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About
The KPI Institute is a leading global research institute specialized in business performance
with 15 years of experience. It strives to provide integrated performance solutions through
rigorous research, educational programs and advisory services worldwide.
TKI operates research programs in 12 practice domains, ranging from strategy and KPIs to
employee performance and from customer service to innovation performance.
The KPI Institute provides dedicated professional services related to Objectives and Key
Results, ranging from consultancy and research, to specialized trainings, in order to enable
advanced strategy execution by identifying the main objectives and key drivers of success in
various business contexts.
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Alina Miertoiu is a Senior Management Consultant at The KPI Institute and the Product
Manager on OKRs.
She has a professional background in business research, process improvement and
management consulting, being involved in international strategy and performance related
projects for clients from various industries, including IT, utilities, healthcare, venture capital,
financial services and manufacturing, having delivered more than 350 hours of training and
consultancy this year.
Alina is passionate about perf ormance management and the NGO sector, conducting
in-depth research in the field of organizational performance and participating to related

courses and conf erences. Alina is also frequently writing research-based articles

dedicated to performance for the Perf ormance Magazine, The KPI lnstitute's online

magazine.

Alina's academic qualifications are in the field of Administration and Management. She is
currently a PhD candidate researching OKR based performance management f or NGOs.

She has a bachelor's degree in European Administration and a master's degree in public

administration and NGO Management, completed by a certification in Social
Entrepreneurship issued by Erasmus+.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Lately, OKRs are adopted by more and more

At the same time, organizations interested

companies across the globe and have raised

are reluctant in changing the old “status-quo”

the interest of many other organizations.

of performance management out of fear that

However, this increased attention and the

the initiative will become a hustle and will

“must-have” attitude around OKRs is based

create too much confusion, especially since

on the fact that the Objectives and Key

some of them still use a quasi-standardized

Results framework is considered a silver

approach on KPIs.

bullet of performance management. The pro-

This white paper aims to shed light on this

liferation of this idea has led organizations to

popular approach, the way it can be integrat-

believe that with the implementation of OKRs

ed with other performance management

all their internal problems will come to an

tools to form a comprehensive system, as well

end, and they will become the next Google in

as guide the readers into setting and using

the market.

OKRs correctly.

03

A closer look to OKRs
The new generations of employees, together with an increasing number of
assignments that require more creativity and innovation, is forcing organizations
worldwide to shift from the old paradigm of performance management to more
flexible and easier to use systems, that place more emphasis on transparency and
collaboration. In this context, the OKRs framework was soon to become well-know for
delivering just this: flexibility, transparency and collaboration.
However, there is a big debate between different organizations, consultants and
stakeholders regarding whether OKRs can help organizations achieve what the
theory promises. Some argue that OKRs became popular just because companies
with strong brands, such as Google, LinkedIn, Intel or Yahoo, credit their success to
OKRs, while some say that it is just another, more flexible, way of working with this
system. Others claim that OKRs are simply operational measures or a to-do list, while
KPIs reflect the achievement of the strategy. On the other hand, the frameworks
supporters state that OKRs represent a tool that creates a link between the vision and
the reality of an organization.

Firstly let’s understand how the OKRs methodology is defined.

Objectives and Key Results is a goal-setting methodology deriving from Management by Objectives, which tries to simplify the concept of performance
management.
The main goal of this approach is to be easy to use, flexible and answer 2 main
questions:
1. Where do I want to go?

Fig. 1- OKRs components

2. How will I know I’m getting there?

Source: Author’s compilation

How will you
know if you are
getting there?

Where do we
need to go?
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What will you
do to get there?

keep things simple & creative

for your business development

A closer look to OKRs
Naturally, such a system was developed in the IT industry sector, given the particularities
of this industry: a globalized, knowledge-based and fast advancing field that requires an
organizational environment which can keep up. In this type of environment, traditional
performance management systems started to be regarded as too stiff and redundant,
since their structure provides late feedback, which hardens the process of improvement.
The OKRs framework is inspired by the Management by objectives and is developed and
implemented by Andy Grove at Intel in the 70’s. That’s when John Doerr picked-up the
OKRs methodology and later (in 1999) presented it to Google leadership. Few years ago, it
became popularized and used more and more by other organizations, while also being
implemented in different fields, not only IT.

