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IN ASSOCIATION WITH

There Be Giants is an international OKR 
consultancy on a mission to make 5000 
businesses more awesome! OKRs are a game 
changer for driving business performance 
and since our inception 5 years ago, we have 
turbocharged businesses to achieve a 
relentless focus on growth and innovation, 
using our world-leading, proprietary 
methodology. At There Be Giants we are a 
curious bunch of qualified coaches, so OKRs 
are a natural fit for us. 

When fully embedded, the application of 
OKRs will impact the entire organisation, from 
the Exec to the individual - allowing every-
body to align and contribute to the goal of 
sustainable growth, and this focus on 
performance is what we’re all about at TBG. 

There is no one correct version of OKRs; they 
are open-source, meaning there are many 
ways of interpreting them. We have our own 
version but it’s one that we continually review 
and adapt for each unique client. One of our 
values is “Strive to be Better” so it’s natural 
for us to embrace innovation and find more 
effective ways of using OKRs. Our instinctive 
curiosity led us to start this research project 
last year, in order to understand how OKRs 
were being used by businesses and the 
impact they were having. The results were 
fascinating, which is why we decided to 
repeat the exercise and start to understand if 
there were any trends appearing. For this 
year's report we have partnered with Koan, 
the dedicated OKR software providers. Koan 
have shown an equal appetite for OKR 
curiosity and are as intrigued as There Be 
Giants to learn more about the management 
and use of OKRs within organisations around 
the globe. 

We hope you gain as much value from this 
research as we have done.

Hello!



What this report 
gives you

2020 OKR Annual Report

Our report covers:

. Who is using OKRs

. Why they are choosing to use them

. How they are going to use them

. What impact they have seen from using them

. What they would do differently if they were to 
  start again from the beginning

While Silicon Valley businesses such as 
Google, Twitter and LinkedIn have been using 
the Objectives and Key Results Framework 
(OKRs) for many years, the rest of the world 
has spent the time watching and learning 
how they are being used to drive success. 
Driving organisation-wide focus behind 
common goals is key to business success and 
OKRs offer a set of principles and practices 
which, when combined and implemented 
effectively, can provide a simple framework to 
help align everybody’s activity behind the 
organisational priorities.

It’s a widely accepted business practice to set 
organisational, departmental and individual 
goals to plan where a business wants to go, 
but many organisations practice a top-down 
goal setting framework which often ends 

up having little impact, with goals being set 
for individuals that are ineffective and output, 
rather than outcome, focussed. 

This is the second year TBG has conducted 
this survey and we are pleased to report that 
our belief that OKRs will become an industry 
standard in goal setting is moving forward. 
Initially our method was to collect data from 
early adopters of OKRs but this year we have 
widened the net and had responses from a 
number of different organisations. Our 
original early adopters have also had 
another year to track their performance.



Headline Findings
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There has been a step change in the 
industries using OKRs this year. In 2019, we 
found that it was generally ring fenced across 
three sectors, 60% of respondents in 
Tech/Software, 20% in Professional Services 
and 20% in Manufacturing. In 2020, however, 
we observe the adoption of OKRs across a 
wider spectrum of sectors; with 52% of 
respondents in Tech/Software, 19% in Other, 
16% in Professional Services, 5% in 
Manufacturing, 5% in Education and 3% in 
Health.

There appears to be an ever increasing 
awareness and acknowledgement that OKRs 
can be of value to organisations, regardless of 
sector.  

According to our data, 2020 also sees a 
marked increase in the take up of OKRs 
outside of Europe and the UK with 32% in 
Europe, 32% in South America, 26% in North 
America, 23% in the UK and 18% in Asia, with 
smaller numbers in other areas. It’s worth 
noting here that There Be Giants is a UK based 
organisation, and so a large number of 
contacts who received the survey are UK 
based. The survey was also only sent out in 
English, meaning respondents are more likely 
to be from English speaking countries or 
countries with high proficiency in English as a 
2nd language. Such large-scale global 
adoption of OKRs is a testament to the 
number of businesses beginning to 
understand the business benefits OKRs can 
bring. This is also significant given the digital 
shift that has been made around the world. 
2020 has brought significant challenges and 
has been one of the greatest tests for 
organisations across all sectors. The reach of 
OKRs around the globe shows that companies 
see OKRs as a method for assisting in the 
management of remote and flexible working.

