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INTRODUCTION:
WHY GOAL
SETTING MATTERS
IN NURSING

Nursing is a demanding
p r o f e s s i o n  t h a t
requires  continuous
learning,  emotional
r e s i l i e n c e ,  a n d
unwavering  attention
to detail. Whether you
are  a  newly  licensed
registered  nurse  or  a
s e a s o n e d  n u r s e
manager, setting clear
objectives  is  essential
for professional growth
and  quality  patient
care. One of the most

effective  frameworks
f o r  e s t a b l i s h i n g
meaningful  targets  is
the  SMART  system.
This  article  explores
SMART goals for nurses
examples,  explains
how  to  app ly  th i s
methodology in clinical
settings,  and  offers
practical templates you
can adapt immediately.
The  SMART  acronym
stands  for  Specific,
M e a s u r a b l e ,
Achievable,  Relevant,
and Time-bound. When
n u r s e s  u s e  t h i s
structure,  they  move
from  vague  intentions
like "I want to improve
my skills"  to  concrete
plans  such  as  "I  will
c o m p l e t e  t w o
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continuing  education
modules  on  wound
care by the end of this
quarter."  This  shift
makes  a  significant
difference  in  career
p r o g r e s s i o n  a n d
patient  outcomes.

UNDERSTANDING
THE SMART
FRAMEWORK

Before  div ing  into
specific  examples,  it  is
helpful to review what
e a c h  e l e m e n t  o f
SMART  means  in  a
nursing  context.  Each
component  serves  a
distinct  purpose  and
together they create a
roadmap for success.

Specific
A  specific  goal  leaves
no room for ambiguity.
Instead  of  saying  "I
want  to  communicate
better,"  a  specific
version would be "I will
u s e  t h e  S B A R

(Situation, Background,
A s s e s s m e n t ,
R e c o m m e n d a t i o n )
technique during every
shift  handoff."  This
clarity ensures that you
know  exactly  what
action  to  take.

Measurab
le
Measurable goals allow
you to track progress.
Quantifiable  elements
such  as  numbers ,
p e r c e n t a g e s ,  o r
frequencies  help  you
determine whether you
have  achieved  your
objective. For example,
" I  w i l l  reduce  the
average  time  I  spend
on  patient  admissions
by  ten  minutes  per
patient"  gives  you  a
clear benchmark.
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Achievabl
e
Whi le  ambi t ion  i s
admirable,  goals  must
remain  realistic  given
your current resources,
w o r k l o a d ,  a n d
responsibilities.  An
a c h i e v a b l e  g o a l
stretches your abilities
without setting you up
for failure. For a nurse
working full-time night
shifts,  completing  a
master's degree in six
months  may  not  be
realistic,  but  enrolling
in  one  course  per
semester  l ikely  is.

Relevant
Relevance ensures that
your  goal  aligns  with
y o u r  r o l e ,  u n i t
priorities,  or  career
aspirations. A goal that
matters  to  you  and
your  organization  will

receive  the  necessary
m o t i v a t i o n  a n d
support. For instance, a
pediatric  nurse  might
focus  on  chi ld  l i fe
specialist  certification,
while  an  ICU  nurse
m i g h t  p r i o r i t i z e
advanced  cardiac  life
support recertification.

Time-
bound
Every  goal  needs  a
deadline. A time-bound
target creates urgency
and helps you prioritize
t a s k s .  W i t h o u t  a
timeframe,  even  the
best  intentions  can
drift.  Setting  a  specific
date  for  completion
also  a l lows  you  to
evaluate your progress
a n d  a d j u s t  y o u r
approach if necessary.

SMART GOALS FOR
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NURSES
EXAMPLES:
CLINICAL SKILLS

AND PATIENT CARE

Clinical  competence is
the  foundat ion  o f
nursing  practice.  The
following  examples
demonst ra te  how
S M A R T  g o a l s  c a n
enhance  technical
skills,  improve  patient
interactions, and foster
s a f e r  c a r e
environments.

Example
1:
Improvin
g IV
Insertion

Success
Rate
Goal:  Within the next
60 days, I will increase
my  first-attempt
peripheral  IV  insertion
success  rate  from  70
percent  to  85 percent
by reviewing evidence-
b a s e d  t e c h n i q u e
videos,  practicing  on
simulation mannequins
twice  per  week,  and
requesting  feedback
from  exper ienced
preceptors  after  each
attempt.

Specific:
Focused on first-
attempt IV
insertion success
rate.
Measurable:
Tracks
percentage
improvement
from 70% to
85%.
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Achievable:
Dedicated
practice time and
mentorship are
accessible.
Relevant:
Directly improves
patient comfort
and workflow
efficiency.
Time-bound:
Sixty-day
deadline creates
a clear
evaluation point.

