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had felt that the employees at the grass root
level were never able to associate themselves
with the vision and mission. In one of the
random surveys conducted, it was found
that most of them even do not remember it.
It was 'vision shared' rather 'shared vision'.

After almost 10 years, the industry had
reached at another important crossroad. The
crude oil price, the single most important
input in the industry roared and crossed 100
USD per barrel, private companies were in
the process of setting up refineries,
increasing the refinery capacity. More than
50% of the refinery capacities were with the
private sector, refining capacity became
more than the demand in the country. The
margins on the major products continued
on to wafer-thin, international players
started setting shop. Appreciation of the
dollar in the international market further
made things difficult. Raising debt had also
become difficult. Most importantly, global
warming and environmental issues emerged
as important issues to bother for the
industry-clean fuel and alternate energy
suddenly took centre stage.

In view of these major changes in
environment and also because of the fact
that some of the elements of the previous
vision were already achieved, it was decided
to revisit the vision statement once again

government policies, consumer behavior and
environmental awareness in the face of global warming.
The company had adapted well to these changes so far.

Albert Ross, Director (Planning & Business
Development), ABC Corporation, flashbacked the time
the vision and mission was being developed in 1999, when
he was heading the Refineries Division of ABC
Corporation. An audit was being undertaken at that time.
The major issues that were emerging were a largely
regulated industry, monopolistic business, limited scope
for innovation, low vertical integration of the firms,
industry fragmentation, stand alone refineries, growing
demand and supply gap, lack of focus on market and
almost non existent global forces. However, there were

A
BC Corporation had developed a vision and
mission 10 years back. These ten years saw
unprecedented changes in almost all
spheres of business ranging from forces of
globalization, domestic competition,

vision or
elusive dream?

indications of changes in the air. The first private players
in refinery sector had started setting up its refinery with
huge capacity to leverage economies of scale. Consumers
were becoming discerning, emission norms were getting
stringent and mostly importantly government
announced dismantling of administered pricing
mechanism (APM) under which the bottom line of the
company was protected through assured ROI.

In view of these changes the first ever visioning
exercise was undertaken by the senior management of
the company to strategize its journey in the next decade.
However, the exercise remained confined amongst the
select few representative of senior management, who
deliberated amongst themselves to come out with first
ever vision statement of the corporation.

The vision statement was shared with everyone
through extensive use of banners, posters and in various
publications and presentations. However, it happened
to be 'vision shared' rather than a 'shared vision'. Ross

Should developments in business
environment be the main driver

for going for a new vision
exercise? How can a vision

statement be inspirational and
realistic at the same time?
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which would be the guiding force of the company for
the next decade.

ABC Corporation, a couple of years back already
identified its 'core values' and it was hypothesized that
the set of 'core values' would get well with the revised
vision too. These had been communicated well to the
employees through banners, anecdote books and were
part of the performance appraisal. Ross expected that
that behavior derived from the existing set of values would
be fine with the revised vision too and hence the values
were not required to be changed as of now.

The Corporation was started way back in 1970, as a
public sector enterprise. It was divided into four divisions
namely, Refineries, Marketing, Business Development
and Pipelines. The co-ordination amongst different
divisions was carried out by the Corporate Office. Apart
from the procurement of crude, transporting and selling
of finished products, the Corporation had further
diversified into Exploration & Production and it was doing
well with Petrochemicals business, thereby trying to get
it integrated. However, the company had met with
limited success in Exploration and Production.

ABC Corporation remained a major player in the Oil
and Gas industry in South Asia with a turnover of over 50
billion US$. Besides having operations in its country of
incorporation, ABC Corporation also ventured overseas
to 4-5 countries with mixed success. Expanding
operations required to remain focused on its core
ideology. The strength of executives of ABC Corporation
exceeded 12,800. It had a typically pyramid structure
with 9 layers below board level.

The challenge in the visioning exercise
Ross wanted the new vision to be 'shared vision' rather
than 'vision shared' and wanted the involvement of all
stakeholders. The biggest challenge before Ross was to
involve the various stakeholders and make vision a truly
'shared vision'. He visualized that the exercise would
become worthwhile only when every member of the
ABC family identified with and owned the vision. This

Executive strength across grades

Part of Grade Strength
Senior Management K1   37

K2  102
K3  324

Middle Management K4  902
K5 1287
K6 1388

Junior Management K7 2788
K8 2798
K9 3200

Total number of executives: 12826. The remaining 22000 employees
consisted of non-executives. The grades for non-executives were from
L1 to L8.

could only happen if the vision was co-created with
employees. He decided to reach to a cross-section of
ABCians to have a feel of their collective aspirations.

