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Introduction	  

My friend and business partner Joe Candido and I have spent a lot of time lately 
working on the relationship between values, vision, culture, and strategy. This effort is 
driven by a series of events we have been involved in recently, gatherings of senior 
executives from across a broad swath of countries, industries, and companies. These 
gatherings had a single purpose: To discuss the relationship that must exist between the 
role of leadership, the establishment and communication of organizational and personal 
values, and the execution of strategy, if—and only if—sustainable long-term growth is to 
be realized. What we have concluded from these engagements is that there is an 
ineluctable (and, perhaps, somewhat obvious in the telling) relationship among 
leadership, values, vision, and strategy. The relationship is simple to state, difficult to 
execute, often ignored, yet profoundly impactful. To wit: Organizational differentiation 
derives from the creation of value; value derives from organizational culture; culture is a direct 
result of executive vision and organizational values; and vision and values come directly from 
leadership. If any one of these is missing, or ignored, the structure collapses like a house 
of cards. 

The	  Importance	  of	  Philology	  

I grew up as a multicultural kid. When I was 13, my family moved to Spain, and I spent 
all my teen years there. The impact of this unique childhood was almost indescribable. I 
became fascinated by language and culture and travel, and when I returned to the States 
to attend university, I found myself so deeply affected by the experience that I majored 
in a rather obscure field called Romance Philology. Philology is the study of the origins 
of languages; Romance Philology specializes in the Romance Languages, tracing their 
linguistic roots back to Latin, Greek, Indo-European and Sanskrit origins.  
 
For the work that we do, I could not have chosen a better field of study. Understanding 
word origins and the developmental paths of languages provides a window into the 
soul of a country—or a company, and its attendant culture. Let me give you an example. 
 
Because I lived in Spain, I developed native fluency in the Spanish language, and 
specialized in that language during my studies. To get a handle on the origins of words, 
one studies literature, as far back in the history of the language group as possible. I read 
Medieval epic poetry, written in the shaky hand of 11th century scribes; Golden Age 
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picaresque novels; and romantic stories, some of them touching and romantic, others 
bordering on pornographic—at least, pornographic for the 14th century.  
 
From these works I developed a sense of the evolution of the language, but more 
importantly, I developed a clear understanding of the evolution of Spanish thought and 
its impact on the world. Equally important, Philology helped me develop a sense of the 
relationship between Spanish and other languages—and how they influence one 
another. Let me give you some examples. 
 
Here is a list of common words in English, along with their origins. You’ll find this 
interesting—and important to the subject of this paper. 
 

v Alligator: The term derives from the Spanish phrase el lagarto, ‘the lizard.’ Note 
how ‘el lagarto’ sounds a lot like ‘alligator.’ The co-resident English speakers in 
the 19th century heard the Spanish speakers saying what they thought was 
‘alligator,’ and the word stuck. You’ll see similar cognates in the terms that 
follow. 

 
v Lasso: From the Spanish phrase el lazo, ‘a noose or braided rope for tying things.’ 

 
v Grenade: From the Spanish word granada, which means ‘pomegranate.’ The 

Moors in 16th-century Spain made bombs by wrapping gunpowder in cloth bags 
that were wrapped tightly at the neck with a cord and looked very much like the 
fruit.  

 
v Gringo: From the Spanish word griego, ‘ Greek,’ meaning ‘hard to understand’ or 

‘foreign sounding,’ the same way we use the phrase, ‘it’s Greek to me.’  
 

v Hoosegow: From the Spanish phrase el juzgado, ‘the court.’ In colloquial Spanish, 
the ‘ado’ ending is often pronounced without the ‘d.’ As a result, ‘juzgado’ is 
often pronounced ‘juzgao’ which English speakers heard as hoosegow.’ 

 
v Key West: Because of the reef structures that surround the Florida peninsula and 

its surrounding islands, and the lack of reliable marine charts, early ships 
routinely met their demise there. Because of the bones of sailors that littered the 
reefs in the area, it came to be known by local Spanish speakers as Cayo Hueso, 
‘Bone Cay,’ which to an English speaker sounds like ‘Key West.’ 

 
v Ten-gallon hat: Contrary to popular belief, the name has nothing to do with the 

size of the hat, but rather with the sound of the words used to describe someone 
wearing one. In Spanish, the phrase ¡tan galán!, meaning, ‘How elegant!’ was 
misunderstood—but the name stuck. 
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Interesting, isn’t it? Every language has its own set of derivations like these, and it’s 
fascinating to learn about them. It’s also informative, because it provides insights into 
the reason certain words are used the way they are. 

