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The Vision Thing

It’s frightening that many health care organizations can’t seem to connect with anything more inspiring than preparing themselves to accept a capitated dollar.

Fundamentals have to do with relevance - the fit of the organization's capabilities and aspirations with needs and expectations of customers.  One of the best track records on Wall Street was racked up by Peter Lynch, who used to run the Fidelity Magellan Fund.  Lynch watched his numbers but, more importantly, he watched shopping malls and his refrigerator.

To identify hot stocks, he watched traffic into retailers at his local mall.  And, he watched to see what kinds of products showed up next to the ketchup and mayo bottles at home.  Lynch knew what the numbers guys too often forgot; it takes a willing customer to generate an attractive ROI or PE ratio.
The numbers give the illusion of intimacy and control.  Unfortunately, they provide neither.  What ensures the organization's future is dirt.  Dirt on the face, dirt under the finger nails.  The grime of closeness; closeness to customers, closeness to competitors and closeness to the value creating work of the organization.  As the poet, Robert Graves, once observed and Teddy Roosevelt often repeated:

"Experts ranked in serried rows

Filled the enormous plaza full.

But only one is there who knows

And he's the man who fights the bull."

A generation that grew up in the glow of the Golden Arches could not help but notice the slow slide of McDonald's away from its original vision.  On the wall of every McDonald's there was once a silver plaque with a likeness of the company's founder, Ray Kroc, along with a statement of the companies values - "quality, service, cleanliness and value."

Kroc's vision started with one restaurant then grew out of the window of an airplane when he imagined the proliferation of golden arches in America's growing convenience conscious, automobile-based suburbs - he saw McDonald's sitting in the middle of suburban life amidst the churches and schools, selling to people to whom quality, service, cleanliness and value mattered.
How did McDonald's change?  Certainly the product line got wider and more diverse reflecting the evolving taste of Americans.  But the restaurants were not, most baby boomers will tell you, as clean as they used to be.  They slipped from meticulous to average.  And McDonald's growth topped out.  The company and its analysts said the reason was growing competition for the dinner business from "sit down" restaurants.  But I think it was something else -- the abandonment of one of the simple tenets of the McDonald's values - a commitment somebody forgot and left in the mop closet.  
How did McDonald's lose touch with one of the details that defined its character and its market differentiation?  I'd argue that the problem can be found in the ever growing distance between the corporate offices and the grill.  McDonald's executives occasionally flipped hamburgers but mostly as photo opportunities.

There used to be a sign on the top floor of McDonald's corporate headquarters. Near the elevator.  It read simply, "Nothing recedes like success.  Don't let it happen to us.  Don't let it happen to you."  New leadership ultimately turned the company around.  A big part of the turnaround was cleaning up and, in many instances, replacing its facilities.

Size brings with it advantages - an infrastructure, access to capital, the depth to survive a downturn.  But it also brings disadvantages - inflexibility, and often an unwillingness to step outside the envelope of the status quo.  But most important, size creates distance between the executive team and the customer.  If one factor explains the rise and fall of business enterprises, it is "market closeness."
Market closeness means knowing the customer better than she knows herself.  And that demands that you get out ahead of her.  Foster a vision that anticipates her needs before she has them; a vision that encourages the creation of new products and capabilities that a customer will want but hasn't yet even imagined.  And that's risky.  Traveling too far off into Neverland can help ensure a one way ticket and no way home.

John Sculley took that one way trip.  He arrived at Apple with a big splash after being recruited from Pepsi.  But from the beginning there were questions about whether a guy who had been in the "colored sugar water" business could run a high tech outfit like Apple.  While Gates and other successful executives have refused to wear the mantle of visionary, Sculley enthusiastically embraced that role.  To make a long story short, Sculley wasn't in charge at Apple for long.

