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PRAISE FOR LEADING WITH VISION


“Enlisting others in a shared vision is the skill that most distinguishes leaders from individual contributors. It’s also the most difficult to master, and as Bonnie Hagemann, Simon Vetter, and John Maketa make clear in Leading with Vision, it’s the competency that’s most lacking in the next generation of leaders. That’s precisely why all leaders must read their new book and, most importantly, put it to use immediately. Backed by solid evidence, illustrated with compelling examples, and supported by practical applications, Leading with Vision is timely and essential reading. It will enable you to make the emotional connection that is absolutely necessary in engaging today’s workforce.” 


—Jim Kouzes, coauthor, The Leadership Challenge and the Dean’s Executive Fellow of Leadership, Leavey School of Business, Santa Clara University


“It’s rare that a book combines genuine insights, practical advice, and compelling examples as superbly as Leading with Vision. Highly recommended as a guide for leaders seeking to inspire their organizations with a genuine, authentic vision.”


—David B. Peterson, Ph.D., Director of Executive Coaching & Leadership at Google, Author of Leader as Coach and Development FIRST.


“Regardless of level or title, this book is an essential guide for leaders who are committed to creating a new mindset at work, empowering their people and driving positive impact in their organizations.”


—Randy Holloway, Director Cloud + Enterprise Solutions, Microsoft


“The perfect antidote for the current generational angst about Millennials. Through their research, the authors demonstrate that leadership can no longer be expressed through a ‘father knows best’ approach—proper leadership entails an engrossing corporate vision that motivates employees, elevates their work and encourages a bond with their organization. This is also what we need to keep bright young women from leaving corporate jobs in droves, especially in STEM areas. Timely and indispensable.”


—Saniye Gülser Corat, Director, Division for Gender Equality, Office of Director-General, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), France


“Leading with Vision shows leaders how to attain full engagement from the next generation of workers who are seeking an emotional connection to the work they do. And it tells the stories of many leaders who have successfully done so.”


—Maureen McDonald, Former Vice President Global Talent Management, Dell


“Leading is not easy in the best of times—and especially not in our current business environment, rife as it is with uncertainty, volatility and complexity. Leading with Vision is a lighthouse in that storm, filled with wise counsel for leaders who seek to engage and inspire their people.”


—Marshall Goldsmith, executive coach and New York Times-bestselling author, ranked the number one leadership thinker in the world by Thinkers50


“Leading with Vision examines the challenges leaders face in engaging Millennials, which will be a majority of the workforce in 2025. The book highlights and discusses the importance of creating an emotional connection with this new workforce to get their full commitment, passion, and performance.”


—Khaled El-Maleh, Ph.D., Senior Director of Technology, Qualcomm


“There is something here very much worth exploring . . . deeply. From the conceptual to current, real life business examples, to actionable questions and exercises, Leading with Vision takes readers on an authentic approach to focusing on the real driver of success—the factor behind the numbers—the corporation’s people! Research and theory are matched with compelling business examples and actionable processes that will allow today’s leader to focus on creating the connectedness that today and the future’s workforce so crave. The business applications are real and the reading a joy as Hagemann et al seek to drag modern day leaders out of the fog in order to help create a workplace where today’s generations are willing to take the stairs, two at a time!”


—Julie Laulis, CEO, Cable One, Inc.


“Creating a compelling vision that inspires people is not a simple task yet it is a powerful tool that impacts long term company performance. Leading with Vision provides a blueprint to help leaders create, articulate and deliver a compelling vision that will endure.”


—Frances Hesselbein, CEO of The Frances Hesselbein Leadership Institute, named one of the World’s 50 Greatest Leaders by Fortune


“A refreshing, evidence-based exploration into the power of a compelling vision—an often overlooked, but critical component of leading any organization!”


—Michael Traub, CEO Serta Simmons Bedding


“This book is a comprehensive guide for all leaders who want to improve their leadership capabilities towards becoming visionary leaders. It’s essential for being and staying successful in an ever changing business world.”


—Martin Knobloch, CEO Northern Europe BSH Home Appliances


“Creating a vision can be a highly inspiring and creative process within the company. This book shows how to achieve great results by involving employees in a bottom-up process without defining or even knowing the outcome.”


