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Chapter 1

VISION

What constitutes an effective vision statement?

How are effective vision statements developed?

What are the typical impediments to becoming vision-driven?

How does being vision-driven translate to elevated 
competitiveness?

Several years ago, an international executive search fi rm surveyed 
1500 senior corporate leaders from 20 countries.

The question: “When selecting a CEO, what performance 
characteristics do you consider to be the most valuable?”

The answer: “A clear vision and the ability to rally people to 
it.”

The subject of corporate vision has gotten plenty of attention 
over the past 20 years and as is typically the case, it has spawned a 
cottage industry of consultants, authors, facilitators, and tricksters. 
These days, most companies, even small ones, have written vision 
statements, values statements, and strategic plans. Obviously, 
some of these documents serve as the basis for energizing and 
focusing superior performance, while others are nothing more 
than frilly window dressing at which employees snicker when the 
boss’s back is turned. 

What constitutes an effective vision 
statement?

The next generation of market leaders will use motivational vision 
statements to add bandwidth to all of their marketing and com-
munication programs. We identifi ed fi ve characteristics shared 
by the more successful ones.

1 It addresses the future
A good vision statement is about the future. Properly formulated, 
it will become your group’s most powerful organizing force. An 

Vision: How Leaders 
Develop It, Share It, 

and Sustain It
Joseph V. Quigley

McGraw Hill, 1993
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effective vision is an emotionally compelling portrait of what you 
intend to become. It acknowledges the past, is cognizant of the 
present, and describes a passage to a more fulfi lling tomorrow.

Our vision is simply to work with people, 
through architecture, to evoke the world 

to which we all aspire.

CHRISTOPHER RATCLIFF, PRESIDENT AND CEO

RATCLIFF ARCHITECTS

SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA

2 It is emotionally compelling
Business is not only a game of the intellect. Even though we spend 
enormous energy discussing and admiring our intellectual prow-
ess, most business behavior has an overwhelmingly emotional 
component. This perhaps is due to the large number of human 
beings involved. Here’s the good news about studying the human 
emotional condition: it isn’t changing. Business environments 
change, practices change, customers change, employees change, 
technology changes, but there has been no measurable evolution 
of basic human emotional drivers in the last two million years. 
OK then. Here’s the “so what”: 

Companies that emotionally engage their stakeholders can 
simply ask more of them—more of their customers, more of 
their employees, more of their consultants.

Our design consultancy is dedicated 
to the reintegration of architecture, 

landscape, and the civic arts. We are 
committed to a significant restoration of the 
storytelling qualities of architecture.

ERIC KUHNE, MANAGING DIRECTOR

ERIC R. KUHNE & ASSOCIATES

LONDON, ENGLAND

Effective leaders have always known how to exploit this reality. An 
emotionally compelling vision will be one of your most powerful 
assets for motivating employees beyond simply doing their jobs. 
And it may serve as an unusually powerful point of differentiation 
between you and your competitors.

Emotional Intelligence: 
Why It Can Matter 
More Than IQ
Daniel Goleman
Bantam, 1997
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3 It is reality based
Vision statements are intended to motivate. There is nothing quite 
so pitiful as a group of people who pretend they are committed 
to a set of goals which they know are clearly out of reach. Your 
vision must be aggressive yet achievable. So how do you fi nd the 
sweet spot? It’s clearly a matter of negotiation and one of the most 
important elements of your vision development process.

4 It describes a meaningful/deeper purpose
We found several companies led by owners who believe the free 
enterprise system supplies all of the meaning any company needs. 
“We’re here to make money for our investors and ourselves. What 
else do you need to know?”

In the 1960s, when General Motors began to feel the initial 
indicators of what may have become its inexorable decline, its 
board decided that they needed a new CEO to provide a spark 
of creativity and energy. On his fi rst day, James Roche held a 
press conference where a reporter asked, “How does it feel to 
be responsible for making more cars that any other company in 
the world?” Mr. Roche’s response: “I wasn’t hired to make cars. I 
was hired to make money.” Wow. That’s a pretty clear sign of the 
vision he intended to implement.

Here’s how it typically goes: “We intend to provide our inves-
tors with a superior return, our customers with superior service, 
our employees with a superior place to work, while being good 
corporate citizens.” How’s that for a statement that’s cool-gray, 
vapid, and powerless?