His fall was tied to Newton, which became Apple's most visible and expensive product failure.  According to an article by John Markoff in the New York Times, Newton's "... main problem was a chief executive who didn't really understand the technology he was championing or how much time it would take to make it work, and who, in spite of efforts to sell himself as a technology visionary, never really felt comfortable with the engineers who could have set him straight.

“Instead of inspiring the Apple engineers, Sculley's lack of understanding almost overwhelmed them because it translated into unrealistic expectations.  The pressure to finish, exhilarating at first, eventually overwhelmed some of the young designers.  After 18-hour days, some engineers went home and cried.  Some quit.  One had a breakdown and ended up in jail.  One took a pistol and killed himself." Others who left Apple helped competitors design products targeted against Newton.

Visions often get out of focus and nothing can so quickly cloud the picture as early success or early failure.  Early failures have grounded many a vision before it ever took wing.  Failure often creates the critical experience necessary for later success.  But failure also puts blood in the water and can set off a feeding frenzy among cost cutters and protectors of the status quo. Those seeking to make decisions based on minimizing risks and costs will always find plenty of both. 

You would expect success to embolden.  Ironically, it more often generates timidity.  In sports, it's called protecting a lead or playing not to lose (vs. playing to win).  The net effect of boldness followed by timidity is that visions push out through the side of the envelope and then are quickly swallowed up again.  As a result, organizations tend to remain caught in an unrelenting stasis instead of flowing forward.  To be sure, sticking your head out can get it lopped off, but without the risk explicit in boldness, there is no progress - personal or economic.

Professors Gary Hamel and C.K. Prahalad described this phenomenon:  "At some point in almost every big company's development, most of management's time and effort shifts from exploiting new opportunities to protecting existing businesses.  In such a climate, the first question the sponsor of any new opportunity hears is, 'How will this affect the current revenue stream?'  The concern is valid, but it can stifle corporate imagination.  If every new opportunity is seen only through the lens of existing businesses, most will be stillborn."

Products and services, of course, are only the visible manifestation of the organization - the tips of the iceberg that stick above the water.  But they are the only essential part.  As much as the organization twists and wrestles with itself below the waterline, the interface with the customer ultimately is the only thing that matters.  
Without a customer willing to buy, what does it matter that you are agreed on the specifications for your information system?  Or that the folks from engineering and finance got along at this year's Christmas party?  Or that your employees are fulfilled, for that matter?

There is a contingent of experts who have popularized the notion of the happy employee as the cornerstone of success.  Unfortunately, internal self-gratification can be dangerously distracting.  It can divert attention from the external reality that ultimately determines whether the work force has jobs - specifically, meeting the needs of customers better than your competitors.  It's been a long time since I've met a fulfilled worker who was unemployed.
Here are some suggestions on how to construct a vision that matters:
Put the patient at the center.  Identify who the customer is and what makes her unique.

Identify the key characteristics that are important to patients and how you intend to deliver them.  Get out of the office and spend time rubbing shoulders with patients.

Connect the vision with the fundamentals most critical in your current business environment.  In the auto business that might include production costs, design and performance, including fuel efficiency.  In health care, it's got to include responsiveness, throughput and coordination.
Talk about how the vision will make your services feel.  Nike put emotion into its vision by emphasizing "authenticity."  Some hospitals make patients feel connected.
Use some metaphors.  Are you going to be the Southwest Airlines of health care?  A healthy ecosystem?

Use powerful language.  There's a reason history's most influential leaders translated an ability to speak and write into powerful images and inspiring concepts.  You've got to get people's attention and hold it.

Squeeze the vision into a paragraph.  That's something executives get paid for - making simplicity out of complexity.  If you can't describe your vision in a paragraph, then you don't have a clear vision.

Relentlessly communicate the vision.  Say it over and over again.  Wrap it into all your speeches, conversations, written materials.

Live it.  Sculley espoused a vision but couldn't live it.  For the engineers at Apple, he wasn't authentic because he wasn't really familiar with the promise of technology or its limits.  People are quick to give leaders and their ideas the sniff test.  And for the most part, they have pretty good noses.