—Stephan Haessig, Head High Networth Individual Clients UBS


“Reaching far beyond the recognition that today’s leader needs to become the promoter of a meaningful and purpose-led culture, this ‘change handbook’ explains, through real-life examples, exactly how that can be achieved.”


—Dr. Laurence S. Lyons, former Director of Research of the Future Work Forum at Henley Business School, co-author of Creating Tomorrow’s Organization, and founding editor of Coaching for Leadership


“Leading with Vision can help you transform from being a leader who leads by numbers to one who truly leads by engaging employees with a clear, powerful, effective and inspiring vision, and then casting your employees as important players in that vision.”


—Joel Garfinkle, author of Getting Ahead: Three Steps to Take Your Career to the Next Level


“This a great book—essential to enterprise agility, as part of translating agile strategy and agile execution into traction, and avoiding wheel$pin.”


—Mike Richardson, author, “Wheel$pin: The Agile Executive’s Manifesto”


“It’s not enough to run a profitable business anymore. If you want to have your company matter, attract top talent and be a player, you are going to need to ensure your organization is purpose-driven. Leading with Vision will show you how.”


—Tara Uzra Dawood, President, LADIESFUND & Educate a Girl - Pakistan


“The authors of Leading with Vision use their experience, research, and client case studies to explain why connecting on an emotional level is the key to engaging the workforce of the future. If you’re looking for ideas on how to do that, this book will get you started.


—Scott Eblin, best-selling author, global speaker and executive coach


“Leading today’s workforce requires more than strategy and goals and financial success. Today’s leaders have to be visionary and they must inspire the workforce to engage around the vision. It is not easy connecting vision to strategy to execution of goals. Leading with Vision is exactly what is needed for this environment. This book gives us both the why and the how of creating a compelling vision. It’s a must read for leaders!”


—Tom Edwards, VP and GM Air Systems, Johnson Controls
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Introduction: The Tidal wave


WHILE WALKING ALONG THE BEACH in San Diego in 2010, I was reflecting on the financial crisis of 2008 and its fallout, the changing workforce demographics, and the many components causing the way we work and the way we view work to shift. As I watched the water roll from small swells to towering waves along the shore, I thought about the powerful undertows beneath the surface—not obviously seen but capable of having immense impact on anyone caught in them. The scene was a good analogy for what was happening in business. The business world was also in a constant state of flux, morphing from one moment to another. Ever-changing expectations and external economic factors constantly shifted the playing field, with threats to business lurking beneath the surface along with new opportunities waiting to be uncovered. As I continued my walk, I thought about how dealing with this constant state of flux and shifting tide of competition requires effective leadership; it requires talented, resilient people, motivated and engaged at the highest level possible.


As the CEO of Executive Development Associates (EDA), I lead an organization that has, for 34 years, developed leaders at the top-of-the-house across every industry around the world. Along with my coauthors, John Maketa and Simon Vetter, I am on the front lines of the challenges businesses across the world are facing. This book is designed to share insights into some of the biggest transformational shifts happening in businesses today.


This work began when Simon, John, and I were in a conference room in San Diego—Simon’s base city—to discuss the results of EDA’s biennial Trends in Executive Development survey, which was pointing to a significant need identified by respondents: leaders who can create a compelling vision and engage others around it. According to the 466 companies who participated in the research, that need was both a top priority AND also perceived as the most lacking competency in next-generation leaders. Accordingly, we have developed a framework and an actionable blueprint to help leaders navigate their companies to a successful future through what we now refer to as leading with vision. Collectively, the three of us have worked across almost every industry and with a great many leaders. We have observed the full range of leadership theories along with what actually happens in practice—“at the sharp end,” as they say. We stay close to both the work and the research in order to have our fingers on the pulse of what is really happening in the business world. We then use what we find to help leaders to implement strategies and make the best decisions for their organizations.


At our meeting in San Diego, we discussed how things were shifting in a very significant and very interesting way. In fact, it seemed to us that the blue ocean of business was now resembling a tidal wave, with profound and far-reaching consequences driven powerfully by the undertow of technology combined with demographic shifts. These shifts are just beginning to gain momentum and will continue to impact all businesses everywhere.


