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A vision is the guiding principle in a long-term transformational change process undertaken by choice. A vision is a simple yet precious commodity. It can mean the difference between successful and unsuccessful transformation change.

Image. A vision is an image of the future, an attractive picture of the future that people can strive for. Most people think of the future in ideas rather than images. Attractive ideas are progress, security, enjoyment; unattractive ones include overpopulation, pollution, sickness, death. None of these are visions, however, because they are not images. What does it look like? How does it feel? What does it taste like, sound like?

"I have a dream!" -- Martin Luther King, Jr.

"Land a man on the moon by the end of the decade." -- President John F. Kennedy "Free India!" -- Mahatma Ghandi

The vision is something tangible, concrete. Something that people can get excited about. Sports are replete with concrete visions -- trophies, medals, (endorsements!). Politicians work to keep their seat in the legislature. Attorneys see their clients go free or the big check at the end of a long civil suit. Doctors work for the health of their patients; educators the child's visible enjoyment of learning; priests the salvation of their flock. Even the gray world of business livens things up with awards and recognitions and the signs of status in homes, cars, and corporate jets. These are not abstract concepts but powerful images that guide people's actions.

Creating images of the future is like riding a bicycle--pretty easy once you get the hang of it.  It is also the most powerful way of portraying a goal. While our intelligence distinguishes us from other animals, we are still a visual species. The visual cortex is more primitive and, in many ways, more powerful than the cerebral cortex. Pictures convey meaning in more immediate and compelling fashion. They are ideal for portraying a preferred fliture.

Compelling. The vision contains the best friture, the one that people can really commit to. It is not only attractive, it is compelling. It draws them like a magnet, almost beyond their control. Visionaries can do nothing but pursue their vision. There are days they perhaps wish they had never had the vision. "Father, let this cup pass from me" is a refrain, not only in religion, but in all visionary pursuits.

At the same time, visionaries cannot imagine their lives without their vision. It becomes a part of them, like another limb. No one suggests cutting off an arm to stop arthritis from hurting. The vision aligns everything, gives a purpose and a context for decision and action everyday.

Unique. The reason people go on is that they feel an obligation to work toward the vision. "If not us, who?" The most powerfill visions are unique to the group that produces them. Generic visions are those that could be held by almost any organization-- "The best customer service in the world," "The largest and most profitable company," "A world-class organization"--these are the one-size-fits-all visions of corporate organizations. Not very motivating, are they?

The problem is that anyone can have those visions. Really compelling visions can be fulfilled only by the organization that creates them.

"Absolutely, positively overnight" -- Federal Express

"Using our imagination to delight millions" -- Disney

"Go fast computers" -- Cray Computer

These are organizations on a mission. If they don't excel, the world will be worse for it. Their unique visions drive them to improve and transform themselves everyday.

Spoken by leaders, but owned by everyone. Leaders play a crucial role in adopting and implementing a vision, but it's not the role most people think. Most believe that the leader creates the vision. Its her vision, one that she creates and offers to the members on a take-it-or-leave-it basis. Buy-in to this vision or find work elsewhere.

The actual leader's role is more subtle than that. Leaders speak the vision that is created and owned by everyone. They are spokespersons for the collective. A group does not speak with one voice. Different backgrounds and interests give everyone a different angle on the vision. The leader speaks the common vision.

But if that vision is not owned by everyone in the organization, it is dead; it has no effect on the organization's performance. Leaders who speak visions do so in resonance with individual values and visions throughout the organization. Members recognize more than accept it. "Yeah, that's it! That's what I meant." The enthusiasm is contagious; it powers the organization through the turbulence of change.

Motivates and gives meaning. A shared vision is powerfill. It aligns the forces generated by many, even thousands of individuals, to pull in the same direction. A vision is like a bar magnet that aligns all the little dipoles to produce an external effect. The number of dipoles does not change, but they produce a visible force when they are all pointed in the same direction.

In times of turbulent change. Visions are particularly important during times of fundamental, transformation change. Such change is never easy nor easily understood. Tearing down the old regime and building the new one is messy. It never goes according to plan because the plan itself is the product of the old order. Such times can become directionless; conflict can overwhelm the best intentions.

The vision is the one constant amidst this turbulence. It remains the same, the light on the hill, the pole star. Now matter how stormy, we are working to achieve that goal.

But there is more…

Those with a vision articulate the vision as a vision statement. The statement is the public manifestation of the more important commodity that people carry around with them--the vision itself The statement exists on the paper; the vision in the hearts and minds of people. The more important of the two is clearly the vision.