1970’s
Developed and implemented by Andrew
Grove, President at Intel

1999
Presented by John Doerr OKR to Google
leadership

2014+
Popularized across the world

Source: Author’s compilation based on “Step to step guide to OKRS”
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Even if the OKRs framework serves. better a fast-changing, agile business, it’s popularity
outside this environment is given by several features such as, regular updates and
feedback or employee engagement. At the same time, OKRs employ a smaller time span
for changing the objectives and the key results, systems based on metrics or KPIs require
a longer measurement time to facilitate data analysis.
OKRs framework brings forth both structural and operational reshaping, as well as
cultural changes within organizations.
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1.

-Objectives- The OKR methodology encourages employees and organizations to

set aspirational, challenging, higher-risk objectives, not only operational ones. The
purpose is to strive to do more that one should and push the limits. However, asking both
for stretched objectives and 100% achievement would stimulate an unfair review process
and that’s why a lower achievement than 100% is accepted, as long as aspirational
objectives are used. The number of objectives is limited to a maximum 5 to ensure
employees are focusing on the most important assignments for one quarter at a time.
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2.

-Employees- Everyone should be involved in the OKRs setting process and

employees should be responsible for creating their own OKRs. This automatically sparks
more empowerment and accountability, not only for the tasks, but also for the impact
of their actions. The process of empowering employees to think outside the box and
allowing them to take risks, not just focus on their day-to-day activities, will result into
a higher employee engagement, as well as increased innovation within the organization.
03

3.

-Value creation- The theory says Key Results should focus on the impact of

activities, not only measure the result of the tasks performed by employees. Setting Key
Results that encourage each employee to go the extra mile and be accountable for more
than his tasks, will create in return even more value for the entire organization, as well as
help employees, understand their value within the organization.
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4.

-Alignment- OKRs should focus on alignment, not cascading. In other words, when

setting their own OKRs, employees should take into consideration they responsibilities,
the strategic directions or the OKRs or the upper level, as well as their aspirations in the
organization’s context, which makes it harder to assign OKRs or create a set of generic
OKRs for a certain position. Moreover, by employing this approach, organizations make
sure their employees know the strategy and are able to set their quarterly focus in
accordance to the main goals of the organizations.
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5.

-Flexibility- Given that OKRs are set quarterly and are designed to stimulate

constant communication, this tool offers more flexibility that the existing ones. It allows
fast changes through weekly or by weekly progress review and stimulates reconsidering
the focus each quarter.
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The reality of using
OKRs in different
environments
Although the process of OKRs setting is standard and
the general expectation is that it is an easier system
to implement and use than the ones preceding it, the
realities of most organizations are very different than
what sounds good on paper. This requires a certain
degree of customization of the solution, in order to
encompass the specific context in which it is
implemented. Mainly, we can differentiate between
three types of organizations based on their sector:
public, non-profit and for-profit, and each one of the
sectors can be further divided in sub-sectors based
on activities, structure, processes etc. Each sector and
each sub-sector have their own particularities and, of
course, so does each individual organization.
There are several OKRs rules that apply very well in
creative, less structured organizations, but are harder
to implement in other types of companies. At the
same time, it is important for companies to find a
balance between their structure and the
performance management system they use, in order
to be able to create a comprehensive system which
enables them to achieve the set goals.

OKRs should be aligned
across the organization,
but never cascaded.
The OKR system states that Objectives and Key
Results should never be cascaded, but each
functional area, department or individual should
develop their own OKRs which contribute to
achieving the organizational goals. Sounds good
on paper, but in practice is harder to do so,
especially in the case of a very hierarchical
environment, where the focus of the employees
comes from decision makers. Furthermore,
some organizational goals must be actioned
upon only by certain departments or individuals
so, it’s hard to say that none can be cascaded,
since the ones mentioned above must be
cascaded. Of course, this case only applies to a
limited number of objectives, but, in practice,
there will be cases in which the theoretical
statement will not apply, and some objectives
will be cascaded. Mapping the organizational
requirements or business as usual beforehand
will help employees understand what they are
expected to deliver and choose what else they
can support with.
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OKRs should be
changed quarterly.

OKRs should be set
bottom-up
or sideways,
but never top-down.
Although very similar to the first point, since
top-down approach is associated with the
process of cascading, this second rule
emphasizes on the idea that employees should
be actively involved, if not the leads, in the OKRs
setting process, even if in some cases
organizations are not able to follow the
“prescription” ad litteram. Since organizations
function as an ecosystem, there are objectives
which require the involvement of all employees
in order to be achieved. In this case the
top-down approach will be employed, rather
than bottom-up or sideways. Additionally, a
common
practice
is
for
the
lower
organizational level to transform the KR of the
higher level into their objective. This is not a by
the book approach, but is something that
works in practice as it helps organizational
levels align and get things done, although it
doesn’t feel as permissive as the standard OKRs
approach.
The importance of this guideline comes from
the fact that it stimulates communication
between different employees or different
departments in order to align their focus and,
so, organizations avoid the scenario in which
two departments have different metrics or
targets and, instead of working together they
create the illusion they are sabotaging
each-other.
Besides
the
sideways
communication, clearly communicating the
organizational goals or the one-year objectives
will enable departments to align with the
organizational focus and work together
towards achieving the organizational goals. The
same applies to lower organizational levels.