One major shift in recent years is that leaders are currently dealing with a very different group of people entering the workplace. The Boomer generation of the post-war years (over 77 million workers in the United States alone)—largely motivated by hard work, loyalty, financial gain, and job security—are retiring and leaving the workforce at a rate of 10,000 per day. For a time, Generation X had moved into the workforce with a fairly low impact, assimilating into the Boomer workplace, but now everything is changing. A new workforce is emerging—Generation Y—and they are massive, already outnumbering Gen X in the workplace and working their way to becoming 75 percent of the workforce by 2025. Most important, they are a whole new story. Today’s corporate leaders simply don’t understand how to lead them and how to motivate them. And that is a problem.


Creating a compelling vision and engaging teams to deliver the vision have always been key aspects of effective leadership that have been documented in almost every business book for the past 30 years or more. The issue now is that leaders are finding that what motivated previous generations doesn’t compel Gen Y. In fact, this extremely creative and talented bunch are either never entering the workforce or are leaving in droves, and leaders are scrambling to figure out how to stop the exodus. Where are they going? Your first thought may be that they are going to their parents’ basement. That may be true, but don’t judge them yet—they may be creating the next Facebook or Airbnb from that basement. But corporations need their talent too, and for leaders to engage today’s—and tomorrow’s—workforce, they will need to create an environment in which Gen Y will choose to participate.


The recession of 2008 and the years following caused leaders everywhere to focus on urgent financial needs, often at the cost of focusing on the important shifts caused by technology and demographics. The major storm diverted their attention from the changing tide, and as a result, many leaders in the business world have now been caught unprepared.


Before you decide whether or not your organization’s leadership bench is sufficient, take a moment to assess your current senior leadership team to determine whether you have capable successors for all mission-critical positions. It is, of course, important to use the right criteria, such as what skills and experience successors will need to have in order to be effective leading your organization into the future. Potential successors must either possess or have the potential to gain the business and leadership skills required. Each organization has its business criteria, but leading with vision is a top-of-the-house need for all.


With that in mind, review each mission-critical position for the necessary skills including this attribute on your organizational chart one by one with each job title in the appropriate box. If you have someone who is ready now to take the role, make that box green. If you have someone who will be ready in the next two or three years, make that box yellow. If you do not have anyone in the pipeline who seems to be capable of filling that role, make that box red. This should paint a picture of whether or not your organization is prepared for the demographic shift that is a large contributor to the current leadership challenge and which we will discuss throughout the book. Employees and leaders are floundering, battered by waves of change and uncertainty with no rule book to guide them. Below is an example of one organization’s chart upon completion of this exercise:


[image: images]


The dark circles are red, the light circles are yellow and the circles with the white in the middle are green. The more we researched the issue of how to create a compelling vision that would actually capture Generation Y, the more we realized that leaders need to make a crucial shift: they need to connect with their employees on an emotional rather than a cognitive level. We wanted to understand the issues ourselves, so in addition to our own research and experience, we set out to learn from many top leaders and drew on the most significant work in the field. It’s been a great learning experience for us, and we hope that in the following pages you will find information that is helpful to you. Together we can learn from the research, our work at the sharp end, and from some of the leaders who have learned to lead with vision and engage others around it.


WHY THIS BOOK? WHY NOW?


Businesses are facing a ruthless, competitive climate, and to navigate a successful route through these volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous times requires a new, more thoughtful, and relevant approach. The rapid changes will most likely accelerate. With this comes the need to constantly adjust course and adapt to be agile and purposeful and to engage and develop the talents of everyone in the business. The quantitative and qualitative research indicates that there is a better and much more effective way to do this going forward—one that will ensure higher returns for organizations in talent, innovation, and competitiveness and that is connecting the heart of your people to the vision or mission of the organization and ensuring that they understand their role and feel a part of bringing it to reality.


This book introduces a new way of thinking about leading the work-force. Our approach recognizes the need to lead people with vision, to explain what it means in practice to display visionary leadership, to show who does it well, and to highlight the results that can be achieved. And while we recognize that it is the younger generation that is forcing change, we should make it clear that everything we discuss in the book is relevant to all employees, at whatever age, because we all want to feel connected to something and be valued as a contributor.


Vision, visionary leadership, and engagement are terms that are often used but only rarely understood or applied consistently. This book explains what it means—in practice—to lead, inspire, and engage people with a vision and purpose, and it explores the qualities needed to succeed. To lead with vision, leaders must display courage, provide clarity, shape and enhance the culture, and energize and connect with people at all levels, both inside and outside the company. Some of the best, most inspiring, and effective businesses and brands of the last decade share the ability to do this incredibly well.


