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TheVisionary’s Struggle

THE VISIONARY’S TRAP

EVERY great company begins with a spark—a flash of insight that drives a founder to build something
new. But what happens when that spark creates afire you can no longer control? That’ s the reality for most
visionary leaders. We'll cal it Swirl. Swirl is a state where motion replaces progress and urgency crowds
out clarity.

In the chapters that follow, we'll explore the universal struggle every founder faces: when vision outpaces
execution, momentum turnsinto Swirl, and the systems intended to provide clarity instead add friction.

We will put a name to the frustration you feel when your vision outpaces your team’s ability to executeit.

By the end of this section, you will not have the solution yet. But you will have something just as valuable:
a clear understanding of the problem you're truly trying to solve. This diagnosis is the essential first step
on your journey to clarity, a path that begins by anchoring your company in a deep and unwavering sense
of Purpose.
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When Vision Isn’t Enough—Or IsToo
Much

“Vision without action is merely a dream. Action without vision just passes the time. Vision
with action can change the world.”

The Founder’s Swirl and the Execution Gap

Y OU are the primary source of big ideas and momentum in your company. That’ s your gift. The belief that
these ideas can change the world is your greatest asset, and the source of your biggest challenge.

You see the future, and you have the energy and conviction to pull it into the present. The visionary
founders of innovation-driven companies keep the world interesting. This ability to shape the future isyour
greatest strength.

What makes a company innovation-driven? Y our competitive advantage isn't a brand, a distribution deal,
or a price point. I1t's something you created: proprietary technology, a patented process, a platform that
didn't exist before you built it. It doesn't matter whether you're in healthcare, manufacturing, financia
services, or software. What matters is that your company’s growth depends on protecting and scaling
something genuinely differentiated. That’s who this book was written for.
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This book provides a system that equips your team to carry the Plan forward, freeing you to focus on
innovation and long-range thinking without remaining the central point of approval for every decision.

What breaks down as organizations grow is not vision, ambition, or intelligence. It is the widening gap
between what the founder sees and what the organization can reliably execute.

As founders gain experience, confidence, and perspective, they see more opportunity. They recognize
patterns earlier, imagine possibilities faster, and identify improvements others can't yet see. Each new
direction makes sense on its own, but collectively they create a system that is alwaysin motion.

Thisisthe Founder’s Swirl (or Swirl). Swirl is not disorder in the traditional sense. People are
busy, meetings are full, decisions are being made, but progress becomes uneven because
attention is constantly pulled forward to what’s next, rather than anchored to what matters most
now. Priorities shift faster than execution can stabilize.

Over time, this creates an execution gap. The Execution Gap is the space between what feels clear to the
founder and what the organization can execute with consistency and confidence. It shows up as stalled
initiatives, repeated reprioritization, missed commitments, and an increasing dependence on the founder to
clarify, intervene, or decide.

“ 1t can feel like a lot of energy is being expended, but when that
energy isn’t focused and aligned, little is accomplished.”

This gap is rarely caused by incompetence or lack of effort. It emerges naturally in visionary-led
organizations where imagination scales faster than operational capacity. The very strength that fuels
growth becomes the source of friction: vision.

Most systems attempt to close this gap by adding structure: more goals, more meetings, more process. For
founders aready caught in the Swirl, that added complexity often compounds the problem. The
organization gains activity without alignment and process without progress.

The issue is not a lack of discipline. It is misplaced discipline. The Swirl persists regardless of talent,
strategy, or effort. It will not relent until vision and execution are deliberately separated and rhythmically
reconnected.

What is the cost of Swirl and the Execution Gap? According to the U.S. Small Business Administration
Office of Advocacy analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics data, 49.2% of new employer establishments
survive at least five years, and only 33.8% survive ten years.1 In my experience, failureisrarely caused by
lack of vision. It is the absence of shared clarity of purpose, plan, and progreﬂs.2

The IDEA system provides liberation, built on promises: clarity over chaos, and rhythm over burnout. It's
formaly called the Innovation-Driven Execution Accelerator™ system (IDEA system or simply
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system). It was created to bridge the Execution Gap and turn your vision into tangible, enduring value,
giving you back the spaceto be aVisionary again.

In the next chapter, you'll meet Carolyn, a founder who is perhaps like you, who wrestled with the
Execution Gap in her own company. Her story shows both the cost of trying to hold everything together
alone and the freedom that comes when vision is paired with a system that works for visionary foundersin
innovation-driven industries.

Let’s move on together to exit the Swirl and scale your company.

Each chapter ends with reflection questions. Set aside time to consider them and note how the ideas apply
to your company.

1. Whereisaclear vision or important outcome not yet translating into consistent results?

2. Where might | be relying on shared understanding or good intentions instead of clear structure,
commitments, or follow-through?

3. What single outcome, rhythm, or constraint could help turn our best ideas into steady execution this
quarter?

1 U.S. Small Business Administration, Office of Advocacy, Frequently Asked Questions About Small Business, 2024, based on Bureau of
Labor Statistics Business Employment Dynamics data.

2 Donald Sull, Rebecca Homkes, and Charles Sull, “Why Strategy Execution Unravels—and What to Do About It,” Harvard Business
Review, March 2015; Robert S. Kaplan and David P. Norton, The Balanced Scorecard: Translating Srategy into Action (Boston: Harvard
Business School Press, 1996). Research on strategy execution consistently finds that many well-formulated strategies fail during
implementation because organizations lack clear priorities, aligned ownership, and effective measurement of progress.

Thisis afree preview chapter from From Swirl to Scale by Mark W. Stockhowe.
To read the full book or learn more about the IDEA System, visit stockhowe.com/book
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