This is true when discussing aspirational
objectives, which, at least theoretically, should
be the majority of them. However, can an
organization, especially at individual level, focus
on aspirational objectives only? Of course not.
Employees and departments still have to do
their business usual activities, so, in reality,
several objectives will still be committed, which
are directly linked with the operations. Hence,
most of the committed objectives will remain
the same or very similar for more quarters in a
row and will only change when needed. For
example, the HR department will most
probably have an objective related to
Recruitment for a longer period of time, not
just a quarter. What can change in these cases
and become more specific for each quarter are
the Key Results or the targets.
It is good to be able to divide a big goal in
shorter term goals and to always reconsider the
relevancy of the objectives, since most
organizations are trying to become agile and
increase their reaction speed to changes.
However, this approach works better in
organizations focused on innovation or with
project-based operations. For governmental
highly regulated organizations, it is going to be
harder to change most of their OKRs quarterly,
since probably several of them will be
applicable for a longer time span.
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Objectives should
be aspirational.
The higher the number of aspirational objectives, the higher the number of changes or
reviews, since they are focused on innovation or
improvement rather than business as usual.
The recommended ratio is 70% committed and
30% aspirational OKRs. Most of the times, in an
innovative organization or function the percentage of aspirational OKRs can be even
higher, but when we go to support functions,
such as, let’s say procurement, where the process is well established in most cases and
allows less innovation, it is possible the have
less or even no aspirational OKRs for some
quarters. It goes against the pure theorical
mindset, but as you go more into repetitive
processes, it will be harder to set inspirational,
risk-oriented objectives.
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Key results should
focus on measuring
outcomes.
Theoretically, all Key Results should measure
outcomes, not tasks, but it should be actionable by the individual or the department. If this is
possible and easier to achieve for higher organizational levels, when we go to the individual
level or even teams, it is much harder. That is
because most employees have little to no control on the impact their actions have, and they
are only responsible for getting a certain task or
project done. Although it is recommended to
have several outcome oriented key results, not
all of them will be able to measure impact,
since on average an employee or department
can have between 9 to 25 Key Results.
Although professionals have created an idea
around OKRs that they can solve any issue if
implemented correctly, correctly in some cases
doesn’t mean by the book, but refers to something that fits the context. Also, as John Doerr
used to say, OKRs should go hand in hand with
“good execution, sound judgment, strong leadership, or a creative workplace culture”.

