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TOPIC: The Visionary Process

Effective leaders and their organizations have an agenda. A vision. A vision is a direction—an attractive and attainable 
picture of the future. And it is important that every individual, group and organization have one that they can articulate. 
A vision isn't a statement on a laminated card that everyone is to carry. It is meant to solve real issues and move people 
to new behaviors. As a leader, if you don't know where you are going, you are irrelevant to you followers. With a vision 
you can inspire and lift individuals and groups to new heights—an important function of any leader.  

The visionary process is made up of fundamentally three steps: discovering the vision, disseminating the vision and 
finally, driving the vision forward. 

Obviously, constructing the vision is the most crucial step. All else hangs on the vision itself. It must motivate people by 
asking them to change to achieve a new level of behavior or there is really no meaning in and no purpose for the vision 
statement. Understanding that vision is about change is crucial to developing a persuasive vision that others will relate 
to an follow. It implies that you know where you currently are and where you want then be. Your vision must be 
grounded in commonly accepted core issues if it is to be accepted by the team. If your people do not believe that you 
understand them and the current situation, they will not be able to see the way to your vision. 

That said, the vision can come from almost anywhere. It is not merely a dream but a realistic picture of what could be. It 
should be pragmatic. In addition, it should be something that you are sincerely passionate about. If you are not 
passionate about it, it will be difficult for you to get others to get on board and sustain it. 

Almost everyone has a vision but they are not always shared visions. An effective vision must be a meaningful picture of 
the future that can be fully articulated and shared by all members of the team. Everyone needs to be able to have a part 
in the vision. A vision is not an end but a means. It provides the direction by which its adherents will achieve a purpose 
or result. 

The vision can be somewhat dynamic and fluid considering the changes in the times and needs of the group. It should be 
well thought out so that you are able to anticipate the upcoming realities of a given situation and adjust your vision 
accordingly. This will greatly enhance your chances of success. 

The next step is to disseminate the vision.

Once you have the vision firmly in hand, you need to communicate it throughout the organization. You need to make 
the vision real. Put it in the heart and not just the mind. Get people to see it and then communicate it again and again. 
International consultant Manfred Kets de Vries thinks leaders should sound like broken records. "Leaders who have 
succeeded at getting their message across could probably go to the janitor of one of their office buildings and get from 
that person a sensible answer about what the organization is trying to do." 

People want meaning and purpose in their work. The leader’s job is to create that meaning. Show them their part in it 
and its effect on them. Lou Holtz, University of Notre Dame Football coach and one of the top 15 winningest coaches in 
college football history, used to tell his freshmen players in their first meeting, “Gentlemen, in the comic strip Pogo, 



there was a character who once said, ‘The solution is obvious, either we become them or they become us.’ I can assure 
everyone in this room that we are not going to become you. You must become Notre Dame. I want you to learn 
everything we do at Notre Dame, how we do it, why we do it. It’s important that you learn our methods now so that 
when you become juniors or seniors you can provide the proper leadership for our younger players. That is essential if 
we are to enjoy continued success. We did not recruit you to change the University of Notre Dame but to conform to the 
morals and values of this great institution. You won’t change Notre Dame, but Notre Dame is going to change you.” 
Holtz said that his speech “was establishing a standard, setting a tone from day one. We have all see many great 
companies and schools fail to pass on their rich traditions to the next generation. They are shortchanging their people.” 
Organizational traditions can help give people meaning by providing a sense of why and a broader perspective on their 
individual functions. 

More importantly, as Lou Holtz did, you the leader, must live the vision and communicate it in everything that you do. 
The more you live the vision, the clearer it will become and the more deeply your will understand it. Warren Bennis 
wrote in, Old Dogs, New Tricks, “To communicate a vision, you need more than words, speeches, memos, and laminated 
plaques. You need to live a vision, day in, day out, embodying it and empowering every other person to execute that 
vision in everything he or she does, anchoring it in realities, so that it becomes a template for decision making. Actions 
do speak louder than words.” 

The final step is to drive the vision forward.

Finally, you must make the vision a sustainable part of the group or organization by evaluating everything done in light 
of the vision and making the appropriate changes where necessary. All decisions must be made in light of the vision. You 
can’t say you’re going to empower people and then require 10 signatures to get office supplies. Your people need to be 
allowed to be responsive to the vision and its values and not the bureaucracy. 

If the vision was properly crafted it will be easier to drive because it will motivate people to a new level by providing 
meaning to what they are doing. It will create the link between the present and the future and thus show the way.  

Find out which people in your organization have the vision “written on their hearts” and have a feel for when decisions, 
policies and procedures are causing the vision to get off-track. These people can help you make the course corrections 
you need to make that will help to stabilize and keep the vision in place. A vision can't be all values and platitudes. It 
must be grounded in facts and the changing realties of your situation. 

A vision is meant to solve real issues. Filtered feedback will not create and maintain a vision that people can get 
passionate about and drive forward. Know your people and know what they are dealing with in an intimate way. Getting 
good feedback will help you to ensure that the vision is always realistic and appropriately meaningful. Of course, this 
feedback is easier if the vison process has been interactive from the beginning.


