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Intro 

1. What? (Enter OKRs) 

2. Why? (Why OKRs Work) 

3. How? (Set your goals) 

4. Who? (Aligning your company and team goals) 

5. Where? (Rolling out OKRs to your team) 

6. FAQ 

Introduction 

Stop me if you’ve heard this one before: 

An executive team goes on an offsite to set the company’s goals for the quarter. They make 

unilateral decisions on what they believe all of their teams should be focusing on without 

considering those teams’ bandwidth or current projects. The goals themselves are either 

centered around keeping the lights on or are so aspirational that the team would need double 
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the head count to hit them. And yet, in the end, it doesn’t matter since those goals get put into 

a spreadsheet in a forgotten shared folder, never to be seen again, until the next quarterly 

all-hands meeting. Nothing changes, business goes on as usual, and the process repeats again 

in 3 months.  

So what’s the point of setting these goals in the first place? If you ask the average employee 

what the company’s quarterly goals are, they likely don’t know. Or they have some idea 

(increase revenue, ship new features, get a certification), but don’t know how their work fits 

into those goals. The grand company vision, what used to drive the direction for everyone, is 

relegated to an onboarding presentation where it must compete for attention against 

practical tips like “how to use the coffee maker” or “who to send the reports to.” Alignment 

begins to slip away, teams are siloed and fragmented, and that up-and-to-the-right growth 

chart starts to head in the other direction.  

Sound familiar?  

Even if this is something that you’re not experiencing currently, you’ve likely been at a 

company that has had its growing pains. Once you stop being able to fit everyone around the 

same table, once tapping people on the shoulder starts requiring a plane ticket, it becomes 

more difficult to have your company aligned to a single mission. And where you could once 

inspire action by answering, “What are our goals?” moving the needle now demands 

coordination between teams, sites, and divisions  
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Whether you’re trying to be more productive or get your company back on track, making it 

easy for everyone to rally around your company goals is paramount to growing beyond 

incremental day-to-day changes. Focusing on high-level outcomes as opposed to the tasks 

needed to drive them will ensure that your teams still have the autonomy and purpose they 

need to innovate and excel.  

So what’s the silver bullet? How do you make your company more purpose driven while still 

giving each team the flexibility they need to work on your goals?  

Enter OKRs 

If you’re reading this, chances are that you’re already familiar with OKRs. The Objectives and 

Key Results framework was created by Intel’s Andy Grove and popularized by venture 

capitalist John Doerr in his book Measure What Matters. Companies from Google to Adobe 

have rolled out OKRs to accelerate growth and drive innovation by helping teams see how 

their work fits into the overall company’s objectives. Or, to borrow a parable:  

 

Happening upon three bricklayers, I asked what they were doing. 

The first one answered, “I’m laying bricks.” 
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The second said, “I’m putting up a wall.” 

And the third, with pride in his eyes, said, “I’m building a Cathedral.” 

OKRs build the Cathedral-- the aspirational Objective the team is working to achieve-- with 

resolute, quantifiable Key Results that measure its construction. In Measure What Matters, 
John Doerr sums it up in a simple formula: 

We will     (Achieve our Objective)     as measured by    (These Key Results)   . 

“Building a Cathedral” is all well and good, but what if our third bricklayer had stretched 

himself even further? Or if our architect had spelled out their goal in more concrete terms 

(pun not intended), and framed the Cathedral as an OKR? 

 

We will build the greatest Cathedral in Europe as measured by: 

- Being 10% taller than the Cathedral in Cologne 

- Being 10% larger (by volume) than St. Peter’s Basilica 

- 100% of its bricks carved from the finest Carrara marble 
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Our bricklayers already know how to lay bricks. Making sure they understand the goal, what 

the overall mission is, helps them see what those bricks become. 

Why OKRs Work 

OKRs are a statement of intent by any team in your organization. It’s a public way of 

announcing what the team is going to work on and who will be accountable for its success or 

failure. At the company level, OKRs act as a north star for your business-- goals that are 

counting on efforts from every level of the business. Setting company OKRs allows individual 

teams to set goals that help drive those overarching objectives while preserving their 

autonomy and enabling their own development and growth. 

For example, if the company objective is to become a market leader in the field, the sales team 

can focus on driving new revenue in more specific verticals, the support team can focus on 

industry-leading best-in-class service, and R&D can push out unique products  

 

Or to put it another way, OKRs have three distinct effects:  

1. Establish a “common currency" for cross-department conversations 

2. Set an example for the rest of the organization 
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3. Focus on what’s most important for your company and leave behind the rest 

Setting the right company level Objectives is key for making adoption easier for the rest of 

your business.  