Before we continue, now is a good place to formally introduce myself (your narrator) and my coauthors, whose stories and examples will be shared here along with my own.


I grew up in the Midwest and came to the corporate world with a roll-up-my-sleeves-and-get-to-work attitude. Those same Midwestern roots drive me to search for the most meaningful and authentic aspects of business. However, as much as I’m driven to tackle an unending string of new challenges with the most interesting and powerful corporate leaders, my favorite place on earth is still the swing on my back porch. And my favorite leaders to coach are those not-yet-fully-formed teenagers across my kitchen table—they are, after all, our future.


Simon, a San Diego local, is a charismatic, passionate, and thought-provoking Swiss who speaks, coaches, and writes about leadership. He is well known and highly regarded for his work helping leaders stand out, and he is the anchor in our group; his thoughtful Swiss nature is the perfect counterpoint for our Western bravado. His careful disposition has proven helpful in the pages to come, because without his insistence on having more discussions and mining more analysis and data, we would never have captured such a complete picture.


John is a gregarious, anything-can-be-accomplished influencer from Philadelphia. He has a long history in leadership development and works in the talent assessment and human capital space. He loves to make deals, but what drives him more than making money in the corporate world is his desire to inspire others. He is the type of guy who would have Richard Branson’s top ten inspirational quotes covering the walls of his home office. I can’t remember a single time when he failed to convince an entire room of whatever point he was driving that day. He passionately debates key points, drawing on a wealth of commercial experience, and drops logic bombs into the middle of our many academic discussions.


Because our work is based on research, we wanted to ensure that we shared what we learned in an engaging way versus a typical academic text. So, we decided to utilize one of the powerful concepts often used by people who do well at leading with vision, and that is conveying the message primarily through storytelling. The book itself is the story of our journey to uncover the power and the how-to of a compelling vision, and we have also included powerful stories about companies who do it well. Thus, we hope it feels more like we are sitting around the kitchen table together than sitting in a classroom. Since a cornerstone of our framework is connectedness, what better way to connect than by sharing the story of what we learned as we explored what really compels people to follow a leader, connect to an organization, and engage around a shared vision?










CHAPTER 1



The Disconnect


LET’S RETURN TO THAT CONFERENCE ROOM in San Diego where Simon, John, and I started to think about how we could find ways to help leaders create a compelling vision and engage others around it, particularly the Gen Y members who almost demand to be motivated and inspired before they will opt in. In addition to what we’d seen in our field work, we were very focused on the research, which clearly indicated that the trends in executive development were shifting and that leading with vision and employee engagement were now the key indicators for success. The first thing we wanted to do was compare notes about what we’d seen in the workplace, so we shared some anecdotes and insights.


GENERATION Y


Generation Y was born in the 1980s and 1990s. Most are children of the Boomers; they are typically perceived as being increasingly familiar with digital and electronic technology, and they are credited with actively shaping today’s corporate culture and employee expectations.


Simon began by telling us a story about Bruce, the Gen Y son of his friend Mike. Bruce is a twenty-five-year-old graduate with a degree in accounting and finance. Right out of university, he went to work for a renowned Fortune500 company. Initially, he was extremely excited. It was a huge company with a great brand and a great reputation, but after only a few months Bruce went to his father and said, “Dad, I’m out. This place sucks.”


Taken aback, Mike asked what had happened. Bruce said, “I work in a cubicle. Every morning my manager walks by my cubicle. He walks by again every day at lunch. He walks by in the afternoon. And then, he walks by at the end of each day. He never even looks at me when he passes my cubicle.”


Mike saw the picture but hoped Bruce wasn’t jumping too soon. He said, “Maybe you should give it a few more weeks. The manager might change, or you might get a new manager.”


“No, I’m done. I’m out,” Bruce said.


