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A Practical Guide to OKRs 

Module 1: Understanding OKRs: The "What" and "Why” 
 

Introduction  

Welcome to the foundational module of our Practical Guide to OKRs, designed to equip you with a 

comprehensive understanding of Objectives and Key Results (OKRs). This module describes the core 

concepts of OKRs, their historical evolution, the fundamental principles that underpin their 

effectiveness, and the strategic advantages they offer to modern organisations. Grasping the "what" 

and "why" of OKRs is the crucial first step towards their effective adoption. 

Learning Objectives for Module 1 

Upon completion of this module, you will be able to: 

• Distinguish between Objectives, Key Results, and Initiatives and understand their distinct 

roles within the OKR framework (1.1). 

• Describe the historical development of OKRs, from their conceptual origins to their adoption 

by leading global companies (1.2). 

• Articulate the core principles and "superpowers" of OKRs, including Focus, Alignment, 

Commitment, Tracking, and Stretching (F.A.C.T.S.) (1.3). 

• Recognise the strategic benefits of implementing OKRs for business growth, operational 

excellence, and cultural transformation (1.4). 

• Differentiate OKRs from other goal-setting methodologies like KPIs, MBOs, and SMART goals, 

so that you clearly understand the unique value of OKRs (1.5). 

1.1  Defining Objectives and Key Results (OKRs)  

The Objectives and Key Results (OKR) framework is a collaborative goal-setting methodology used by 

individuals, teams, and entire organisations to set ambitious goals and track their achievement 

through measurable results. At its heart, the OKR framework consists of an Objective, which is a 

significant, concrete, and clearly defined goal, and typically three to five Key Results, which are 

measurable success criteria used to track the attainment of that Objective. 

The Objective (The "What") 

An Objective articulates what is to be achieved—no more, no less. Good Objectives are significant, 

concrete, action-oriented, and, ideally, inspirational. When properly designed and deployed, they 

serve as a powerful antidote to ambiguous thinking and ineffective execution. An Objective should be 

a qualitative statement that sets a clear direction and motivates the team. For instance, an Objective 

might be to "Overhaul the customer onboarding experience to foster loyalty and rapid adoption." 

Objectives can be long-lived, potentially rolling over for a year or longer, providing sustained strategic 

direction. The formulation of an Objective should answer the critical question: "How can we 

contribute most to advancing the organisation's strategy in this period?" This ensures that the goal 

itself is strategically vital. 
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Key Results (The "How") 

Key Results (KRs) benchmark and monitor progress towards achieving the Objective.  Effective KRs are 

specific, time-bound, and ambitious yet realistic. Crucially, they must be measurable and verifiable; 

there can be no room for grey areas or doubt. One either meets a Key Result's requirements or does 

not. KRs translate the qualitative Objective into quantifiable targets, typically measured on as a 

percentage change or another numerical value (e.g. count, dollar amount). They evolve as work 

progresses, and once all Key Results are completed, the Objective is considered achieved. The 

verifiable and measurable nature of KRs is paramount for ensuring accountability and tracking real 

OKR progress. The process of defining KRs requires a team to ask, "How will we know we've achieved 

our Objective effectively?" This moves the focus from mere activity to demonstrable impact. 

Initiatives (The "Activities") 

Distinct from Objectives and Key Results are Initiatives. These are the specific plans, projects, tasks, 

and activities that teams undertake to advance the Key Results and, by extension, achieve the 

Objective.  For example, if a Key Result is to "Increase customer satisfaction score (NPS) from 40 to 60”, 

Initiatives might include "Develop and implement a new customer feedback collection system" or 

"Conduct three workshops for the support team on advanced problem-solving techniques." It is vital 

to ensure your organisation distinguishes KRs (which are outcomes) from Initiatives (which are 

activities). A common pitfall is mistaking a list of tasks for Key Results. Initiatives answer the question, 

"What specific work must we do to achieve those measures of impact?" 

Linking Activities to Strategy 

The inherent structure of an Objective (aspirational, qualitative) paired with Key Results (measurable, 

quantitative) and supported by Initiatives (actionable tasks) naturally prompts a strategic dialogue. 

This structured questioning—from the "what" (Objective) to the "how success is measured" (Key 

Results) to the "how the work gets done" (Initiatives)—ensures that all activities are purposeful and 

directly tied to measurable strategic outcomes, thereby preventing teams from falling into "activity 

traps" where busyness is mistaken for progress. Organisations should use the OKR setting process not 

merely as a goal-setting exercise but as a recurring strategic conversation to ensure clarity, alignment, 

and a shared understanding of what truly matters and how success will be unequivocally defined and 

measured. 

