

1. Why to Set Targets

Having identified the key outcomes for individuals (Vision or strategic direction) and found a way to measure them (Performance Indicators), then a natural next step may be to start setting performance targets to give everyone in the partnership a clear sense of what they should be aiming for. Strategic visions can be difficult to communicate. Breaking high-level objectives down into smaller, defined targets attempts to make the management of their achievement easier. In this way, targets form a crucial link between strategy and day-to-day operations. Effective target-setting which has been subject to the required analysis, evaluation and consultation can achieve a balance between challenge, achievability, and public and political acceptability. Successful target setting aims to:

· Motivate people to improve services by celebrating achievements along the way
· Improve efficiency, 

· Allow staff and service users to focus on what is important for them
· Define responsibilities for different partners

· Demonstrate commitment and report progress to service users and to the public 
2. Why Not to Set Targets

However, setting targets is not always the most appropriate way of securing service improvement. Reasons NOT to set targets include:
· The outcome cannot be said to be wholly affected by the partnership’s actions, because it is influenced by things outside the partnership’s control (e.g. the economy, threat of terror, etc.)
· The target will detract attention from, or is directly counter-productive to a competing priority for the partnership or for a member organisation
· The target can be achieved without improving the quality of the service and will de-motivate people [e.g. achieving a reduction target (waiting time, delayed discharge) by shifting the problem elsewhere, rather than fulfilling the need of the service user]

· All data contains a degree of uncertainty – setting (particularly short term) targets for data with great levels of variation, unknown accuracy or predictability is unwise

· The target is for a new performance indicator. The information on it contains insufficient history to understand trends, the likely impact of actions and the relevance of past performance as a benchmark to be able to set anything other than a random target
· It will cost more to monitor progress than the achievement of the outcome can justify
· Partners may be reluctant to accept still more targets above existing national targets and those of their own agencies. 
3.
Questions to ask before setting targets:

· Can existing targets be used/adapted to describe the same outcome?

· Do we yet have sufficient experience in producing and analysing this performance information to be able to set a realistic target based on it?

· Is the population or sample of data large enough (has it enough ‘power’) to detect change in a way that is statistically significant, particularly when target changes may be very small?  For example, setting a target for a 1% year-on-year improvement in the proportion of people receiving any form of care who live in their own homes could be analysed at a Scotland-wide or Regional level, but in localities, the numbers would be too small (would lack the statistical power) to make conclusions about year on year differences. 
· ‘SMART’ objectives and targets have become a cliché, but it is nevertheless important to question whether targets are:

Specific

Measurable

Achievable/Attributable

Realistic

and 

Timed

· Are these targets able to be integrated into (or can they be sourced from) other performance or programme plans across the partnership and individual agencies

· What existing and new resources do we have to monitor these targets and what monitoring will they replace?

4.
How to Set Targets
There are two basic approaches to target setting. One is to set aspirational or stretch targets - idealistic objectives based on broad policy direction. They identify a goal that is difficult to achieve in full, but where all progress is beneficial, e.g. eradicate death from cancer. Another is to use bottom up targets based on objective data, which can include past performance, achievements of other improvement programmes elsewhere or levelling-up to achieve a benchmark taken from the average of other regions or services.
Generally, it is accepted that targets need to be realistic but challenging – i.e. a balance between these two approaches. If unrealistically ambitious, they will be perceived as being out of reach and may de-motivate. Conversely, if targets are based on achieving the national average, then 50% of partnerships will find the target irrelevant and become complacent.
Similarly, cascading percentage targets from the national to local level can also give problems if it is expected that compliance with the target is absolute. For example, a target of 45% of adults with learning disabilities to be in employment nationally, gives far more chance of success because of the higher confidence level in large numbers than expecting a particular locality with 6 people to have an employment level of 45%.

The number of targets set is also important. Too many targets can be counter productive and lead to ‘target fatigue’. Too few can mean that too much attention is focussed on too narrow a set of activity at the expense of other areas of work. Similarly, targets should be set across a balance of indicator types so that there is no undue focus on only finance, activity or quality of service indicators (see Balance Scorecard fact sheet)
5.
Types of Target to consider include:
Continuous or ‘all the time’ targets - a level of service to be expected all the time, e.g.100% of assessments will be completed in x days

Time-bound targets – a one off promise for a certain area, e.g. in 2008/9 we will build 15 partnership centres to be the new hub for public and voluntary services in their communities.

Percentage achievement targets – commitments to achieve a stated level of service against a standard, e.g. by 2011, 85% of service providers will achieve a ‘good’ or higher rating in all aspects of the multi agency inspection for older people.

Qualitative targets, which are descriptive targets of what level of service to expect. E.g. Staff will develop with you a personal plan that details your needs and preferences and sets out how they will be met, in a way that you find acceptable.
Targets can be expressed in a number of different ways, including: 
· Absolute (reduce/increase by 15)
· Proportional or Percentage achievement (reduce/increase by 15%)
· Relative to a benchmark (from current to national upper quartile)
· Relative to cost (increase/reduce by 10%)
The appropriate levels will depend on the type of information and on the level of understanding of the influence of agencies’ actions on the measure.

Targets need to be reviewed regularly in light of changes in data collection, development of new performance indicators or expiry of the time period over which the original target was set. Review of target setting should not triggered by a desire to move the target more in line with the data, unless the original data on which the target was set can be shown to be flawed.

For more information: see the IDeA PMMI target setting guidance and toolkit which contains a helpful target setting checklist and other sources below:
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