
V isionary boards don’t happen by chance. While 

many potential challenges can prevent boards from 

maximizing their visionary potential, high-

performing boards set the stage for visionary success by 

adopting several key practices. 

Staying well-informed.  Trustees must have credible and 

current information in order to recognize and anticipate the 

forces, trends and changes happening in the environment.  

They must develop a high level of understanding in the areas 

most critical to the organization’s performance and success.  A 

strong knowledge base and deep understanding will help 

trustees recognize opportunities and visualize new horizons.  

Well-informed trustees seek out opinions, ideas and 

perspectives that may be different from their own in an effort 

to break through old paradigms and gain new perspectives.   

Creating agendas that are focused on the right things.  

Working closely with the CEO, the chair of visionary boards 

ensures that meeting agendas are structured so the board can 

spend its time concentrating on the most important strategic 

issues.  These board chairs help focus trustees’ attention on 

high-level thinking and planning.  They engage trustees in 

discussions, debate and creative thinking to discover 

opportunities and develop innovative solutions.   

Inspiring a shared vision.  Few things are more motivating for 

an organization than a clear picture of a bright and successful 

future.  Visionary boards accomplish this by building on 

compelling missions and a shared purpose that inspire and 

motivate everyone in their organization.   

Investing in motivated trustees.  Board service is complex 

and challenging.  It requires members who are willing to 

commit time, availability and discipline.  Board members 

should have the integrity, drive and passion for the 

organization that will inspire and encourage everyone around 

them, including employees, other trustees, the medical staff, 

patients and the community at 

large.   

Visionary boards build on their 

commitment to the mission, their 

understanding of community 

health concerns and a big picture 

view of the evolving health care 

environment.  Through deliberation 

and discussion, they explore new 

possibilities and are willing to take 

the calculated risks that lead to 

visionary futures.   

Navigating a Hazy and Uncertain Future 
While a clear vision for the future is a critical component of a strategic plan, today’s future is 
frequently clouded with uncertainties.  Recent ambiguity about health care transformation 
under the Affordable Care Act (ACA) has been replaced with uncertainty surrounding repeal of 
the Act.  What remains constant is the board’s responsibility to navigate through the 
uncertainty and provide visionary leadership despite hazy views.   
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Building Trustees’ Visionary Skills 
Not all trustees around a board table will be skilled visionaries, 

but there are steps all trustees can take to build the leadership 

skills that will help the board navigate uncertainty and define a 

clear direction and focus for the future.  Critical skills to set 

trustees up for success include: 

 Committing the time and effort needed to be well-

informed and knowledgeable 

 Developing a working expertise about the issues driving 

health care 

 Stepping back from details and tactics and looking at the 

bigger picture to get better strategic perspective 

 Analyzing trends and determining possible implications 

(asking “What if “x” happens?” and “So what would that 

mean for us?” questions) 

 Considering issues and situations from various 

perspectives, putting oneself in the shoes of various 

constituencies or stakeholders 

 Being open to new ideas 

 Challenging assumptions and the status quo 

 Staying focused on the mission and vision 

 Being willing to take well-calculated risks 

 Imagining what might be achieved 

 

The Importance of Leadership to Make Vision a 
Reality 
The board’s responsibilities are many— finance, quality and 

patient safety quite understandably top that list of 

accountabilities.  But for all their importance they shouldn’t 

exist to the exclusion of vision, because vision is often the 

catalyst that pulls an organization together and drives it 

forward.   

Visionary leaders combine their knowledge and understanding 

of environmental forces and trends with a focus on the future 

to anticipate what might or will happen.  Rooted in information 

and sound judgement, successful leaders make credible 

predictions that are directly relevant to the organization’s 

mission.  By anticipating or predicting what might happen, 

visionary leaders can define the direction the organization 

should go.  Clear, concise, inspired mission-driven visions for 

the future are compelling.  They bring people together and 

motivate them to achieve the vision. 

Once a clear vision of where the organization wants to be in 

the future is set, the board and executive team must act to 

make that vision a reality.  The Malcom Baldrige National 

Quality Award includes criteria for visionary leadership in its 

framework of core values and leadership behaviors of high-

performing organizations, including the following:1  

1. Leads the organization in setting and owning 

organizational vision and values 

2. Guides the creation of strategies, systems, and methods to 

ensure ongoing organizational success 

3. Creates and ensures a supportive and collaborative 

environment 

4. Inspires the organization and others to achieve high 

performance 

5. Engages in personal learning seeking input from others 

 

Three Truths About the Challenge of Visionary 
Thinking and Planning 
There are three important truths that boards should be aware 

of when challenged by visionary thinking and planning:   

Visionary Thinking and Planning: Three Truths 

 Board members don’t need to know everything there is 

to know to make intelligent decision and wise choices 

about the future. 

