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 Her comments speak to the essence of leadership. 

The VEM of Leadership 

Q:  How can we tell when someone is leading?   
A:  There’s a sound; it’s kinda like VROOM, but it’s actually VEM.  Both sounds start and end the same and imply 
directed movement.   
 
Research indicates what’s most likely to cause us to experience someone leading is the use of Vision.  Thus the  
V-E-M of Leadership begins with Vision.  Vision provides the direction for movement, toward a desired future.  Of 
course, leadership also implies people are following, right?  So there’s that spark of Engagement sound that lets us 
know a leader is connecting, aligning, and getting people on board with the vision.  And then there’s that delicious mm-
MMM of Momentum – it’s the hum of a leadership engine moving the vision and engagement deeper and forward.  
Together, that’s the VEM of Leadership. 
 
This is my favorite model of leadership.  I’ve used it for many years.  It’s high-level, as well as easy to remember and 
use.  So let’s take it for a spin. 
 
VISION:  This might include providing the big picture or an innovative idea.  It certainly is supported by strategic 
thinking.  It’s definitely related to creating a sense of purpose.  Having vision is being able to articulate where we’re 
going, the environment of that future, what we want to be, or what we want to create.  In 1980, when Microsoft CEO, 
Bill Gates, shared the vision of “a computer on every desk and in every home,” it was a radical, innovative, big idea for 
the future.  He described a world (an experience) to be created for people throughout the country and beyond.   
 
Another classic example of vision:  “By the end of the decade, we will put a man on the moon - and bring him back 
alive.”  –JFK, U.S. President, 1962. 
 
The vision for the Leadership Ascent program, for which I coach and facilitate, begins with “Enlightened leaders.”  
(Clearly, more enlightened leaders in the world would be a positive change for the world.)  Our desired future state is 
“enlightened leaders who engage others to creatively solve challenges with sustainable results.” 
 
The point of using vision is to let others vividly see, feel, and understand the future we want to create, and to be 
inspired to make it happen. 
 
ENGAGEMENT:  If we were picking you up in our VEM vehicle, how might we do it?  We’d make it meaningful to you.   
In my 1996 booklet, All Fired Up!  Sparking the Flames of Leadership, I wrote:  “A leader’s catalytic force continues with 
her ability to make a connection for people of the relevance and power of her vision.  She identifies how people’s values, 
beliefs, goals, priorities, interests, and skills match her purpose, strategies, and ideas.  She makes people see why her 
vision is important to them.  She also identifies how people can contribute to the cause, and why their contribution is 
important.  The result is not only that people align with her, but also that they do so with incredible enthusiasm.”   
 
Powerful leaders think strategically about who they engage, when they engage them, and how. 
 
MOMENTUM:  This is about leading through to a finish line.  It’s about leading until something is complete, or stably 
alive, or integrated into the organizational culture (a.k.a. integrated into “the way we do things around here.”)  When 
leaders disengage too soon, the sound can be soul-wrenching – whether it’s the sad puttering sound of an engine out 
of gas or the scream of an engine out of oil.  “A study by John Darragh and Andrew Campbell found that close to 50% of 
all corporate initiatives bog down simply because people stop paying attention to them” (HBR, July02).  Think instead 
about creating a Tipping Point of something accepted, the moment of achieving critical mass, or the 100

th
 Monkey 

phenomenon of social change.  Momentum is created in many ways, from creating quick wins to growing the number 
of people engaged, and by using many forms of consistent reinforcement and building on each success.  Momentum 
has that delicious mm-MMM sound of a leadership engine moving powerfully forward, assuring all those engaged that 
this is real. 
 
V-E-M:  Vision-Engagement-Momentum.  Natural leaders often do one or two of these well.  Great intentional leaders 
do all three of them well.  So be intentional – and make some leadership noise:  VEM, VEM. 


