

A mission can be described as why an organisation exists – what is it here to do. 
A Vision is the view of the future that the organisation is aiming towards. 
In reality, however, and particularly in public sector service organisations, the two terms tend to be used interchangeably. As with many other management terms, this doesn’t matter as long as everyone locally has a common understanding of what they are talking about.

A compelling future vision can unify an organisation around a common goal and ensure consistency of action throughout its operation. However, Vision statements and ‘visioning’ can also get a bad name, be counter-productive and even damaging. 
Williams (1996) reflects that you can spend countless hours on mission statements and arrive at a set of stale words and expressions. He finds that many mission statements are too general and generic and that the struggle to find just the right word ends up with the same words as everyone else - (‘what does “outstanding service” mean?’) – “the real key is not that the partnership board understands the mission; it is whether each care worker on Saturday night shift connects to the mission.”
“The appropriate place for the mission is not in the plastic card in the pocket — it is in the head and guts of the employee. The question is not whether the employee can recite the mission statement. The question is whether they can give an example of how the mission has animated and influenced their behaviour in the past two days.”
It helps to have a medium (5-10 years) time frame and a simple, imaginative phrase that captures why you’re working together in partnership – what will it look like for patients and service users?
Mission and Vision statements should be:

· Short — no more than one or two sentences

· Inspiring — to call people to action

· Durable — designed to last for five or more years

· Distinctive — uniquely describing the partnership’s purpose

· Specific — establishing precisely what the organisation wants to achieve

· Credible — so stakeholders can believe it

· Alive — so everyone knows what it is
(Compass Partnership)
Williams quotes “Changing the Odds” - the Mission of the New York State Department of Parole, which reshaped the agency from a focus on monitoring released inmates to the business not only of preventing recidivism, but of improving the odds that a former prisoner can make it in the outside world.
A famous example of a Vision statement is Bill Gates:
 “There will be a personal computer on every desk running Microsoft software”. 

It is also important to note the need to review and update your Vision. Since 1999, preparing for a future dominated by non-PC technologies such as Internet services and handheld computing, Microsoft has a new Vision: 
"Empower people through great software anytime, anyplace, and on any device." (Wall Street Journal 23/07/99).
There are a number of techniques which can empower groups by focusing on a very clear, tangible sense of success. One of these is Future-basing™ is a simple but powerful way of creating a future vision and deciding clearly how to achieve it. The technique helps to build operational plans and generates a motivation to act. It is built on the premise that starting from a position of success is more motivating than focusing on challenges. There are four distinct stages in making decisions using Future-basing™. 

1. Building a compelling vision of ideal outcomes as if they have already been achieved. 

2. Working backwards to identify milestone dates and events, turning points and problems overcome on the way. 

3. Building in detail between these major events (eg new things learned, skills acquired, systems or procedures changed). 

4. Using the outputs of stages 2 and 3 as an activities list, and applying project planning or scheduling processes to identify resources needed, to distribute or decide roles and responsibilities, and to decide what needs to be done in detail.
© Bill Phillips November 2003


The ‘Golden Thread’
Having a Vision statement is of little value in isolation – it must be linked with priority setting and decision making. The Vision needs to be informed by service users, patients and the public; translated into tangible aims and actions that will move the organisation in the right direction; cascaded down to individual actions; and reviewed and monitored regularly to check progress. Other papers in this series deal with these steps. 
Promoting the Mission and Vision
In organisations that use Mission and Vision effectively, everyone understands the mission/vision and everyone who comes into contact with the organisation will hear or read them.

Compass Partnership lists 20 ways to promote the mission:

· In the entrance hall

· On annual reports

· On the web site

· At conferences

· On headed paper

· On business cards

· On directions for visitors

· In strategy documents

· At the top of board papers

· In the board room

· On invoices

· At annual general meetings

· On press releases

· On compliments slips

· In publications

· On invitations to events

· In catalogues

· On email footers

· Through all branches

· On screen savers 
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