Bruce quit and started looking for another job. A few months later, he got a position with a start-up, a small email security company. His role moved slightly from straight finance to a more sales-support finance role. His clients were on the East Coast, and he was on the West coast, meaning the clients started their workday at 5:00 a.m. Pacific time. Using his flex time, Bruce shifted his hours to accommodate his clients. Now, he gets to work at 5:00 a.m. every morning. He’s the first person in the office. At 6:00 a.m. the CEO arrives. He always walks by Bruce’s office, peeks in, and checks with him. Even when Bruce is on the phone, the CEO gives him a thumbs-up through the open door, just recognizing that he’s there, which clearly lets him know he’s important. Bruce loves his new job, and, to top it off, he gets paid more and has stock options.


This anecdote sums it all up: Truly engaging your people is paramount. It makes all the difference to your success as an organization. Every employee, no matter what generation they are, wants to feel engaged with their work and understand what they are helping to achieve. However, the Boomers and Gen Xers may be content to clock-in and clock-out, wishing away the hours and/or doing the bare minimum, but Generation Y is built differently. They want to be engaged, stimulated, motivated, and involved. If they aren’t, then they leave.


As Bruce’s reaction illustrates, big companies with great names can no longer rely on their reputation to attract and retain their talent pool. Instead, they need a compelling vision and a way to create personal connectedness. Otherwise, employees won’t commit to the organization.


The research we will share in chapter 4 shows that creating this personal connectedness will achieve increased organizational commitment, lower staff turnover, and produce higher returns to the bottom line. In Bruce’s case, if he had been personally connected to the company’s vision, he may have decided to stay there rather than move to another company, despite its lackluster manager. Connectedness would also have helped the company keep a talented person who was willing to go above and beyond and who was prepared to come into work at 5:00 a.m. every day to help clients across the continent. Losing Bruce was a serious loss for that company.


A WIDENING GAP


John had a disengaging experience from his own work past to share. For one of his past employers, he attended a strategy session with his manager and ten colleagues to review plans for the next year. They met in a drab hotel conference room with only one window, and the blinds were half drawn. Here’s how John described the day. “It was foggy outside, and when my manager shared her Excel spreadsheet with the team, my brain became even foggier. We went through it line by excruciating line—all day, trying to determine which products were making the most profit, what the margins were, where expenses could be lowered, which markets we should focus on, and the price of eggs in China. . .





Here’s the truth: It’s not all about the money. People may leave for money, but they’ll stay in spite of the money if they’re personally connected to the organization—that is, if they feel confident, excited, and even inspired.





“We hovered over and around that damn spreadsheet for hours. By the end of the day, we were all beyond exhausted. The only thing we were looking forward to was drinks. Afterward, we made our way to the bar, where we ordered pitchers of margaritas, asked the bartender to turn on Survivor, and then worked really hard to forget about the business for a while. My only connection to the company that day was my fellow drinking buddies and the happy hour mental escape.


“The very next day, I was eating lunch at my desk when a recruiter called. He said, ‘I have a great opportunity to talk to you about.’ I looked through my office window, remembered the previous day’s meeting, turned my chair around, and said, ‘I’m so glad you called. Whaddya got?’ I couldn’t wait to get out of there.” Motivation is everything.


LEADING BY THE NUMBERS


The scene that John wanted to escape is all too common. In our experience across industries and continents, we’ve found that leaders are more likely to lead with numbers than vision. Leaders of public companies are often the most likely to use the spreadsheet approach, perhaps because they are rewarded almost solely on data-driven shareholder value. How do leaders determine shareholder value? Through a series of financial spreadsheets. But, is that enough?


The shareholders aren’t asking, “Are your employees connected to the organization?” or, “Do they feel important at work?” No; shareholders are asking, “Where’s my return on investment?” Public-company leaders—and leaders in many other organizations—are conditioned to focus on numbers instead of people, but here’s the issue: people drive the numbers. Numbers may be inspiring for the sales team or for the senior leaders whose bonuses are impacted, but the majority of employees are not compelled to go to work every day to help the company hit a number. A number is not a vision.


In fact, sometimes even a cool environment, high salaries, and great benefits aren’t enough to effectively support and retain employees, and companies need to take the time to figure out if there’s another problem or if another key piece is missing. For instance, I did some work in an organization with a surprising situation. It is a huge, multibillion-dollar corporation, a top competitor in its field. It was one of the coolest and hippest environments imaginable. The facilities were incredible, the benefits were over the top, and the employees were paid generous salaries. The organization had gyms, restaurants, and even an employee garden. It gave out sports team tickets to employees. The workforce was fairly young and energetic. Everyone wanted to work there.