The whole project was catalyzed after a leading global
consultant offered to guide this project. The consultant
had vast experience in the global oil industry and it had
done similar work for other oil giants and other big
corporate. The role of consultants as envisaged was that
of the mutual partner and also to bring out the knowledge
from the global industry. It could also probably guide
the company in thinking global in a better way.

The project was divided into four phases. The first
phase saw valuable inputs from employees of the
company, received through face-to-face interactions, an
internet-based questionnaire and direct replies in writing
and by e-mail. In the second phase, a cross-section of
senior management representatives, past and present,
mulled over the responses received from across the
Corporation and pooled in their thoughts to identify the
basic elements that would go to form company's vision.
After the completion of the first two phases, the team
which included the consultants and the members of core
corporate team came with initial element of the
aspirational vision. It was divided into four key parts:
1. Business: This included upstream and downstream
sectors, leadership in energy/core areas, national
leadership, global presence and diversification in power,
LNG, Retail, E&P, infrastructure etc.
2. Key success metrics: ABCians were asked to put
numbers against their dreams. This was the target fixed
by the participants, in terms of the position in the 'Global
Fortune 500' in the Oil & Energy industry, estimated
turnover and profit, developing strong brands (No.1 or
2) brands etc.
3. People: Having a team of passionate/vibrant/
energetic employees; creating a value based organization;
inspiring innovation and creativity and to be the most
preferred employer.
4. Stakeholder: Customer delight/exceeding customer
expectations; care and concern for the environment;
sustainable development of the products; building wealth
for the stakeholders; offering trust and care.

In the third and most important phase the re-
visioning exercise was taken amongst the employees.
Also about 50 workshops were conducted, covering
representatives from most of the working units of ABC
Corporation. For conducting the workshops, internal
coaches were identified and they underwent training
regarding the process of conducting these workshops.
In addition, the first few workshops were conducted by
the consultants, where coaches were present as
observers and conducted a couple of workshops in which
consultants were present as observers and intervened
wherever required to undertake the midcourse
correction. Then the coaches went to the locations for
conducting further workshops. Utmost care was
exercised while selecting the coaches - only those with
good communication skill and proven track record were
selected. Coaches were ably supported by six analysts
drawn from different division to help them in conducting
the workshops.
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In each workshop, the emphasis was to captive the
aspirational status of ABCians in the four broad elements
of vision i.e. 'business', ' key success metric' , 'people'
and 'stakeholder'. This helped the workshops to remain
structured so that at the end of each workshop synthesis
of final output on vision could be undertaken. The other
salient features of the workshops were:

Each had about 30-35 participants drawn from cross
section of roles. They were from diverse background
and demographic profile. However, they were chosen a
way that they already have enough knowledge about the
business of the corporation (by serving at least 10 years
or more) and also have sufficient years of service left in
the organization.

To facilitate group work, sub groups were formed
and at the end of the workshop each group was to come
out with the aspirational vision elements.

The vision for the organization followed from the
personal vision. Each individual had to have his/her
personal vision first to share that amongst the group
members.

Vision elements were spelled out by the group
members and they were listed in front of the groups
under the 4 broad heads. The common or repetitive
elements were either purged or consolidated by bringing
minor changes in the wordings

The elements so finalized were put to voting by the
individuals and 4 most voted elements in each head were
then finalized.

Each group then voluntarily chose one element and
did the 'Goal Gap Analysis' and 'Action Planning' to bridge
the gap difference between goals and gaps.
The elements and also the goal gap action planning were
collected for each workshop by corporate office. They
were located workshop wise and then analyzed to come
out with the consolidated elements of aspirational values
of representative set of ABCians. More than 1000

employees took part in these workshops.
The finding from the workshops was then taken to

functional directors of the board for further refinement
and experienced value addition. Goals, gaps and action
plans were kept separately for further strategizing.

Ross was contemplating on the whole exercise carried
out assiduously for about four months. It generated a lot
of enthusiasm amongst the cross section of the
employees, though there were pockets of skepticism and
cynicism. However, Ross was more concerned about
divergence of opinion expressed by the senior members
of the boards from the findings of the re-visioning
exercise He was also thinking would the coverage of
about 10% executives in the exercise had been good
enough to get the collective vision about ABCians.
Furthermore, the non executives, who are about 1/3rd
of total employee strength either remained aloof in the
whole exercise or represented by a handful members
belonging to the unions. He was thinking how to take on
board the majority of workforce and impart enthusiasm
in them to embrace the new vision. The business realities
on ground changed further and the profitability of ABC
Corporation is taking a major hit everyday with loss from
business mounting. Ross was worried regarding the right
time to come out with the new vision, which is anyway
considered as a 'fancy exercise' by a large section of
ABCians.