Example
2:
Enhancin
g Patient
Education
on

Discharge
Instructio
ns
Goal:  Over  the  next
fou r  weeks ,  I  w i l l
implement  the  teach-
back  method  with  all
my  patients  prior  to
discharge,  aiming  for
at least 90 percent of
patients  to  correctly
e x p l a i n  t h e i r
medication  regimen
a n d  f o l l o w - u p
appointments  before
leaving  the  unit.

Specific:
Targets teach-
back method
implementation.
Measurable:
Uses 90% patient
comprehension
as a benchmark.
Achievable:
Teach-back is a
validated, low-
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cost intervention.
Relevant:
Reduces
readmissions and
improves patient
safety.
Time-bound:
Four-week
implementation
window.

Example
3:
Reducing
Medicatio
n
Administr
ation
Errors
Goal:  By  the  end  of
this  quarter,  I  wi l l

achieve a 100 percent
compliance  rate  with
the  five  rights  of
m e d i c a t i o n
administration by using
a  verbal  double-check
s y s t e m  w i t h  a
colleague for  all  high-
alert  medications,  as
documented  in  the
electronic  medication
administration  record.

Specific:
Focuses on five
rights and high-
alert
medications.
Measurable:
Compliance is
tracked via
documentation.
Achievable:
Double-checking
is a standard
safety practice.
Relevant:
Directly impacts
patient safety
and legal
standards.
Time-bound:
Quarter-end
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deadline.

SMART GOALS FOR
NURSES
EXAMPLES:
PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT
AND LEADERSHIP

Beyond  clinical  skills,
nurses must also invest
in  their  professional
growth and leadership
capab i l i t i e s .  The
following  examples
illustrate  how  SMART
goals  support  career
a d v a n c e m e n t ,
col laboration,  and
mentorship.

Example
4:
Obtaining
Specialty

Certificati
on
Goal:  I  will  earn  my
Certified  Medical-
Surgical  Registered
N u r s e  ( C M S R N )
credential  within  the
next twelve months by
studying  for  at  least
five  hours  per  week
using  the  official
r e v i e w  m a n u a l ,
c o m p l e t i n g  t w o
pract ice  exams  by
m o n t h  n i n e ,  a n d
s c h e d u l i n g  t h e
certification  exam  for
month  eleven.

Specific: CMSRN
certification is
clearly defined.
Measurable:
Study hours,
practice exams,
and exam date
are trackable.
Achievable:
Weekly study
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commitment fits
within a typical
work schedule.
Relevant:
Certification
aligns with
medical-surgical
nursing role.
Time-bound:
Twelve-month
timeline with
intermediate
milestones.

Example
5:
Developin
g Charge
Nurse
Skills
Goal: Over the next six
months,  I  will  prepare
for a charge nurse role
by  shadowing  the

current  charge  nurse
fo r  two  sh i f t s  per
month,  attending  a
leadership  workshop
offered by the hospital,
a n d  c r e a t i n g  a
personal  resource
b i n d e r  f o r  b e d
management  and
conflict  resolution
situations.

Specific:
Shadowing,
workshop, and
resource binder
are concrete
actions.
Measurable:
Two shifts per
month and one
workshop.
Achievable:
Hospital likely
supports internal
development.
Relevant:
Charge nurse
role is a clear
career step.
Time-bound:
Six-month
preparation
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period.

Example
6:
Improvin
g
Interprofe
ssional
Collabora
tion
Goal:  In the next two
months,  I  will  initiate
one  interdisciplinary
case review per  week
on  my  unit,  inviting
input  from  nursing,
pharmacy,  physical
therapy,  and  social
w o r k  t o  d e v e l o p
comprehensive  care
plans for at least four

complex patients.

Specific: Case
reviews with
defined team
members.
Measurable:
Weekly meetings
and four patient
plans.
Achievable:
Existing team
structure
supports
collaboration.
Relevant:
Enhances patient
outcomes and
team cohesion.
Time-bound:
Two months for
initiation and
completion.

SMART GOALS FOR
NURSES
EXAMPLES:
EFFICIENCY AND
TIME
MANAGEMENT

Nurses  often  juggle
m u l t i p l e
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r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s
simultaneously.  Time
management goals can
reduce stress, improve
patient  satisfaction,
a n d  i n c r e a s e
productivity.  Here  are
targeted  examples  for
this area.

Example
7:
Streamlin
ing Shift
Handoffs
Goal:  Within  three
weeks, I will reduce my
average  shift  handoff
duration  from  twenty
minutes  to  twelve
minutes  by  using  a
standardized  SBAR
template  and  pre-
charting  key  patient
d a t a  b e f o r e  t h e
incoming nurse arrives,

without  omitting  any
critical  information.

Specific:
Focuses on
handoff duration
and SBAR
template.
Measurable:
Tracks minutes
per handoff.
Achievable:
Template is a
simple change.
Relevant:
Improved
handoff
efficiency
benefits patient
safety and team
morale.
Time-bound:
Three-week
implementation
goal.

