
   
  

Creating smart Aim Statements to focus your improvement work 
 
Improvement projects can take place in all sorts of settings with all sorts of goals:  

 A small fashion business wanting to provide beautiful hand-screened t-shirts to their 
customers, and quickly  

 A primary care clinic wanting to provide excellent care for optimal health for young patients 
with asthma  

 A behavioral health clinic wanting to help its homeless patients succeed in recovery and get 
long-term housing 

 An after-school program wanting each of its client-kids reading at home every day 
 
How do you start? A good improvement project starts with a good Aim Statement. The Aim Statement 
answers the question, “What are we doing in this project? What does success look like? How will we track 
our progress?”  
 
The three pieces of the Aim Statement tell your team and your customers (or clients, or patients) what 
success means:  

 WHAT you want to improve, with goals in the form of numbers  

 For WHOM, the group of people you are serving with this work 

 By WHEN, the deadline for achieving your goals.  
 
Learning Exercise     
 
Consider this small business example.  
 
Three friends started the 213 T-Shirt Company in September 2015. Marco is the businessman. He runs the 
website, sets prices and buys the blank t-shirts. Jaylee is the artist. She creates all the t-shirt designs. Ian is 
the craftsman. He silk-screens each shirt by hand in his basement.  
 
People really like 213 T-Shirts! The friends are selling more and more each month, from 5 to 10 the first few 
months to over 100 each month now. They handle the increased work pretty well, but in the past two 
months, a couple of customers complained about how long it takes to receive their shirts. In the past two 
weeks, five shirts have been returned because of cracks in the printed artwork and colors coming out messy. 
 
When the friends sit down to talk about the problems, they start arguing about whose fault they are. Ian 
starts yelling and storms out. When they get him back in the room, they decide to let the past go. They talk 
about what it looks like to do good work, and what they can turn into numbers to track how things are going. 
They know a little bit about the Model for Improvement, but start arguing again about what makes a good 
Aim Statement and how specific it needs to be.  
 
Help them! Which of the Aim Statements below would be the most useful to you, if today was your first day 
working part-time at 213 T-Shirts? What’s missing from the other options that Jaylee, Ian and Marco came up 
with?  
 
 



   
  

Tips 
A good Aim Statements includes the WHAT, the For WHOM, and the By WHEN, and makes your progress 
toward success measurable. Also, a good Aim Statement is focused. You can’t fix everything at once. You’ll go 
crazy and get overwhelmed. Without a good specific focus, you can also lose track of the goals of the work 
AND not be able to see what is working best to fuel your improvement, because there’s just too much going 
on at once. 
 
Aim 1 
By March 31, 2017, the 213 T-Shirt Company will provide excellent quality and service.  
 
(Answer: This is the worst of the options. It does say by when, but not for whom, and there’s nothing specific 
or measurable.) 
 
Aim 2 
By March 31, 2017, the 213 T-Shirt Company will provide perfect t-shirts and fast delivery to all our 
customers.  
 
(Answer: Getting better, defining quality a bit more specifically and defining “service” as fast delivery, but still 
not well-defined and no numbers, so not measurable.) 
 
Aim 3 
By March 31, 2017, the 213 T-Shirt Company will provide excellent screen-printing quality on 100% of shirts 
as scored by the artist, and delivery within 9 days of order to all our customers. 
 
(Answer: This is the best option. By when, what and for whom are all here, and quality and service are both 
clearly defined and measurable. This is the Aim Statement that would tell you as a new part-time worker 
what good work means to 213 T-Shirts. Bonus: It’s focused, it’s not trying to define and fix everything related 
to quality and service all at once in one project.) 

 