Until they did.


Once they were employed, the trade-off became clear. It was an extreme work environment, with long hours and weekend work expected at every level. Many employees who worked there began to suffer myriad health issues—often related to stress and anxiety. They were burned out, depressed, and so anxious that they started missing work to attend doctors’ appointments to get antidepressants and antianxiety medications. Over time, the loss of hours on the job started to impact the bottom line, and the company’s leaders knew something had to be done.


You may think that the leaders tried to get to the bottom of their employees’ discontent or that they researched what it could possibly be in such a stunning environment with high salaries that depressed their employees. You may think that they were going to make changes to the working conditions that were making people sick. But, no. That’s not what happened. Instead, they just streamlined the process of getting their employees’ prescriptions refilled: they hired an on-site physician.


Problem solved? You guessed it: not by a long shot.


In 1954, Abraham Maslow presented his theory that once our basic needs of food, health, and housing have been met, we all then strive for love and belonging (McLeod 2013). We want to be part of a community. We seek inclusion. After that, we want respect, because self-esteem is important to our mental well-being. As long as people have enough money to cover their bills, they are more likely to stay with a company that offers them a sense of connectedness and shows them respect than they are to chase more dollars with an organization that doesn’t address these higher-level but still fundamental needs.



DILBERT CLONES



Organizations of all sizes grapple with employee disengagement. Consider one of John’s past clients, a large conglomerate with over 36,000 employees. In his work, he found that there was an entire department where the employees from the front line to the vice president had no idea what they were supposed to be doing. The organization had been through a massive reorganization to operate as a matrix, and in the process chaos took over. A matrix organizational structure is one where there are shared services across departments. For example, marketing may be a shared service. So there is one marketing department and it serves all of the business units. The same is often true for accounting, engineering, sales, project management, etc. Then there are business unit leaders who are responsible for overseeing products and services. This type of structure often requires dual reporting lines, as an engineer may technically work for the VP over engineering (hard line) but will have a dual reporting relationship (dotted line) to the business unit leader where the work is being conducted.


The employees in this particular department wanted to do a good job, but they would start working on a project only to see it scrapped or the direction changed. They were frustrated and bored. They weren’t challenged or stimulated, and they openly shared that morale was extremely low in the department. The reorganization lasted a long time—too long—and in the process, the best talent in this department left. They were unwilling to wait until the organization was reset in order to add value. They lost their connection and many felt they didn’t have a reason to stay.


Without a sense of connectedness, people can begin to do strange things, including giving up big salaries or leaving without confirmed employment elsewhere. While many employees do their best to be productive, regardless of whether or not they feel connected to the organization or its vision, others begin to take on the characteristics of the cartoon character Dilbert, spending as much time trying to avoid meaningful work as they do trying to produce it. The work, for them, becomes a daily grind where they force themselves up the stairs on the way to work—and then take those exact same stairs two at a time on the way out in the evening. The goal of creating a compelling vision is to reverse this scenario so that employees start the working day excited, taking the stairs two steps at a time and giving 100 percent effort while at work. They are energized and excited by the opportunity to be an important and valued part of the story.


THE RESEARCH


As mentioned in the introduction, our Trends in Executive Development (Hagemann et al., 2016) research revealed that the ability to create a compelling vision and engage others around it has become the number one challenge in leadership competency development and is essential for executives to develop if they are to inspire others, command loyalty, and keep talent engaged. It is also the most lacking leadership competency in next-generation leaders. As we noted in our Trends report, “As we look at the future we see an ever-more, hyper-competitive business environment, where the most successful organizations will be the ones with leaders who can create a compelling vision—and who can convey that vision to customers and employees.”


The Trends in Executive Development survey has been conducted by Executive Development Associates, Inc.1 approximately every two years since the early 1980s, and 2016 was the first time that creating a compelling vision and engaging others around it had been the number one trend. Once this competency rose to the top, John, Simon, and I went to work to understand it further. What we learned is that creating a vision is difficult for most leaders, and creating a compelling vision is profoundly difficult for almost all of them.


