
Practical Guide 
to Enterprise OKRs

Typical Company Objectives

OKRs provide a common vocabulary and quarterly process for teams to articulate and align what 
they want to achieve, focus efforts on measurable outcomes, and iteratively learn with data over 
time. OKRs are a way of defining and achieving your best possible outcomes as teams and as an 
organization; they are not a way to measure individual’s performance. 

While “Measure What Matters: How Google, Bono, and the Gates Foundation Rock the World with 
OKRs”  is very effective at communicating why OKRs are valuable in driving smart, fast growth, it 
falls short on how to implement them and achieve their benefits. Many BGIN members have been 
successful in rapidly moving their entire organization to OKRs in just one or two quarters; these 
best practices reflect their experience. Only Google was born Google, so these practices reflect 
how mature enterprises apply the method to their unique circumstances and cultures and how 
other startups with less surplus capital use OKRs to smartly leverage their resources on growth. 

Company objectives tend to span classic themes: drive growth in the existing 

business, innovate to create new growth opportunities, get the right people on the 

team, deliver differentiated customer experiences, and operate with efficiency or 

modernize/transform aspects of the business. Growing a business requires a fine 

balance of all of these levers, and top-level OKRs should clearly signal the balance you 

need and expect now. 
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Use Impact Words & 
The Town Hall Test

Do Include Run &  
Grow OKRs

The top-level company objectives 
should motivate employees to engage, 
invest, and lean in. Write the company 
level or top-most objectives as if they are 
communicating the intent and direction 
to the full organization — not just to the 
leadership team. Use an authentic voice 
that conveys what you want to achieve 
given where you are now and provides 
some context on why or the value of the 
achievement. The most effective OKRs 
— those that drive growth speed — are 
not “corp speak” or generic words that 
could belong to any company, but rather 
genuinely speak to the organization. 

Assess company objectives and the 
OKRs at the top of each large functional 
org. Are the objectives something you 
want and need to say at a town hall? 
When you say the objectives out loud, 
are you bored or disinterested yourself? 
When they hear them, will people lean in 
and be motivated? Will they care? Great 
top-level OKRs should get  
“I’m in!” reactions. 

Every part of your business is changing and everyone 
has a contribution to make, so invite everyone to add 
real value. To drive smart, fast growth, companies need 
to drive improvements, efficiency and simplification 
of legacy processes so they can focus resources on 
growth drivers. 

Including both run and grow requires leaders to have 
more intellectual honesty about what the best possible 
outcomes really are in the short term. Moreover, it 
provides a clear signal to the organization so everyone 
isn’t making a different guess about how they balance 
run and grow efforts and where to make sacrifices. 
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Set Your Threshold, not Google’s

KRs Aren’t Objectives

Google famously defined KR success at about 70% achievement. This 
worked for Google, which used OKRs from its earliest days and has 
always enjoyed truly unique circumstances. In 2018, $24 billion of its 
$27 billion in revenues came from advertising where it has an effective 
monopoly. On top of that, it has $103 billion in cash and the luxury of 
dabbling in hundreds of product domains with little or no pressure to 
realize revenue or growth in the vast majority of them. 

Few companies have these luxuries and most enterprises have legacy 
performance management and MBO practices that inevitably influence 
how people respond to the aspirational aspect of OKRs. For mature 
organizations or those without infinite capital, 80-85% confidence in 
achieving most key results and 100% on all financial key results are often 
a more appropriate choice. Growth-stage startups often need a more 
effective balance between ambition and predictability. 

One person’s KRs are not another person’s Os. Localize the company objective 
into the nouns and verbs of the team; their next level objective will be informed by 
local knowledge and expertise. This allows them to clarify the intent of the team, 
and then they determine how success is measured.

When you use one level’s key results to set the next level’s objectives, the next level 
OKR will be too narrow. This will create more misalignment than you anticipate. 

For example, assume your objective is to Differentiate Through Customer 
Experiences and one key result is NPS, another is retention, and another is 
expansion. You’ll want each team to think about how it supports and aligns to 
delivering that differentiated experience, not just rotate in on how they drive 
retention or measure NPS. 

