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Crafting a Great Vision

An explicit, well‑spoken Vision can take your organization to the moon.

Many organizations feel that their Vision should be no more than a sentence. Shorter is better; otherwise the Vision won’t be something people can remember. Invariably, what results is a slogan - a statement that sacrifices specificity for memorability.

In striving for the easy one-liner, too many organizations fail to fulfill the central purpose of a Vision, which is to provide direction. It’s like finding a treasure map with nothing more than an “X” on it. As exciting as the prospect of buried treasure may be, the map, absent the specificity of landmarks and a sense of relationship, is just a useless scrap of paper.  It is not enough to say “take the hill.” People need to know which hill. There are, after all, many hills out there. And they need to know why this hill is worth taking.
How long should a Vision statement be? It usually takes at least a paragraph to achieve sufficient specificity and direction. And that paragraph should be built out of simple words. The Vision is not intended to rally the troops or move people to tears. It is intended to make a clear argument for worthy aspirations. Clarity trumps inspiration. If you get goose bumps when you read the Vision, that’s wonderful. But much more important is a clear sense of where you’re going. The specificity of the Vision clarifies not only what the organization will do, but also what it will not do. It serves as a screen that allows individuals at all levels to sort the to-dos from the not-to-dos.

Specificity defines the tightness of the weave in the screen. If the weave is too loose, then everything gets through and the Vision fails in its fundamental role as an allocator of scarce resources. Words are always open to interpretation, of course. Room for interpretation provides needed running room. But too much running room can disintegrate into a mob scene.

A clear Vision becomes more important in a turbulent and uncertain environment. Such environments rarely afford the luxury of checking with the executive suite every time a critical decision has to be made. The Vision provides a point of reference in the face of uncertainty. It is like a lighthouse in this regard. When the fog is thick, the wind is blowing and the waves are crashing, it’s helpful to have a bright light to steer against.  A Vision is a goal. It is the highest-level goal in the organization’s hierarchy of goals. It is the goal that harnesses the others and steers them toward some shared end. 

A Vision ought to change. Once it is substantially accomplished, it needs to be replaced with a new Vision. The lifespan of a Vision should be around three to five years. It is possible that at the end of three years the Vision still “works” for the organization, in which case it should be revalidated.

Language can get in the way of Vision. Health care is an egregious manufacturer of insider language, much of it quickly abbreviated into three-letter shorthand. Even language that survives abbreviation too often remains shrouded in academic fog. “Continuum of care” is a good example. Continuum is a $100 word. A Vision will have much greater clarity when it’s made of $5 words.

Inclusiveness can be an impediment to an effective Vision. Leadership involves making tough choices. Some service lines and some specialties are more strategic than others. Scarce resources have to be focused according to such realities. Too often when developing a Vision statement, folks start looking for missing constituencies. If doctors are mentioned, then shouldn’t nurses be mentioned, too? Sometimes the answer is yes, but not always. And where do you draw the line? Shouldn’t Larry, the guy who cuts the grass, be mentioned? And if we’re going to mention the “open heart” program, what about OB? Is the OB program chopped liver? Well no, but in this iteration of the strategic plan, it has been judged nonstrategic. Visions change. Five years from now, OB might be front and center; or maybe not. 

Health care organizations are not democracies. Most of the organization doesn’t have the view the top of the organization has (or should have). That’s one reason top executives are called top executives. They are supposed to have a view that is far-reaching. This doesn’t mean they are smarter or more important than the folks working the front lines. It does mean that their job description includes articulating a clear Vision and leading the organization to it. And that often requires some active persuasion and stubborn resolve.

Leaders have to put the Vision to work. That means telling its story and bringing consistent interpretation to it. It is a frequent complaint that, after much work and expense, strategic plans just sit on the shelf. Often this is more a leadership failure than a failure of the strategic plan and the Vision it embodies. Leaders don’t connect it with the work of the organization. They don’t reference it when they’re sharing important decisions. The Vision stays on the shelf or on the wall because leaders don’t use it to lead.

There are other components of a strategic plan that should always appear with the Vision statement. These include the Mission (the organization’s never-changing purpose) and Values (what the organization stands for), as well as the Value Proposition (what we’re going to be really good at that’s going to make us different in a way that’s meaningful and valuable to those we serve) and Strategic Intent (a stretch goal with a shorter time horizon than the Vision).

The Value Proposition is often woven into the Vision statement. The role of the Value Proposition is often misunderstood. Too many Value Propositions concern themselves only with the articulation of differentiation while failing to define the unique operating capability that produces the differentiation. Walmart famously committed itself to “low prices every day.” That was only part of its Value Proposition. The way Walmart produced that differentiation was through its world-class warehousing and distribution system.

Strategic Intent is important because the typical time horizon for a strategic plan is relatively long (usually three to five years). A supporting goal with a shorter time horizon allows the organization to step more confidently toward the broader Vision. Putting some stretch in the Strategic Intent compels the organization to rethink the way it does things. Taken together, Mission, Values, Vision, Value Proposition and Strategic Intent contribute useful specificity and tighten the screen on what to do and what not to do.

What does a powerful Vision look like? Henry Ford’s Vision for his car company remains one of the best ever:

"I will build a motorcar for the great multitude....constructed of the best materials, by the best men to be hired, after the simplest designs that modern engineering can devise. It will be so low in price that no man making a good salary will be unable to own one and enjoy with his family the blessing of hours of pleasure in God’s great open spaces.... When I’m through, everybody will be able to afford one, and everyone will have one. The horse will have disappeared from our highways, the automobile will be taken for granted ... [and we will] give a large number of men employment at good wages."
Work through the checklist. Is it specific? Clear? Plain English? Compelling? Directional? The Value Proposition is there, too (“the simplest designs”) along with a Strategic Intent (“no man making a good salary will be unable to own one”). It’s all there. That Vision carried Ford a long way. But it couldn’t carry it all the way. Ford eventually ran into GM and Alfred Sloan’s Vision of automobiles targeted to various market segments. Interestingly enough, when Toyota began its rise in the auto industry, they did it by emulating Ford’s original Vision.

There is a tendency to forget the specificity that gave great Visions legs. John Kennedy’s commitment to put a man on the moon was much more than a single sentence declaration. Here it is in its powerful specificity:

"I believe that this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to the Earth.
"We choose to go to the moon. We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win, and the others, too.
"No single space project in this period will be more impressive to mankind or more important for the long-range exploration of space; and none will be so difficult or expensive to accomplish.
"We propose to accelerate the development of the appropriate lunar spacecraft. We propose to develop alternate liquid and solid fuel boosters, much larger than any now being developed, until certain which is superior.
"We propose additional funds for other engine development and for unmanned exploration - explorations which are particularly important for one purpose which this nation will never overlook: the survival of the man who first makes this daring flight.
"But in a very real sense, it will not be one man going to the moon - if we make this judgment affirmatively, it will be an entire nation. For all of us must work to put him there."
Kennedy went on from there, adding more detail. Without the President’s specificity, NASA and the nation could have wandered. He clearly stated that going to the moon would mean not doing other things. Like all great Visions, Kennedy’s was a gift. It identified a place worth going, specified what the trip would require and what the rewards would be. He converted what might have otherwise been one more empty political promise into an actionable quest.
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