1.2 The Genesis of OKRs: From Drucker's MBOs to Grove's Intel and 
Doerr's Google  

The OKR framework, as it is known today, did not emerge in a vacuum. Its development is an 

evolutionary tale, building upon earlier management theories and refined through practical 

application in some of the world's most innovative companies. 

Peter Drucker's Management by Objectives (MBOs) (1950s) 

The intellectual lineage of OKRs can be traced back to Peter Drucker, a foundational figure in modern 

management theory. In the 1950s, Drucker sparked the idea that managers' goals are important and 

introduced Management by Objectives (MBOs).  MBOs aimed to improve organisational performance 

by aligning individual and organisational goals, ensuring these goals were clear and had measurable 

outcomes.  However, MBOs, often implemented with annual review cycles and a focus on individual 

performance, sometimes struggled with agility in rapidly changing business environments and could 



                                                                                    A Practical Guide to OKRs: Module 1 

 

Page 3 of 8 
© OKR Associates 2025 

be less effective in fostering team collaboration.  Executives familiar with MBOs can recognise OKRs as 

a more dynamic, transparent, and outcome-driven iteration of these foundational goal-setting 

concepts. 

Andy Grove at Intel (1970s) 

The direct creation of the OKR methodology is attributed to Andy Grove, the legendary co-founder and 

CEO of Intel.  During the 1970s, Grove transformed Drucker's MBO concept into what he initially 

termed "iMBOs" (Intel Management by Objectives), which later became known as OKRs. Grove 

documented this approach in his influential 1983 book, "High Output Management". 

Grove's critical innovation was the addition of measurable "Key Results" to each Objective, a 

mechanism designed to drive focus and accountability throughout the organisation. He emphasised 

that Key Results should act as chronological milestones, breaking down larger goals into manageable, 

trackable achievements.  Furthermore, Grove advocated for a bottom-up process for generating 

suggestions for OKRs, believing this would foster greater agreement and motivation among 

employees, a departure from the strictly top-down nature of many MBO implementations.  He also 

championed the idea of "aggressive" or "stretched goals," where achieving 70% of a highly ambitious 

target was considered a significant success. 

A compelling historical example of Grove's application of OKRs is "Operation Crush" in the late 1970s. 

Intel faced an existential threat to its microprocessor market leadership from competitors like 

Motorola and Zilog. Grove used the newly formulated OKR framework to realign the entire company's 

efforts, successfully reclaiming market dominance.  The Intel story, and particularly Operation Crush, 

serves as a powerful testament to how OKRs can drive strategic turnarounds and focus in high-stakes, 

competitive environments. 

John Doerr and Google (1999 onwards) 

The popularisation and widespread adoption of OKRs, especially in the tech world and beyond, is 

largely thanks to John Doerr. Doerr, a venture capitalist, was mentored by Andy Grove during his time 

at Intel. It was Doerr who crafted the name "OKRs".  In 1999, Doerr introduced the OKR philosophy to 

the founders of a young startup called Google, which at the time had only around 40 employees. 

OKRs quickly became a central element of Google's management culture and are credited with playing 

a significant role in its growth and sustained success.  Google's implementation of OKRs was similar to 

Intel's but was characterized by a quarterly cycle for increased agility and a high degree of 

transparency, where everyone's OKRs were visible across the company.  Doerr's 2018 book, "Measure 

What Matters," further evangelised the OKR framework, sharing its principles and success stories with 

a broader audience. 

The historical journey of OKRs—from Drucker's MBOs to Grove's refinements at Intel and Doerr's 

introduction to Google—reveals a framework that is inherently adaptive rather than a rigid dogma. 

Each influential adopter tailored the system to their specific needs: Intel used it for strategic focus in a 

manufacturing and R&D intensive industry, while Google adapted it for rapid scaling and innovation in 

the internet space, notably with its quarterly cycle and emphasis on transparency. This evolution 

underscores a crucial point: OKRs are not a one-size-fits-all prescription. While the core principles 

remain constant, the implementation should be thoughtfully adapted to the unique culture, industry, 

maturity, and strategic priorities of your own organisation. This enables a tailored rollout, rather than 

attempting a potentially ill-fitting replication of another company's model. 
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1.3 Core Principles and Superpowers of OKRs  

To effectively leverage OKRs, users must understand the core principles that drive their success and 

the "superpowers" they unlock within an organisation. These principles go beyond simple goal setting, 

fostering a more dynamic, aligned, and accountable operational environment. 

Core Principles Recap 

The OKR methodology is built on several foundational tenets: 

• Ambitious Goals: OKRs encourage setting challenging objectives that stretch teams beyond 

their comfort zones. 