There are many people who believe our lives are not about a 
search for happiness, but a search for meaning. If that’s the case, 
there will be many rewards for any management team that can 
make a clear connection between the work of their company and 
the personal meaningfulness for their workers. 

Seventy years ago, the founders of Perkins & Will described 
a vision for their fl edgling architectural practice. “We intend to 
produce ideas and buildings that honor the broader goals of 
society.” According to Greg Hughes, Principal, “Every associ-
ate here knows that our work is not about us. It’s about how we 
impact society.”

5 It permeates everyday work
We found several examples of companies run by executives who 
were personally guided by a clear vision. Unfortunately, they were 
the only ones who knew about it. So is it better to have no vision 
whatsoever, or one locked between the ears of people in senior 
management? Who cares? The results are the same.

Meaningful visions that actually impact operations aren’t hard 
to identify. All you have to do is spend a little time at the company. 
It will be readily apparent that everyone is aligned on a few sali-

Man’s Search for 
Meaning

Victor Frankl
Beacon Press, 1954
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ent concepts. That doesn’t mean that all leaders are the same or 
that all employees are the same. In fact, a great deal of personal 
diversity can and probably should be present, but everyone needs 
to know why they’re there and what role they play. Company 
visions that don’t live in the hearts and minds of all key players 
simply can’t materially impact the way things get done.

So, how do most competitive companies achieve this?
First, the bad news. 

Your mouth will be your least effective instrument in 
communicating your company’s vision. 

The most effective practices that we observed were very simple. 
First you tell them about it (not very diffi cult) and then you live 
it (harder).

At Linbeck in Houston, every new hire spends four hours 
with Chairman Leo Linbeck, III, and President Chuck Greco. 
According to Mr. Greco, “This kind of personal attention is expen-
sive for the fi rm, but it’s where we begin the process of drilling 
our company vision and values.”

Permeate Everyday Work
How do the most competitive companies permeate everyday work with their vision?

The bad news: The mouth will be your least effective instrument in communicating your company’s 
vision.
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How are effective vision statements 
developed?

The most effective vision development process for any particu-
lar venture clearly depends on the key relationships that exist 
between company owners, senior management, and key employ-
ees. In this discussion, you’ll notice the repetitive use of the term 
“key employees”. No sizeable company ever gets everyone on 
board at the same time, but the good news is that it’s not neces-
sary. Not everyone in your company contributes equally, so pick 
the most valuable players and make certain you’ve acquired their 
commitment.

It seems quite impossible to communicate 
my vision to all of my 120 associates 

individually, so I find myself spending time 
with those who demand it.

MASSIMILIANO FUKASAS, OWNER

MASSIMILIANO FUKSAS, ARCHITETTO

ROME

Regardless of how a vision statement is developed and com-
municated, one reality is perfectly clear. All owners, key manag-
ers, and key employees must absolutely buy in. The problem is: 
How can you tell who is committed and who isn’t? Smaller fi rms 
regularly make this value judgment intuitively, which can work 
perfectly well. Larger fi rms, however, need evaluation techniques 
that are more formalized. The cohesive effort required to achieve 
market leadership can absolutely be dismantled by a few dissidents 
who aren’t devoted to the quest.

We observed successful vision statements being developed in a 
variety of ways, but three specifi c techniques were common:

1 Announce
If the owners founded the company with a clear vision and feel 
strongly about it, the most effi cient process is to simply announce 
it and live it. People who buy in can stay and those that don’t 
should work elsewhere. Once again, letting those who don’t buy 
in hang around is a big mistake. Get them on board or get them 
out of the way.
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Our design philosophy and company 
vision were inspired by one individual. 

The process of translating that individual’s 
vision into a collective one comes from 
breathing the same air, working closely 
together, and constant communication. It is 
not the result of slogans, posters, or vision 
programs.

RON KEENBERG, CHIEF ARCHITECT

IKOY

OTTAWA, CANADA

2 Consult
A consulting strategy makes sense when senior management 
makes it clear that they are ultimately responsible for writing the 
vision statement, but input from key employees is important. This 
requires a systematic listening process but typically takes less time 
than a more collaborative one.

3 Collaborate
As previously discussed, most of us have a compelling emotional 
need to feel that our work has meaning and that it fi ts into a 
larger purpose. Therefore, many highly competitive fi rms utilize 
a process that requires all relevant stakeholders to join together 
to co-create the fi rm’s vision. While this technique can offer the 
greatest rewards, it is also home to the most pitfalls.