There has also been a shift in the way OKRs 
are being used and the length of time they 

run for – the cycle. 80% are now using a 
3-month cycle for team OKRs, compared to 
90% in 2019, implying the use of OKRs is far 
more aligned with an organisation's internal 
reporting cycle, allowing for greater 
connection between OKRs and the business 
priorities, critical in connecting the dots for 
your own people.

It also seems size doesn’t matter; the 2019 
prediction we made of large organisations 
adopting the approach, rather than OKRs 
being contained to small and medium sized 
enterprises, is being realised. Our data shows 
that 51% of organisations using OKRs have 
over 100 staff and the percentage of 
organisations with over 2000 staff has 
increased from 10% to 13%. 
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What would our respondents’ 
priorities be if they were to 
put them in place again?

We are seeing the top answer to the question 
“Why use OKRs?” continue to be “Alignment”, 
with it still remaining in the number one spot 
at 90%. This is an increase of 5% on last year.  
We are also seeing, however, an increased 
connection of adopting OKRs in order to 
improve the employees’ sense of purpose 
and deliver business growth, as well as an 
increased focus on employee engagement.

The priorities for using OKRs have shifted 
with strategy, alignment, check-ins and 
boosting skills taking the top spots. Perhaps 
this indicates that there is a greater 
awareness in the importance of 
implementing OKRs well and the need to 
ensure people are given the right training in 
order to have a successful OKR adoption. 
Organising people around a common goal 
and equipping and enabling them to achieve 
that goal is critical; this common goal gives a 
shared purpose and it encourages teams to 
collaborate in order to achieve the end result. 

We are also seeing a greater focus on 
innovation within organisations and the 
perception that OKRs have an important 
impact when it comes to innovation. When 
drawing on the benefit of hindsight and 
thinking about how to improve the 
implementation process, we are seeing greater 
importance put on alignment of OKRs, 
establishing check-in routines and 
systemisation. These elements are linked as 
having a dedicated system to manage your 
OKRs allows for greater alignment and support 
when establishing and maintaining check-in 
routines. 

Finally, and very interestingly, there has been 
an increase from 20% to 26% in the number of 
organisations seeking external support to 
embed an OKR programme. This suggests a 
recognition of the difficulty in effectively 
embedding OKRs and the value that experts 
can bring to deliver a successful 
implementation. This provides the opportunity 
for leveraging expertise and experience 
from organisations such as There Be Giants.

As we tell our clients, reflection is a 
high-performance habit, so this is perhaps the 
most valuable question we asked respondents. 
It can give those who are yet to embark on 
OKRs clear signposting as to what they should 
focus their time and energy on. We asked 
respondents to rank seven different actions in 
order of priority if they were to implement 
OKRs again. The choices were the same as 
those asked in the 2019 report, so we were 
interested to see what, if anything, had 
changed from last year. For comparison, the 
2019 priorities were: 



1. Clarity of vision and strategy
2. Change management
3. Alignment of OKRs
4. Establishing check-in routines
5. Systemisation
6. Boosting management skills supporting 
    OKRs
7. Integrating them into performance 
    management

The 2020 order of priorities is:

1. Clarity of vision and strategy
2. Alignment of OKRs
3. Establishing check-in routines
4. Systemisation
5. Change management
6. Boosting management skills supporting 
    OKRs
7. Integrating them into performance 
    management

It’s good to see that “Clarity of vision & 
strategy” has remained at number one. 
Without this, attempts to establish any of the 
others will find themselves on rocky 
foundations and bearing in mind we are 
looking at retrospect here, this should be a 
beacon to those who are approaching OKRs 
for the first time.

