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Introduction 

This guidance is a simple and practical guide around the purpose and processes involved in setting 

objectives. It sets out what reviewers and reviewees should do before, during and after the objective setting 

conversation. 

 

1.1 What is an objective? 
 

An objective is a description of something that needs to be achieved. For the appraisal process this will be 

something specific for that reviewee in the coming performance year. Objectives can be expressed as ways 

of writing down what you want to achieve and how you want to develop in a way that is likely to result in 

personal success as well as success for the organisation. 

 

1.2 Do personal objectives need to link to and reflect directorate, team and service 

objectives and the organisation’s objectives? 
 

Yes, it’s very important to ensure that personal objectives reflect team and service objectives and link to your 

organisation’s strategic objectives. This is referred to as the ‘golden thread approach’; it ensures that all staff 

are meeting the overall business needs. 

 

1.3 How are the organisation’s strategic and directorate objectives set and 

agreed? 
 

Your organisation’s strategic objectives are agreed by the executive management team and should be 

cascaded through to the senior management team, who set and agree directorate objectives. It’s important 

that strategic and directorate objectives are communicated and articulated to all staff across the 

organisation. This will ensure that they are aware how they can impact upon the overall success of the 

organisation. 

 

1.4 What is the purpose of the objective setting conversation? 
 

The objective setting conversation is an opportunity for the reviewee and the reviewer to discuss and agree 

the reviewee’s objectives for the performance year. The objectives should be jointly agreed between the 

reviewer and the reviewee. The objectives should relate to how the reviewee’s role contributes to the 

organisation’s vision, values and strategic objectives. Individual objectives need to reflect team and service 

objectives, targets and needs. 

 

The objective setting conversation also provides an opportunity for the reviewee to discuss any concerns 

they may have. It is best to raise these concerns at the beginning of the year so that the reviewer is aware of 

any support or training the reviewee may require throughout the year in order to help them achieve their 

objectives. The conversation also allows the reviewer to clarify the reviewee’s current role and 

responsibilities. 
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1.5 When should objectives be set? 
 

Objectives should be set at the beginning of the performance year - in April or May. However the reviewer 

and reviewee should be having continuous conversations throughout the performance year. 

 

1.6 How are the objectives captured and recorded? 
 

The reviewee’s objectives for the performance year will be captured on Workforce. 

 

1.7 How is the appraisal completed? 
 

The appraisal is completed online through Workforce. The form is available in a print format but must also be 

completed online. 

 

1.8 Who sees the completed form? 
 

Once the objectives have been agreed, they should be completed online. The reviewee, reviewer and HR 

will be able to see the agreed objectives as well as learning and development needs that have been 

identified. 

 

1.9 How long should the objective setting conversation last? 
 

The length of the objective setting conversation will vary and depends on how much preparation has been 

done. If the reviewee has prepared some draft objectives in advance of the objective setting conversation, 

then it may be relatively shorter than if the objectives are to be developed during the conversation itself. As 

an indication, the conversation should last a maximum of 90 minutes. 

 

1.10 What are the benefits of the objective setting conversation? 
 

Setting objectives provides the following benefits: 

 
• Helps to define how each employee will contribute to the achievement of the team, service, directorate 

and your organisations strategic objectives (golden thread approach). 

 
• Increases the employee's commitment and motivation to achieving these objectives. 

 
• Common objectives facilitate consensus and provide a focus for taking action. 

 
• Encourages the reviewee and the reviewer to think about what needs doing in order to achieve the 

required outcome, including what resources are required. 

 
• Provides a sense of individual purpose and meaning within the organisation. 

https://secsu.nhsworkforce.org/
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1.11 How should objectives be set? 
 

When setting objectives, it is important that they are SMART. The following guidance will help during the 

process: 

 
 

• Specific: The objective should be clear and not ambiguous. The reviewee and the reviewer should 

consider why the objective is important and how it will be achieved. 

 
• Measurable: Identify quantifiable/qualitative measure(s). If the objective cannot be measured, then the 

reviewee cannot demonstrate how they have achieved it. 

 
• Achievable: It is pointless setting unachievable objectives. Ensure that the objective requires effort but is 

also attainable. 

 
• Relevant: Objectives should be possible and job related. Objectives should also be relevant to the 

individual as well as the overall business. 

 
• Time-bound: To achieve objectives, milestones and deadlines should be set to ensure timescales are 

met. 

 

1.12 How many objectives should be set? 
 

It is recommended that each individual sets themselves between three to five personal objectives. 

 

1.13 How does the reviewee’s learning and development plan link to their 

objectives? 
 

