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INTRODUCTION:
THE POWER OF
PURPOSEFUL
GOALS IN NURSING
LEADERSHIP

Nursing  leadership  is
a b o u t  m o r e  t h a n
managing  a  unit  or
delegating  tasks—it  is
about  shaping  the
c u l t u r e  o f  c a r e ,
improving  pat ient
o u t c o m e s ,  a n d
empowering teams. To
a c h i e v e  t h e s e
ambitious  ends,  nurse
leaders  need  a  clear
roadmap .  Tha t  i s

w h e r e  s a m p l e
nursing  leadership
smart  goals  come
into  play.  By  applying
the  SMART  framework
(Specific,  Measurable,
Achievable,  Relevant,
Time-bound),  nurse
leaders  can  transform
vague  aspirations  into
concrete,  trackable
objectives.  Whether
you are a new charge
nurse  or  a  seasoned
d i rec to r ,  se t t i ng
structured  goals  helps
you focus your energy,
communicate  your
v i s i o n ,  a n d
d e m o n s t r a t e  t h e
impact  o f  nurs ing
l e a d e r s h i p  o n
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organizational success.
In  th is  ar t ic le ,  we
explore a range of real-
wor ld ,  act ionable
examples  of  nursing
leadership  SMART
goals.  You  will  find
examples  that  target
staff  development,
p a t i e n t  s a f e t y ,
operational  efficiency,
and  personal  growth.
E a c h  e x a m p l e  i s
crafted to be practical
and adaptable, so you
can  customize  it  to
your  specific
environment.  Let  us
b e g i n  b y
understanding  why
SMART goals matter in
nursing leadership and
then dive into diverse
scenarios  that  can
inspire your own goal-
setting process.

WHY SMART
GOALS ARE
ESSENTIAL FOR

NURSE LEADERS

Nursing  leadership
requires  navigating
complex  systems,
managing  d iverse
teams, and responding
to  constant  change.
Without  clear  goals,
efforts  can  become
s c a t t e r e d  a n d
outcomes  difficult  to
measure.  The  SMART
framework  provides
s t r u c t u r e  a n d
accountabil ity:

Specific – The
goal is clear and
unambiguous.
Measurable –
Progress and
success can be
quantified.
Achievable –
The goal is
realistic given
available
resources.
Relevant – The
goal aligns with
broader
organizational
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priorities.
Time-bound –
There is a
defined deadline
or timeframe.

B y  u s i n g  t h i s
f ramework,  nurse
leaders  move  from
vague hopes (“improve
staff  morale”)  to
ac t i onab le  p l ans
(“increase  staff
satisfaction  scores
from 3.5 to 4.2 on a 5-
point  scale  within  six
m o n t h s  b y
implementing  monthly
recognition  events”).
The  following  sections
p r o v i d e  s a m p l e
nursing  leadership
smart  goals  across
several  key  domains.

SAMPLE SMART
GOALS FOR STAFF
DEVELOPMENT
AND MENTORSHIP

Goal 1:
Increase
Certificati
on Rates
Among
Nursing
Staff
Specific:  Implement  a
structured  preparation
program  to  help  15
registered  nurses  on
the cardiac unit obtain
their  Cardiac-Vascular
Nursing  Certification
(CV-BC).
Measurable:  Track
the  number  of  nurses
w h o  p a s s  t h e
certification  exam;
target  is  at  least  12
certifications  within
one  year.
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Achievable:  Obtain
hospital  funding  for
exam fees and provide
weekly  study  groups
led  by  certified
preceptors.
Relevant:  H igher
certification  rates
i m p r o v e  p a t i e n t
outcomes  and  staff
expertise, aligning with
the  hospital’s  Magnet
designation goals.
T i m e - b o u n d :
Complete the program
and exam sessions by
December  31  of  the
current fiscal year.

Goal 2:
Improve
New
Graduate

Nurse
Retention
Specific:  Revise  the
new  graduate  nurse
residency  program  to
include  a  structured
mentorship component
and  bi-weekly  check-
ins  with  a  preceptor.
Measurable:  Reduce
first-year turnover from
30% to 18% within 12
months.
Achievable:  Assign
each  new  nurse  a
dedicated mentor who
has completed mentor
training;  schedule
regu la r  feedback
sessions.
Relevant:  Retaining
new  nurses  reduces
recruitment  costs  and
stabilizes  unit  staffing,
a priority in the current
nursing shortage.
Time-bound:  Achieve
the turnover reduction
by the end of the next
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calendar year.

Goal 3:
Enhance
Leadershi
p
Compete
ncies
Among
Charge
Nurses
Specific:  Develop  and
deliver  a  quarterly
leadership  workshop
series  for  all  charge
n u r s e s  c o v e r i n g
conflict  resolution,
resource management,
and delegation.
Measurable:  Assess

competence  via  pre-
and  post-workshop
surveys;  aim  for  at
l e a s t  a  2 5 %
improvement  in  self-
reported  confidence
ratings.
A c h i e v a b l e :
Collaborate  with  the
hospital’s  education
department  and  use
e x i s t i n g  o n l i n e
m o d u l e s  a s
supplements.
Relevant:  Stronger
charge nurses  lead to
more  efficient  shift
operations  and  better
staff satisfaction.
Time-bound:  Launch
the  first  workshop
within  60  days  and
comple te  a l l  f ou r
quarterly  sessions
within  one  year.