By localizing the objective first, the next level team needs to consider the big 
picture, bring their own insights and facts into consideration, and consider the 
potential results that drive the objective or primary intent as well as the specific 
aligned key results, not just the results that drive a single result. 

 

Make an organization-wide 
decision that considers:

• Historical performance 
management practices

• Financial situation

• Need for alignment 
between financial 
targets and execution



Table Stakes vs. Winning Hand

Team OKRs Accelerate

Getting the leadership team aligned is table stakes – it’s 
the fundamental job of leaders to set and communicate 
the organization’s strategic priorities. But this team 
represents just 1-2% of your workforce! It’s necessary, 
but far from sufficient. 

Strategy meets execution between the third and fourth 
layers in the organization, and that’s where “trickle 
down” strategy fails. In your first OKR cycle, localize and 
align OKRs through at least level 3 teams if you want to 
see real impact. 

Teams are the engine of value creation, so start with 
team OKRs instead of individual OKRs. “Team” means 
any group of people that comes together to work on 
common outcomes, and OKRs give both functional and 
dynamic teams a common language for clarifying what 
they’re working toward and what matters most.

For functional teams, the OKR conversation provides 
managers of all skill levels a framework for getting the 
team alignment and clarifying what matters, measuring 
progress and fostering outcome ownership across the 
team.  You’ll find your managers are far more effective 
than they’ve ever been.

Getting the leadership team aligned is 
table stakes – it’s the fundamental job 
of  leaders to set and communicate the 
organization’s strategic priorities. 
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Product OKRs
For companies that use a subscription business model, lateral alignment has become 
a rather singular factor in their growth rate, because renewal rates are affected by how 
products are marketed, sold, enhanced and delivered to customers. When customers don’t 
realize the value they purchased because what sales sold wasn’t aligned to what customer 
success delivered, they don’t renew. When the value they did realize isn’t differentiated 
because customer success implemented fast but not to the highest value use cases 
marketing and product were driving, churn rates climb. When development builds something 
but revenue isn’t generated for a quarter or two later because marketing and sales weren’t 
aligned with development and product, growth comes slower and at a higher cost. 

For companies with dozens or hundreds of products, these alignment gaps are compounded 
into slowing growth and rising costs. Now, many technology companies set OKRs for each 
product in a joint drafting session with leads across product, dev, revenue or go to market and 
customer experience. 

Jointly setting the objective for the product and the quarter outcomes they want to achieve 
for the product drives radical clarity and alignment. It also enables each of the stakeholders 
to see how the product is doing overall and how they contribute to the sum of the parts.
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Divorce from Compensation

Substance Over Form

To help teams focus on their best possible outcomes, 
divorce OKRs from compensation and set them for 
functional and dynamic teams. Setting annual goals 
and targets for compensation purposes drives an 
unfortunate behavior that builds in a mediocrity and 
predictability bias. 

Rather than defining their best possible outcomes, 
people focus on their most probable outcomes. More 
importantly, if teams never even discuss the best 
possible results, they certainly never organize to 
achieve them! 

The process isn’t the end result — achieving business outcomes is. Don’t 
let the acronym obscure the purpose or potency. Executives and business 
process owners should be particularly aware of how they message the 
operational aspects of OKRs. 

Instead of saying “it’s time to do OKRs” or “get your OKRs done,” talk about 
what’s changed in the last 90 days, take stock of progress, and identify 
and align on what’s important now. The former are tasks, the latter are the 
fundamentals of smart business. 

Instead of asking people to “update their key results,” ask them to “calibrate 
on their results and gaps.” Great outcomes are achieved with great focus; 
imagine the acceleration if everyone started their week with a clear-eyed 
assessment of their gap to the key results they’d set! Nagging for updates 
turns the most potent part of OKRs — weekly focus — into an administrative 
task and completely misses the real point. 

Complement OKRs with:

1. Individual growth and 
development goals

2. Feedback on the work product 
and output to support the key 
results and outcomes

3. Monthly (or more frequent) 
1on1s, and use the PACETM 

framework for evaluating 
performance. 

Super performers use the PACE 
framework in monthly 1on1s to 
enable managers and employees 
to have conversations that elevate 
them both.

