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Who are we?

We’re a team of designers who research. In 
particular, we research the future — what it 
could look like, and what people want it to 
look like. With an eye on today and an eye 
on tomorrow, we help our clients make 
better decisions during the chaos of 
creating something new.

Who we work with

We work with public 
sector organisations 
to help them define 
and shape better 
futures for their 
communities.

We work with industry 
leaders to better 
anticipate and preempt 
changes in their sector, 
while building strategy 
for the long term.

We work with charities 
and non-profits to 
communicate their 
visions for positive 
change and develop 
their own social 
innovation efforts.

We work with startups 
and growing 
businesses to design 
their proposition and 
to develop an 
inspirational vision.

Get in touch

Santini Basra

Director
santini@studioandthen.com
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Why did we do this?

In our work, we deal with the future on a day-to-day basis. 
We’re often asked to anticipate what’s to come, identify what a 
‘preferable future’ looks like for a group of people, or better 
define an initiative’s long-term ambitions. 

Naturally that makes us interested in learning about how 
others work with and think about the future — this piece of 
research is an investigation into just that. We wanted to find 
out the different reasons that organisations look ahead, and 
learn more about what it looks like for them.

Why visions?

Ultimately, we’re interested in better understanding how different 
organisations think about the future. But, that’s a huge topic, and 
so for the purposes of this study, we decided to start with a more 
focussed and tangible part of that topic that we could anchor the 
conversation around. 

Visions are just that. We’ve found that most people have an idea of 
what a vision is, or have even helped create one, and generally 
agree that they are extremely valuable when done well. But there 
is still plenty of variability in terms of how they are created, why 
they are created, what they do, and what they look like — and so 
the goal of this research was to help define and categorise visions, 
while also understand when and how to apply them in a range of 
situations.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Mission
What an initiative wants to achieve.

What is a vision?
Before we get into all this, it’s important to 
start by being clear about what we mean by 
the word ‘vision’ as there are a few different 
interpretations going around. 

Visions are often used alongside missions, 
values, strategies, or even goals, and can easily 
be confused with any of these. So to start, it’s 
helpful to explain how we differentiate 
between these.

In this research, we wanted to work with a 
broad definition of the term, allowing enough 
room for different people to give us input on 
what they feel a vision is and does. We also 
wanted to recognise that a vision can exist at 
all levels; while we often see organisational 
visions which exist at the C-level, visions can 
also exist for specific departments, projects, 
product offerings, or even individual roles (but 
they might not always be called ‘visions’).

So, for the purposes of this research, we 
defined the term ‘vision’ simply as “a 
description of what you would like 
something to look like in the future.” % of 
respondents agreed with this definition. 

Vision
A description of an ideal future state.

Values
Direction for the behaviour and 
decision-making of an organisation and its 
employees.

Strategy
A guide for an organisation or initiative to help 
it move towards its vision.

Goals
A way of measuring incremental progress 
towards the vision. 

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Almost all organisations create visions in some form, and most 
organisations ( %) have some kind of process for doing so. However, 
approaches to creating visions aren’t at all consistent across 
organisations, or often even across departments or teams within 
organisations. 

Visioning means different things to different people in terms of time 
horizons. As expected, of all the types of organisations, startups 
tended to have the shortest time horizon, with most looking -  years 
ahead, and relying on their adaptability to deal with longer term 
challenges. Large enterprises had the longest time horizon, with % of 
them looking more than  years ahead. 

Organisations also define visions in slightly different ways. Private 
sector organisations frame visions in a much more actionable way 
than third and public sector ones. They are more likely to see visions in 
terms of business problems to solve, or concepts, while private and 
third sector organisations are more likely to talk about visions in terms 
of culture or mindset change.

Jump to section

Who makes visions and what do they look like?

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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What are the challenges of building a vision?

Jump to section

What do people say the main challenges are of building a vision?

What’s the value of a vision?

What do people say the main benefits are of having a vision, 
and doing visioning?

Jump to section

Developing culture through 
common aspiration 
A vision unites people behind a purpose and shared principles.

Disrupting entrenched patterns of thinking 
Creating a vision gives people the space to challenge business as 
usual

Aligning teams and achieving buy-in
A good vision is easy for everyone to understand, and helps get 
stakeholders on board.

Providing a valuable input into innovation strategy
A vision is an effective tool to align and organise innovation 
activities.

Making one decision that settles a thousand later on 
A vision helps people innately understand which decisions make 
sense.

Cultural resistance to long-term thinking.
Thinking about the future is challenging when there are short-term 
delivery pressures.

The baggage of fluffy or insincere visions.
People are used to seeing a flawed type of vision, which has led to a 
good deal of baggage around the term ‘vision’ itself.

Striking the right balance in participation.
Ownership of a vision should be shared, but achieving this in 
practice is a tricky balancing act.

Finding the right attitude for a vision
A vision needs to speak to a diversity of stakeholders, all of whom 
have different priorities.

Rigour in the face of uncertainty
Visions often tell a nice story, but they don’t respect real world 
constraints, and aren’t pragmatic about what’s actually possible

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/


AndthenSummary

Ambition 
Mindset

Most common in 
startups and scaleups, 
those with the ambition 
mindset use visions as 
ways to articulate 
ambitious goals, and 
help teams and 
individuals 
contextualise their 
contributions.

Four Visioning Mindsets
Jump to section

Across this research, we noticed a few common approaches towards visioning and uses for 
visions which we’ve summarised in the following four ‘mindsets’:

An ideal vision

Below is a list of ‘ingredients’ that we repeatedly saw 
across our research in effective visions.

A shared vision

Tied to a recognisable problem

Specific

Attainable but still out of reach

A powerful story

Speaks to the heart, head and hand

Tangible and actionable

Rigorous

Reinforced through mission and strategy

A visual component

A single source of truth

Jump to section

Transformation 
Mindset

Most common in large 
enterprises, those with 
the transformation 
mindset build 
considered visions that 
help companies 
describe large paradigm 
shifts they are 
attempting, and power 
the transformation 
process.