The reviewee’s learning and development needs will link to their objectives as they are a mechanism of 

helping the reviewee achieve their objectives. For example, if the reviewee’s objective is to ‘develop an Excel 

database in the next six months to be used by their team to input employee data’, to help them achieve this, 

the reviewee and reviewer might agree that the reviewee will benefit from undertaking an Excel training 

course. The reviewee’s learning and development needs will also link to the team/service objectives as there 

needs to be a purpose and clear reason as to why the reviewee should undertake specific learning and 

development opportunities. 

 

1.14 When should learning and development needs be identified? 
 

Learning and development needs for the year ahead should be discussed and identified during the objective 

setting conversation at the beginning of the performance year. Both the reviewee and reviewer should jointly 

agree the learning and development requirements. It is encouraged that both the reviewee and reviewer 

think about what development needs are required prior to the objective setting conversation. Learning and 

development needs should be evaluated and discussed throughout the performance year, as the reviewee’s 

role may change and therefore their objectives and learning and development needs may need to updated. 
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1.15 Where does the reviewee capture their learning and development needs? 
 

Learning and development needs will be captured through the appraisal process on Workforce. 

 

1.16 What are the different types of learning and development opportunities? 
 

There is a variety of learning and development opportunities that may benefit the reviewee and aid their 

learning, development and achievement of objectives. The reviewer and reviewee should discuss and jointly 

agree which is the most appropriate opportunity for the reviewee. The following list provides some examples 

of learning and development opportunities: 

 
 

• On the job learning 

• Self-directed learning 

• Group learning 

• Tutor led learning 

• Other 

 
 

 

2. Preparing for the objective setting conversation 

Checklists for both reviewee and reviewer are available on Workforce within the Help & Guidance section of 

the appraisal system. 

 

2.1 Trigger questions 
 

The reviewer is advised to consider beforehand and use, where appropriate, any of the following trigger 

questions during the meeting, so that they are as prepared as possible for this part of the conversation: 

 

• Have there been any significant changes or shifts in emphasis recently that have affected this role? 

 
• Do you know of or expect any changes that may affect what is required of this role in the foreseeable 

future? 

 
• What do you think are the most important aspects of this role in delivering the service outcomes? How 

does this role contribute to service outcomes? 

 
• Are there any points of clarification that it would be helpful to discuss? This could include role boundaries 

overlapping with another person’s role or confusion over who should be doing what. 

 

 

2.2 How should reviewers go about setting objectives at the right level? 

 
• Similarities and differences within same/similar roles: There may be strong similarities for reviewees 

working in the same area and they may have the same or similar objectives. However, there may be 

individual variations depending on experience, ability and interests, and measures may differ. 
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• Working to standards and benchmarks: Reviewers should be clear about the required standards of 

performance for the role and grade so that they work to fair and consistent benchmarks – objectives 

should be set according to the requirements of the role, not by comparing reviewees with each other. 

 
• Objectives that are the same or similar to last year’s objectives: If the scope of the role and the 

service need has not changed, a reviewee can have the same or similar objectives as last year. 

However to develop, an individual may want to set themselves more stretched targets. 

 
 

 

3. Having the conversation 

There is a “Coaching for Results” course available, which will help managers to support their team’s 

development. 

 
This section of the guidance is for reviewers to understand how to structure the conversation and what is 

expected to be discussed during the conversation. Each reviewer will structure the conversation in their 

preferred style, but typically they will cover the conversation in three parts as detailed below. 

 

The first part of the conversation 

 
• The reviewer should begin by clarifying the purpose of the conversation, which is to discuss objective 

setting for the performance year ahead. 

 
• The reviewer will be leading the conversation, but will be looking for as much input as possible from the 

reviewee, and actively listening and responding. 

 
• Both the reviewee and the reviewer should take notes during the conversation but the reviewee will need 

to fill in the appraisal form online through Workforce. 

 
• The first part of the conversation focuses on looking back on the last year and setting the scene for the 

coming year. 

 
• The reviewer should encourage the reviewee to reflect on last year and talk about their key 

achievements and successes. The reviewee should also be encouraged to talk about any challenges 

they faced and what could have gone better, how and why. 

 
• Both the reviewee and the reviewer must be clear about the reviewee’s current role and responsibilities 

and how this links to the overall objectives of the directorate, team and service. 

 
 

The second part of the conversation 

 
• The second part of the conversation focuses on looking forward to the coming performance year. The 

main focus for this part of the conversation should be on setting objectives, as well as discussing 

learning and development needs for the year ahead. 