Seeing “Alignment of OKRs” rise to number 
two echoes the figure of 90% who said that 
“Alignment” was their principle reason for 
adopting OKRs. Given the rapid increase we’ve 
seen in remote teams and distributed working 
this year, alignment is increasingly challenging, 
yet more vital than ever. Organisations can no 
longer rely on people picking up information 
from just being in the workplace so even more 
energy needs to be put into genuine 
engagement around priorities.

We’re pleased to see “Establishing check-in 
routines” rise from four to three. This 
reinforces our view that OKRs live or die by the 
habits which underpin them. Habits are not 
easy to form though, so it’s vital change is 
managed well (number five) from the start and 
OKRs are best integrated with existing 
routines, rather than adding new ones.

The other significant result to come from this 
collective application of hindsight is that 
“Integrating into performance management” 
remains in last place. We see this as positive 
because, in their early years, OKRs were 
mistakenly assumed to be a direct 
replacement for “traditional” objective/
appraisal based performance management. 
Maybe it was the common term “objective”? 
We are not purists, however, who say OKRs 
should never have a connection with 
performance management. We understand 
that organisations still need to evaluate 
performance and if a team or an individual is 
spending a significant amount of their time on 
OKR work, then naturally that should feature in 
their evaluation. We believe there should be a 
“loose coupling” between OKRs and 
performance management, however, with not 
just a focus on what was achieved, as this will 
severely limit any desire to test and 
experiment, but also a focus on what valuable 
learning can be taken. How someone/a team 
engages overall with OKRs should be what is 
evaluated - i.e. how they work with them, how 
well they collaborate, communicate, and the 
quality of their updates etc. 

The 2019 order of priorities were:



Who is using OKRs?

OKRs originated in the Technology/Software 
sector and, as a methodology, they are a 
natural fit for the agility and innovation that 

such a fast-paced sector demands. This year’s 
results, however, have highlighted new sectors 
which are adopting OKRs.

PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS
PER SECTOR
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Education
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Manufacturing

Other

Professional Services

Technology / Software

52%

5%
5%

19%

16%

3%

The results demonstrate that the use of OKRs 
is starting to spread to other sectors, such as 
Health and Education and are being acknowl-
edged as a useful tool  across all different 
types of industries and sectors with the 19% 
‘Other’ category including Charity, 
Construction, Consultancy, Finance and
Tourism.

Our 2019 findings reported that OKRs were 
being used by smaller “SME” type businesses 
of up to 100 people or so. Our data for 2020, 
however, shows a trend away from this, with 
37% of respondents’ organisations having 100 
or fewer employees and 51% having between 
100 and 2000 people. What is more, 12% were 
in organisations of over 2000 people. This is an 
increase on figures that we saw in our 2019 
impact report and we believe this is because of 
the growing awareness that using OKRs brings 
business success.



62% of our respondents were from businesses 
that have been established for over 10 years. 
This could be for a number of reasons but we 
would suggest it’s to do with longer 

established businesses finding that the old 
ways are no longer working, so they need to 
innovate and adapt, fast.

Respondents were based in a variety of 
locations with 23% coming from the UK (down 
from 25% in 2019), 32% (down from 45% in 
2019) from Europe (non-UK). In a significant 
shift from 2019, however, 32% of our 
respondents were based in South America, 
with the remainder spread across the Middle 
East, North America, Asia and Oceania. A 
number of respondents are using OKRs  

across multiple locations and therefore are 
reporting dual or triple locations. 

It is also worth noting that our data tells us 
that OKRs are being adopted and embedded 
as a long lasting way of focussing on growth, 
with over 50% of the respondents using them 
for more than 1 year.
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Overwhelmingly, the most popular reason for 
adopting OKRs was reported as “Alignment 
with vision and strategy” at 90%, an increase of 
5% from 2019. “Alignment” has become part of 
the business lexicon in recent years, as the 
importance of connecting the work both teams 
and individuals do with the overall business 
strategy, purpose and vision becomes 
evermore critical. It’s now necessary for an 
effective leader to go further than simple 
instruction, they need to inspire through a 
sense of purpose therefore enabling teams 
and individuals to thrive, as well as the 
organisation itself.