Foundation 
Mindset

Most common in the 
third sector and social 
enterprises, those with 
the foundation mindset 
use visions to better 
define organisational 
goals, help employees 
make value judgements, 
and stretch the 
organisation’s time 
horizons.

Collaboration 
Mindset

Most common in the 
public sector, those 
with the collaboration 
mindset want to build 
visions in a 
collaborative way, and 
they use visions to align 
teams and help them 
work more effectively 
towards a common goal.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Methodology

What’s the value of a vision?

Who creates visions and what do they look like?

What are the challenges of building a vision?

What’s in this report?

Page -

Four visioning mindsets

An ideal vision

Final thoughts

Page -

Page -

Page -

Page -

Page -

Page -
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Who did we speak to?The insights from this study are built from a 
survey of  respondents, followed up by  
interviews, and enhanced with some of our 
own experience of building visions and 
working with clients’ long-term ambitions. 

This sample size is small, so the results should 
be considered suggestive. Where we show 
percentages, they can be interpreted as a 
basis for a hypothesis to investigate more. It’s 
also important to note that while we engaged 
an international community, the sample is 
UK-centric.

Our goal was to involve people we defined as 
‘strategic leaders’ — people who work at the 
front end of innovation, and help to form and 
mould ideas. They ranged from senior leaders, 
to subject matter experts, all of whom play a 
role in innovation and strategy.

%
Hold senior roles in more than 
one organisation

Age range Role

Owner / Executive / C-level

Director

Manager

Expert / Specialist

Self Employed

Other

%

%

%

%

%

%

 — 

 — 

 — 

 — 

%

%

%

%

Methodology

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Public 
Services

( %)

Activism
( %)

Consulting
( %)

Education
( %)

Financial 
Services

( %)

Health
( %)

Manufacturing
( %)

Transport
( %)

Other
( %)

Private Sector

Public Sector

Third Sector

 — 

 — 

 — 

 — 

 — 

+

%

%

%

%

%

%

Organisation size Sector In Private Sector, people who work in...

Large Enterprises

Startups

Consultancies

Scale-ups

SMEs

Micro Companies

Other

%

%

%

%

%

%

%

%

%

%

Who did we speak to?
Industry

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Finland ( %)

Netherlands ( %)

Germany ( %)

U.K ( %)

U.S.A ( %)

Canada ( %)

Portugal ( %)

Australia ( %)

Japan ( %)

South Korea ( %)

Where do they work?

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Who creates visions 
and what do they 

look like?

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/


Andthen

Everyone who participated in this research had 
built or contributed to building a vision before, and 
most respondents from private, public, and third 
sectors had a process for visioning, although third 
sector organisations were the least likely of the 
three to have a process in place. 

While most noted that their organisation had a 
process for visioning, they tended to be different 
from one organisation to another; most of those 
we spoke to describe a bespoke visioning process, 
and the language used to describe them varied 
widely. Participants describe a breadth of internal 
methods for visioning, calling them ‘vision 
workshops,’ ‘future-state workshops,’ ‘envisioning,’ 
‘narrative frameworks,’ and ‘year compass.’ In some 
cases, visioning is embedded in broader methods 
or activities, such as developing a ‘theory of 
change’, project discoveries, or strategy review 
processes. 

The lack of shared language and process makes it 
difficult to create a benchmark standard and a 
shared set of methods and tools. We were often 
told that there was little to no consistency 
regarding approaches to visioning across different 
parts of an organisation.

Private Public Third Sector

Percentage of organisations with a visioning process

Who has a visioning process?

Have a visioning process

Overall, those working in 
smaller organisations were 
more likely to be aware of an 
organisational process for 
building visions. However, it’s 
likely that a higher proportion 
of large organisations have a 
visioning process, but that a 
smaller proportion of 
employees have visibility of 
that process. 

Less than  Employees More than  Employees

%

%

%

Don’t have a visioning process
Don’t know / other

%

%

%

%

% % %

% % %
% %

%

%
%

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/toolkit/theory-change/?gclid=CjwKCAjwu_mSBhAYEiwA5BBmfzoNihVN8FWiPtu45eJ4IxvxRGVHP2YdBhSnz8oMapmFUs2owCQA-BoCgzoQAvD_BwE
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Andthen

%
Of startups were looking 
around -  years ahead. 

%
Of large enterprises were 
looking more than  
years ahead

%
Of third sector 
organisations were 
looking -  years 
ahead.

How far ahead are organisations looking?

- - - - - +

%

%

%

%

%

%

%

Years

% of 
Respondents

Respondents were asked to 
identify the furthest ahead they 
had seen their organisation look 
when building a vision.

Predictably, startups were at the 
shorter end of the spectrum, 
generally looking around -  years 
ahead. Enough to perhaps make it 
to the next funding round, and to 
have an understanding of the 
evolving dynamics of their specific 
area of focus or technology, but 
not so far that they are 
anticipating large-scale category 
or industry shifts.  

Third Sector organisations were 
looking a little further ahead. The 
majority ( %) of charities, 
non-profits and other 
impact-driven organisations 
reported looking between -  
years into the future. Despite the 
short-term pressures of funding 

cycles, these organisations are 
often focussed on systemic 
change, which inherently has a 
long-term component. 

Large Enterprises were looking the 
furthest ahead — % reported 
looking more than  years ahead, 
and % reported looking -  
years ahead. This is typical of our 
experience — larger organisations 
often have the resources to 
maintain meaningful foresight and 
horizon scanning capabilities to 
support their innovation pipeline 
planning, acquisitions and other 
functions. 

In this research, there was no clear 
trend in the time horizon of Public 
Sector organisations — this may 
merit further investigation into the 
impact of election cycles and 
party priorities on long-term 
planning.  

Organisations look anywhere from two to twenty 
years ahead. 

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/
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As organisations grow, they tend to build a longer term view...

