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SETTING GOALS AND OBJECTIVES2

2.3 Choosing SMART Objectives
Social science research tells us that simple, clear, and specific calls to action are much more likely to result in 
action than broad, confusing, or multi-step requests. You can use your Ladder of Engagement to select one 
landowner action to be the focus of your outreach. Choosing this action involves identifying a clear, simple 
answer to the question: What should the landowner do in response to my outreach?

The attributes of a good call to action are nicely captured in the acronym “SMART.”

SPECIFIC
Make sure that your communication objective is 
expressed as a concrete and clear landowner action. 
Ideally, you should ask landowners to take a simple, 
observable action. One way to know whether you 
have a specific objective is to ensure that the action 
would be interpreted in the same way by any observer. 
 
MEASURABLE
Good communication objectives can be logically 
tied to relevant indicators and measures of success. 
This allows you to track progress, and know what’s 
working well and when you need to recalibrate your 
efforts. If you have a specific, observable objective, 
you can usually find a way to count instances of the 
behavior and track progress against your goals.
 
ATTAINABLE
Good objectives are ambitious but realistic. Ask 
yourself: Can landowners reasonably be expected to 
take this action? Do they have access to information, 
vendors, money, or other resources needed to do 
what you’re asking? Don’t waste resources on a 
program that you know is likely to fail.

RELEVANT
Your communication objective should also be relevant 
for accomplishing the outcomes you want to see on 
the ground. It’s important to ask yourself: Is this 
communication objective worth accomplishing? Does 
it get me at least part of the way toward the outcomes 
I want to see on the ground? And do I have a plan for 
taking landowners the rest of the way, so I can actually 
see outcomes on the ground?

For example, many conservation partnerships host 
woods forums to facilitate information exchange 
and networking among woodland owners. In some 
cases, that is a worthwhile goal in itself. But if you 
want to accomplish specific conservation goals, you 
need to think through the needed steps and actions 
to get there. What would you like landowners to do 
after they leave the event? You can build this into the 
agenda so that there is a clear next step.
 
TIME BOUND
Set realistic milestones for your program and when 
you hope to achieve them. At the end of that period, 
take stock of what you’ve accomplished and decide 
whether to continue the current outreach or perhaps 
change your focus to sustaining relationships and 
moving people up the Ladder of Engagement. 

Also, make sure all stakeholders (including funders) are on board with your timeline. Too many effective 
communication programs are discontinued before the effort bears fruit. An equal number of ineffective programs 
continue, in the false hope that they will yield results at some point.


