed with tick boxes and tasks; they need 
to be organically developed through conversations and 
collaboration. Outcomes-based goal management is a critical 
part of this shift from mechanic to organic. 

We support Objectives and Key Results (OKRs) as a 
methodology to facilitate outcomes-based goals. Objectives 
are inspirational to drive engagement; Key Results are 
grounded in reality to ensure traction; the methodology is 
both a critical thinking framework and an ongoing discipline, 
enabling a continuous improvement journey. 

Any organisation that takes strategy seriously needs a 
goal management methodology to translate its strategy 
into actionable goals, supported by an enabling culture. 
Whichever goal management methodology you use, ensure 
that it facilitates outcomes. 

ABOUT US
We work with leaders and teams who want 
to do more, faster. Leaders and teams 
craving to create better; better products, 
better companies, a better world.

We train, coach and implement Objectives 
and Key Results (OKRs) and other strategy 
execution methodologies.

Through this training and coaching, we 
help teams move from inputs to outputs 
to outcomes. And through the process, 
increasing the ability for teams to focus, 
engage, innovate, scale, and adapt. 

www.okr.co.za | coach@okr.co.za

http://www.okr.co.za 
mailto:coach%40okr.co.za?subject=Outcomes-Based%20Goal%20Management