• Measurable Results: Progress towards objectives is tracked through specific, quantifiable Key 

Results. 

• Transparency: OKRs are typically visible across the organisation, fostering a shared 

understanding of priorities and progress. 

• Alignment: OKRs connect the work of individuals and teams to the overarching strategic goals 

of the company. 

John Doerr's F.A.C.T.S. - The Superpowers of OKRs 

John Doerr, a key proponent of OKRs, encapsulates their benefits in the acronym F.A.C.T.S., 

representing five "superpowers" that OKRs bring to an organisation: 

• Focus: OKRs compel an organisation to concentrate on what is most important. By limiting the 

number of Objectives, typically to 3-5 per cycle (e.g., quarterly), they answer the critical 

question: "What are our top priorities for the next three months?"  This disciplined approach 

prevents resources from being spread too thinly across too many initiatives. 

• Alignment: OKRs create a clear line of sight from the company's overarching vision and 

strategic priorities down to the work of individual teams and contributors.  This vertical and 

horizontal alignment ensures that everyone is pulling in the same direction, fostering a shared 

purpose and minimising conflicting efforts. 

• Commitment: The process of setting and agreeing upon OKRs fosters commitment at all levels. 

This includes not only commitment to achieving the goals but also commitment from 

leadership to adjust resources as needed to support those priorities.  Publicly stated OKRs also 

create a social contract that reinforces this commitment. 

• Tracking: Progress towards OKRs is continuously monitored through the quantitative metrics 

defined in the Key Results.  Regular check-ins and reviews allow for easy tracking, early 

identification of roadblocks, and data-informed decision-making. 

• Stretching: OKRs encourage organisations to set ambitious "stretch goals" — objectives that 

are challenging and may not be fully achievable within the cycle.  The philosophy here is that 

even partial achievement of a truly audacious goal (e.g., 70% success) is valuable because 

stretch goals encourage teams to push beyond their perceived limits and foster innovation. 

These "superpowers" are not isolated benefits but are deeply interconnected and mutually reinforcing. 

For instance, a clear Focus on a few vital Objectives is a prerequisite for achieving meaningful 

Alignment across the organisation; attempting to align numerous diffuse goals often leads to chaos. 

This clear Alignment of team OKRs with the company's strategy, in turn, cultivates a stronger sense of 

Commitment, as team members understand the significance of their contributions. Such Commitment 
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to ambitious goals requires robust Tracking mechanisms to monitor progress effectively and identify 

any impediments. Finally, the practice of Stretching—setting audacious goals—is only sustainable and 

productive when there is a clear Focus to direct efforts, strong Alignment to ensure these efforts are 

strategically sound, unwavering Commitment to persevere through challenges, and diligent Tracking 

to learn from the experience, whether the stretch goal is fully met or not. Transparency underpins all 

these elements, making the Focus visible to all, Alignment clear and unambiguous, Commitment a 

public declaration, Tracking a shared responsibility, and Stretching a collective, rather than individual, 

endeavour. Organisations need to recognise this interdependence; nurturing one aspect often 

strengthens others, and neglecting one can undermine the entire system. Demanding stretch goals 

without ensuring clear focus and alignment is, for example, likely to result in wasted effort and 

frustration. 

Other Key Principles and Benefits 

Beyond F.A.C.T.S., OKRs embody several other principles that contribute to their effectiveness: 

• Clarity & Communication: The structured nature of OKRs forces clarity in defining goals and 

enhances communication about priorities throughout the organisation. 

• Accountability: With clear ownership assigned to Objectives and measurable Key Results, 

accountability is inherently built into the process. 

• Engagement: Involving employees in the OKR setting process, particularly in defining their 

team contributions, significantly boosts engagement and ownership. 

• Agility & Adaptability: Shorter OKR cycles (often quarterly) allow organisations to be more 

agile, adapting their goals and strategies in response to changing market conditions or internal 

learnings. 

• Innovation: The encouragement of stretch goals and a focus on outcomes, rather than 

prescribed activities, can create space for innovative solutions and approaches. 

These principles collectively explain why OKRs are more than just a goal-setting technique; they are a 

comprehensive framework for driving organisational performance. The adoption of OKRs is an 

investment in building a more focused, aligned, transparent, accountable, and agile organisation 

capable of achieving ambitious strategic objectives. 

1.4 Strategic Benefits: Why OKRs Matter for Your Business  

The adoption of OKRs extends far beyond a mere procedural change in goal setting; it offers strategic 

benefits that can significantly impact your organisation's trajectory, performance and overall health. 