The next reason for adopting OKRs was a joint 
one, with “Stronger connections to purpose” 
and “Increased focus on growth” both at 53%. 
This is something we would expect to see. If 
your employees are aligned with the business
vision and strategy, they will have a strong 
sense of purpose - the ‘why’ of what they do -  

Why are they using 
OKRs?

and will feel empowered. Clearly, if everyone is 
pulling in the same direction the result is 
positive movement and in this case it could be 
perceived that business leaders want that 
movement to result in increased focus on 
growth.

Interestingly, a number of those 
citing stronger connections to
purpose and increased focus on
growth as their reason for
adoption, were businesses of 100
people or more. This suggests that
as complexity within an organisation
rises, the risk of disengagement
increases, which inevitably becomes
a threat to the alignment of the
vision and strategy.
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Length of OKR use

*6% of respondents didn’t reply to this question



“Increased employee engagement” was the 
third most popular choice for adopting OKRs, 
up significantly from 45% in 2019 to 52%. We 
saw a greater prevalence of this reason in 
businesses of up to 250 employees. 

Another motivator for using OKRs that saw an 
increase from 2019 is “Clearer accountability”. 
48% (40% in 2019) of respondents cited this as 
a reason. Accountability is a cornerstone of 
OKR best practice, as each Objective and Key 
Result should have an individual owner. This 
coupled with the principle of transparency 
across OKRs leads to clearer accountability.

It is worth bearing in mind that having a large 
number of OKRs doesn’t necessarily lead to 
greater business success. The greater the 
number of OKRs, the greater the amount of 
alignment needed when planning activities for 
the next period. This takes up significant 
amounts of time and could limit the agility 
many organisations look to OKRs to provide 
them with. If the level of effort required to run 
OKRs is greater than the value their use 
provides, then people will quickly start to opt 
out and OKRs will lose momentum.
Our experience shows us that starting with a 
limited number of OKRs, demonstrating their 
success and allowing people to develop their 
confidence, knowledge and skill with them 
first, leads to better results in the long term.

Finally, we asked how successful our respondents felt they had been in achieving the goals they 
set for OKRs. Most responded with 7 out of 10 (where 10 is “extremely”), an increase compared to 
last year where it was scored as 6 out of 10. This implies a growing awareness of the benefits 
using OKRs can be in achieving business success. 
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It is true that there are many ways to interpret 
and apply OKRs, therefore we felt it important 
to analyse how respondents are choosing to 
do just that. The first question we asked was 
how many people owned or contributed to an 
OKR within their organisation? 16% of 
respondents said between 0-20% of people 
did, 34% said between 21-60% did and the 
remaining 50% said between 61-100% did. This 
shows an increasing trend from last year.  

How are they using 
OKRs?

Since we are big believers in cross-functional 
working being essential to gain maximum 
benefit from OKRs, we were keen to find out 
again this year if they are being used in this 
way. 45% reported that they are using them 
for both functional and cross-functional teams 
with 23% saying just for cross-functional and 
23% just for functional. 

 

This doesn’t mean, however, that 
everyone owns their own OKR as, 
while 90% reported that they use 
OKRs at team level, only 37% said 
they did at individual level.

When you combine the numbers of 
people who said “both” with those 
who said just “cross-functional” this 
suggests 68% are utilising OKRs 
cross-functionally. 
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We believe this demonstrates a growing 
understanding of OKRs and how they are best 
used. Linking OKRs to reward and 
compensation could stifle innovation, killing off 
the desire to take a risk on ideas that are not 
guaranteed to be successful. Looking at how 
an individual has contributed to an OKR, 
however, could be a good way of 
understanding what they had learned, how 

When looking at where OKRs are 
used individually, 55% said they did 
not use them to evaluate individual 
performance, a rise from 30% last
year. Only 10% reported that they 
link them to reward / pay and bonus 
calculations.

well they had applied that learning and how 
well they had supported the OKR structure and 
process, not just what they had achieved.