 
• The reviewer should encourage the reviewee to discuss their thoughts around their personal objectives, 

and encourage them to think about how they contribute to the strategic objectives, vision, values and 

ethos. 
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• The reviewer should discuss the objectives they feel will be most appropriate for the reviewee. This part 

of the conversation is also an opportunity for the reviewee to discuss which objectives they feel are most 

appropriate to them. 

 
• The reviewer and the reviewee should then jointly agree three to five objectives. 

 
• The way in which the objectives will be measured must also be agreed and this section of the appraisal 

form needs to be completed. 

 
• The reviewee and reviewer should also agree on who would be the most appropriate people to provide 

360 degree feedback throughout the year and the relevant section of the appraisal form should be 

completed. 

 
• Learning and development needs should be discussed and agreed, and the reviewer should ensure that 

the reviewee has the support required to enhance their development. 

 
 

The final part of the conversation 

 
• This is a good opportunity for the reviewee to discuss any challenges they anticipate or concerns they 

may have. Both should be aware that some but not all issues will be resolved. 

 
 

Hints and tips for effective conversations 

 
• Think about where the objective setting review conversation will be held. It does not need to be in a 

reviewer ’s office - it could be in a neutral environment. It may be useful to ask the reviewee what they 
prefer. 

 
• Avoid holding the conversation at the end of day, as the reviewee or reviewer could be distracted and 

need to leave on time. 

 
• The room should be comfortable and easily accessible. 

 
• Use positive body language and good eye contact, to engage in the conversation. 

 
• It is better not to sit opposite one another across a table/desk. It is more relaxed and comfortable to sit 

closer together to mitigate any barriers between the two parties. 

 
• The conversation is a two-way process, but the reviewer should encourage the reviewee to do most of 

the talking while the reviewer is actively listening. 

 
• It is often a good idea to take regular pauses and for the reviewer to clarify what the reviewee is saying 

(and vice a versa) to avoid misunderstandings, using the following questions and phrases: 

 
- Am I correct to assume that you are saying.... 

- So, do you mean.... 

- So, what you are saying is.... 
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 In most cases conversations can flow quite easily when holding discussions on how things have gone 
over the past year.  For those that require aid or a framework to work with, the following will give you 
examples on the types of questions you can ask: 

 
- What- What improvements have you seen since last year? 
- Why- Why did you choose to take the following steps in completing certain projects (list steps) , why did 

you carry out certain pieces of work which belonged to XXX (if applicable), Why do you think you were 
able to complete the project on time/not able to complete on time 

- Who-Who would you usually engage with in relation XXX pieces of work, Who would you say is 
supportive towards you at work & why? 

- Where-Where was the information you produced shared/promoted 
- How-How much support did other members of the team support you with, 
- How are you managing your home and work life? 

 
 

4. Recording, agreeing and reviewing 

 
After the objective setting conversation takes places, the reviewee must record the discussed objectives and 

learning and development online through Workforce. 

 

The reviewer can then approve these objectives or add comments for any amendments to be made. 

 
 
 

5. Managing disagreements 

If the reviewer and the reviewee have any disagreements about the objectives being set or the objective 

setting process that cannot be resolved, the reviewer’s manager (or appointed counter-signer) should be 

consulted in the first instance. The reviewer’s manager should be able to resolve any disagreements 

between the reviewer and reviewee. Any disagreements that cannot be resolved by the reviewer’s manager 

should be escalated to HR. 
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Manager’s Dashboard 

This will show you who’s started and who has completed their appraisal awaiting your review. You can also 

see when an employee last had a review and when the next review is due. 
 

 

Approve a new appraisal 

Before you can approve the appraisal, you must review all tabs that are pending review. This is applicable 

the first time someone has submitted their appraisal. 

You will need to review all the tabs that are showing with the “Pending Review” label. 
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If rolling appraisal is enabled, the manager can select a next review date of 1,3,6,12 months – they can also 

select a custom date. 
 

 

One to One 

You can add notes for your employee to view. Once added, notes cannot be removed or edited – notes are 

seen by both parties. 

 

One to one notes can cover any discussions (either taken verbally face to face or online) outside of the mid 

and end of year appraisals. 
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Undertaken an appraisal (mid-year or annual) 

As a manager you can undertake a mid-year or annual appraisal by clicking the appraisal tab – you’ll then be 

prompted to complete and grade (if applicable) the employee. 

 

The employee would additional receive the appraisal to add additional commentary – it’s recommended that 

you undertake a one to one meeting prior to complete the appraisal online. 
 

 

You can then select when the next appraisal should be undertaken – by default it will be 6 months. 
 