Less than  
Employees

+ 
Employees

- - - - - +

Years

%
 o

f 
or

ga
ni

sa
ti

on
s

As organisations grow in size, so does their 
time horizon. As shown here, those with fewer 
than  employees were most likely to be 
looking -  years ahead, while those with 
more than  employees were most likely to 
be looking -  years ahead. This is the case 
across the public, private and third sectors.

On the one hand, as organisations grow, they 
build more complex product and service 
portfolios and also have larger innovation 
budgets. This creates the need and resource 
to think in longer term horizons. On the other 
hand, smaller organisations seem less worried 
about long-term planning as they are more 
confident in their ability to adapt to change.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/
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While almost all agree that a vision should 
contain a description of what something 
should look like in the future….

Private sector respondents generally 
expect a vision to also include an outline 
of intended impact, a description of a 
problem to solve, and a concept.

While both public and third sector 
respondents likewise expect to see an 
outline of intended impact, they prioritise 
seeing a description of an opportunity to 
seize and a series of principles or values 
over other factors. 

What would you expect to see in a vision?

Respondents were asked to pick three things they would 
expect to see in a vision:

A description of what something could look like in the future ( %)

An outline of the intended impact of something ( %)

A series of principles or values ( %)

A description of a problem to solve ( %)

A concept ( %)

A description of an opportunity to seize ( %)

A plan of action ( %)

A set of targets ( %)

Something else ( %)

Ingredients% that agree

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/


AndthenWhat would you expect to do when creating a vision?

Respondents were asked to pick three activities they would associate with building a vision:

Anticipating your users’ or 
community’s long-term needs 
( %)

Ingredients% that agree

Scenario Building ( %)

Identifying your organisation’s 
values ( %)

Trend research ( %)

Looking to other sectors for 
inspiration ( %)

Identifying your organisation’s 
needs ( %)

% that agree

Competitor analysis ( %)

Ingredients

Identifying your users’ or community’s 
short-term needs ( %)

Evaluating past projects or 
initiatives ( %)

Market segmentation ( %)

Ethnographic studies ( %)

Other ( %)

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Almost all agree that anticipating your users’ 
or community’s long-term needs is a central 
activity to visioning, but respondents are 
much more divided across other activities. 

Scenario building and identifying your 
organisation’s values are relatively popular 
choices. Notably, identifying values is one of 
the most important activities for % of third 
sector respondents, but only for % of 
private sector respondents and surprisingly 
just % of public sector respondents. One 
explanation for such a low number with public 
sector respondents is that they are more 
likely to have implicit organisational values, 
which are consistent across different public 
sector organisations, due to inherited 
historical culture, and their alignment with 
political agenda and policy. 

What would you expect to do when creating a vision?

Other activities were much less popular, 
highlighting an interesting disconnect 
between the vision of an organisation and 
frontline research activities such as 
identifying your users’ or community’s 
short-term needs, ethnographic studies, 
and market segmentation. While this isn’t 
unexpected (identifying values, scenario 
building, and anticipating needs are all logical 
inputs into visioning), it paints a picture of 
visioning as an activity that happens in 
isolation, and isn’t human-centered. 

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/insights/culture-change-public-sector
https://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/insights/culture-change-public-sector
https://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/insights/culture-change-public-sector
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What’s the value of 
a vision?

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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One decision that 
settles a thousand 
later on 

A valuable input 
into innovation 
strategy

Aligning teams and 
achieving buy-in

Developing culture 
through common 
aspiration

Disrupting 
entrenched 
patterns of thinking

Building culture

Driving change

Insights in this section came from a 
mixture of survey responses and 
interviews. Initially, survey 
respondents described the key 
benefits of a vision. We then 
expanded on any recurring themes 
through in-depth interviews with a 
range of strategic leaders.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Developing culture through 
common aspiration

“Visions are useful for building a work culture in a 
group, they make people work more effectively as a 

team.” 
 

— Senior Manager, Finance Startup, South Korea

Private
Public
Third

Small (  - )
Medium (  - )
Large ( +)

Who said this:

Organisation size Sector

At its best, a vision unites people 
behind a purpose, driven by shared 
principles and understanding. It 
attracts the right kinds of people to 
an organisation, and can inspire and 
motivate people, mobilising them 
towards collective action. It also acts 
as a ‘single source of truth,’ giving 
everyone something to be 
accountable to. In companies with 
strong visions, it’s not uncommon to 
hear the vision cited in a meeting or 
a workshop as a way of justifying a 
decision. 

A vision articulates the unique 
impact your organisation can have on 
society, and through this, provides 
meaning to each individual role 
within an organisation.

When a vision is shared by a team, 
many people note that it can make it 
easier to build shared patterns of 
thinking and doing, therefore 
developing a more collaborative 
environment that minimises 
individual agendas. 

Building culture

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Disrupting entrenched 
patterns of thinking

“Creating a vision helped us realise that 
there were different aspects of the sector 

that we could go after.”

— Head of Design and Product, Healthcare 
Scaleup, UK

Private
Public
Third

Small (  - )
Medium (  - )
Large ( +)

Who said this:

Organisation size Sector

As an organisation grows and 
develops, it builds its own patterns of 
thinking — Edward De Bono coined 
the phrase ‘rivers of thinking’ to 
describe this process. It can occur 
when an organisation gets stuck in a 
particular way of thinking through 
unintentional habitualisation, which 
then blinds them to certain 
opportunities or threats. 

Building a vision is about looking to 
the future — it gives an organisation 
licence to break away from their 
normal patterns of thinking. 
Generally, most organisational 
resources are geared around 
delivery, 

prioritising immediate goals and 
incremental improvement. Such 
patterns of thinking limit an 
organisation’s ability to think beyond 
a ‘business as usual’ version of 
progress. 

The future is a space that is full of 
possibility and is free from the 
constraints of daily routine. So, the 
act of creating a vision provides 
opportunities for people to look up 
from short-term challenges, and 
think about major paradigm shifts, 
new directions, long-term 
possibilities and ways to disrupt 
established patterns of thinking.

Building culture

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/


Andthen

Aligning teams 
and achieving buy-in

“A vision supports alignment to a company's objectives. An 
organisation-wide vision provides something that 

individuals can hold each other accountable to. This forces 
people to align their own agendas/vision with impact for the 

organisation, which is mutually beneficial.”  