The statement itself is only the tip of the iceberg. It is like a map that represents a territory. It is a contract that signifies the commitment of partners to proceed in concert toward a preferred future. The commitment is more important than the contract, the territory more important than the map.

The danger in crafting vision statements is that people take them too seriously. We use language in two ways -- connotative and denotative. The denotative meaning of a word is what it actually stands for; the connotative what it implies over and above its denotative meaning. The law uses words in their denotative. The words of legislation or contracts have power because they are used to resolve conflicts about meaning. What you meant in a contract is unimportant compared to what the contract says.

Literature is clearly the other extreme. Whether Robert Frost actually stopped by a woods on a snowy evening is irrelevant to the meaning of that poem. The words evoke images and feelings. He uses the words to evoke (connote) an experience that cannot be described in strict denotative fashion. In fact, different readers get different meanings from the same poem. That is poets and artists in general are reluctant to "explain" their intent in denotative language. It limits the range of experience that the poem can evoke. If they wanted to write connotatively, they would have written a legal brief or a scientific paper.

Vision statements are much more connotative than denotative. They suggest and imply the real vision rather than embody it in the way a constitution or a mission statement specifies exactly what and how the enterprise is to be conducted. The connotative character of the statement leaves room for individual interpretation. Different people can take different angles, place different emphases, indeed see their individual vision as part of the larger whole. At the same time, the exact wording is important but not in the way a legal document is. The connotations of the words are more important than what the words actually say.

THE PARTNERSHIP

A vision and its statement are only as powerful as the commitment to implement them. They do not create a new reality the way a law or regulation does. People don't have to follow it under threat of punishment. Rather they willingly lend their effort to following the vision if it conforms to their own vision for themselves and their world. Those who so commit form a partnership to work together to achieve the vision.

The bonds of partnership result from meaningful dialogue about common interests and values, about disagreements and history, about the possibilities of the future. Partnerships do not arise easily. Often they have to push their way up through a history of neglect, mistrust and disappointment. "Why are you coming to us now?" is a frequent question. "Haven't we done this before?" ask those who have been approached before and let down.

Those uncomfortable questions need to be asked and answered because fundamental change has to have partners. Few if any organizations can transform themselves from within. The members see the world in only one way. The only challenge to that way is confronting the different perspectives of others. The others' perspectives act like a mirror, reflecting back the members' world view and preconceptions. Just as we cannot see our face without a mirror, so we cannot know our paradigms without the reflecting surface of others who will be honest with us.

Companies who begin the process of transformation find such honesty in their customers. Those who have fallen from greatness sit down with customers and ask what has gone wrong. No doubt they get an earful, about how the company doesn't seem to care anymore, about how they always think they know what's best, about how unresponsive they have become. That blast is the beginning of partnership, an unpleasant entrance to be sure, but a necessary one if genuine dialogue is to proceed.

Educational and other public sector institutions don't have a ready supply of customers to listen to. But they do have their students, their parents and the other stakeholders they serve. Listening to those constituents in a new way can be an enlightening experience. How many professors ask their students about their ideal class? How many research scientists ask the general public how they can help them the most? The initial reaction from the stakeholders will be disbelief, even timidity. After that, the wildest expectations that no teacher or scientist could ever meet pour out. But after that comes the chance for partnership. "How can we work together to move in the direction you want?"

The prerequisite for partnership is the ability to see ourselves as others see us. Those who have "the truth" or "the answer" cannot be partners. We can only partner with those who lack something, who need us. Partnerships are based on complementary needs and the trust that the partner will carry through. A shared vision is much more than the statement of a preferred future. It is the commitment of partners to move in that direction, a commitment that arises from meaningful dialogue, a commitment that is based on humility and trust.

This book is meant for those who decide to build a shared vision with their partners. It is a record of the experience of twelve university teams that tried to envision a transformed fitter in concert with their partners, stakeholders and constituents. While each team was unique, the book identifies the common patterns or at least maps the range of variation on important questions of design and practice. The twelve teams began their journey knowing as little as anyone about visioning or about the long-term future in general. They would have benefited from the experience of those who went before. That is the hope of this book--that the experience of these pioneers will help other universities, organizations or businesses to envision a radically different and better future for themselves and their constituents.

� lronically computer programming is another denotative use of language. "Computers do what you tell them to do, not what you want them to do."
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