If we are to get technical about it, a vision has to be visual; that is to say, it needs to be something people can see in their mind’s eye. However, to be compelling, there has to be more to it than that. Employees can be very clear about the vision and have the picture firmly in their mind without having it in their heart. They could show up for work every day and still not be connected to the organization or to the vision. For it to be compelling, employees have to believe in it. They have to desire it. They have to feel connected to the vision in a very personal way.


But what are the key ingredients that make a vision really compelling? What is needed for employees to feel it and to get excited? Therein lies the crux of the problem.


FOG CAN BE VERY DANGEROUS


Let’s look at why creating a vision that is clear can be a difficult challenge. Many organizations have visions that do not mean anything. A few years ago, Simon met with Stan, the vice president of sales in a large software company. Simon asked, “What is the vision for your company?”


Stan gave Simon a blank look, reached into his drawer, and then pulled out a three-by-five-inch index card. He started reciting the words printed on the card. His voice was dry and monotone, as if he were reading a legal document, and his face revealed no enthusiasm whatsoever. Who could blame him? The words he read were downright boring. Stan wasn’t engaged around the vision. He was reading it, but he wasn’t compelled, and he wasn’t seeing it. He was in the fog that so many leaders and employees are in when it comes to vision. Here’s a visualization to make the point.


A few years ago Simon and four friends went skiing in Davos, Switzerland. One afternoon, they took a six-mile downhill run from the top of the mountain down into the village. Clouds moved in quickly, turning into thick fog with a heavy snowstorm and winds. Since there were no trees around, it was really hard to see the slope path. They couldn’t see farther than twenty yards; they lost orientation, and almost lost themselves in the fog. Consequently they moved slowly and cautiously to navigate downhill. It was really dangerous and scary because there was no vision.


The next day, Simon and his friends got up early and were back at the same mountaintop with different conditions. The sun was shining bright over the mountain peaks. There was blue sky and two feet of fresh powder. When they stood on the top of the mountain, the panorama was breathtaking and the excitement high. As they took turns in the deep powder and let the fresh snow splash into their faces, they yelled out of joy and gave each other high fives after each run. It was a once-in-a-lifetime ski event.


Relating this concept of fog and vision to business, here are two questions to ponder. Which situation do you experience in your organization?


1. Is your company operating in the fog, getting disoriented, uncertain, or even lost in the minutiae, managers and employees being fearful of making a decision, or feeling nervous and scared of taking action?


2. Or does your company have a compelling vision with a clear sense of direction; a well-defined path for the future; people being courageous and decisive, taking initiative and calculated risk, enthusiastic and joyful to be part of an exciting journey?


Many organizational leaders and employees are trying to see and maneuver themselves through the fog. The fog for leaders is our current VUCA environment, a term that we’ve adopted from an acronym that emerged from the military in the 1990s. It stands for Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous, and it describes the “fog of war”—the chaotic conditions of a modern battlefield. These conditions are also highly descriptive of the environment in which business is conducted every day; however, the fog for leaders is brought on by the influx of disruptive ideas, technology culture shock, shifting demographics, customer evolution, and global financial turmoil. Leadership as usual—including creating a vision—is not enough in a VUCA world. The path isn’t clear; the fog is thick, and leaders can’t see very far ahead. So they feel cautious and afraid of making quick, bold decisions, and they avoid risk. Instead of seeing the opportunities, they see the obstacles.


The lesson is clear. Leaders in a fog are so focused on the immediate road ahead—the problems, quotas, quarterly profits, stock price, and all the other key performance indicators—that they focus on the short term and lose the view of the long term. Is it any wonder that they have trouble leading with vision?


Without a strong vision and sense of direction to guide them, leaders become nearsighted, overly cautious, uninspired, and uninspiring. Over time, this inevitably and dramatically compromises an organization’s speed, agility, and progress. This is the true danger of being lost in a fog.


On the other hand, when leaders share a clear, sharp, compelling vision of the future, employees get excited. They become innovative and committed. They plan ahead, set ambitious targets, and take inspired action. That’s the power of vision unleashed.


WHEN VISION WORKS


Many companies have vision statements but, frankly, most of them are not very powerful. They are like plain vanilla and not at all inspiring. They offer no personal connection. Of course, that’s not always the case—some companies have created very powerful visions and then made them into a reality. Let’s look at some memorable vision statements that have worked well.