 Because health care and technology are changing rapidly, 

what boards will know tomorrow is going to be very 

different from what they know today. 

 Trustees will never know everything they’d like to know 

to be totally confident in every decision they make. 
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First, board members don’t need to know everything there 

is to know to make intelligent decisions and wise choices 

about the future.  What board members do need is sound, 

relevant and timely information about the environment.  With 

data and facts about market forces and trends that are at work, 

board members can start connecting the proverbial dots.  By 

asking questions that begin with “What if…?”, visionary boards 

can identify a variety of potential scenarios and begin to build a 

deeper understanding of new paradigms.   

Moving a step further, visionary boards also ask “What could 

that mean to us?  What implications might it have for our 

organization?” and “What should we do to be prepared?”  By 

considering a variety of potential scenarios, these boards can 

begin to identify strategic opportunities and a path forward.  

They are better prepared to act quickly instead of reactively 

when things change.     

Second, because health care and technology are changing 

rapidly, what boards will know tomorrow is going to be 

very different from what they know today.  This reality 

requires board members to continually ask and discuss “what’s 

new” to keep pace with change.  The board must be able to 

rely on help from senior leadership to bring forth new and 

relevant data and information from multiple sources that is 

presented to the board in a concise, well-summarized analysis.  

By asking questions, visionary boards can identify a variety of potential scenarios and build a deeper understanding of new paradigms.  
Considering the various possibilities that might confront the organization in the future can help leaders prepare to act nimbly rather 
than reactively.  It can also help boards to identify new opportunities.  Below are ten questions for your board to consider now as you 
prepare for the future. 

1. How will passage of the 21st Century Cures Act benefit your organization?  Does it change any of your strategic thinking or plans? 

(The Act includes funding for the National Institutes of Health to fund new initiatives, and for the Food and Drug Administration 
to facilitate the development of new drugs and devices. Among other provisions, the law also is expected to help hospitals treat 
vulnerable patients through provisions related to outpatient services, long term care, rural health care, behavioral health and 
opioids.) 2 

2. What might the impacts be for your organization as the ACA is repealed?  What if it is repealed without “replacement” and 22 
million people lose insurance coverage? 3, 4 What if the reductions in hospital payments are not restored? 4 

3. What if Medicaid is funded as a state block grant (a lump sum payment that gives states autonomy in structuring their plans with 
no ties to levels of coverage)? 3  

4. What if the insurance exchanges/marketplaces and subsidies are included in the ACA repeal? 3 

5. What if regulations are changed to allow insurers to sell across state lines?  How might that change your competitive position 
and/or contracting position with insurers? 3 

6. Will pharmacy costs continue to increase?  What or who might bring them into check?  How might that impact your hospital 
pharmacy and your patients? 5 

7. Will risk-based payment models, which have been implemented in the transition to value-based care, continue as downside risks 
for providers come into effect? 5 

8. What impact will growing consumerism have upon your organization?   

9. What if outpatient care really isn’t cheaper than in-hospital care? 6 

10. Health care organizations are expected to be the most targeted sector for cyber-attacks in 2017 and new and more sophisticated 
attacks are expected.  Yet overall hospital and health system budgets have dropped or remained the same.  What if security at 
your organization is breached?  What impact will that have on costs, public relations and community trust, market share, revenue 
and more? 7 

Ten Potential Scenarios to Consider Today in Preparing for Tomorrow 
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A rapid-change health care field also means the board’s 

strategic planning process must be nimble and the plan must 

be flexible enough to adapt to new information and new 

realities as they emerge. 

Third, trustees will never know everything they’d like to 

know to be totally confident in every decision they make.  

While it may well be impossible to know everything when 

making decisions about the future, trustees need to assure 

themselves that the board is well-informed about 

demographic forces, economic trends, and community needs.  

They must be satisfied that the board has tried to identify 

possible changes, has questioned the likely implications and 

ramifications of those changes, and has deliberated 

thoughtfully and in good faith over its decisions.  Board 

members must be confident that their efforts will stand up to 

scrutiny.   

The uncertainty of the health care system is daily headline 

news.  Now more than ever, it’s critical that trustees be well-

informed, use that knowledge to predict the various scenarios 

that might unfold and develop not only a vision for the future, 

but ready strategies for overcoming challenges and achieving 

success. 
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