Understanding these strategic implications is key to unlocking OKRs’ full potential. 

• Bridging the Strategy-Execution Gap: One of the most significant challenges for any 

organisation is translating high-level strategic plans into concrete, actionable steps that drive 

day-to-day work. OKRs serve as a powerful bridge across this gap. They enable lofty strategic 

ambitions to be broken down into focused, measurable, and time-bound components that 

guide team efforts and ensure that daily activities contribute directly to strategic priorities. 

• Ensuring Company-Wide Focus: In complex organisations, it's easy for efforts to become 

fragmented or misaligned. OKRs help ensure that the entire company focuses its efforts on the 

same critical issues and priorities. By making top-level objectives transparent and encouraging 

alignment, OKRs create a shared understanding of what matters most, and concentrate 

collective energy on achieving pivotal outcomes. 
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• Driving Performance and Accelerating Growth: Numerous leading organisations use OKRs to 

set and enact their strategies, often leading to remarkable growth and performance 

improvements. The often-cited example of Google attributes its growth in part to the 

disciplined application of OKRs, which helped maintain focus and track progress during periods 

of rapid expansion. The framework's emphasis on ambitious goals and measurable results 

inherently pushes for higher performance. 

• Improving Decision-Making: The clarity provided by OKRs enhances decision-making at all 

levels. When strategic priorities are clearly defined and progress is tracked with data-driven 

Key Results, teams and leaders can make more informed choices about resource allocation, 

project prioritisation, and tactical adjustments.  OKRs provide a lens through which to evaluate 

new opportunities and potential distractions. 

• Enhancing Collaboration and Communication: The transparent nature of OKRs, where goals 

are typically shared across teams and departments, fosters improved collaboration. When 

teams understand each other's objectives and how they interrelate, they are better equipped 

to coordinate efforts, share resources, and communicate proactively to resolve dependencies 

and avoid redundant work. 

• Catalysing Cultural Transformation: Beyond operational benefits, OKRs can be a catalyst for 

significant cultural transformation. The consistent application of OKR principles—such as 

transparency, accountability, a focus on outcomes, and learning from both successes and 

setbacks (especially with stretch goals)—can help cultivate a more performance-oriented, 

agile, and engaged organisational culture. 

The process of setting, tracking, and reviewing OKRs itself provides a wealth of information about an 

organisation's strategic health. For instance, if teams consistently struggle to define clear, aligned 

OKRs, it may signal a lack of strategic clarity emanating from the top. Persistent failure to achieve Key 

Results, despite concerted effort, could point to fundamental issues such as misallocated resources, 

critical capability gaps, or even flawed strategic assumptions. Similarly, a lack of cross-functional 

alignment evident in team OKRs can reveal operational silos that are impeding the execution of 

strategic initiatives. The very nature of the aspirational goals that teams are willing (or unwilling) to set 

can also offer insights into the prevailing levels of innovation and appetite for risk within the 

organisational culture. 

Therefore, the OKR process can be viewed not only as a means to achieving predefined goals but also 

as an ongoing diagnostic tool. The way your organisation engages with OKRs — the ease or difficulty 

of setting them, the patterns of achievement and failure, the quality of alignment — reveals much 

about its capacity to strategise, align, and execute effectively, and allows for proactive interventions to 

address underlying weaknesses before they derail major strategic objectives. 
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1.5 OKRs vs. Other Goal-Setting Frameworks  

To fully appreciate the unique value of OKRs, it's helpful to understand how they differ from and relate 

to other common goal-setting frameworks like Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), Management by 

Objectives (MBOs), and SMART goals. 

OKRs vs. KPIs (Key Performance Indicators) 

• Purpose: KPIs are typically ongoing metrics that measure the health, efficiency, or 

performance of existing processes or business-as-usual activities. OKRs, on the other hand, 

are primarily focused on driving change, achieving ambitious strategic goals, and pushing the 

organisation forward. 

• An Analogy: A useful analogy states that KPIs are like the gauges on a car's dashboard (e.g., 

fuel level, engine temperature, speed), providing constant feedback on operational health. 

OKRs are like the roadmap guiding the car to a specific, often new and challenging, destination. 

• Duration: KPIs are often continuous and monitored indefinitely. OKRs are typically time-bound 

(e.g., quarterly or annually) and are designed to achieve a specific objective, after which new 

OKRs may be set. 

• Relationship: OKRs and KPIs are not mutually exclusive and can be used together effectively. 