Our company is 143 years old and the 
substance of our vision has never 

changed. Every five years, however, we 
take our entire company through a formal 
visioning process, not because we’re 
interested in rethinking our vision, but 
because the process is invaluable in creating 
emotional buy-in on the part of our key 
people. Our 143-year-old vision becomes 
their vision.

CHRIS PECK, VICE PRESIDENT

MCCARTHY BUILDING COMPANIES

ST. LOUIS, MISSOURI
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Perhaps it’s because we found the ranks of senior management 
were often colonized by a plethora of gifted talkers—charming 
people who can work a room, tell a good story, and generally 
entertain. While this performance characteristic is highly prized 
by engineers, builders, and architects alike, it’s useless when the 
goal is to stimulate powerful sharing. For that, you need active 
listeners—people who are genuinely interested in the ideas of 
others, otherwise known as consensus builders.

All previous options are preferable to an insincere co-creation 
attempt.

The Fifth Discipline 
Fieldbook

Peter M. Senge et al.
Nicholas Brealey 
Publishing, 1994

Developing Our Company Vision
Jim Jonassen/Scott Wyatt
Managing Principals
NBBJ
Seattle, Washington

For NBBJ, creating a compelling vision that people rally around 
meant cracking the process of creating an architectural firm mono-
graph wide open and driving a series of endeavors through the firm 
at all levels—firm, studio, and individual. We started by engaging 
the firm’s 67 principals. We asked the question: “When it’s as good 
as it gets, what are we doing?”

We held workshops, conducted interviews, and collected stories 
about best practices. We were intentionally provocative. The core 
communications team on the project set a metric of success; we’d 
know we were succeeding if we managed to “draw fire” from more 
than half the participants.

To kick off a lively debate, we created a working theme, Fire the 
Architects, and mocked up a book jacket with that title. Needless 
to say, it worked. People had ideas, opinions, perspectives, and 
anecdotes to share. The provocation helped people become deeply 
engaged in the process. These initiatives helped capture the firm 
in book form and, on a deeper level, they were also crafting and 
shaping the courageous culture itself, enriching the firm’s mission 
and strategic focus through inclusion and dialogue.

After a series of explorations, we settled on the title, Change 
Design. The double entendre served a dual purpose—it spoke to 
our clients’ need to constantly address unprecedented rates of 
change in their business arenas. It also spoke to the need for our 
own profession to change the practice itself by linking services and 
design solutions more closely to our own clients’ enterprises.

In designing the design firm where creative people do their 
best work, the Change Design movement illustrates NBBJ’s vision 
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What are the typical impediments to becoming 
vision-driven?

Failed attempts at designing and implementing corporate visions 
are numerous and widespread. Why do so many good companies 
spend so much time and money on this topic while producing 
such paltry results? Interestingly enough, we found that most 
failures occur for very predictable reasons.

First, let’s discuss what’s not causing the problem. The desire 
to be a vision-driven company was almost universal. Next, every 
company we investigated was perfectly competent at generating 
a vision. Some were more inventive than others, but coming up 
with an acceptable vision was not a problem. Although most 
companies in the AEC industry do not hire consultants to help 
generate their visions, we observed a clear willingness to spend 
time and money to get it done. Let’s recap: There is a general 
desire to become vision-driven, most groups do perfectly well at 
writing it, and almost everyone is willing to assign resources to 
the undertaking. So why is there such a high failure rate? Why 
do so few companies actually become vision-driven?

Repetitive failure occurs because a virtual fi rewall develops 
between those who create the vision and those responsible for 
executing it.

As we’ve repeatedly emphasized: the vision, no matter how well-
crafted, is useless unless it lives in the hearts and minds of all key 
employees. Here are some typical problem areas:

to balance freedom and exploration with structure, hierarchy and 
standardization.

The lessons learned we came away with were numerous. Two 
take precedence.

The first is that process is equally as important as outcome.
The second is that when you are designing an organization 

for creative growth and competitive advantage, it often means 
unhitching from the single guru figure of the managing board and 
allowing the entire group to shape the firm, from brainstorming 
to implementation. We structured a cellular system whose people 
are interdependent. When the culture creates its own roadmap, the 
organization has more of an unlimited growth potential.
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Several years ago, I accompanied a friend who dropped his five-
year-old daughter off at day school. He said, “If you’ve got a few 

minutes, let’s go inside. There’s an important management lesson I 
want you to witness.” Parents are allowed to observe from a special 
enclosure where the kids were not aware of their presence.