— Senior Researcher, Scaleup, UK

Who said this:

Organisation size Sector

Often, the early stages of a new 
project is where everything goes 
wrong — teams can easily be 
misaligned as individuals interpret 
vague goals in their own ways or 
projects fail to find sponsorship from 
essential stakeholders. 

A vision is a piece of communication 
that articulates intent in a simple and 
accessible way. It is something that 
everyone understands, and a vision 
makes it easier to reach out to 
stakeholders and get them on board 
with an idea.  

Within a team, an organisation, or a 
project, a vision sets a common goal. 

It makes sure that everyone is 
starting from the same point, and 
that there is a shared understanding 
of the big picture. It builds cohesion 
while helping people to better 
understand how their own agendas 
can sit within that of their 
organisation. Without such a vision it 
becomes very difficult for a team to 
determine the appropriate direction 
or measure success. 

Creating a vision is itself an act of 
leadership that makes the delivery of 
change plans faster and easier, and 
helps to decentralise decision 
making throughout an organisation.

Driving change 

Private
Public
Third

Small (  - )
Medium (  - )
Large ( +)

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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A valuable input into 
innovation strategy

Who said this:

Organisation size Sector

Driving change 

Private
Public
Third

Small (  - )
Medium (  - )
Large ( +)

“We try to be really outcomes-focussed, so when we’re 
thinking about the types of project we might do, we come 
at it through the lens of our vision and mission to see if it 

matches up.”

— Senior Program Manager, Charitable Foundation, USA

Visions set long-term targets that 
serve as a framework for making 
decisions. Innovation teams use 
long-term visions to build short-term 
objectives, identify actions, and 
organise efforts into a roadmap or 
pipeline. By describing an ideal future 
state, it becomes much easier to 
have strategic conversations about 
action in the present, asking 
questions such as, “Do we have the 
resource for this? What new roles do 
we need? Where do we start?”

A vision is also an effective tool to 
align and organise innovation 
activities. Strategies, projects or 

other initiatives can be traced back 
to the vision, which makes 
prioritisation easier, and helps 
individuals better understand how 
the activities they are working on fit 
into the big picture. 

This is particularly evident in 
impact-driven organisations, where 
visions play a central role in defining 
what success looks like — in some 
cases, evaluation metrics are 
explicitly linked and bespoke to the 
vision.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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One decision that settles a 
thousand later on.

Who said this:

Organisation size Sector

Driving change 

Private
Public
Third

Small (  - )
Medium (  - )
Large ( +)

“If we had a clear vision, we’d do better internally. We’d 
help our organisation make difficult decisions, and focus on 

the right projects.”

— Innovation Manager, Charitable Foundation, UK

Visions are about creating focus and 
clarity for an organisation. They 
define a clear point of view on the 
characteristics of a ‘preferable’ 
future, and serve as a ‘north star’ for 
everyone to look towards.  

In change efforts, they set clear 
targets and make sure everyone 
understands the problem they are 
solving. Elsewhere, they influence the 
natural way of doing and thinking —

new processes emerge, and it 
becomes clear where value is placed. 
The right projects are prioritised, and 
the right people are hired. Ultimately, 
a ‘north star vision’ speeds up the 
decision-making process — people 
innately understand what decisions 
and strategies make sense for an 
organisation, and they maintain focus 
on the right challenges.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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What are the challenges 
of building a vision?

https://www.studioandthen.com/
https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Finding the right 
attitude for a vision

Rigour in the face of 
uncertainty

Striking the right 
balance in 
participation

Cultural resistance 
to long-term 
thinking

Addressing cultural issues

Visioning process

The baggage of 
fluffy or insincere 
visions 

Insights in this section came from a 
mixture of survey responses and 
interviews. Initially, survey 
respondents described the key 
benefits of a vision. We then 
expanded on any recurring themes 
through in-depth interviews with a 
range of strategic leaders.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Cultural resistance to 
long-term thinking

“Visions can often be viewed as removed from 
commercial delivery within a large organisation. 

Politically visioning may not often contribute to the 
best reputation for a team.” 

— Senior Design Strategy Manager, Financial Services 
Company

Who said this:

Organisation size Sector

Successful visioning work needs to 
be underpinned by a supportive 
culture which institutionalises 
long-term thinking. Visioning can’t be 
a one-off activity, it needs to be 
happening all the time so that visions 
can respond to changing 
environments. Essentially, it needs to 
become a ‘mindset’ — everyone in an 
organisation should be used to 
thinking in the long term, whatever 
‘long term’ means for their role or 
function. In such an environment, 
visioning activities would be 
supported at all levels of the 
organisation, including senior level 
and middle management. 

Thinking about the future is 
challenging when there are 
short-term delivery pressures. The 
high upfront financial cost of 
visioning can be hard to justify, 
especially as the impact may not be 
seen until after the tenure of those 
who participate in the vision setting 
work. 

While most agree that a 
well-considered and well-executed 
long-term vision will eventually 
provide a greater return, they note 
that it’s very difficult to center 
long-term priorities in practice. This 
is the source of a large portion of 
challenges encountered when trying 
to do visioning work. 

Addressing cultural issues

Private
Public
Third

Small (  - )
Medium (  - )
Large ( +)
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The baggage of fluffy or 
insincere visions

“Too often the outcome is woolly. ‘To be the leading 
provider of X or Y segment'. I can't do anything with 

this - it's not well-defined or possible to test it. 
There needs to be reason for a vision and a 

definition of the expected outcome.”

— Chief Operating Officer, FinTech Startup, UK

Who said this:

Organisation size Sector

There is a big difference between a 
sharp, considered, and actionable 
vision, and a fluffy and vague one. In 
the current era of greenwashing and 
wokewashing, it’s easy to spot an 
insincere vision a mile off — 
something many are used to.