Set Your Goals 

 Before we get into what the best OKRs are, let’s talk about what OKRs aren’t. 

OKRs are not a plan. Different teams will enlist different tactics to deliver their objectives. 

Being overly prescriptive strips away the freedom that teams need to prioritize and 

strategize effectively. OKRs allow teams to coordinate their work, needs, and status, without 

dictating how their work is done. 

Let’s look at how it happens.  

 

Objectives:  

Objectives need to be clear, inspiring, and easy to rally around. The golden rule of writing 

Objectives is that any reasonable person should be able to understand the Objective’s aim 

and motivation at a glance. 
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Several additional questions can help maximize your Objectives’ impact. Ask: 

 

● Are there too many? Too Few? Ideally, the entire set of any single employee’s team, 

department, and company objectives should fit easily on the back of a napkin-- 

typically 3-5 objectives per level.  

● Are they actionable? Whoever’s accountable for an objective also needs the 

resources to deliver it. While a sales team can commit to filling the order book for a 

not-yet-finished product, they probably shouldn’t be on the hook for actually shipping 

the goods. Likewise, even company-wide OKRs need someone who is driving them 

and can answer questions about how things are going. Without accountability for 

those resources, goals are meaningless.  

● Why should anyone care? The best litmus test for if you should keep something as a 

company level OKRs is to ask yourself “Why would anyone care about this?” OKRs 

should be high-value, with their results easy enough for anyone to understand (see 

above). If your objective’s value isn’t easily apparent, it’s best to rethink it.  

 

Key Results 
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Key results determine whether an Objective has succeeded or failed. The golden rule of 

writing Key Results is that any reasonable person would agree that completing all of the Key 

Results would guarantee completion of the Objective.  

Just like with objectives, asking a few questions about your key results will help make sure 

they’re describing the outcome you want: 

 

● Are there too many? Too few? Just like with Objectives, you don’t want to overwhelm 

your team with too many competing measures. If you do, you can run into the paradox 

of having so many priorities that you end up with no priorities. With Key Results, you 

should keep it to 5 or fewer.  

● Are Key Results tasks rather than outcomes? Key Results describe the optimal outcome 

that needs to be accomplished in order to complete the objective, but doesn’t 

constrain how it might be achieved. The metrics in a Key Result should be 

quantifiable outcomes and not individual tasks (capture 1000 new MQLs rather than 

send updated sales playbook to SDRs) 

● Are they ambitious enough? Key Results should extend past the status quo, pushing 

your team or company to do more than they did the quarter before. Otherwise, 

you’re sticking to business as usual.  
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●  Are the targets realistic? When a Key Result’s ambition vastly exceeds reality, you’re 

setting your team up for failure. The goal is to push for more, not to overextend. 

● Is a single lead accountable to each Key Result? Do they have the agency and the 

resources they need to deliver it?  

Aligning your company and team goals 

There are two strategies that you can use to make sure that team and company OKRs are 

speaking to one another: Top-Down and Bottom-Up. Generally, companies see more success 

using a bottom-up strategy to ensure that their employees feel a stronger sense of 

connection with their goals. But to explore both:   

Top-Down: 

Top-Down goal setting is best for companies that have specific, sweeping projects that 

they’re committed to accomplishing. If your company has been surprised in the market by a 

competitor and needs to realign and recommit, a top-down approach might make the most 

sense. In this approach, the executive or leadership team sets a project as the overall 

Objective (“Deliver Project-Alpha” for a sweeping secret project), and prescribing or 

requiring team Objectives that support it. 
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As a caveat with top-down goal setting: it’s easy to make sweeping decisions based on your 

company initiatives, but treating these as the only priorities can derail team priorities and 

limit the team’s potential. Giving each team flexibility in how they help move the needle will 

let them use their perspective and insight to push for bigger and better outcomes. 

Bottom-Up:  

With the Bottom-Up approach, you give your teams more say into the goals that the company 

takes up as its main drivers. If there are no fires to put out, or if you need more ground-level 

knowledge to uncover the company’s strategic deficiencies, the Bottom-Up approach can 

help surface unseen gaps or empower projects that teams are truly excited about working on. 

