
T R E A T M E N T  P L A N N I N G

How to Write SMART Treatment
Plan Goals

A clinical reference for therapists who want goals that are audit-ready and client-centered

T H E  S M A R T  F R A M E W O R K



S
S P E C I F I C

Targets a clear,

defined symptom

— not just "feel

better"



M
M E A S U R A B L E

Tracked via

frequency, rating

scales, or

objective

completion



A
AT TA I N A B L E

Realistic for this

client at this stage

of treatment



R
R E L E VA N T

Directly tied to

diagnosis and

presenting

problem



T
T I M E - B O U N D

Clear timeframe

— 30, 60, or 90

days

W H A T  T H E  R E S E A R C H  S A Y S

Why goal quality actually matters


SMART criteria improves

Treatment monitoring
Olde Hartman et al., 2016


Client autonomy in goal-setting leads to

Better outcomes
Womack, 2012


Clients without clear goals tend toward

Worse results
Valant, 2026


Medical necessity must be

Explicitly documented
Mentalyc, 2026



G O A L  I N  P R A C T I C E


T O O  VA G U E

"Client will reduce anxiety."


S M A R T  G O A L

"Client will manage panic attack symptoms, reducing frequency from 4+ to 2 or fewer

per week within 90 days, as measured by self-report and weekly check-ins."

M A K I N G  G O A L S  C L I N I C A L L Y  S O U N D  &  A U D I T - R E A D Y



Tie every goal to the diagnosis

Payers need a clear line: symptoms → diagnosis →
goals → interventions → progress.



Name a measurement strategy

Use PHQ-9, GAD-7, PCL-5, client rating scales, or

objective completion.



Stick to realistic timeframes

30, 60, or 90 days is the standard — both realistic

and what reviewers expect.



Update plans regularly

Review every 3–6 months. A stale, unsigned plan is

one of the easiest audit risks to avoid.


Pro tip: Use client language + objectives for measurability

Write the goal in your client's own words about what they want their life to look like. Then let

your treatment objectives carry the clinical specificity. Their goal, your documentation. That's

the sweet spot.
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