To	  the	  Matter	  at	  Hand	  

I began this essay with five terms: values, vision, culture, strategy, and leadership. Let’s 
look at each—along with its origin. 

Value	  

‘Value’ comes from the Latin word, valere—‘that which makes you strong.’ It should 
come as no surprise that it comes from the same root as ‘valor.’  
 
Values are the foundation of a company’s long-term well-being. They describe who the 
organization is and what it stands for—its reason for existing, if you will. As a message 
to the market that the organization serves, a corporation’s values explain why the 
organization does what it does, and are therefore qualitative indicators of the company’s 
commitment to its stated path. And, as qualitative indicators, rather than quantitative, 
values are not measurable. 
 
Values must be a constant force in the organization, serving as a ‘mirror of conscience’ 
into which the organization peers when it makes difficult decisions. Values aren’t 
convenient, nor are they optional. In one sense, they’re easy: they either are your values, 
or they aren’t. They are a binary truth—two possible states. There’s no in-between. The 
values can’t be applied when they are convenient; if that scenario emerges, then they are 
not your values. Here’s an easy test to see if your values are real. If the values define 
who or what you are, then they are truly values. If, however, they speak to what you do, 
then they are not values—they’re slogans used in leadership messages.   
 
This behavior that we like to call “slogan leadership” can be deadly. If detected as an 
organizational behavior, it indicates that the values that guide the organization, its 
moral compass, if you will, are missing: they’ve been replaced by snappy catch-phrases 
that read like marketing copy and have little positive impact in terms of inspiring the 
market with an organization’s message and mission. 
 
I recently had the opportunity to spend a week with 100 executive leaders from a wide 
swath of companies in Latin America. One of the participants in the workshop presented 
me with an interesting question. What happens, he asked, when an opportunity arises to 
do business with another company that has two overriding characteristics: (1) the 
opportunity has a high likelihood of being extremely lucrative; and (2), the company’s 
business ethics, or the ethics of the country in which the company is based, are 
questionable. How do my company’s values apply? 
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This is an excellent question, and in the world of multinational business it comes up 
with increasing frequency1. The answer, however, is simple: if there is a question about 
the advisability of doing business with a company because the other company’s values 
are in conflict with your own, run. It’s that simple. Forging a business relationship with 
a questionable company because the relationship will lead to profits in the short-term is 
a bad practice, because in the longer term, it sends a message to the market that your 
organizational values aren’t sound—and that profits are more important than doing the 
right thing.  

A	  Word	  About	  Ethics	  

I’ve used the term ‘ethics’ a few times in this document, and I think it would be prudent 
to say a few words about its meaning. Let’s start with this: Ethics are not values.  
 
Ethics are defined as the moral principles that guide a person’s or a company’s behavior. 
To say that a company is “ethical” is to simply say that the organization is guided by 
some set of beliefs—beliefs that may be morally good or bad. Therefore, ethics should 
always be accompanied by the values they are associated with. Otherwise, there is an 
assumption that the ethics are morally good, but many times that’s not the case. Ethics 
are tightly linked to the values that guide the organization.  
 
Respected motivational speaker Simon Sinek likes to point out that ‘people don’t buy 
what you do, they buy why you do it.’ He’s right: The why, an expression of the 
organization’s guiding values, is what creates differentiation in a competitive 
marketplace and yields long-term growth over an extended period. It is the fundamental 
reason that customers will pay a premium for a product from one company, when the 
same product can be purchased for less money from a competitor down the street.  

Vision	  

From the Sanskrit word vedah, ‘to see the 
future,’ vision stipulates a company’s 
desired destiny—said another way, it 
explains what the company does, but with a 
forward-looking, dynamic point-of-view. In 
concert with the organization’s values, the 
vision becomes a magnetic force that pulls 
people in and motivates them to be part of 
the future that the organization is 
committed to achieve.  