Once each team has set their goals, the leadership team has an opportunity to go through the 

team OKRs and promote goals to the company level to indicate that the input coming from 

the team level is not only valuable, but might even drive outcomes that the leadership team 

has missed. Other teams can reassess the goals to then tie up to the company goal if needed, 

or continue pushing towards the goals they set. 

 

How do my goals fit together? 
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However you choose to set your OKRs, don’t expect every Objective to neatly cascade from 

one level to the other. As tempting as nice, cascading relationships may seem, they have a few 

disadvantages: 

● Cascading takes too long. Each layer of the organization must set their goals before 

the next layer can, leaving the ICs at the bottom of the org chart without distinct goals 

for far too much time.  

● Cascading objectives pigeonhole goals into narrow windows for conformity’s sake, 

rather than actually promoting the most important work.  

● Cascading is more difficult for your teams. Each team already has an idea of what it 

should be focused on; tight cascades may force them to compromise their existing 

mission for the sake of supporting tangential goals.  

 

While goals should not always cascade, they should align. Not every team goal has to align 

with your company OKRs (your HR team might not have a goal that aligns with your revenue 

numbers), but your company goals should represent the top priorities for the whole company, 

and each team should be expected to contribute where they can. Think of your Objectives as 

a graph or web instead of a tree: even if some elements are detached from the whole, the 

average trend should align  across peer teams and towards the company’s goals.  
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Leadership shouldn’t dictate every detail. Front-line initiative is an indicator of a healthy, 

empowered culture, and employees that have autonomy in their goal setting will have a 

stronger sense of ownership and work harder to accomplish their goals.  

Rolling out OKRs to the team 

How you communicate your OKR strategy to the rest of the org is an important factor in the 

success of your OKR implementation. Your teams already have their hands full with their 

day-to-day operations, and asking them to add an additional layer to their work will only work 

with a compelling reason  why. Most teams have the same questions upon hearing they’ll need 

to start tracking OKRS: 

● What are we going to do? 

● Why are we doing it? What’s in it for me? 

● How do we do it? And how do we do it well? 

● How will we know that we’re doing it well? 

● How do we make it stick? (This is more from managers than ICs) 
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Anticipating these questions and getting ahead of them, helps alleviate some of the stress of 

an OKR rollout. So let’s look at some answers:  

● What are we going to do? 

○ “We’re rolling out OKRs so that we can focus on the larger impact of your 

work instead of just the tasks that you do. This will also help increase 

transparency and alignment both inside of your team and across the 

organization.” 

○ Why this works: Focus on the benefits for the team. Everyone wants to know 

that the things they’re doing drive a larger impact and that they matter to the 

overall organization. Teams that work with purpose work better.  

● Why are we doing it? What’s in it for me? 

○ “Setting larger team and company goals will give you more autonomy in 

shaping our company’s future. You’re the experts. You’ll have the freedom to 

choose how you’ll work to deliver those goals, and we’ll celebrate the wins we 

see across all teams.”  

○ Why this works: Like Dan Pink mentioned in Drive, people need three things 

to be motivated: Autonomy, Mastery, and Purpose. Reminding your teams 
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that you trust them, and then codifying that in how you work towards your 

goals, gives them all of those things.  

● How do we do it? And how do we do it well? 

○ “We’re going to have weekly check-ins to reflect on our progress and our 

confidence that we’ll hit our goals. Each team will be responsible for surfacing 

issues as they arise and figuring out a plan to get past them. Both the metrics 

that you’re tracking and your professional intuition will give  a complete 

outlook on how likely you are to achieve your goals; tracking this publicly will 

let the rest of the organization stay aligned with your progress and set their 

own goals to help with your initiatives.” 

○ Why this works: Set your team up for success-- the main factors that drive 

both adoption and successful completion of OKRs are a regular review 

cadence, transparency, and understanding how their work impacts adjacent 

teams.  

● How can managers help make it stick? 

○ Training your team on the methodology will make sure there aren’t any 

knowledge gaps. Coaching best practices will reinforce positive behaviors. 
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Showing progress and celebrating wins turns metric-tracking from a rote 

exercise into a vehicle for positive change.  

○ Why this works: Team leads are the first ones to hear about discontent from 

their teams. Giving them the tools to handle objections and make the process 

enjoyable for their teams goes a long way towards helping employees buy in.  

Some additional change-management secrets:  

● Always communicate. And communicate again. And communicate again. Don’t leave 

your organization in the dark about new processes.  

● Invest more in early adopters than resistors. Encouraging your champions, especially 

those who the rest of the organization look up to, helps inspire positive behavior. It’s 

one thing to talk to a resisting employee 1 to 1; it’s another for them to see the rest of 

their peers picking up a habit and feeling left out.  

