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Introduction 
 
Several years back, a meeting of the Operations 
Executive Council in my company was focused 
on the five-year corporate planning effort then 
getting underway. At this meeting I distributed 
a simple framework for classifying, organizing, 
and analyzing goals and objectives (see the 
Goals Grid in Figure 1 below). My colleagues 
saw this framework as very useful and so I was 
led to present it to a wider audience in a 
published article.  The Goals Grid continues to 
be used and highly regarded by those who use 
it. It is an integral part of the problem solving 
approach I call "Solution Engineering." 
 
First, however, some credit must be given 
where credit is due. In this case, credit is due 
two people: Ray Forbes and John Arnold. 
 
John Arnold's Questions 
 
A little more than twenty-five years ago, Ray 
Forbes and I were serving together as internal 
organization development (OD) and 
management consultants in the Navy’s Human 
Resources Management Project. Ray had 
occasion to work with consultant John Arnold 
who was at the time consulting to the project. 
Ray told me of three questions John Arnold 
liked to ask his clients: 
 
What are you trying to achieve? 
 
What are you trying to preserve? 
 
What are you trying to avoid? 
 
These questions highlight the multi-dimensional 
nature of actions and decisions. In other words,  
 
 
 

 
 
 
there are many different kinds of effects we 
might seek and that we might create.  There is 
in these three questions a certain logical 
structure in which I saw a fourth question, one 
that is clearly related to the first three: 
 
What are you trying to eliminate? 
 
I also saw in the structure of this set of 
questions a link to problem solving, specifically 
to those two sets of conditions known as "the 
problem state" (What Is or what you have) and 
"the solved state" (What Should Be or what you 
want). This linkage led me to recast all four 
questions as follows: 
 
What do you want that you don't have? 
(Achieve) 
 
What do you want that you already have? 
(Preserve) 
 
What don't you have that you don't want? 
(Avoid) 
 
What do you have now that you don't want? 
(Eliminate) 
 
The Goals Grid 
 
The Goals Grid shown in Figure 1 was derived 
by arraying "Yes" and "No" states in relation to 
"Have" and "Want" conditions.   The structure 
of this framework suggests and accommodates 
John Arnold's three questions as well as the 
fourth question that I added. 
 



 
 

 
  
 

Figure 1 - The Goals Grid 
 
  
 
The Goals Grid shown in Figure 1 is a useful tool 
in achieving goal clarity. It prompts us to think 
about our goals and objectives in an organized 
fashion and from four different perspectives. 
This kind of structured, organized thinking 
about the aims and effects of our decisions and 
actions is particularly helpful in large, complex 
organizations where, as one wag said, 
"Everything affects everything else." 
 
If our goals and objectives are multi-
dimensional, our actions are doubly so. 
Intervention in complex systems typically has 
"ripple" effects. Mindful of Chester Barnard's 
cautions against the unintended and 
unforeseen effects of what we do, it is 
beneficial to consciously think through our 
objectives not just in terms of what we wish to 
achieve but also in terms of what we wish to 
preserve, what we wish to avoid and what we 
wish to eliminate. 
 
The Goals Grid is a simple, easy-to-use tool for 
developing goal clarity. 
 
The Goals Grid provides a structure for 
examining the multi-dimensional nature of 
decisions and actions being contemplated in an 
organizational setting. 

The Goals Grid also provides a structure for 
analyzing patterns in goals and objectives and 
for detecting potential conflict with the goals 
and objectives of others. 
 
In short, the Goals Grid helps answer some very 
basic questions: 

What are we really up to here? 
Do we have all the bases covered? 
What are we overlooking? 
Have we adequately thought this thing 
through? 
How do our various goals and 
objectives relate to one another? 
What do the patterns tell us about our 
willingness to risk, to change? 
Are we in conflict with others? 

 
There is no procedure to be followed here, no 
dogma to be imposed or enforced, and no easy 
answers to what are basically tough questions. 
The Goals Grid is just a framework for thinking 
about and perhaps asking some questions 
about your goals and objectives. If you want to 
use it, help yourself. If you don't, that's your 
call.  
 
In the meantime, I'll tell you what I do with my 
copy of the Goals Grid: I keep it posted on the 
wall directly in front of me so that it reminds 
me of things I ought to be thinking about, things 
like objectives, patterns, politics and 
conflict.  Most of all, it reminds me that when I 
am bent on achieving one thing, it is also 
frequently the case that I am concerned 
with preserving, avoiding and eliminating some 
other things. 
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