                                                        
1 It is not, of course, limited to the globalized marketplace; companies with questionable behavior are just as common on 
the domestic front. 
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One interesting characteristic of the 
vision is that it is never actually 
achieved, which seems counterintuitive. 
The vision, however, is designed to 
always be just out of reach, inexorably 
pulling the organization and its 
followers toward a desirable future that 
is better than the present reality. In 
essence, the vision crates a new status 
quo. 
 
Another truth about the vision is this: 
the more detailed it is, the more 
impactful and attractive it becomes. In 
executive strategy workshops, we have 

watched in amusement as senior executives described for us what their offices and 
desktops look like, ten years hence, with extraordinary detail. This is evidence that the 
vision has become their new reality. 

Culture	  

What a wonderful word. Derived from the Latin word colere (‘to tend or cultivate’), it 
also shares the same root as the word ‘cult.’  
 
In essence, culture refers to a set of values, attitudes and behaviors that characterize a 
group of people. They may be national (the Spanish culture), they may refer to a subset 
of society (the emerging hacker culture), and they may refer to the practices of an 
organization (we have a good corporate culture).  
 
But here’s the fatal cultural flaw that affects 
far too many organizations, almost always 
the result of a form of abdication at the top of 
the house. All too often, leaders come to the 
mistaken conclusion that ‘we need a new 
corporate culture.’ They think they can 
simply run out to Cultures Are Us (engage a 
local consulting firm), buy a new culture, 
install it in the company, reboot, and voilà, 
the company and its way of thinking and 
behaving will change. 
 

Recognize that every out-front 
maneuver you make is going to be 
lonely and a little bit frightening. If 
you’re entirely comfortable, you’re 
not far enough ahead to do any 
good. That warm sense of 
everything going well is nothing 
more than the body temperature 
at the center of the herd. 
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No. 
 
Culture comes from within: it is a manifestation of the values of the organization and the 
vision set by leadership that is based on those values. If the values are lacking, or if the 
executive team knowingly or unwittingly abdicates its responsibility to publish a vision 
for the future of the organization, the culture will reflect that. We see it in countries, and 
we see it in companies. 

Strategy 

Strategy is descended from the Greek word stratēgos, which translates to ‘the actions 
taken by a general on the field of battle.’ This makes perfect sense: unless the “general” 
in question (think senior leader) is William Wallace (Braveheart), he or she doesn’t pick 
up a pike and ride into the bloody fray. Instead, the general sits atop the nearest hill and 

surveys the field of battle to guide the 
direction of things from afar. In other 
words, strategy is a high-level thinking 
process, rather than a tactical (hands-
on) one.  
 
So what is strategy in the context of 
leadership? Whereas values describe the 
why of a company’s behavior, and vision 
describes what they do, the strategy 
explains how they do it—i.e., how they 
intend to achieve their vision. Strategy 
is not planning, nor should it change 
frequently. Goals, objectives, and tactics 
flow from strategy. For example 
Apple’s strategy of “Think Different” 
has been in place for well over 20 years. 
It’s applied to countless initiatives and 
products, each with a unique set of 
goals, objectives, and tactics. But if you 
look at that strategy carefully, you’ll see 
it’s really helping to achieve the 
company’s vision—which is to 
challenge the status quo, to change the 
world through technology and to never 
settle for anything less than perfection. 
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Leadership	  

So where does that take us in terms of leadership? Let’s define the term. The role of a 
successful leader, as we alluded to earlier, is to create a vision of a desirable future that 
is so powerful and compelling that all the players involved—employees, customers, and 
suppliers—are motivated to enroll in the vision and play an active part in its execution. 
As we noted earlier, ‘leadership’ has nothing whatsoever to do with years of service, title, 
salary, organizational size, whether the person has a corner office with a brass plaque on 
the door, or whether they even have a door. It has everything to do with the values and 
vision they espouse and are guided by, and the culture they create as a result of their 
espoused values—each of which, in turn, lead to organizational differentiation.  
 
Differentiation is more powerful than most realize. It says that there is something special 
about a company that isn’t available anywhere else. It speaks to a unique culture that 
attracts and retains employees, a new status quo that customers long for and want to be 
part of, a belief that all products and services are not created equal. Differentiation 
means that there is an alignment of values and vision between a company and its 
customer, such that they feel connected to one another. So, ask yourself a simple 
question: What could be a more powerful driver of long-term growth? 
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