Can OKRs be used in parallel
with other performance
management systems?
The OKRs framework became popular for IT or start-up companies in the first place, but once its popularity crossed the borders of the IT industry, more and more companies wanted to adopt it. In the
process they started to struggle with changing the old system they had in place for performance
management. There are also companies that wonder why they should even consider switching to
OKRs and go through the extensive change process involved.
For starters, the need to make fast decisions and respond faster to the challenges or changes
became common obstacles for most organizations, especially sice they all face a rapidly changing
environment. While KPIs don’t interfere with this, they don’t always facilitate it either. Especially
since a lot of organizations forget to revamp their KPIs for many years in a row, even if changes
occur or they rede-sign the strategy. OKRs however, can adapt faster or even facilitate internal
cultural change through communication and constant feedback.
However, when we put it like this, it looks a bit counterintuitive to say OKRs and KPIs work together,
especially since the theory behind OKRs doesn’t encourage committed or operational OKRs. However, employees still need to do the activities they were hired to do. They can’t all neglect their recurrent
activities only to focus on outcomes, as OKRs recommend. So, what is there to do in this case? In a very
innovation driven or project-based organization, OKRs can work just fine exactly as the theory suggests, but when we face organizations with very standardized processes and procedures or a robust
bureaucracy, as several governmental entities have, we need to change the landscape of OKRs implementation.
-A first approach- to solve this matter is to consider more committed OKRs, the ones that are linked
to day to day activities and should be achieved 100%, especially at lower organizational levels, in the
establishment process. Of course, if employees or departments choose to have aspirational OKRs
which are in their control to achieve, organizations should encourage their behavior and try to replicate the practice. However, the extremely structured organizations which allow little flexibility to employees or departments should consider a system based on committed OKRs mostly , even if it goes
against the theory. Otherwise, forcing employees to choose aspirational OKRs, which gives a sense of
flexibility, without giving them the opportunity to work on them would just trigger discontent and a
lower employee engagement.
-A second approach- is to design OKRs based on the KPIs or metrics already measured within the
organization/department. OKRs are a great way to prioritize what is important and help employees
think in terms of outcomes, but you can still use the critical objectives and metrics measured before
implementing OKRs. Take the example below of a scorecard for an IT department and how you can
keep what is important for the department. In order to implement the OKR methodology, after
choosing the most important operational measures, the aspirational OKRs should be added or the
targets should be stretched.
In the example below, the objective “To develop a new software which identifies all cyber-threats” , or
any other example of a challenging project ot objective which will bring value to the organization, can
be added. If we consider stretching the targets, let’s imagine that for “% Severe bugs” we had as target
5%. When we implement OKRs we can have as Key Result “0 Severe bugs”. Even though it might not
be 100% achievable, at least not in the beginning, it makes employees strive to do better.
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-The third method- is to implement a hybrid system between OKRs and KPIs. Instead of
transforming the KPIs in OKRs, KPIs can be kept for operational metrics and only add
OKRs for aspirational objectives. Going back to the example above, we can reckon that
the IT Departments will keep their scorecard, but as OKRs the challenging objective can
be added: “To develop a new software which identifies all cyber-threats”. In this way we
can make a clear differentiation between what a department or employee has to do as
per the job responsibilities and the added value it brings to the organization. For KPIs we
can ask for 100% achievement, while the OKRs can have 70% attainment.
The downside is that employees might lose sight of prioritizing what matters, as KPIs will
always be the priority and so going against the OKR theory. The OKRs system recommends a number lower than 5 objectives and changing the objectives each quarter for
the exact purpose of stimulate the employees or departments to prioritize what is
important for the quarter and focus on that. Moreover, employees might become confused between KPIs and OKRs, the link between them and what should they focus on. If
managed properly, this could be the best approach for structured organizations or governmental ones, since it does help employees understand what they have to do compared to the extra value they bring to the organization. Yet, it requires proper communication and good leadership in order to ensure a clear understanding of the two concepts
and the way they will be applied within the particular context.
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What We Do?

Recommendations: do’s and don’ts when setting OKRs
After analyzing the reason for implementing OKRs, let’s switch the focus on how we can ensure that
the OKRs framework is correctly implemented. A bad initial implementation can create a ripple
effect which will be felt continuously through the deployment of the OKRs approach and whether
OKRs can rise to what they promise or will just become another, newer way of managing performance without bringing real change is depended in big part to the way the system is implemented. To facilitate decision making for this challenging task organization face, the subject matter
experts at The KPI Institute created a comprehensive list of the most common challenges and how
to overcome them.

LACK OF
COMMUNICATION

SETTING FEWER THAN 3 OR OVER
5 OBJECTIVES OR KEY RESULTS.

Not preparing the organization and especially the

Although the number of 3- 5 objectives with 3-5 key results

employees for the OKRs implementation is one of the

each is a recommendation and is not set in stone, taking it

main mistakes. It doesn’t just create a lot of confusion

into account when setting OKRs can address some major

regarding the changes that happen within the organ-

issues. On one hand, employees might not understand

ization, but also increases the resistance to change.

what is the key for their job and disregard the importance

When employees don’t feel involved and they don’t

of their own work by setting less than 3 Objectives. On the

know what to expect, they will try to fight the change

other hand, employees might not fully understand the

and maintain the “status-que”.

strategy of the organization or department and find it
hard to align to it, so they treat the OKRs more or less like a

In order to address this issue, it is recommended to

“to-do” list, which will result in a very high number of

implement a well-designed communication and

objectives and key results. This will, in return, take the focus

change management plan, which makes the employ-

from the priorities and divide the efforts between too

ees question the “status-quo” and introduces them to

many aspirations.

the new approach gradually.

Overcoming this can be done through clearly communicating both the strategy and the expectations from the
employees. Moreover, there is no need to force a clear
number of OKRs to all employees, but all direct managers
should ensure that the ones listed are the significant ones,
the ones that bring value to the organization and require
the commitment of the employee.

FORCING THE IMPLEMENTATION
OF OKRS IN A CULTURE THAT DOESN’T ALLOW IT.
When discussing about a well-structured organization, with a very clear chain of command and lots of rules, regulations, it will be very
hard for employees to set challenging or aspirational goals. In this case, the pure theoretical OKRs system will just create the illusion
of a more flexible and innovative environment, without allowing the context to actually change. If implementing the OKRs system
brings no value and feels forced due to little room for innovation, organizations should try to customize the framework to better fit the
organizational culture or change the culture before implementation.
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GOALS ARE NOT
CHALLENGING ENOUGH.