Example
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8:
Reducing
Documen
tation

Lag
Goal:  By  the  end  of
th i s  month ,  I  w i l l
complete  all  charting
within thirty minutes of
the end of each patient
encounter, using point-
of-care  documentation
tools  and  chunking
charting tasks between
medication passes.

Specific:
Charting
completion
window is
defined.
Measurable:
Timeliness can
be audited.
Achievable:

Point-of-care
tools are already
available.
Relevant:
Reduces
overtime and
improves
accuracy.
Time-bound:
One-month
target.

HOW TO WRITE
YOUR OWN SMART
GOALS AS A
NURSE

Y o u  c a n  c r e a t e
personalized  SMART
g o a l s  f o r  n u r s e s
examples  that  fit  your
un ique  s i tuat ion .
Follow  these  steps  to
develop objectives that
d r ive  mean ing fu l
change.

Identify a1.
growth area.
Reflect on
feedback from
evaluations,
patient
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outcomes, or
personal
observations.
Choose one area
that will make
the biggest
impact.
Draft a broad2.
statement.
Write a simple
sentence
describing what
you want to
accomplish. For
example, "I want
to improve my
skill in caring for
patients with
chest tubes."
Apply each3.
SMART
element. Add
specificity,
measurement,
realism,
relevance, and a
deadline. Revise
your statement
until it meets all
five criteria.
Write the goal4.
down. Record

your goal in a
notebook, digital
document, or
professional
development
plan. Visible
goals are more
likely to be
pursued.
Share it with a5.
colleague or
manager.
Accountability
increases
commitment. Ask
someone to
check in on your
progress
periodically.
Review and6.
adjust. At the
deadline,
evaluate your
success. If you
fell short,
determine what
barriers existed
and revise your
goal for the next
cycle.
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COMMON
MISTAKES WHEN
SETTING NURSING

GOALS

Even  with  the  SMART
framework, nurses can
fal l  into  traps  that
u n d e r m i n e  t h e i r
efforts.  Avoid  these
pitfalls  to  keep  your
goals effective.

Setting too
many goals at
once. Focus on
one or two
objectives per
period to avoid
overwhelm.
Choosing goals
that are not
within your
control. You can
control your own
actions, but not
those of others.
For example,
"Ensure all
patients rate
their satisfaction
as 10/10"
depends on

many factors
outside your
influence.
Making goals
too vague. "Be
a better nurse" is
not actionable.
Reframe it as
"Complete the
wound care
certification
program by June
1st."
Ignoring the
relevance
criterion. A goal
that does not
align with your
role or passion
will lack
motivation.
Skipping the
review process.
Without
reflection, you
miss valuable
learning
opportunities.

USING SMART
GOALS IN NURSING
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PERFORMANCE
EVALUATIONS

M a n y  h e a l t h c a r e
o r g a n i z a t i o n s
incorporate  SMART
goa ls  in to  annua l
performance  reviews
o r  p r o f e s s i o n a l
development  plans.
When you prepare for
your evaluation, having
a list  of  accomplished
SMART goals for nurses
e x a m p l e s
demonstrates initiative
and  self-awareness.
Managers  appreciate
employees  who  take
ownership  of  their
growth.  Additionally,
aligning  your  personal
goa ls  w i th  un i t  o r
hospita l  strategic
priorities  shows  that
you  understand  the
bigger  picture.
For  example,  if  your
hospital  is  working  to
r e d u c e  h o s p i t a l -
acquired  infections,
you might set a SMART

goal related to central
line  maintenance  or
h a n d  h y g i e n e
comp l iance .  Th i s
alignment  benefits
both  your  career  and
patient safety.

CONCLUSION

Setting  SMART  goals
t r a n s f o r m s  g o o d
i n t e n t i o n s  i n t o
c o n c r e t e
a c h i e v e m e n t s .
Throughout this article,
we  have  exp lored
numerous SMART goals
for  nurses  examples
spanning clinical skills,
p r o f e s s i o n a l
d e v e l o p m e n t ,
leadership,  efficiency,
and time management.
E a c h  e x a m p l e
i l l u s t r a t e s  h o w
specificity,
m e a s u r e m e n t ,
a c h i e v a b i l i t y ,
r e l e v a n c e ,  a n d
timel ines  create  a
framework for success.
B y  a d o p t i n g  t h i s
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structured  approach,
you can enhance your
nurs ing  pract ice ,
advance  your  career,
and  ultimately  deliver
better  care  to  your
patients.  Begin  today
by  choosing  one  area

for  improvement  and
writing  your  first
S M A R T  g o a l .  T h e
d isc ip l ine  o f  goa l
setting  will  serve  you
throughout your entire
nursing journey.