Microsoft: A COMPUTER ON EVERY DESK


In the late 1970s, Microsoft had a compelling vision: “A computer on every desk, and in every home, running Microsoft software.” That was a crystal-clear vision of the future—one that any employee could feel part of. It was unique, and the goal was big and audacious. It was compelling. And, in spite of serious competition, Microsoft has experienced great success at reaching this goal. (Even now I’m writing this on my Microsoft Surface Pro.)


Kodak: A CAMERA AS CONVENIENT AS THE PENCIL


Then there was George Eastman’s vision for Kodak in the early 1900s: “To make the camera as convenient as the pencil.” In the early 1990s Kodak went into a long season of financial struggles, but its initial vision by Eastman was crystal clear and compelling. It was a positive, future-orientated statement to which everyone could feel connected. The employees could imagine themselves working toward this one unified vision. They knew, even then, that they were part of something that was going to touch many, many people for a long time.


THE DRIVER


The vision for the organization is like the driver in a car. If the driver is going to take you somewhere, you have to know where you want to go and give them an address. The driver then knows where to go and gets you there.


Whenever I’m in the Washington, D.C., area, I know I can rely on a driver named Gupta. I always let him know when I’ll arrive at Baltimore Washington International Airport, and he waits for me in the designated passenger pickup location. While I’m clear about where I want to go, he’s the one who makes sure I arrive there. He also makes sure that I feel important to him along the way—that I’m a part of the journey and so is he. For instance, he remembers our conversations from past drives, and he remembers what kind of charger I need for my phone. He hands me water, and he doesn’t take distracting calls while we travel together. In these ways, Gupta is a savvy businessman. By making a personal connection with me, he’s won my loyalty.





“Would you tell me, please, which way


I ought to go from here?”


“That depends a good deal on where you want to get to.”


“I don’t much care where—”


“Then it doesn’t matter which way you go.”


—Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland





Leaders need to take the same approach as Gupta and make sure they connect the people with the organization and its vision. Smart leaders have known for a long time that business is about relationships. However, the focus has always been on the relationship with the customer (and maybe the supplier), often neglecting the employee.


CASTING THE VISION


I asked the president of a $250 million manufacturing company, “What’s the vision?”


“Five hundred million dollars in five years,” he answered.


On another occasion, I asked the CEO of a multibillion-dollar energy business, “What’s the vision?”


“Grow the business by thirty percent in the next three years,” he said.


I asked another CEO of a multibillion-dollar mining business, “What’s the vision?”


He answered, “Standard EBITA and increasing shareholder value.”


Of course, these were not the corporate vision statements that they probably had printed on index cards, but this is what rolled off the top executives’ tongues when I asked the question “What is your vision.” It’s hardly surprising that financial results were uppermost in their thinking, but it takes us back to our earlier point that a number is not a vision.


We’re not trying to be flippant on this point. We know that it’s hard to create a compelling vision and that going beyond the numbers can be difficult for leaders, especially when their rewards directly depend on those numbers. But the fact that it’s hard doesn’t mean it isn’t worth the effort. The environment is shifting, and a new focus on vision is essential. If leaders can learn anything from Microsoft and Kodak, it is that their visions had a purpose that was more than just about numbers. They created an exciting aspiration that people could buy in to.



THE NEWBIES



As noted earlier, the necessity to lead with vision comes from the new generation of employees. They’re the ones who are currently creating one of the biggest shifts in the workforce. The problem is that leaders are still treating them like they treated the last generation—and this simply isn’t working. The newbies are either not joining the corporate world at all or choosing to leave it in droves. Like Bruce, who left a big brand for a smaller company, they are simply not willing to spend the currency of their lives in an environment where they’re not valued and where they feel no meaning in the work they do.





These brilliant young minds won’t be moved by facts and figures. They need an emotional stake in the game.





The reality is that many young people would rather go home, live in their parents’ garage, get a job at Starbucks, and get creative trying to build the next big thing. That isn’t a joke or a dig at Gen Y. That’s what they’re doing. This generation has needs that must be met if you expect them to use their time on a job. And what are those needs?


First and foremost, for them to become truly engaged in the vision, Gen Y needs to feel that what they’re doing has some sort of positive social impact. The older generations need to adapt to the new parameters of what employees expect from their careers. Leaders can’t just ignore what three quarters of the workforce are expecting and demanding.
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