A good vision tends to adhere to a 
‘pyramid principle,’ where the 
top-line vision, whether it’s a phrase, 
an image, or something else, is an 
easy access point into a much larger 
body of thinking that involves a clear 
strategy and pathway to 
implementation. IKEA’s vision ‘to 
create a better everyday life for the 
many people’ is a great example of 
this — each word has been carefully 
selected, and its implications can be 
unpacked in an easy and 
conversational manner.

Often a vision gets detached from 
the on-the-ground reality of an 

organisation and is too vague. 
Similarly, a vision can be made only 
for public consumption and 
disconnected to an organisation’s 
strategy – revealing itself as clearly 
disingenuous. For instance, until 
recently, Facebook (Meta) were 
championing the vision of a more 
‘open and connected world,’ while at 
the same time relying on a business 
model of selling ads by dividing 
people into incredibly narrow 
marketing profiles and echo 
chambers.

Historically, society is used to seeing 
a flawed type of vision, which has led 
to a good deal of baggage around the 
term ‘vision’ itself, including a 
distrust for the visioning process as a 
foundation for strategy.

Addressing cultural issues

Private
Public
Third

Small (  - )
Medium (  - )
Large ( +)
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Striking the right balance 
in participation

They [leadership] might have a vision, but how 
does everyone collectively own the vision? I feel 
that the motivation for that needs to come from 

leadership.

— Head of Service Design, Mental Health Startup, 
Finland

Who said this:

Organisation size Sector

Often, visions are ‘owned’ by 
leadership — where perhaps few 
others have been invited to 
contribute to the vision, or the vision 
hasn’t been appropriately 
communicated to employees. In 
these instances, a vision is stunted in 
its ability to motivate and inspire.

It’s important that visions are 
co-created to a degree to form a 
sense of collective ownership, and 
consequently shared ambition and 
aspiration. But practically, this is 
difficult to do, especially in large 
organisations. The practicality of 
meaningfully engaging a large 
number of employees in a discussion 
about the future is difficult, and the 
process itself can create conflict. 
Different people have very different 
priorities or incentives, which emerge 
as strong opposing opinions within a 
visioning process. 

There is also a big facilitation 
challenge in balancing rampant 
imagination with real world 
constraints — some take the process 
to extremes, looking too far ahead or 
losing a grip on reality (e.g. ‘In  years 
we’ll all commute to work via 
hoverbike’), while others struggle to 
take off their ‘here and now hats’ and 
can’t shift their thinking away from 
their to-do lists and the problems of 
the moment.

Wide participation in visioning is 
effective, but skill and experience are 
needed to facilitate it effectively, 
balancing stakeholder opinions and 
supporting people through the 
process.

Visioning process

Private
Public
Third

Small (  - )
Medium (  - )
Large ( +)
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Finding the correct 
attitude

“I think there are a lot of people here whose 
attitude is ‘here we go again, talking about lofty 

things, when we just want to get the nuts and bolts 
right’.”

— Global Design Lead, Automotive Company, USA

Who said this:

Organisation size Sector

A vision not only needs to be 
formulated correctly, but also 
communicated well. It needs to be 
concise without being generic. It 
needs to be high level enough that it 
is ambitious, challenging and 
inspiring, but it also needs to be 
broken down in a way that can create 
real impact, and outline pathways to 
action. It needs to speak the 
language of many different 
stakeholders — from ethusing 
shareholders, board members and 
leaders, to providing motivation and 
purpose to middle managers and 
employees. It may even need to 
speak to users or consumers. 

A misstep in any one of these 
directions may alienate a key 
stakeholder group, thus limiting the 
support behind the vision and the 
appetite for more visioning activities. 

Any successful vision exists in 
multiple places and formats, each of 
these speaking to a different group 
of people, articulating in terms they 
identify with what the vision is and 
why it matters.

Private
Public
Third

Small (  - )
Medium (  - )
Large ( +)

Visioning process
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Rigour in the face of 
uncertainty

“It’s a challenge to ensure a vision is accurate — it 
could be a nice story, but it might just be based on 

opinion and not fact.”

— Head of Service Design, Technology and Services 
Consultancy, UK 

Who said this:

Organisation size Sector

A successful vision can’t just be 
based on aspirations alone; it needs 
to consider real world issues that will 
influence an organisation. The 
concern among many is that visions 
often don’t do this — they tell a nice 
story, but they don’t respect 
real-world constraints, and aren’t 
pragmatic about what’s actually 
possible. 

To build a robust vision that can 
stand the test of time, there needs to 
be a strong foundation of knowledge 
based on existing data and 
defensible assumptions about the 
future. But the challenge here is that 
there is always a degree of 
uncertainty when it comes to 
anticipating change. While some 
things are predictable, unforeseen 
disruptions are constantly happening 
in the form of new regulation, 
extreme weather events, sudden 
political power shifts, or pandemics.

This inherent uncertainty is difficult 
for many people to grapple with, and 
puts them off the idea of visioning or 
any kind of long-term thinking 
altogether. 

For visioning to thrive, the 
organisation needs to acknowledge 
that while the future can’t be 
predicted, it can be prepared for, and 
in some ways, shaped. A vision that 
respects this way of thinking knows 
how to be rigorous and detailed 
where appropriate, while also leaving 
flexibility for rapid or unpredictable 
external change. 

Private
Public
Third

Small (  - )
Medium (  - )
Large ( +)

Visioning process
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A series of common attitudes towards 
visions and their value 

Four visioning
mindsets
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Common mindsets towards visioning

Ambition 
Mindset

Across this research, we noticed a few 
common approaches towards 
visioning and uses for visions, which 
we’ve summarised in the following four 
‘mindsets.’ Each of these mindsets 
tends to be most common in a 
particular sector or organisational 
type — for instance the ‘Ambition’ 
mindset is most common in startups 
and scaleups, while the ‘Collaboration’ 
mindset is most common in public 
sector organisations. 

But it’s particularly exciting to see 
examples of mindsets operating 
outside of their respective sector or 
organisation type — seeing the 
Ambition mindset working in the third 
sector, or Transformation mindset 
working in a public sector organisation 
is always interesting, as they tend to 
be challenging norms and driving 
change. 