● If you encounter resistance, ask why. Asking why 5 times will help identify the root 

cause. You don’t have to become a five-year-old, but continuing to dig past the initial 

hurdles lets you surface and address the problem, not its symptoms.  

● Tailor “What’s in it for me?” to the audience. Communicating a new process to 

Managers is different than communicating it to your Individual Contributors. 
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● Assume good intentions. Even if there’s push back or non-adoption-- don’t assume 

your team is lazy or not working on their goals. Figure out what’s acting as the blocker 

for them. 

● Share your results early and often. This also means making it clear that it’s OK to 

surface failures, and even to miss your goals. Teams that are comfortable with 

transparency and learning from failure are better at raising concerns and tackling 

ambitious goals.  

● Celebrate in meaningful ways. OKRs shouldn’t be tied to compensation or 

performance management, but that doesn’t mean that they shouldn’t be celebrated. 

Anything from a company-wide show of appreciation for a team that hit or exceeded 

their goals to a few pizzas can go a long way in establishing a continued adoption of 

OKRs.  

 

 

FAQs 

Where did OKRs come from? 
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OKRs were developed by Andy Grove at Intel. John Doerr, a former Intel employee and early 

Google investor, brought them with him to Google, who codified and institutionalized OKRs 

at a massive scale. Doerr’s book, Measure What Matters, further publicized OKRs and brought 

the methodology to a broader audience.  

What other resources should I explore? 

Measure What Matters by John Doerr  

Radical Focus by Christina Wodtke  

Drive by Daniel Pink 

Turn the Ship Around by David Marquet 

Work Rules! by  Laszlo Bock 

2019 OKR Global Research Report by There Be Giants 

What OKRs should I set?  

This is an excellent question that doesn’t have a direct and easy answer. Your OKRs should be 

set with the intent of pushing your team to solve a problem or advance your position. Because 

of that, there isn’t a one-size-fits-all solution to which goals you should set. Plus, what might 

work well for one company might not end up working out for another. 

The important strategy here is to ask yourself “What could we do in the next quarter that 

would have the biggest impact on our company?” What are the big, hairy, audacious goals that 
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your team needs to set in order to have an outsized impact on the direction that you’re 

headed in? 

Who should own our OKRs? 

You should set multiple layers of OKRs. Team-led OKRs and company-wide OKRs, with 

OKRs from each department and division thrown in for good measure. But just because it’s a 

company OKR doesn’t mean there is no one that should be in charge of the success or failure. 

At Koan, we recommend that all of your company goals be promoted from team goals to 

ensure that you have a team accountable for each goal’s success or failure. Beyond the team 

that’s in charge, setting a specific lead on an OKR also helps ensure that there is someone 

who can be looked to as both a leader and the person  accountable for updating the metrics, 

and keeping the team actively working on to push the OKR forward. 

 

Can I have non-quarterly goals? 

Absolutely. That said, for larger goals, we recommend sticking with a quarterly cadence so 

that you have time to both see the impact of your initiative and to course correct when things 

aren’t going well. This means that Monthly goals can work great (though might not be enough 

time to fully see progress), and Annual goals aren’t perfect (though can be good aspirational 

goals that can set the tone for an entire year).  
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Should I have individual OKRs? 

Caution: Individual OKRs can either promote personal growth, or derail and distract from an 

otherwise-healthy OKR process. 

On their face, there’s nothing wrong with setting individual OKRs (Both at work and in life). 

The problem comes when individual OKRs get tied to performance reviews. OKRs encourage 

lofty goals and accept the occasional failure. Tying individual OKRs to compensation or 

advancement causes team members to set goals that they know they can hit. This trickles up 

to the team and eventually the company itself. Unless your individual OKRs are set only as 

aspirational attempts at self improvement, it’s best to avoid them.  

What tools should I use for my OKRs? Spreadsheets or Software? 

OKRs can be set in a spreadsheet and tracked there. However, using spreadsheets silos your 

OKRs with whomever can edit them and prevents your teams from deeply aligning their 

goals. What you make up for in ease of training and cost, you lose in the more cross-functional 

and team-oriented ease-of-use that software offers. At Koan, not only do we make it easy for 

your team to see what all of the other teams are working on, but we also incorporate the 

weekly reflections into the overall OKR data. This isn’t possible in a spreadsheet and gives 

your team more ways of working with purpose.  
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