A Key Result in an OKR might be to improve a specific KPI if that KPI is critical to a strategic 

objective (e.g., Objective: "Achieve market leadership in customer support"; Key Result: 

"Improve average customer satisfaction KPI from 85% to 95%"). However, not all KPIs will 

become part of an OKR, and not all KRs are pre-existing KPIs. 

OKRs vs. MBOs (Management by Objectives) 

Evolution: OKRs evolved from MBOs, with Andy Grove adapting the MBO concept at Intel. 

Key Differences: 

• Measurability & Agility: OKRs place a strong emphasis on clearly measurable Key Results and 

are typically set on shorter cadences (often quarterly) than the annual cycle of MBOs, making 

them more agile. 

• Transparency: OKRs are generally transparent across the organisation, while MBOs were often 

private agreements between a manager and an employee. 

• Ambition & Compensation: OKRs encourage ambitious "stretch" goals and are usually 

decoupled from direct compensation to foster risk-taking and innovation. MBOs were 

frequently tied to performance reviews and compensation, which could lead to more 

conservative goal setting. 

• Alignment Approach: OKRs often incorporate a bottom-up or bidirectional alignment process, 

whereas MBOs were traditionally more top-down. 

OKRs vs. SMART Goals 

• Scope: SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound) is a set of criteria or 

a guideline for crafting well-defined goals, particularly individual objectives or tasks. 

• Framework vs. Guideline: OKRs represent a comprehensive strategic execution framework 

that connects an overarching Objective with several measurable Key Results and often a 

cadence of review and scoring. SMART criteria help ensure that an individual goal (like an 



                                                                                    A Practical Guide to OKRs: Module 1 

 

Page 8 of 8 
© OKR Associates 2025 

Objective or a Key Result) is well-formulated, but SMART itself doesn't provide the broader 

system for alignment, tracking, and strategic focus that OKRs offer. 

• Application: The SMART criteria are highly compatible with and, in fact, integral to writing 

effective Key Results within the OKR framework. A good Key Result should indeed be Specific, 

Measurable, Achievable (though aggressive), Relevant (to the Objective), and Time-bound. 

OKRs ask, "What is the goal and how do we get there and measure it?" while SMART primarily 

focuses on "What is the goal and is it well-defined?" 

Table 1.5.1: OKRs vs. KPIs vs. MBOs vs. SMART Goals: A Comparative Overview 

Feature OKRs KPIs MBOs SMART goals 

Primary Purpose Drive strategic 
change, achieve 
ambitious goals, 
foster alignment 

Monitor ongoing 
health & 
performance of 
existing processes 

Align individual 
goals with org. 
goals, performance 
management 

Ensure individual 
goals are well-
defined and 
actionable 

Typical Cadence Quarterly Continuous Annually Varies 

Measurement Quantitative Key 
Results (outcomes) 

Specific metrics 
(often outputs or 
process measures) 

Often based on 
achieving set 
objectives 

"M" for 
Measurable is a 
core criterion  

Ambition Level Encourages 
"stretch" / 
aspirational goals 

Typically reflects 
expected/target 
performance levels 

Variable; often 
focused on 
achievable targets 
due to comp. link 

"A" for Achievable 
is a core criterion 

Transparency 

 

High; typically 
public within the 
organisation 

Variable; often 
dashboarded but 
may not be fully 
public 

Often private 
between manager 
and employee 

Not inherently 
defined; depends 
on context of use 

Link to 
Compensation 

Generally 
decoupled to 
encourage risk-
taking 

Can be linked, 
especially for 
operational roles 

Frequently linked, 
influencing goal 
conservatism 

Not inherently 
linked; depends on 
how the goal is use 

 

Think of OKRs as a System, not a Tool 

It’s important to understand OKRs as a comprehensive system or framework that is distinct from other 

approaches that might be seen as individual "tools" (like KPIs) or "criteria" (like SMART). A KPI provides 

a specific number, such as the current website conversion rate. A SMART goal ensures an objective is 

clearly articulated, for example, "Increase Q3 website conversion by 10% through a targeted campaign 

by September 30th." An MBO approach might set this as an individual's target, directly influencing 

their performance review. In contrast, an OKR system would frame a similar ambition more broadly: 

for instance, an Objective like "Dramatically improve new customer acquisition via online channels," 

supported by a Key Result such as "Increase website conversion rate from X% to Y% by the end of Q3." 

This Key Result would be one of several, transparently shared across the organisation, regularly 

checked for progress, and scored primarily for learning and adaptation. The power of OKRs comes from 

this systemic interplay of its components—ambitious objectives, measurable results, transparent 

tracking, regular reviews, and a culture of learning—all working in concert. This systemic nature 

requires an holistic implementation approach, rather than just adopting a new format for writing 

goals. 