1 2 3 4

Using visions as a way to 
articulate ambitious 
goals.

Most common in 
startups and scaleups

Transformation 
Mindset

Using visions as a way to 
direct transformative 
change.

Most common in large 
enterprises.

Foundation 
Mindset

Using visions to create 
an organisational 
compass.

Most common in third 
sector and social 
enterprise.

Collaboration 
Mindset

Using visions to enhance 
collaborative efforts.

Most common in public 
sector.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Ambition Mindset
Using visions as a way to articulate 
ambitious goals.

Most common in startups and scale-ups.

People in this mindset are focussed on 
growth — they want to scale what they have 
as fast as possible, and they use visions as a 
tool to support this.

“We (entrepreneurs) are all impostors 
who must deploy a fiction (i.e. story) 
that captures imaginations and capital 
to pull the future forward and turn 
rhyme into reason.”

— Scott Galloway 

Typically, they are working inside a young 
company (a startup or a scaleup) and in this 
environment, they know that certain 
approaches to long-term thinking are unlikely 
to fly. Those around them aren’t too 
concerned about building the perfect 
product; instead, they want to validate their 
ideas, iterate, achieve scale, and fail fast. 
When their colleagues are focussed on 
improving the conversion funnel or reducing 
customer acquisition costs, it’s tricky to get 
them to invest in highly explorative forms of 
long-term thinking which may or may not 
result in actionable insight.

 

Their ideal vision

Speaks to impact at scale.

Is something to stretch towards — not 
unachievable, but out of current reach.

They think a vision should:

Help a team link their day-to-day 
work with the bigger picture.

Be a storytelling tool that gets people 
excited about an organisation’s goals.

Help growing companies transform 
their internal narrative.

Is easy to connect to action.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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This prioritisation of scale and speed 
sometimes makes people lose touch with the 
bigger picture; teams forget the root purpose 
behind what they are doing. 

Instead, those with this mindset use visions 
and visioning in a pragmatic and 
action-oriented way. They are used to both 
help people connect their day-to-day work 
with the company’s larger ambition, and to 
engage key stakeholders (e.g. partners, 
investors, customers) in their ambition. 

Asana, the project management software, 
gives a great example here — they publish 
visions periodically, across , , and 

, which are each clearly geared towards 
inspiring and motivating users, investors, 
partners, employees, and prospective 
employees through connecting their product 
of today with their vision for tomorrow.

When working in early-stage startups, people 
in this mindset will usually create visions that 
are framed around a problem that needs 
solving. As a company matures into a scaleup, 
the content and purpose of a vision tends to 

shift, moving beyond just a mobilisation tool 
and also becoming a way to actually identify 
opportunities (through the visioning process) 
and communicate them to others (through 
the vision). For instance, one Head of Product 
told us how a vision at his healthcare scaleup 
was used to help identify and articulate the 
different parts of a market that the company 
wants to pursue.

Within a scaleup, those in the Ambition 
Mindset will often use visions to communicate 
an anticipated paradigm shift, either of the 
company (e.g. when Google moved from a 
‘search company’ to a ‘data company’) or of 
the market itself (e.g. from ownership to 
access). 

Overall, those with this mindset know that 
good visions offer something to stretch 
towards - not unachievable, but out of current 
reach. They must not only mobilise 
employees, but also address investors’ 
ambitions, and (in some cases) captivate 
customers. Their primary goal is to articulate 
an ambition and help people ‘jump on board’.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Transformation 
Mindset
Using visions as a way to direct 
transformative change.

Most common in large enterprises.

Those in the Transformation Mindset tend to 
find themselves in large businesses and 
corporates. They know that unlike younger 
businesses, which often rely on increasing 
reach and improving their offering as the main 
driver of scale, mature corporates are in the 
business of changing paradigms and need to 
reinvent themselves to grow. We see this 
happening constantly; from the simple brick, 
Lego has evolved and scaled its offering by 
transforming itself from a toy company into a 
learning and play company, while IKEA is 
moving from designing furniture to designing 
ways of living. 

Those with this mindset use visions to 
describe the destination of transformation 
initiatives — they are used to define strategies 
and actions, and make sure employees are on 
the same page and share a sense of common 
purpose. But they are also acutely aware of 
what a poor vision looks like as they’ve seen 
plenty of generic visions that people found 
vague or confusing. They also know, that while 
most people focus on company-wide visions, 
visions exist at all levels of the company (even 
if they aren’t always called ‘visions’).  

Their ideal vision

Clearly communicated at different levels 
of the company

Describes the paradigm shift a company 
is attempting

They think a vision should:

Create alignment across a vast 
organisation

Power the transformation process by 
helping initiatives at different levels of 
the organisation map their efforts to 
the overall vision

Mobilise a workforce to work towards 
a common goal

Specific — every part of the vision 
conveys essential meaning

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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There can be visions for sectors, departments, 
teams, product lines, features, or even 
individual roles. 

Because of this variability, they prioritise clear 
communication when dealing with visions. 
They feel that when a company-wide vision is 
clear, specific and understood by all, it 
functions as a single source of truth — a tool 
to align the workforce, build culture, and a 
place onto which visions at different levels of 
the company can be mapped. 

They are mindful that without having an 
overarching vision that is widely understood, it 
is very difficult to create visions for smaller 
scale initiatives within the company — effort 
gets wasted, and people lose momentum. On 
the flipside, they know that good visions in 
this context can ladder down to respective 
departments, initiatives, or innovations, and 
help them contextualise their work.

“If the vision at the top is not really 
really clear, I think it’s hard for that to 
scale down… and then it just becomes 
muddled all the way through.” 

— Global Design Lead, Automotive 
Corporation, USA

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Foundation 
Mindset
Using visions to create an 
organisational compass.

Most common in third sector and 
social enterprise.

Those with the Foundation Mindset can often 
be found working in the impact space, at a 
charity, non-profit or social enterprise. In an 
environment where growth or profit may not 
be the main objective, they know that many 
struggle to make decisions that best support 
their organisation’s goals. Objectives here 
tend to be a little harder to measure or define 
than elsewhere.