Our continuing research shows there is a 
varied interpretation of the scope of OKRs. Do 
organisations use them to focus on growth 
activities or are they used to monitor BAU 
activity? The majority of those who responded 
to the survey said they didn’t use them for 
tracking BAU activity.  Interestingly, the size of 
a business wasn’t a factor in whether OKRs 
were used for tracking BAU, it was a constant 
20% across smaller and larger size 
organisations. Slightly more respondents, 52% 
versus 48%, said they prioritised their OKRs 
versus treating them all with equal status. It’s 
possible there may be a correlation here with 
the 53% who reported using OKRs to focus on 
growth. 
 

Approach to
launching OKRs

Data shows that a significantly higher 
percentage of respondents (42% versus 29%) 
ran a pilot before formally introducing OKRs 
across the organisation, with 15% reporting 

this was at executive level only and more 
respondents stated this was for cross 
functional projects rather than a single 
business function.
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Once the pilot had been successfully completed, we wanted to know what common activities were 
undertaken to prepare for the roll out of OKRs. Our respondents said communicating the plan and 
training  employees in OKR writing skills were the most widely practiced. 

 

Data shows the most common length of time to run a pilot was 6 months and the most common 
amount of time to prepare for a live launch following a trial was 1 month.

Feedback skills and coaching conversations 
were cited as the soft skills most respondents 
developed in their staff. Nearly three quarters 
(74%) of participants stated their organisation 
implemented OKRs using only internal 
resources, slightly down on the data we 
received last year. Only a small percentage of 
organisations sought external support ahead 
of their launch. The approach to launch 
showed a similar trend to 2019 and most 
reported they implemented OKRs in one 

go rather than a phased approach. When 
asked what they would do differently if they 
were to go through the process again, 
however, a third said they would seek external 
support. This indicated to us that organisations 
thought they were better prepared to launch 
OKRs than they actually were and in hindsight, 
had they received external support, they 
believe that the OKRs they launched would 
have seen greater traction from the start.
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It was interesting to see how organisations launched their OKRs, with a clear difference between a 
single launch and a phased approach. 70% of those organisations who took a phased approach 
had more than 100 people. This dropped to less than 42% for organisations with less than 100 
people. We saw similar results last year, which appears to reinforce our hypothesis that smaller 
organisations have a higher capacity to absorb and integrate change than their larger 
counterparts. 

Information about 
the OKR Cycle
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Top level OKRs typically define business priori-
ties and our data reveals that 37% reported 
using a 12-monthly cycle, 13% for 6-month 
cycles and the majority - 42% - said quarterly. 
Last year this data was very similar, indicating 
that once a cycle has been established, 
businesses stick to it. Most respondents are 
now in their third year of using OKRs and will 
have now had two 12 monthly cycles of data to 
reflect on and adapt, should they have felt the 
need.

This raises an interesting question: are the 63% 
who don’t make use of OKRs to define top 
level 12 month objectives defining them in 
another way? Or perhaps the 63% believe that 
12 months is too long a timeframe for their 
organisation and therefore the shorter cycles 
are the highest level of objective setting in 
their organisation, allowing maximum agility. 
Something we will look into in our 2021 
research.

The majority of team and individual OKRs were 
set for 3 months, with 55% of respondents 
saying they do not use individual OKRs. The 
majority of OKRs were set in alignment with 
the organisation’s financial year. For most 
organisations, we find this is the best way to 
use OKRs; not having them aligned to the 
financial year leads to confusion about what 
needs to be achieved and by when, as well as 
adding significantly to or duplicating workload.

