“CULTURE EATS VISION”
· Execution is an Uninsured Adventure 

Engaged by corporate hormones, inspired by competitive pressure, ambition, and generous bonuses, our management teams for decades have created short-term, mid-term, and long-term visions. Recently, our Board-mandated imperatives include selection and retention of demonstrated visionary leaders. We have all been schooled by academics and practitioners alike that vision precedes mission...which informs strategy...which drives execution. Sound like a familiar song?

The “wild card” which derails execution is the organization’s Culture.

Recently, the self-proclaimed “resident skeptic” of an organization publicly challenged his more senior leaders by posing the following question: “Our present culture will not support your outlined vision for 2010! What will be done to or for our culture to give this vision a chance of succeeding?” His question was spot on.
Culture is potent, and it is deeply rooted. It will enable and support, or it will impede and sabotage. It is the driver for pace, tone, and quality. It often prevails when confronted with initiatives for change. For vision to be realized, culture must be addressed in a leader’s Campaign for Change.

Three of the more dramatic arenas for clash of visions with cultures involve partnerships, family businesses, and transformation initiatives. Lately, law firms, accounting firms, and consulting firms have invested handsomely in marketing, or practice development, and in strategic planning. Many have outsourced this service due to failed attempts at recruiting hired guns and entire departments to create plans and strategies which will drive measurable growth. What did they encounter? Partners can be vicious in their maneuvers to derail innovation that does not align with existing (read “ancient”) culture. Just try to change the compensation practices in these firms. In family business, culture is so deeply rooted (like the California Redwoods) that implicit norms and values can derail best efforts of a non-family manager’s initiative. Large corporations, not-for-profits, and public systems invest tens of thousands of dollars in their plans for transformative change; yet, the gremlins of culture lurk ever so ready to undermine the most cogent of plans. Culture eats vision.

Our dilemma is that, to survive and thrive, we must anticipate the future and be the architects of change. As leaders, we are the maestros who orchestrate transformation, and we are accountable for guiding execution! 

Our challenge is to be culture vigilant. We need to identify what (and who) will resist change. Is it the very identity of the organization or its mission? Is it a legacy compensation practice or its benefits program, or its technology? Will our symbols and emblems, our flags and logos, stand in the way? Or, will our gremlins turn out to be the very characters who contribute to the organization’s character? Every leader who drives change must engage a team of “myth busters” who will surface and challenge assumptions and implicit agreements which will impede progress. This team conducts pre-emptive strikes as part of the visionary’s campaign for change. 

Culture change should be addressed once the vision for change has become crystal clear, so clear that employees can imagine or see the future state. The present culture should be defined, if possible by the employees or associates themselves. Once folks can envision the future state and can describe current state and culture, they may be coached to co-create the desired culture to drive and support the articulated vision. When the defined present culture is laid over the desired future culture, the gaps and required changes become quite apparent. It is a management responsibility to develop the navigation map which will guide the organization from one culture to the next. 

What follows requires courage and conviction. Leaders realize that the greatest resistance to change will come from management, not from the front line. Managers project the direst consequences of change, and “catastrophize” about the impact of material change. They are protecting their ass-ets, not asserting a vision. Leaders assert vision. And they are compelled to enroll managers, their staff, and the market in necessary change. Check out the latest plans for General Motors and companies which populate the financial services sector.
Implementing change successfully depends on the enrollment of all stakeholders, in the future state, in a new culture which will enable execution, not eat the vision.
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