In this context, they know that visions (as well 
as missions and organisational values) play a 
special role; they become tools for everyday 
use, guiding decisions and setting a shared 
definition of ‘success’ sometimes quite 
literally — in some cases visions themselves 
become an evaluation tool. Enrol Yourself’s 
‘A compass to guide us’ tool is a great 
example of this in action. Such evaluation 
tools help them measure these objectives. 

Those in this mindset are also sensitive to the 
unique pressures typical of social impact 
work. They know that funding cycles can often

Their ideal vision

Describes a long-term (usually + 
years) ambition.

Speaks to the systemic challenges they 
are addressing.

They think a vision should:

Help an organisation act preemptively 
and strive for longer-term impact.

Define what success looks like in an 
organisation.

Be a tool that helps employees compare 
choices and evaluate progress.

Is aspirational yet also practical.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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keep charities and non-profits occupied with 
short-term impact, and that it’s rare to have 
the luxury here of a long-term outlook 
focussed on preemption or prevention. This 
often results in social impact organisations 
having powerful missions and sets of values, 
but poor visions about how they are best 
placed to create impact in the long term.

This mindset tends to use visions to help an 
organisation look ahead, and convince 
relevant internal and external stakeholders to 
invest in taking preemptive or preventive 
actions that mitigate potential issues before 
they mature, nurture positive developments, 
and shape the future they want to see. 

For instance, the National History Museum’s 
vision of ‘a future where both people and 
planet thrive’ sets a clear future-facing 
mandate for their strategy. They go on to 
elaborate, ‘Central to our vision is a plan not

just to protect this astonishing global treasure 
trove, but to provide both an unrivalled 
opportunity for scientific research and an 
ideal way to enhance public engagement with 
the natural world so that we can make an 
impact far beyond our physical limits.’ Here, 
it’s clear that their future-facing vision is 
creating a mandate for action that balances 
short-term impact (through protecting the 
museum), medium-term visible impact 
(through scientific research) and speculative, 
but potentially transformative long-term 
impact (through public engagement with a 
view towards developing ‘advocates for the 
planet’ and supporting large-scale attitude 
change).

“It’s very important to have a clear 
mandate, this gives a structure onto 
which we can map projects.”

— Senior Programme Manager, Charitable 
Foundation, UK

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Collaboration
Mindset
Using visions to create an 
organisational compass.

Most common in the public sector.

People in this mindset are often working in 
large public sector organisations, where they 
need to pull together people and resources, 
sometimes from different organisations or 
units to collaborate on the creation of new 
services, policies, organisations, departments 
or other entities. They are mainly concerned 
with ensuring everyone is aligned, and can 
work together in a supportive and effective 
way. 

For them, a vision does two things. Firstly, it 
educates key stakeholders and collaborators 
on the changing context, notably, the 
socio-cultural and technological changes 
impacting their area of operation. Secondly, 
like most visions, it aims to create a common 
goal that provides alignment. 

Those with the collaboration mindset are 
aware that innovation efforts have significantly 
different pressures in the public sector as 
compared to elsewhere. Five-year 
parliamentary terms and fixed-term budget 
cycles create challenges around thinking in a 

Their ideal vision

Is co-produced with internal 
stakeholders and the public.

Speaks to the changing socio-cultural 
and/or technical context relevant to the 
initiative.

They think a vision should:

Help people better understand the 
context that they are working in.

Align a group of collaborators.

Be owned by everyone.

Is easy to connect to action.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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truly long-term way, and the lack of the 
competitive environment that exists in the 
private sector changes the incentive for 
innovation. The bureaucracy and sheer 
number of key stakeholders that are involved 
in decisions create challenges when 
proposing and delivering new innovations. 

Nesta elaborate on the challenge of public 
sector innovation, saying ”there are big 
returns to be gained from innovation for 
whole systems, explaining the most 
productivity growth, and indeed the most 
progress. Yet the rewards for any individual 
unit or organisation – such as a school or 
hospital – are much lower. Indeed there is 
likely to be significant risk associated with any 
innovation, making it more rational to focus on 
adopting the ideas developed by others.” 

Those that build effective visions in this 
environment are very sensitive to the 
organisational culture, and build visions 
accordingly through balancing inspiration 

with robust practicality; they try to build 
visions that give clear enough targets and 
metrics so that they can be used to 
justify decisions, but that are also 
emotive enough to capture people’s 
hearts and minds. They are also sensitive 
to the organisational cycles that dictate 
when the right time is to create a vision 
(such as at the beginning of a budget 
cycle or parliamentary term). 

They also know that visions are slow to 
produce in this environment, largely 
because of all the stakeholders that need 
to be engaged, and have the patience to 
embrace a slow visioning process. They 
leverage the value of stakeholder 
engagement, and are the most likely of all 
the mindsets to champion the benefit of 
co-producing visions, either through 
extensive internal engagement, 
large-scale external stakeholder 
engagement, or both. They use 
co-production to improve buy-in, create 

shared ownership, and ensure the vision is 
addressing the right challenges. 

More and more, citizens themselves are being 
invited into the process of vision creation 
based on the point of view that a public 
sector organisation cannot build a better 
future for citizens if they don’t give citizens 
the voice to define what ‘better’ means. While 
building such participation into the visioning 
process helps to build more nuanced 
ambitions that are more likely to deliver 
impactful change, meaningful participation is 
a real challenge — it is expensive, time 
consuming, and needs expert facilitation.

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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An ideal vision
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A shared vision
A good vision is one that is shared by the 

many. It has been co-produced with relevant 
stakeholders in a meaningful way. This isn’t 

about inviting others to make wording tweaks. 
It means that the vision represents shared 

aspiration.

What makes a good vision? 
The following are a list of ‘ingredients’ that we repeatedly saw across our research in effective visions.

