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Making History

All organizations exist for some purpose but they are something more.  They are history.

What is an organization? We're quick to say that it is people. But sometimes it's buildings, equipment and places. And it's always purpose - all organizations exist for some purpose - to build microchips, to discuss great books, to deliver care. But organizations are something more. They are history.

Every action, every interaction, every brick is an artifact of the past. The future is uncertain. But it is linked with the past. The present is always in the process of becoming the past. Go ahead, try to capture a moment in the present - too late; it's gone. History matters because ultimately it's all we've got. The past, the present and the future are really part of one fabric. Everything in it is interconnected forward and back. Pull a thread here and the fabric tightens somewhere else.

If history is all we have, why do we give it so little value in our organizations? There is, after all, a difference between longing for the past (nostalgia) and respecting it. But most modern organizations are bereft of any deep sense of history. They are cut off from its lessons. Nomads without a place in time, they wander, peering ahead, convinced the future can be discerned without concern for the past.
We are obsessed with the future. The past is unfashionable, particularly in America. Those who linger in the past are often regarded as hopeless nostalgics. We pride ourselves on having our shoulders squared forward. And we deify change. We regard change as so powerful and relentless that it can wash away all things. In a world where nothing lasts, why have any concerns for what was?

Moreover, it is hard to preserve a sense of history when the days of 18-year veterans in organizations are gone. History can be resident in books, in photos - in people. Short tenure and rapid turnover at all levels of an organization mean that it is difficult to maintain a sense of history.
Obsession with the future, deification of change and continuous turnover explain why the past is so absent in most organizations today. Organizations with a strong sense of history seem to have an improved ability to carry themselves into the future. There is as much permanence in the world as there is transience. Like living organisms, long-lasting organizations such as cities and universities preserve existing patterns, adapt them and evolve.

The centrality of history can be seen everywhere. Once a river branches, it cannot retrace its path. Once life evolves along some branch, it never backtracks. It keeps branching or it dies out. Every branch represents an irreversible commitment as well as an irreversible sacrifice of other possibilities.

Consider the DNA of an organism. It is both past and future. It is at once a tangled blueprint of what the organism has been - its history writ out in nucleotides and proteins - and a bundle of limited possibilities.  What it can become is constrained by a pathway that has a trajectory that extends into the past and is the best predictor of its future. In 1905, the Belgian biologist, Louis Dollo, declared, "An organism never returns to its former state." Research has since validated Dollo's Law.
An organism evolves incrementally in coherence with its past. A chicken is bound to be a chicken. It has no opportunity to one day boldly become a lion. There's a reason for this: There's equity in the past. A chicken, because of its past, has become competent at being a chicken. When it moves too far away from its chicken history, it moves away from its competencies. The past is full of value because it is full of competence (genetic and learned).
It is true that some animals are boldly different today from what they were in their distant pasts. But they got to that bold difference incrementally - leveraging off their past to reshape themselves in a controlled way - controlled because they remained coherent with their past.

Civilization is society's intellectual gene pool. Will and Ariel Durant observed in their classic book, The Lessons of History: "Civilization is not inherited; it has to be learned and earned by each generation anew; if the transmission should be interrupted for one century, civilization would die, and we should be savages again."

If organizations are made of people and ideas translated into competencies, then organizations must be as vulnerable to loss of history as civilization in general. As James Collins and Jerry Porras wrote in their book, Built to Last: "Corporations resemble nations in that they reflect the accumulation of past events and the shaping force of underlying genetics that have their roots in prior generations."

Having a strong sense of history provides compelling benefits to those organizations that respect it including:

Belonging. There is intrinsic in most people a desire to be part of something. They draw their own identity from belonging. That's why most people have an interest in their genealogy. They become anchored and relevant within their histories. The same is true for people who join an organization that has a strong sense of history.

Confidence. A history that includes truthful tales of accomplishment and failure provides an organization with more confidence as it moves into the future. It knows where it's been, what worked and what didn't. And although it can be dangerous to become a slave to your past, it is equally dangerous to walk into uncertainty with a blank stare.

Leverage. Past successes can only be capitalized on if they are known and understood. Past failures are best avoided in the same way. There is no way to create leverage without having a place to set your fulcrum. And the only solid place to set your fulcrum is in the past. A past is also a necessary ingredient for momentum. There can be no momentum without a past. Something from the past must be compounded and carried forward.

Values. There is no better way to bring values alive than to illustrate their presence through stories gleaned from the past. History can show how values have been lived out and provide role models for the future. History can also display the consequences of living without values.