It is now more than six months the exercise was
initiated, but the new vision still remains an elusive dream
for ABCians. It is still going through a number of iterations
at different levels.

He was wondering whether it was worthwhile to
invest such huge sum and effort in this exercise and most
importantly after the new vision is adopted… would it
meet the high level of aspiration expressed by ABCians?
If not, what would be their reaction and what implication
will it have on the functioning of the ABC Corporation?
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vision of the future of an organization is vital for
generating the enthusiasm and commitment amongst
members of the organization for manifesting that vision.
Not only must the vision be co-created, by the members,
but it must also be resonant with the deeper values and
aspirations of the members.

It is not clear from the case as to how the shared
values had been identified by the organization. Was it a
participatory process or again, like the vision, was it

ANALYSIS
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Visioning needs to be ongoing, from ‘moment to moment’

A
lbert Ross has rightly captured the failure
of the first 'vision and mission' exercise that
ABC Corporation took up in 1999 when he
poetically says. That it was "vision shared
rather than shared vision". Co-creating a

something that was rolled out after a small group had
come up with it. Some of the questions that this process
raises are:

How can all people be involved in this exercise?
Especially if we are talking of a multi level, multi locational
and large organization with over 34,000 people like ABC
Corporation?

Can we expect all the people in the system to have
the understanding and insight required to shape the
strategic direction of a business? If not the strategy, what
else can a person participate in shaping? Up to what level
in the organization could a person participate?

How do we ensure the speed and accuracy of a
massive logistic exercise involving so many people?
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Taking too long to complete the 'vision' exercise itself
defeats its purpose of providing direction in the short
and medium terms.

In a time when nothing is sacrosanct, what is a good
time horizon for the 'vision' exercise?

While so much has been written and spoken about
'vision' when it come to leadership and organizational
development, there are probably few areas which are
more prone to conceptual confusion and a consequent
lack of clarity when it comes to implementation.

Before we look at the points raised in the ABC case, it
may be useful to look at the whole continuum ranging
from the intangible to the tangible aspects of all
organizations.

This continuum is represented by the diagram below.
The far left hand side represents spiritual, philosophical,
intangible and unmanifested aspects of the organization.
This is the realm of thought... the realm of the seeds of
creation as it were. As we slowly move towards the right,
we come to the core values and the large overarching
purpose of the organization, or its grand vision. This is
still in the realm of the aspirational dream, close to the
'ideal' for the organization to pursue. It is like the North
Star: something that guides, but you can never reach!

Then we come to the more tangible aspect of the
Mission… or an answer to who we are, or what business
we are in. This is more related to the identity of the
organization. closely linked to its purpose. Then comes
the specific vision of a preferred state, say three years
from now. This is more tangible. This is where all the
KRAs and objectives emanate from. The Action Plans
and To Do Lists etc are all outcomes of these. Finally, at
the extreme right is the thing I am focusing my attention
on now. My zone of action in this moment.

As we move towards the left side in (spiritual,
philosophical, intangible) in the diagram, we are more in
touch with our innermost creative self. This is the timeless
Source of all creation. At this point one is literally one
with the Creator. This is also the source of great inspiration.

Notice how the rate of change changes as we move
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along the continuum. At the extreme left there is no
change at all. This is the zone of eternity. On the extreme
right, things change all the time. An organization and its
leaders have to learn to dance with this whole continuum!

It is useful to think of this continuum as resembling
an ocean. From the silent depths of the deep trenches to
the foaming froth on the surface, we just have one ocean.
And yet, things hardly move at the bottom while the
surface is ever changing and choppy.

The wholeness of life is like this. The unchanging core
of life is love. As Mikhail Naimy says in the Book of Mirdad,
"Love is the law of God. You live that you may learn to
love. You love that you may learn to live. No other lesson
is required of Man."

1. was this the right time for ABC Corporation to go
for a new vision? Should developments in business
environment be the main driver for going for a new vision
exercise? What should be the periodicity of visioning
exercise?

Someone has said" a bend in the road is not the end
in the road… unless one fails to turn!" Organizations can
do one of several things in relation to a changing
environment. Many do nothing and perish; this is the
path of inaction. Others react to the environment and
do things in a way that the external environment dictates.
This is the reactive approach to change. Still others think
in advance and predict changes trying to see trends and
act before environmental factors overtake them. We could
call this the proactive approach to change. However
there is one more category which is the category of 'game
changers'. These are organizations (like Google and 3M)
that change the rules of the game. They create new
markets and are always leading…. simply because they
are changing the business landscape. We could call these
the creative organizations. They rise above the noise and
turbulence of the external environment to create totally
new businesses.

Whether developments in the business environment
are the main driver for going in for a vision exercise
depends upon the psychological choice that the company
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has made. This choice is made by the key leaders of the
organization. ABC Corporation appears to be reacting
to the environment.