Stick to it.  Timing is everything.  You've got to know when to hold and when to fold.  Although clinging tenaciously to an irrelevant vision can be suicidal, so can the early abandonment of a vision that hasn't had a chance to work.  Most organizations have the attention span of a two-year-old.  The result is lots of wasted effort and money.
Change it.  In an environment characterized by rapid change, no vision lasts forever.
Fortune magazine once profiled CEOs who have mastered the challenge of articulating and realizing a vision that fostered significant change:  "Radical change is the organization's best response to the challenges it faces.  That first stage is turbulent, marked by conflict, denial, and resistance.  Next, leaders and employees begin to create a shared vision of what their company should become and turn their attention outward, to customers and competitors.  In the final phase, the company creates systems for compensation and appraisal that enforce the new values and help reshape corporate culture.  Ideally, the process never ends."

Like most major airlines in the '80s, American Airlines began to manage its business based on yield ratios that allowed it to ensure that its planes were running as full as possible.  The approach meant filling every seat possible even if that meant selling tickets at phenomenal discounts.  Discounts of 70% were not uncommon for the vacation travelers who could buy them well in advance and stay over on weekends.  Losses were transferred to business travelers who saw the cost of their tickets skyrocket.  Every year, like drunks on a binge, the airlines hammered each other with price wars that drove the price of their fares to well below their costs.  Ticket counters were packed.  Passenger compartments were jammed.  Flight attendants were stressed out.  Profits plunged.

As CEO Bob Crandall struggled at American, he seemed committed to embracing someone else's vision more than conveying one of his own.  He became convinced that he had to play by the rules of Southwest Airlines.  The upstart was making lots of money off $59 airfares and providing precious little in the way of customer amenities.  American pioneered the hub and spoke airports that, according to critics and a great many passengers, created monopoly prices and monopoly attitudes.  Southwest ignored the hubs and focused on short routes.

Crandall made his name as a cost cutter.  He arrived in 1973 at American as Vice President for Finance after six years at TWA.  He devised new measures for cost effectiveness like "kilowatt hours of electricity per airplane departure."  Crandall once cut $92,000 from the annual operating budget by taking olives out of passenger salads and removing celery stalks from their Bloody Marys.  What Crandall didn't do, it became apparent, was conceive a vision for the company that would carry it through the '90s as something more than just a survivor.  Cost cutting is necessary and it can be hard work, but it shouldn't ever be mistaken for vision.

American Airlines once understood its customers better.  In one of the best campaigns of the '80s, American ran a series of print ads that only a company who knew its customer's heart could have created.  The ads were focused to business travelers and each carried a photo and a simple headline.  One showed a businessman buying a hot dog from a street vendor and jamming it into his mouth on the run.  The headline, "The Two Martini Lunch."  Another showed another businessman laying on a bed with work papers spread all over it.  The headline, "The Unlimited Expense Account."  One showed a solitary traveler walking through a dark parking lot to a solitary car highlighted by a street light.  The headline, "Banker's Hours."  Other ads with equally empathic headlines showed business travelers jammed into window seats, seat trays covered with paper and pen, a harried executive shaving in an airplane bathroom.  Somebody knew the life of a business traveler and they connected with the rigor, fatigue and loneliness that comes with life on the road.  And not one ad dedicated to vacationers.

Health care futurist, Jeff Goldsmith, described health care as "the most intimate of all human services."  No where else does the buyer surrender so completely to the seller.  In few places is so much good done for the human body and the human spirit.  Few businesses touch everyone with such inevitability and span across family and friends with such impact.  In few other places on a daily basis do talent, thinking, teamwork and technology matter as much.  Seldom do you find as much drama and human spirit packed into as narrow a geography as a modern hospital.  In few places do people give as much credence and importance to their interactions as in a doctor's office.  
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