LISTING TASKS
AS KEY RESULTS

Having stretched and challenging goals is a founda-

An unclear connection between tasks and the strategic direction of the

tion of the Objectives and Key Results approach, so

department or organization will make it harder for everyone to set correct

this should never be overlooked. However, there is no

OKRs, and Key Results might become more similar to a tasks list. However,

clear undestanding on how stretched is too stretched,

Key Results should reflect the end result or impact and should be

especially since the context of each organization is

measurable, in order to determine the achievement of objectives. Most

different. The focus, in particular at employee level,

employees will have some activity-based KRs, but it is important to stress

shouldn’t be to comply with an acceptable level of

the need for value-based KR as well. To crearly differentiate between the

stretched objectives, but to make sure employees

two, let`s take an example of the activity-based and value-based Key

understand the value they can bring to the organiza-

Results for the sales team. An actvity-based KR could be “10 leads

tion and they work towards achieving that.

contacted daily by email” while a value-based KR cold be “15% increase

How challenging the objectives are can be easily

in revenue”.ǒƌǠȄًژǠȄژȏȵưƷȵژɋȏژȽȏǹɫƷژɋǚǠȽژǠȽȽɓƷًژƩȏȂȂɓȄǠƩƌɋǠȏȄژǠȽژɋǚƷژǵƷɲِژ

agreed upon by line managers and their employees in
a discussion. Goals should give employees a sense of
purpose, but, if they find it hard to set objectives in the

Beyond all these

spirit of OKRs, they need to be encouraged to do so.

during

Reinforcingv the idea that OKRs are not linked with

and useful tool for organizations. In order to overcome the above

bonuses will help the personnel overcome the fear of

mentioned

being punished for underperformance.

recommendations are to:

the

challenges

that

could

seem

overwhelming

implementation phase, OKRs can prove to be a great
challenges

and

build

a

coherent

system,

our

- understand the system very well and decide how to customize if for the
given context;
employ an efficient and transparent communication with the
employees;
- support employees in being flexible and agile, the way the OKRs system
recommends, not just promote the mere illusion of flexibility.
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How can The KPI Institute
help your organization

Our advisory services focus on our customers’
most challenging issues and are highly customizable in order to ensure that the system
implemented brings a maximal value to the
organization and stimulate accelerate growth.
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Assess
organizational
needs

1
2

3

4

/

Develop
implementation
strategy

◄fiillM♦ ,...Manage
cultural
change

/

Apply OKR
methodology

Ensure continuous
development of
the OKR
system

Organizational wide OKRs implementation strategy
Establish the implementation strategy of OKRs in accordance to the needs of the
organization and create a roadmap to be followed in future steps.
Cultural change management and OKR awareness
Deploying the OKR system successfully requires a solid foundation of the
methodology, which we guarantee through awareness sessions, educational
materials and round table discussion. Also, it benefits f rom an environment that is
culturally prepared to accept both the structural and cultural changes OKRs bring,
ensured through communication, involvement and gamification, among others.
OKRs methodology implementation
Ensure correct OKRs being set and flawless alignment between different
organizational levels, as well as integration of OKRs with other performance
management systems used by organizations, through education, workshops and
coaching. Our approach combines a sound framework of working with OKRs
designed based on the latest research in the field with the specifics of each client
organization for the best results during implementation.
OKR system continuous development
Develop a reporting and evaluating roadmap and guidelines, while also supporting
managers in the revision process of OKRs results.
Another important part of the OKR system development is the OKRs refinement, a
process that we ensure takes place during each review meeting
75
to nurture constant OKR evolution.
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OKRs TRAINING
Our training solution for the Objectives and Key Results framework addresses
specific needs encountered by professionals when working with OKRs within
their organizations, particularly in the setting or evaluation phases, as well as
teaches now-comers in the fiels the basis of working with OKRs. The KPI Institute offers the following training opportunities, which can also be delivered
in-house for groups of people within your organization:
• Certified OKR Professional
• OKR Masterclass
OKR
C-OKR

• OKR Essentials

Objectives and Key
Results Framework
v 1.0 2018

Should you be interested in benefiting from one of our OKRs related Services, don’t hesitate
to send an email to office@kpiinstitute.org or alina.miertoiu@kpiinstitute.com and you will
be contacted shortly.
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