Great outcomes are achieved with great focus.
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You can’t predict the future. Downline 
teams can’t predict it either. Teams 
that set long-term OKRs — even 6 
months — are often unsuccessful; the 
time horizon makes it too easy to avoid 
prioritizing on value and removes the 
sense of urgency. 

The 90-day time constraint drives 
the tradeoffs needed to focus efforts 
on the highest value activities, and 
virtually every member of the team 
has a visceral sense of just how few 
working days that really is. 

By focusing on the best possible 
outcomes in the next quarter, teams 
drive to the best outcomes over a 
year. Moreover, the quarter cycle 
creates a clear point of introspection 
and learning that foster change 
friendliness, growth mindset and 
improvement practices. 

You’re not running a process to run a process, 
you’re doing it to accomplish something. 
The sponsoring executive and core team 
should set OKRs for the first program year 
and for the first (and each subsequent) 
quarter to get clarity on intent and set shared 
definitions of success. 

The exercise is crucial for giving the business 
process team clarity and confidence and 
making sure stakeholders have common 
understanding. The annual objective might 
be about engaging everyone in accelerating 
and achieving our growth plan, for example.  
 
The first year’s key results might include: 

• 100% of employees know how they 
contribute to the company’s strategic 
priorities this quarter

• Employee engagement numbers tick up 25%

• We achieve 85% of all OKRs in our second 
quarter cycle and each subsequent

• 0 go to market and product launch failures 

The first quarter’s key results might include:

• All 231 teams have OKRs aligned and in 
place by week 3 of the quarter

• 1,000 comments and conversations on 
OKRs — people are engaged

• 25 OKR SMEs complete a certification 
program

• 15% improvement on employee 
engagement score

• 95% of people say they know the strategic 
priorities and how they contribute 

Quarter Power

OKRs for OKRs
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Friends don’t let friends do OKRs alone the first time! Most teams are 
less aligned than they think and struggle to set good key results the first 
time around. It’s a new set of conversations on where value is created 
and a shift from an output mindset to an outcome mindset. 

Trial and error wastes time and exhausts the pull and good will 
employees had initially. You can accelerate your success with OKRs – 
and the business outcomes they drive – by 3 quarters when certified 
OKR coaches facilitate your first quarter cycle. 

A results platform – software to align, see and drive results across the organization – ensures key 
results drive decisions week in, week out.  When teams calibrate on the distance to results on Monday 
morning, they have the data and the focus to make better choices about where to spend their time 
every week.  

Rather than adding busy work, an OKR platform accelerates results and makes alignment and 
accountability remarkably easy.  Just as you wouldn’t consider managing the sales plan in a 
spreadsheet or slide deck, in 2019 it doesn’t make sense to manage the strategic plan that way either. 

• Digital aligment and accountability

• Transparent risks and dependencies

• Line of sight

• Fact and result-driven meetings

• Real time plan vs actual data

• Another PowerPoint and doc farm

• Opaque

• Out of sight, out of mind

• Agenda du jour

• Manual, episodic and subjective 
reconciliation

Get an OKR Coach

You Can’t Grow Fast if You Manage Slow 

Operate smart and fast... ...instead of low and slow

The right platform makes alignment 
and accountability remarkably easy.
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Deidre Paknad
CEO at WorkBoard  
Chair, Business Growth & Innovation Network

Deidre Paknad is CEO and co-founder of WorkBoard. She’s been CEO 
of several high growth organizations and ran a high-growth business 
at IBM. In addition to her primary role as CEO at WorkBoard, she works 
with senior leadership teams to clarify, align and measure strategic 
priorities.  Deidre has over a dozen patents and has twice been 
recognized for innovation by the Smithsonian Institute. 

About the Author

The Business & Growth Innovation Network (BGIN) is a thought leadership forum 
for P&L owners, COOs, business excellence execs and chiefs of staff that are 
serious about driving smart, fast growth. This invitation-only network shares 
insight and expertise in intimate meetings, retreats, videos and papers. The BGIN 
agenda covers growth velocity, cultivating a high-growth org dynamic, growth 
tactics like OKRs, results alignment, accountability mindsets, and empowering 
people to deliver their best. BGIN meetings and content are focused on the 
business dynamics, the hard questions and answers found by network members.

Learn more at BGIN.org. BGIN supporters include founding sponsor WorkBoard.
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