There has been a slight shift from our 2019 
data about the cycle used for team OKRs, 
where we reported that the majority (90%) of 
organisations used a three-month cycle. With 
80% of respondents this year working to a 
three-monthly cycle, reflecting the general 
view that team OKRs work best on a 
three-month cycle. 
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH

We can also see that this is mirrored in the 
cycles used for individual OKRs. We have 
discussed previously the benefit of team vs 
individual OKRs but it is worth re-emphasising 
that team OKRs are of greater benefit to the 
business than individual ones. At TBG we 

believe that OKRs shouldn’t be set for the sake 
of it. Much better to have a limited number of 
OKRs shared by teams, spotlighting that which 
will deliver greatest value and giving them an 
opportunity to blend individual accountability 
while forging strong bonds in a team.
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We asked our respondents to reflect on their 
use of OKRs and tell us what they thought had 
gone well. As with last year, “Increased focus 
within the business” was one positive outcome 
but equally our respondents reported 
“increased alignment within teams and also 
generally across the organisation to the 
strategy.” Team engagement and better 
selection of priorities were also mentioned. 
This increased focus was largely due to the 
clarity which came from using OKRs, allowing 
for more transparency, more open 
conversations and feedback, together with 
alignment to the business strategy and vision.

We also asked what, on reflection, they would 
have done differently. We have touched on this 
previously, mentioning the benefit of seeking 
external support, but the most popular 
response was businesses would look for more 

training, specifically, on how to use OKRs and 
how to write them as this was more 
challenging than anticipated. Also, the need for 
more executive buy in was cited. This aligns to 
what we saw last year, where one of the main 
reasons for OKRs failing was a lack of 
commitment from the C-Suite. If senior 
management don’t buy into OKRs and there 
isn’t a senior sponsor for their 
implementation, then the chances of them 
being permanently adopted are significantly 
reduced. Senior management needs to be 
seen to role model the behaviours required for 
the successful adoption of OKRs.

We wanted to get a feel for how quickly key 
OKR skills were developed and asked our 
respondents to think about the first teams that 
started using OKRs and when they got good at 
certain skills.

What impact has been 
seen?

A significant percentage of respondents reported that it took up to 6 months to create outcome 
focussed results. This is a change from 2019, when the majority of our respondents told us it was 
taking them up to 9 months. This shortening of the time frame for most could well be down to the 
wider knowledge base now publicly available on OKR best-practice.
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It’s interesting to note the shift here in that 
aligned OKRs were being achieved by the 
majority of organisations by the end of 3 
months in our 2019 research, but this has now 
increased to 6 months. A possible explanation 
for this might be the size of the organisations 
contributing to our research which has 

 

increased in 2020. Whereas in 2019 68% of our 
respondents were in organisations of less than 
100 people, in 2020 this decreased to 33%. The 
possible significance here is that the larger the 
organisation, it is quite possible more time is 
required to build up aligned practice.

When comparing against our findings from 2019, respondents are reporting seeing the use of 
measurable Key Results far earlier with the majority now seeing them by the end of month 3 
versus beyond month 12.
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Since our move into the OKR space, we have 
had the pleasure of working with organisations 
around the world as they commit to 
embedding change, change that will enable 
them to truly grow in the coming years. What 
we learned in 2019 is that there was an ever 
increasing drive towards creating a focus 
within the organisation as part of that 
commitment and that was initially focused in 
both Tech/Software and Manufacturing.

In reviewing and considering the changes 
since 2019, we see the recognition of 
alignment of an organisations strategy and 
purpose, a focus on growth and effective 
practice and change management is what 
organisations across sectors believe will take 
them further. It is also apparent that 
organisations across many sectors are now 
increasingly starting to embrace the OKR 
approach, the systemic implementation of 
effective objectives and key results that 
organise their organisations around a 
common goal, bringing people on the journey 
and ensuring the connecting of dots to what it 
means to them. 

We predict that OKRs will continue to expand 
across sectors, be adopted around the world 
and enable organisations to focus in on what is 
going to drive them forward. As OKR adoption 
grows we look forward to working with our 
ever growing client base, whether you are an 
SME, a large private or public sector 
organisation, and from wherever in the world 
your people may be, our Giants are ready and 
waiting to help you. 
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