SAMPLE SMART
GOALS FOR
PATIENT SAFETY
AND QUALITY
IMPROVEMENT
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Goal 4:
Reduce
Hospital-
Acquired
Pressure
Injuries
Specific:  Implement  a
u n i t - b a s e d  s k i n
assessment  protocol
using the Braden Scale
c o n s i s t e n t l y  o n
admission  and  every
shift;  provide  staff
e d u c a t i o n  o n
p r e v e n t i o n
interventions.
M e a s u r a b l e :
Decrease the incidence
of  stage  2+  pressure
i n j u r i e s  b y  4 0 %
compared to last year’s
rate (from 0.8 per 1000
patient-days  to  0.48
per 1000 patient-days).

A c h i e v a b l e :
Incorporate  pressure
injury  prevention  into
daily  huddles,  use  a
skin  champion  team,
a n d  s t a n d a r d i z e
preventive  dressing
usage.
Relevant:  Pressure
in jur ies  a re  a  key
nurse-sensitive  quality
indicator  and  affect
patient  outcomes  and
h o s p i t a l
reimbursement.
Time-bound:  Achieve
the  reduction  within
n i n e  m o n t h s  o f
p r o t o c o l
implementation.

Goal 5:
Improve
Medicatio
n
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Reconcili
ation
Accuracy
at
Transition

s of Care
Specific:  Redesign the
m e d i c a t i o n
reconciliation  process
in the oncology unit to
include  a  pharmacy
technician liaison and a
pharmacist-led  review
within  24  hours  of
a d m i s s i o n  a n d
discharge.
Measurable:  Increase
the  percentage  of
complete  medication
reconciliations  from
70% to 95% within six
months.
Achievable:  Train
staff  on  the  new

workflow,  use
e lect ron ic  hea l th
record  alerts ,  and
obtain leadership buy-
i n  f o r  d e d i c a t e d
pharmacy  time.
Relevant:  Accurate
m e d i c a t i o n
reconciliation  reduces
adverse  drug  events
and  readmissions,  a
core  patient  safety
goal.
Time-bound:  Reach
the 95% target by the
end  of  the  second
quarter.

Goal 6:
Decrease
Catheter-
Associate
d Urinary
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Tract
Infections

(CAUTI)
Specific:  Launch  a
nurse-driven  protocol
for  dai ly  review  of
u r i n a r y  c a t h e t e r
necessity  and  early
r e m o v a l  w h e n  n o
longer  indicated.
Measurable:  Lower
t h e  u n i t ’ s  C A U T I
standardized  infection
ratio (SIR) from 1.2 to
0.5 within one year.
Achievable:  Provide
just-in-time  education
o n  c a t h e t e r
maintenance,  use  a
checklist  during  daily
rounds,  and  empower
nurses  to  remove
catheters  without  a
p r o v i d e r  o r d e r  i f
criteria  are  met  (per
protocol).
Relevant:  CAUT I
prevention is a national

patient  safety  priority
and  reduces  patient
harm.
Time-bound:  Achieve
a sustained SIR of 0.5
o r  b e l o w  f o r  t w o
consecutive  quarters
within  one  year.

SAMPLE SMART
GOALS FOR
OPERATIONAL
EFFICIENCY AND
FINANCIAL
STEWARDSHIP

Goal 7:
Reduce
Overtime
Costs on
the
Medical-
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Surgical
Unit
Specific:  Implement  a
self-scheduling  system
with  shift  caps  and
incentivize  on-time
shift  completion;  use
predictive  staffing
based  on  historical
admissions.
M e a s u r a b l e :
Decrease  overtime
h o u r s  b y  2 0 %
compared to the same
quarter last year (from
350  hours/month  to
280  hours/month).
Achievable:  Engage
staff in redesigning the
schedule,  use  float
pool  nurses  for  peak
t imes ,  and  ad just
staffing  grids  using
data  analytics.
R e l e v a n t :  H i g h
overtime  affects
budget,  staff  burnout,
a n d  p a t i e n t  c a r e
quality; reducing it is a

key financial goal.
Time-bound:  See  a
measurable  decrease
within three months of
implementation  and  a
sustained reduction for
t w o  c o n s e c u t i v e
quarters.

Goal 8:
Improve
Discharge
Process
to
Reduce
Length of
Stay
Specific:  Revise  the
i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y
discharge  planning
process  to  include  a
discharge  checklist,
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ear ly  bed  request
notification,  and  family
education  starting  48
h o u r s  b e f o r e
anticipated discharge.
Measurable:  Reduce
average length of stay
on the orthopedic unit
by 0.5 days (from 4.2
to 3.7 days) within six
months.
Achievable:  Hold
week ly  d ischarge
huddles  with  case
managers,  PT/OT,  and
nu r s i n g ;  p rov i de
p a t i e n t s  w i t h  a
discharge  folder  on
admission.
Relevant:  Shorter
length of stay improves
patient  flow,  reduces
costs,  and  decreases
h o s p i t a l - a c q u i r e d
complications.
Time-bound:  Achieve
the  reduction  by  the
end  of  the  second
quarter.

