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Notes, Suggestions, and Other Ideas



Series C 


Number 2

Peter Senge, in The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, offers five approaches to building a shared vision.  He suggests that an organization needs to evaluate which stage best represents its culture and then try to introduce the next higher stage to gain greater commitment to the shared vision.  If the organization is prepared to invest the time and energy, moving to the co-creating stage would be preferred.



Stage 1 – Telling


This is the CEO’s vision.  The organization needs to get behind it and make it work now.  If the organization is in crisis and needs a quick fix to survive this may be appropriate, however, it will not create a culture producing the greatest commitment.  To implement, consider the following suggestions:

1. Direct, clear, and consistent communication is required.

2. The current situation must be honestly presented.

3. The givens, or non-negotiables, must be stated.

4. Enough details of the vision need to be shared.

Stage 2 – Selling


This is the best vision for our institution and we would like you to buy in.  Here the CEO knows that it is important for the employees to support the vision if it is to be successfully implemented.  

Implementation suggestions would include the following:

1. Keep channels open for responses.

2. Ask employees to sign on, but do not try to manipulate.

3. Build on your relationship with your employees.

4. Focus on benefits.  Do not just describe the view.

5. Refer to the vision as yours.  Do not imply that they have signed on.

Stage 3 – Testing


The leader presents the vision, but then asks the employees what they like or do not like about it.  The results of the conversation should be used to revise the vision statement.  

Suggestions for implementation include the following:

1. Present all aspects of the vision to get quality responses.

2. Make it an honest test.

3. Allow anonymous responses.

4. Use survey responses and face-to-face interviews.

5. Test the level of commitment, excitement, utility, and motivation.

Stage 4 –Consulting


In this scenario the leader knows he or she does not have all the answers and seeks input from employees who will suggest ideas and consider the implications of those ideas.  The CEO may reserve the final decision-making authority, but opens the door for other perspectives.  

Implementation might include the following:

1. A “cascade” process where ideas are shared in small groups and the members of the previous group become the facilitators for the next group, etc.  The critiques journey back up to the top.

2. Assure clear messages from the CEO through videotape, print, etc.

3. Collect comments in every session and disseminate.

4. Do not mix “telling” and “consulting”.  If you have already made up your mind, do not ask.

Stage 5 – Co-creating


In this stage the CEO says, let’s create the future we individually and collectively want.  Every employee has an opportunity to reflect their personal vision through the organization and help to create a shared vision that all can embrace.


Several tips for implementation would include the following:

1. Ask people to start with personal vision and how that fits a possible shared vision.

2. Treat everyone as equals.

3. Seek alignment, not agreement.

4. Encourage interdependence.

5. Involve everyone – do not sample.

6. Ask people to speak only for themselves.

7. Nurture reverence for each other.

8. Use an “interim vision” that might evolve as a discussion piece.

9. Focus on the dialogue, not just the vision statement.

As an organization moves up the level of stages in building a shared vision, there is less dependence on the CEO and more is expected from all employees.  Non-profit organizations and higher education, in particular, respond best to a leadership style that encourages building a shared vision through a co-creation process.

“The content of a true shared vision cannot be dictated, it can only emerge from a coherent process of reflection and conversation.”  Senge, page 299.

Institutions engaged in Strategic Planning should first read Peter Senge’s The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, Doubleday.  The section on shared vision, found on pages 297—346, is particularly relevant.

Building a Shared Vision
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