
Last year we conducted stake-
holder interviews for a client.
Throughout the process, we
listened to one customer after
another tell us our client wasn’t
focused – customers were unclear
what business our client was 
in. The CEO and his senior
management team were astounded
when we reported these findings.
As discussions proceeded, it was
apparent that the customers 
were right. 

When posed with the question,
"What is the vision for your
company?" about a third of the
management team stared at us,
while the rest offered up their
own renditions of a vision. 

The CEO quickly realized that he
and the team had focused their
efforts on the present. They hadn’t
taken the time to clarify their
strategic intent, the reason why
they were in business, and what
they wanted the future to look
like. 

The CEO acknowledged that the
company had grown so quickly
that he’d hired more than half of
his staff within the last year. Each
new executive had immediately
become caught up in the day to
day and not the future of the
business. 

Vision – What It Is & Why 
You Need One

A company vision is critical to
provide a clear business direction.
Yet vision is one of the most
misunderstood business concepts.
Many confuse it with mission.
Here’s the difference:

A company vision articulates
what you want for your
business – what it will look
like in the future. A vision is
idealistic – how big the
company will grow, how it
will be perceived by the
outside world.

A company mission clarifies
how you will get there – 
the value you’ll offer, the
products or services you’ll
provide and the way you’ll
deliver them.

Without a clear vision, a company
simply floats along aimlessly 
with no specific goal. Employees
become disenfranchised,
customers drift and management
gets frustrated.

With a clear, successfully commu-
nicated vision that everyone
embraces, management has a
clear focus when making
decisions, and employees feel
they are part of something bigger
than their individual positions. A
shared vision provides a starting
point for company decisions,
operations, marketing, technology
and finance.

Visions are as varied as the
companies that create them. Some
focus on competition, others
center on product and service,
while still others concentrate on
community contributions. Some
visions articulate an ambitious
goal, while others specify market
share. Here are some examples of
effective vision statements:

"Year after year, Westin and its
people will be regarded as the
best and most sought-after
hotel and resort management
group in North America."  
– Westin Hotels
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"Land a man on the moon and
safely return him to earth by
the end of this decade." –
President John F. Kennedy

"Become #1 or # 2 in every
market that we serve and
revolutionize this company to
have the speed and agility of 
a small enterprise." 
– General Electric

We helped our client put together
a cross-functional team that
defined a vision for the organiza-
tion. This work involved:

• Gaining an understanding of 
the organization

• Validating the organization’s
core values 

• Clarifying expectations of
leadership, employees and
customers

• Evaluating those expectations 
in light of the company’s. 

We then spent time brainstorming
and developing future scenarios
for the organization. Once we had
several scenarios, we tested them
with key stakeholders within the
organization, ultimately selecting
one vision:

"Albon Corporation (not its
real name) is recognized as
the company second to none
in the wound-care industry."

Communicating Your Vision

Developing a vision takes time
and effort. Don’t waste that
investment by keeping your vision
a secret. Tell the world and get
people excited about it!

GE’s Jack Welch, one of the
business world’s greatest
visionaries, had a vision to make
GE "the world’s most competitive
enterprise." For Welch, true
leadership comes from a clear
vision and the ability to spark
others to perform extraordinarily.

In our client’s case, the CEO and
his leadership team communicated
the new vision to launch the
company’s strategic planning
process. As one manager stated,
"Now that our vision is clear, our
strategic plan will be focused and
make sense."  By communicating
your vision, you ignite people’s
passion for their work. When
people feel invested in a larger
purpose, their individual roles
become more meaningful.

Creating a Vision

If your organization lacks a
vision, it’s not too late to create
one. Here are five steps toward
articulating a successful vision.

1. Clarify your company’s core
purpose.  Why are you in
business?  Dig deep to reach
the value your firm provides
to customers. How are your
customers better off after
doing business with you?
What specific problems/
challenges/pain do you 
resolve for them? 

2. Identify your company’s
core values.  Core values are
the four or five principles that
guide your operations.
Examples include innovation,
creativity, integrity, social
responsibility, education and
service. 

3. Think BIG!  Creating a
company vision allows you to
think big about your company.
Let go of your objections and
insecurities, listen to your
employees’ ideas. Think
optimistically and enthusiasti-
cally about the dream for 
your company.

4. Decide what can or cannot
change at your company.
You may be open to changing
the markets you operate in but
unwilling to sell certain
products. Firm decisions in
this area will focus your
vision.

5. Collaborate with your
management team and key
stakeholders. Draft a few
possible visions and get
feedback on them. Brainstorm
a few vision statements with
key management, employees
and other invested parties.
Narrow down your choice and
you’ve got a vision. 

By drawing upon these five
simple but oft-forgotten steps,
your firm too will create an
effective vision and keep
everyone in the company united
and moving in the right direction. 

13 Signs Your Firm 
Needs a Vision
Is your organization lacking
vision? Here are 13 signs that
you need one:
• Revenues and profit margins

are declining 

• Expenses are increasing for
no known reason

• Sales are declining and you’re
losing market share

• Your company pursues all
opportunities without focus

• You cannot articulate who
your competition is

• You don’t know why
customers buy from you

• Everything is a priority

• Executives constantly fight
fires rather than develop/grow
the business

• Delegation and effective
decision-making are lacking

• Employee morale is poor 

• Your management team 
don’t know what the future
looks like

• Equipment is outdated or
fails, threatening productivity

• Strategic planning process is
weak or nonexistent