When we arrived, some of the 12 four to five-year-old students 
were milling around the room basically doing whatever they cared 
to. Some were talking, some reading, some playing, some staring out 
the window. When it was time to start class, the teacher took a seat 
at the head of the room and began singing the “Good morning, it’s 
time to start” song. Hearing this, several of the children immediately 
took their seats and began paying attention while others went right 
ahead with their self-selected activities. This went on for a while and 
my friend said to me, “Notice that she never scolds them.” After sev-
eral more minutes, 2 or 3 additional children began paying attention 
and took their seats. Shortly, a few more came to order. Meanwhile, 
the teacher is still singing. Finally, the last group of stragglers took 
heed and joined the class. The teacher never raised her voice or 
threatened the kids, she just kept singing the song.

There’s something to be learned here about communicating your 
group’s vision and values. Don’t expect everyone to buy in at the 
same time. Just keep singing the song.

Obviously, there’s a time and patience limit with the strategy. After 
a reasonable period, identify the disruptors and get rid of them. 

4 Rewarded
Specifi c rewards must be given to individuals for advancing the 
group vision.

What about laggers?
We identifi ed another interesting phenomenon relative to the task 
of integrating a coherent vision. No matter how well you commu-
nicate your vision, no matter how well you measure and reward 
those who actively help achieve it, there will be those who simply 
don’t buy in. On the surface, this seems innocuous enough. The 
problem is that these laggers can wield enormous infl uence.

The question quickly becomes: Who is with us and who isn’t? 
Small fi rms deal with this intuitively, which is usually fi ne. Large 
ventures need more formalized techniques to identify players 
who are not actively advancing the group’s vision.

We identifi ed six typical employee responses to any new vision 
initiative and offer our thoughts about how senior management 
should deal with each.
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3 Overt opposition
There will always be perfectly rational reasons for an individual 
not to support any new vision. While sabotage is an unhealthy 
response to a proposed change, overt opposition is the honest 
expression of disapproval.

Response: Leadership should deal with these individuals with dignity 
and respect. Sell them on the reasons for the new vision, involve them 
in communicating it, and reward them for their support. Monitor them 
closely. If rapid ‘buy-in’ is not achieved, they must be replaced.

4 Wait and see
Change is scary, but then again, it might improve things. We often 
heard: “I’m not crazy about having to think differently about this 
company or my work, and I’m not certain whether this new thing 
is for real or just another passing management fad. I think I’ll 
just wait and see how things play out.”

Response: As with the people in categories 1, 2, and 3, leaders must 
quickly identify the “wait and see” types and either get them on board or 
remove them.

5 Go along
If leadership support for the new vision statement seems over-
whelming and its value to the company has been made clear, some 
will just go along with it. They won’t oppose it, but they will not 
go out of their way to support it.

Response: While these people will seem initially tolerable, they won’t 
help you get where you need to be.

6 Active support
People in this category were typically emotionally invested in the 
development of the new vision statement in the fi rst place and 
will actively work to make it real.

Response: These people should be identifi ed and publicly recognized. 
Reward them with key assignments.

How does being a ‘vision-driven’ company 
translate to increased competitiveness?

There’s a difference between a company that has a vision state-
ment and a company that is vision-driven. Actually, vision state-
ments aren’t very hard to write. In fact, any bumptious consultant 
smarter than the tassels on his Gucci loafers can whip one out for 
you in no time. Not inexpensively, but quickly.

Before we can discuss why vision-driven companies usually 
outperform those that aren’t, we must agree on a working defi ni-
tion of what it means to be vision-driven. Our research partners 
settled on this: 
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A vision-driven venture is one in which all goals, missions, 
and strategies are animated by a meaningful sense of shared 
purpose.

Project teams
In the design and building industries, however, the predominant 
organizational element is the project team. It therefore makes 
sense that it is just as important that each substantial project team 
be vision-driven. Team members fi nd it much easier to align daily 
activities with stated project goals when an overarching sense of 
common destiny is present.

McLachlan Lister Pty Ltd Project & Strategy Advisors in Sydney 
assembles interdisciplinary teams of designers and builders 
for large infrastructure and commercial projects in Australia. 
Describing themselves as “ego wranglers,” CEO Leslie Butterfi eld 
explains that their goal of creating a high-performance project 
delivery team is heavily dependent on selecting individual mem-
bers who are effective communicators and willing to commit to 
a coherent team vision. Says Ms. Butterfi eld, “We routinely look 
beneath individual company credentials and select specifi c pro-
fessionals who, we believe, are likely to function effectively in a 
seamless project team.”