Goal 9:
Increase
Bed
Turnarou
nd
Efficiency
in the
Emergen
cy
Departme
nt
Specific:  Standardize
the  environmental
s e r v i c e s  ( E V S )
workflow  and
implement  a  “clean
s w e e p ”  t e a m  f o r
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morning discharges.
M e a s u r a b l e :
Decrease average bed
turnaround  time  from
4 5  m i n u t e s  t o  3 0
minutes  within  four
months.
A c h i e v a b l e :
Collaborate  with  EVS
leadership  to  adjust
staffing,  use  a  real-
t ime  bed  t rack ing
system,  and  create  a
n u r s i n g - E V S
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
protocol.
Relevant:  Faster  bed
turnaround reduces ED
boarding  times  and
improves  pat ien t
satisfaction.
Time-bound:  Achieve
t h e  3 0 - m i n u t e
benchmark by June 30.

SAMPLE SMART
GOALS FOR
PERSONAL AND
PROFESSIONAL
LEADERSHIP
GROWTH

Goal 10:
Obtain a
Nursing
Administr
ation
Certificati
on
Specific:  Enroll  in  a
review course and pass
t h e  A N C C  N u r s e
E x e c u t i v e  B o a r d
Certification  exam.
Measurable:  Achieve
a passing score on the
exam within one year.
Achievable: Set aside
5  hours  per  week  for
study,  use  a  study
partner,  and apply for
emp loye r  tu i t i on
reimbursement.
Relevant: Certification
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enhances  leadership
credibility and may be
required for promotion
to director-level roles.
Time-bound: Take the
exam by December 31.

Goal 11:
Improve
Emotional
Intelligen
ce and
Conflict
Resolutio
n Skills
Specific: Attend a two-
d a y  e m o t i o n a l
intelligence  workshop
and read two books on
conflict  resolution;
practice  techniques
during  weekly  staff

meetings.
Measurable:  Receive
a positive rating of  at
least  4 out  of  5 on a
360-degree  feedback
survey  regard ing
interpersonal  skills,
within  six  months  of
training.
Achievable: Choose a
reputable  workshop,
set  as ide  t ime  for
reading,  and  ask  a
mentor for feedback.
Relevant:  H igher
emotional  intelligence
reduces  team  friction
and  improves  staff
retention.
T i m e - b o u n d :
C o m p l e t e  t h e
workshop  within  90
days  and  achieve  the
feedback improvement
by the end of the year.

Goal 12:



Sample Nursing Leadership Smart Goals 13

13

Strengthe
n Data-
Informed
Decision-

Making
Specific:  Complete  an
o n l i n e  c o u r s e  o n
h e a l t h c a r e  d a t a
analytics  and  apply
one  data  ana lys is
technique  to  a  unit
quality  project  (e.g.,
root  cause  analysis
using  run  charts).
M e a s u r a b l e :
Successfully  present  a
d a t a - d r i v e n
improvement  plan  to
the nursing leadership
counc i l  w i th in  s ix
months.
Achievable: Enroll in a
4 -week  Cou r se ra
course,  use  existing
unit  data,  and  seek

g u i d a n c e  f r o m  a
quality  improvement
specialist.
Relevant:  Using  data
effectively  supports
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
leadership  and  drives
b e t t e r  p a t i e n t
outcomes.
Time-bound:  Deliver
the presentation by the
e n d  o f  t h e  t h i r d
quarter.

TIPS FOR
CUSTOMIZING AND
IMPLEMENTING
YOUR OWN SMART
GOALS

While  these  sample
nursing  leadership
smart goals provide a
solid starting point, the
most  effective  goals
are  those  tailored  to
your  specific  context.
Consider  the  following
when  developing  your
own:

Involve your
team: Co-create
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goals with staff
members to
increase buy-in
and ensure
relevance.
Align with
organizational
priorities:
Connect your
goals to your
hospital’s
strategic plan,
national quality
indicators, or
Magnet
standards.
Document and
review
regularly: Keep
a written record
of goals and
progress.
Schedule
monthly check-
ins to adjust
tactics if needed.
Celebrate
milestones:
Acknowledge
both small wins
and final
achievements to

maintain
motivation.
Be willing to
refine: If a goal
becomes
unachievable
due to
unforeseen
circumstances,
modify it rather
than abandon it.

R e m e m b e r  t h a t
leadership is a journey,
not a destination. Each
S M A R T  g o a l  y o u
accomplish builds your
c o m p e t e n c e  a n d
inspires  your  team to
reach higher.

CONCLUSION:
TRANSFORMING
VISION INTO
ACTION

S e t t i n g  s a m p l e
nursing  leadership
smart  goa ls  i s  a
practical,  evidence-
based  approach  to
developing  yourself
a n d  y o u r  t e a m .
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Whether you focus on
staff  development,

p a t i e n t  s a f e t y ,
operational efficiency,