Tied to a 
recognisable 

problem
It should be tied to a 

problem people recognise in 
the world, however the way of 
seeing that problem, or the 
solution or approach that it 

proposes may be new - 
changing people’s ways of 

seeing or understanding the 
problem.  

Specific
A good vision is specific. Every word in it 

should have unique meaning to those that 
need to use it — it must not be generic, and 

should be sensitive to the unique affordances 
of the organisation it’s speaking about. 

A good vision should inspire people by pushing them to think beyond their 
current reach, while also motivating them through framing something that is 

still realistic enough to be attainable. 

A powerful story
A good vision guides people through a compelling and believable story, it 

could use formats like:

What’s the 
opportunity?

What’s are we going to do about it?What’s the problem?

Attainable but still out of reach

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Tangible and actionable
A good vision should be easy to comprehend and should have clear 
links or even commitments to action, evidenced in any supporting 

material which complements the vision. 

Speaks to the heart, 
head and hand

A good vision needs to speak to people on different levels; 
the heart, head and hand.

What makes a good vision? 
The following are a list of ‘ingredients’ that we repeatedly saw across our research in effective visions.

Heart 
It gives people a reason to care, and emotionally invest.

Head 
it makes logical sense to people.

Hand
it is accompanied by an explanation of how to make it happen.

Rigorous
A vision that relies on assumptions about particular 

future developments (e.g. climate change) will only be 
successful if it can be defended with robust research. 

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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The following are a list of ‘ingredients’ that we repeatedly saw across our research in effective visions.

Reinforced 
through mission 

and strategy
A good vision should be reinforced by one, or 

several mission(s), as well as a strategy. Missions 
should be used to describe what an 

organisation plans to achieve, while a strategy 
should describe how to do it. These should be 

very clearly linked to the vision, and should help 
contextualise it to all relevant stakeholders. 

A 

single 

source of truth
A good vision should be a ‘language’ which helps 

people see beyond their personal or team’s 
objectives. They should be able use the vision as a 

way to inform the development of a new brief, 
project or initiative, and should also be able to justify 

decisions against the vision.

A 
visual 

component
A good vision has a visual component. This might be 

a diagram, an image, a video, a minisite, or 
something else entirely. The visual component helps 
not only to make the vision more shareable, but also 

with its specificity and alignment. Words can be 
interpreted differently by different people, while 
imagery helps people gain additional information 
and a better overall understanding of the vision. 

Mission

Strategy

https://www.studioandthen.com/
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Closing thoughts and next steps

Final thoughts
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Over  years ago in , on the subject of 
visions, the Harvard Business Review noted 
the need to add ‘clarity and rigour to the 
vague and fuzzy concepts swirling around 
that trendy term.’ Decades later, the 
sentiment stands true. From this study, it’s 
obvious that this term ‘vision’ carries a good 
deal of baggage. For many, the term reminds 
them of often-seen vague or fuzzy statements 
which have little relationship to strategic 
intent.

What’s clear to us is that there are visions and 
there are visions. A fluffy statement about 
being the best in a category is very different 
to a specific, actionable articulation of a goal 
that helps an organisation align, contextualise 
itself and build an ambitious action plan. We’d 
argue that the former isn’t really a vision, while 
the latter is the foundation of a successful 
initiative.

As we’ve repeated across this report, visions 
do exist at all levels of an organisation, from a 
vision of a single feature to one of a whole 
company. But it’s clear that a good deal of  
visioning is happening under a different name;

avoiding the term ‘vision’ often seems to be a 
political decision. Whatever term is used, 
something like a vision (a description of what 
you would like something to look like in the 
future) should be created before any new 
effort begins. It should be an output of the 
‘pre-discovery’ phase of work (and may even 
be iterated during the discovery phase) and 
should form the scaffolding of any innovation 
brief. This recommendation directly 
addresses the biggest challenge for those we 
spoke with — they often weren’t sure what the 
point of their work was. They weren’t able to 
connect their day-to-day efforts to a vision, 
leading to dwindling motivation, sense of 
purpose, and ineffective collaboration.

We aren’t arguing that a vision is the solution 
to all innovation challenges. A vision is only % 
of what’s needed to build a visionary 
company, product, service or team. Of course 
most effort is in the delivery, but effort spent 
delivering the wrong thing is catastrophic, 
whereas a moment to check that you are 
heading in the right direction pays dividends 
down the line. 

A strategic leader’s role is to ensure that 
vision and action are aligned, and to do this 
the vision really needs to be stitched into the 
fabric of an organisation. All of the 
complementary material that exists around a 
vision helps with this — mission 
contextualises the organisation within the 
vision, speculative futures help to articulate it, 
values help to bake it into behaviour, and 
strategy links it to action. 

A vision is a key part of an initiative’s DNA. A 
good vision will be preserved, and can stand 
the test of time while everything around it 
changes. In fact, a powerful vision should be 
an anchor point that actually enables 
adaptation to a changing world — as people, 
approaches, technology, and other factors 
change, the vision shouldn’t expire — it should 
still serve as a source of direction for all.
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Thank you to everyone 
who participated. 

Thank you for giving us your valuable time. Thank you for 
your candour and your willingness to share your 

experiences and perspectives. 
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If you are interested in early-stage innovation, building visions, and 
futures thinking, Andthen may be able to support you. We specialise 
in doing research about the future — both in terms of what it could 
look like, but also what people want it to look like. We’ve been helping 
a wide range of organisations build visions and conduct early-stage 
research since , and can support you with anything from a 
conversation to a research project. If you’re interested, get in touch.

Our services can be applied to suit the demands of various challenges, 
supporting the journey through the early stages of innovation. They can be 
categorised into the following three areas:

Get in touch

Santini Basra
Director
santini@studioandthen.com

Seeing clearly with shared 
understanding

Building alignment with vision and 
purpose

Creating intent and a plan of 
action

Social Research / Foresight / Participatory 
Futures / Identifying Values

Scenario Building / Vision Design / Concept 
Design / Speculative Design

Product and Service Strategy / Brand Strategy 
/ Experimentation / Roadmapping
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mailto:santini@studioandthen.com
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