The periodicity of the visioning exercise again can be
clarified once we are clear about the distinction between
the different levels of what is actually a continuum. There
is often confusion about the different levels. Many
organizations get "stuck" at one level and neglect the
others. The periodicity of coming up with a preferred
state (vision over a three year horizon) should be an
annual rolling exercise. This means that each year we
could create vision for the next three years, and have a
firm sense of what we want to co-create in the next one
year. The grand vision and core values could be examined
and changed, if required, maybe once in 5 to 8 years. A
lot depends upon the nature of the business and also the
inner calling of the leaders who are running the business.

Ultimately, it is leaders who inspire and not vision
statements! Being in touch with the inner space of creative
intelligence/love is an absolute must for leaders if they
have to lead an inspired and inspiring life.

Having said that, we need to have two separate
statements for the two aspects of the vision. At a practical
level, it is useful to have two different statements
capturing the grand vision / core values of the
organization, and a separate vision of the preferred state
three years from now. The first statement is aspirational,
direction giving and inspiring. The second one would
give more realistic and tangible picture of the future. It
would be the foundation for building a concrete road to
manifest that preferred future.

The leaders of ABC Corporation need to show its
people the connections between their innermost creative
intelligence and what they are manifesting with their
choices individually and collectively. The leaders would
also have to communicate both of these aspects of the
vision together. They would need to show the connections
between the two.

Instead of getting stuck between the polarities of
inspiration and realism, the leaders of ABC Corporation
need to harness both of these. While being rooted in
their grand vision, they need to also create a tangible
vision for the next three years. This will call for a powerful
combination of the right and left brain skills which Ross
needs to start building in the people of the organization.

One of the other dichotomies that ABC Corporation
needs to harmonize is the one between involving all
people and involving some. At a practical and logistic
level there will always been a dilemma between a process
involving 34826 employees in an exercise of this kind: If
we involve all, we are assuming that all will be able to add
value to the exercise. Secondly all may not have equal or
sufficient knowledge to contribute. However, if we do
not involve all, there is the danger of a loss in "buy in".

The methodology followed by Ross appears to have
changed from what was done in 1999, but still stems
from a "command and control" approach. The selection
of the participants for the vision workshops was based
on a sample which does not capture the totality of the
organization. Again the way the iterations have been done
shows that creative and enthusiastic engagement of all
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the employees, especially the non-executives was lacking.
Multiple iterations not only take up time, but also

dilute the expressed feelings and ideas of the members
of the organization. Thanks to advances in positive
psychology, neuroscience and NLP, there are faster and
simpler ways to aggregate the aspirations of people and
also converge on a shared vision of the future.

We suggest a two fold process that could be used for
such exercises:

1. Creation of the grand vision and converging on the
deeper values of the organization where all active and
willing members of the organization are involved;

2. Creation of a preferred state vision based on an
iterative top to bottom exercise where different circles
from the frontline to the top contribute to the annual
rolling process in an interacting and iterative way.

The first one could be done using a series of
conversations where people are invited to express their
deepest and grandest aspirations for the organization.
This is done by giving people free space to express this
deeper dream without worrying about its practicability
or tangible outcomes. People could be asked questions
like 'What is your greatest and most magnificent dream
for this organization? Clusters of people could pull this
together using graphic recording, chart and card method
or a combination of such tools. The collective aspiration
and dreams of the people of ABC Corporation would
thus be condensed into their grandest vision and also
shared values. The process of Open Space Technology
(which runs on passion + responsibility) coupled with an

open invitation would ensure that proactive and positive
people come forward to contribute.

For the preferred state and rolling a 3 year visioning
exercise we suggest that each leader and his reporting
team pulls together their vision for their departments
three years ahead.

This is done at all levels all the way up to the MD and
his direct reports. These are then pulled together into a
series of iterative and interlocking conversations which
converge in a firm plan for the next one year and a rolling
vision for year 2 and year 3. The above two processes will
make sure that justice will be done to both the deeper
aspirations and personal values of all the people of ABC
Corporation and also to practical needs of the business.

Once the confusion and terminology is clarified and
periodicity settled through a clear understanding, many
approaches and methodologies can be used to give space
to the proactive and the positive people in the ABC
Corporation to manifest their contributions towards the
shared vision.

The 'visioning exercise' need not become an event
where people gather and 'see' together and then fall
asleep till the next exercise. It needs to be an ongoing
moment to moment seeing and sensing of what is
happening now and what we need to do individually and
collectively to creatively respond to life. The 'now' is all
we have, or will ever have. Let each now be used in a
joyful, contributory and creative way to pave the way for
a great future for the organization.
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