Vision. Paradoxically, the only way to create a vision is to project the past into the future. We can imagine only what we have experienced. All experience is framed in the past tense. A sense of history allows the organization to take what it found inspiring in the past and weave it into its vision of the future.

How can organizations create a greater sense of history?

Write a history. A surprising number of successful health care organizations have done this. You'll find rich histories written for Johns Hopkins, Mayo Clinic and Cleveland Clinic. Even lesser-known institutions like Scott-White, Ochsner, Baylor and Sentara have written histories. Such books keep history alive in these organizations.

Tell stories. People of all ages like a good story. Watch any audience sharpen its focus and attention when the speaker says, "Let me tell you a story." In presentations to employees, the community, the medical staff, there's always an important place for stories that provide a sense of history. And in most organizations, there are plenty of stories to be told. Leaders must be willing to tell them.

Make history tangible. History can be made present in writing. But it is also present in photos and other tangible things. Hanging an organization's worthy history on the wall can help instill a compelling sense of connection with the past. So can showcasing a model of the original hospital and biographies of those who helped build it.

The history of Mayo Clinic can be purchased in its gift shop, seen in its Heritage Hall and felt in the quotes from the Mayo brothers that adorn the walls.

At the heart of the replacement facilities built by Northwestern Memorial Hospital in Chicago is a large and elegant museum that highlights the institution's 35‑year history.  According to former CEO Gary Mecklenburg, "Here, patients, visitors, physicians and staff can see the traditions and values that have made Northwestern so important to the people of Chicago and the Midwest. It is the history of a proud city, a leading medical school and a successful hospital rich with lessons for the future." It is also a history that has translated into the most preferred and cost-effective academic medical center in its region.

Talk about the past. Dedicating time to discussing and interpreting the past is important. It says history is valued. And such talk provides a natural way to bring history alive. Such discussions can be chronicled in writing or electronically so they can be extended across the organization.

There are two fundamental aspects of history: the "what" and the "why." The "what" may be clear enough. The "why" rarely is. But the "why" is interwoven into the "what" like muscle on bone. It is the muscle that moves the bone. But the muscle is the first to go. All the paleontologist is left with is skeleton. "Why" can quickly decay away. As difficult as it is to find the elusive "why," we're compelled to search for it. We know that it winds from the past into the present and gives substance and movement to the shape of the future. The past, the present and the future are all connected by the sinew of "why."

At Northwestern and at Mayo, history gave rise to institutions very different from other institutions. The history of most academic medical centers begins with an overriding commitment to teaching and research. At Northwestern and Mayo, history began with a focus on patients first. At Mayo, that history is evidenced by a wall plaque that quotes Will Mayo: "The best interest of the patient is the only interest to be considered." And at Northwestern, that focus drove the design of one of the nation's largest health care building projects from the "patient out."

Searching for and discussing the "why" is a crucial way to provide people with what they want in their history. And what they want is the same thing they want in any good story:

Purpose. They want to know why the organization did what it did. They want to know that what the organization did was important. They want the plot to be consistent and coherent.

Difference. They want to feel part of something unique.

Drama. They want to hear about how the organization overcame the odds, sacrificed for greater good, went to the brink and survived.

Inspiration. They want to be lifted up by the possibility that they can be more in the organization than they can be on their own.

Heroism. They want to hear about people like themselves who did extraordinary things.

Accuracy. They want the truth. Dishonest history carries no lessons for the future. History can be badly used. It can mislead and enslave. If history is important, if it matters, then it has power. All power can be misused. A historian who is not accurate deceives and cheats those who trust him with the legacy of the past.

From the viewpoint of historians, Will and Ariel Durant, history is the creation and recording of "heritage" and they describe "progress" as an increasing abundance of heritage. They go on to reflect:

"To those of us who study history not merely as a warning reminder of man's follies and crimes, but also as an encouraging remembrance of generative souls, the past ceases to be a depressing chamber of horrors; it becomes a celestial city, a spacious country of the mind, wherein a thousand saints, statesmen, inventors, scientists, poets, artists, musicians, lovers and philosophers still live and speak, teach and carve and sing. If a man is fortunate he will, before he dies, gather up as much as he can of his civilized heritage and transmit it to his children. And to his final breath he will be grateful for this inexhaustible legacy, knowing that it is our nourishing mother and our lasting life."

Or as Mikhail Gorbachev less elegantly but more directly remarked: "History punishes those who come late to it." What is true for civilizations and nations must also be true for the organizations of which they are comprised.
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