So when you walk into the reception room of any given 
company, how do you tell to what extent the venture is vision-
driven?

We quickly discovered that it is useless to simply ask people in 
management. Since having a corporate vision is fashionable these 
days, all companies claim to have one. Further, it is very unusual 
to fi nd individual partners or principles who aren’t motivated by 
a personal vision of some sort. But, that, in fact, is not the issue. 
We’re trying to defi ne whether or not the company itself is vision-
driven. Here are the key indications we used:

1 Shared
Even though individuals will always have somewhat divergent 
motivators, all key people in a vision-driven company share an 
overarching sense of purpose.

2 Conscious
When you ask about the company’s vision, the key players don’t 
have to refer to a poster on the wall or quickly run to the employee 
manual to look it up. It lives in the forefront of their conscious-
ness and impacts their decisions on a daily basis.
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3 Measurable
A vision that is charming but philosophical may provide a nice, 
warm feeling, but is otherwise useless. Vision-driven companies 
carefully translate their vision into specifi cally measurable goals, 
missions, and strategies. And they know exactly where they stand 
in the process of achieving each.

4 Personal
The group vision genuinely relates to each key individual’s aspi-
rations. We fi nd that when an individual’s personal vision is in 
confl ict with that of the group, commitment lags, performance 
lags, and the group vision becomes irrelevant.

When I see vision statements displayed on t-shirts, posters, or 
cardboard conference table signs, I become instantly concerned 
that these people have missed the point.

If your vision statement was written by the PR department, 
a consultant, or your marketing team, you might as well 
have hired a greeting card company. 

Beautifully displayed, vapid vision statements have become a 
staple of enterprises in decline.

Human beings, all of us, are predominately emotionally-driven 
creatures and the most competitive companies fi nd effective 
techniques for engaging all of their stakeholders emotionally. An 
engaging vision is simply one powerful way of achieving that.

Here are the measurable benefi ts we found:

1 Employees
You will attract better employees.

2 Marketing
Marketing is about getting your face in front of the face of a 
potential buyer. It’s crowded and confusing out there. A vision-
driven marketing strategy often presents a more cohesive face 
to your targeted clients. Vivian Manasc, a principal with Manasc 
Architects and 2007 president of the Royal Architecture Institute 
of Canada, says that “Our vision is not just about what we want to 
become. It’s about which clients we want to work with.”

3 Sales
Competitive selling is about quickly differentiating your com-
pany. We’ve seen this achieved in several ways, but owners clearly 
respond to companies that seem to be driven by overarching 
concerns that transcend their work on any one project.
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We don’t have a single piece of 
marketing material—not a brochure, 

not a pamphlet, no sales force, no advertising. 
We are only hired for the vision we have.

ERIC KUHNE

ERIC KUHNE & ASSOCIATES

LONDON

4 Project teams
Our work is done by temporary, interdisciplinary organizations 
often referred to as project teams. It makes no sense for an indi-
vidual company to have a vision for their work that never gets 
inserted into the combined consciousness of the major players 
on the project teams. And yet, we observed this over and over 
again. Even though teams are typically created to accomplish only 
one specifi c building project, a focused vision lives at the heart 
of those that outperform the norm.

We regularly evaluate all of our project 
teams and purposefully judge them, not 

on the performance of any individual company, 
but on the work value of the team as a whole.

DAVID CHAMBERS, DIRECTOR, PLANNING ARCHITECTURE DESIGN 

SUTTER HEALTH SYSTEM

SACRAMENTO, CALIFORNIA

5 Development process
We observed that the vision development process itself can serve 
to powerfully increase competitiveness. Several market leaders 
involved not only their key employees, but their key consultants 
and targeted customers. Several others involved the heads of 
local professional associations such as the American Institute of 
Architects (AIA) or Association of General Contractors (AGC) to 
provide an industry perspective. The strategy of using an extended 
group beyond your company to develop vision and mission state-
ments was particularly powerful.

High-performance, competitive companies typically operate 
with an underlayment that unifi es their divergent experience and 
expertise into one cohesive, meaningful quest. That substrate 
usually turns out to be a powerful vision.
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