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Leadership and Ethics IP 6202

Title:  Creating Strategic Vision

Strategic vision is a mental image of what the future world ought to be like … Strategy is the crossover mechanism for moving from the world as [realistically] forecasted to the world of our vision.


—COL Bruce B. G. Clarke, USA (Ret.)

In the future days which we seek to make secure, we look forward to a world founded upon four essential human freedoms. The first is freedom of speech and expression —everywhere in the world.  The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way—everywhere in the world. The third is freedom from want. … The fourth is freedom from fear.


—Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 6 January 1941
Introduction:  What is the most fundamental skill of a strategic leader?  Experts may debate the question, but many would call attention to the leadership capacity of “vision.”  This is the ability to imagine a desirable future different than the present.  Typically, it is the ability to distinguish between alternatives that others do not even see and to define possibilities that others have not recognized.  In many cases, the successful visionary also designs a path to the vision—a mark of genius in the manipulation of “ways” and “means.” (We may imagine the life work of William Wilberforce, Theodore Herzl, Mohatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr. or Anwar Sadat—each of whom developed a unique vision and pioneered a distinctive strategy to pursue it.) 

Put another way, vision is about ends.  Strategic leaders are expected to make difficult decisions, in situations of substantial ambiguity. They sometimes must do this in the face of great doubt and opposition. But more important than the capacity to manage risk or make wise decisions about “ways and means” is the ability to conceptualize and communicate organizational ends—particularly long range ends.  This is the essence of vision.

Developing and communicating strategic vision requires a number of different traits and competencies. One individual acting alone rarely accomplishes it, so the ability to assemble and direct a conducive team is important.  Vision clearly requires creative thinking skills.  To be realized, it must be anchored to some compatible cultural base, highlighting the importance of maturity of judgment and environmental awareness. Attaining the necessary “buy-in” of followers and subordinates is often a long and difficult process.  A successful visionary must be able to touch the hearts and minds of others, but must also be able to persevere over the long haul in the face of contrary pressures.

There probably is a very fine line between gifted visionary and impractical dreamer. And the judgment of history can be very different than the popular opinions of the present. Consider, for instance, the presidency of Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln has been described as the “greatest of the American war presidents.” He was dedicated above all to the preservation of the Union, and had a very clear vision of the political ends necessary to fulfill that vision.  But he found himself in constant tension with civilian and military subordinates that lacked his vision.  In his time, he was vilified by an unsympathetic press and excoriated by political enemies and allies alike. Yet his countrymen now remember him as a remarkably successful visionary and a revered leader.

In this lesson, you are asked to think deeply and analytically about that elusive quality we call “vision.” You are asked to recognize it in the historical record and to consider why it is an important attribute of senior leaders. You also are asked to assess some of the more common obstacles to developing and implementing a strategic vision.

Lesson Objective:  Define and examine the responsibility of strategic leaders to formulate vision.  JPMELA-1a, 1b, 2a, 3a, 6a, 6b; DC-Superiority; CV-Excellence.
Desired Learning Outcomes:

1.  Recognize strategic vision, analyze its consistency and consider how it is formulated and articulated.

2.  Assess the responsibilities of strategic leaders to provide vision and consider the key factors that inhibit or attenuate the formulation of effective strategic vision.

3.  Identify factors that strategic leaders must understand to translate the “ends” of a vision into actionable “ways” using all appropriate “means.” 

4.  Consider the ramifications of clear and effective vision and the lack of strategic vision for leaders of nations and leaders of large organizations.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1.  Is “strategic vision” an essential attribute for success only in modern senior leaders? How do you know?

2.  What notable 20th/21st Century strategic leaders have exhibited compelling, effective vision?  How and with what results?

3.  What notable 20th/21st Century strategic leaders have exhibited deficient or faulty strategic vision?  How and with what results?

4.  Does modern US culture pose obstacles to the development of strategic vision?  If so, how and why?

5.  At what levels of military responsibility is “vision” really important?  Why?

6.  How can you prepare yourself to provide “vision” as a strategic leader?

Assigned Readings:

1.  Gardner, Howard, “Martin Luther King, Jr.:  Leading in a Rapidly Changing Environment,” Leading Minds:  An Anatomy of Leadership, Chapter 11, 1995, pp. 203–220.

2.  Kitfield, James, “Windmills and Reformers, 1984–1985” and “A Palace Coup, 1985–1986,” Prodigal Soldiers, Chapters 30 and 31, 1995, pp. 277–299. (Issued separately)
Suggested Readings:

Dess, Gregory and Joseph C. Picken, “Changing Roles: Leadership in the 21st Century,” Organizational Dynamics 28 (Winter 2000), pp. 18–33.

Gallagher, Barry B., Vision: The Strategic Leader Imperative, Strategy Research Project (Carlisle Barracks:  US Army War College, May 1998).

Phillips, Donald T., “Create a Vision, Set Goals, Involve Everyone,” The Founding Fathers on Leadership, Chapter 2 (New York:  Warner Books, 1997), pp. 31–41.

Quigley, Joseph V., Vision: How Leaders Can Develop It, Share It and Sustain It (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1993).

Sullivan, Gordon R. and Michael V. Harper, Hope is Not a Method:  What Business Leaders Can Learn from America’s Army (New York:  Times Business, 1996).
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