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From The Hot Seat:   Vision 2020 and Success.… the Decade, Not the Year. 

Charles Erskine documented research and discovering cultures of the Pacific, Antarctic, and 

Atlantic in his book Twenty Years Before the Mast (1890).  In 2019, Silicon Forest Electronics celebrated 

creation as the theme of our 20-year anniversary, and our version of “Twenty Years Before the Mast” of 

learning and culture.  We move forward into the next decade with the anticipation of reinventing the 

excitement of “The Roaring 20’s” without the market crash of ’29 (Bonnie Lin, thank you for the 

concept).  This will be OUR decade! 

I have been refining a “True North” management concept that gives structure to planning and 

execution.  Below I share an outline of the process of establishing a True North and use our subsequent 

strategies to illustrate what True North means to Silicon Forest Electronics. 

The process is not complex.  Completion and continued application (execution) is the greatest 

challenge.  Creating your True North follows these steps:  Develop a vision (why), create a mission 

around your vision (what), create general strategies for the execution of the mission, implement tactics 

to achieve incremental progress, execution, measure results, adjust your strategies, tactics, and 

execution for improvement.  Then do it all over again!  If this is so simple, why does everyone get hung 

up in the process or fail to complete as planned?  Yes, this works for your personal vision as well as the 

company.  

Vision:  Think of this as a final destination of 40 or 50 years of work.  Look ahead far into the future.  

Why do you or why does your company exist?  It is the simplest of statements that set the direction, but 

the hardest to capture and articulate.  “True North” can be inspiring or boring.  Define your True North 

in a way that inspires you to be excited about your work.   

Geographically speaking, this is like putting a pin in the map and knowing where you want to make 

an easy delineation of your path.  From a business sense, it is much more difficult.  Simon Sinek’s book, 

Start with Why, and his TED talks approach finding your True North by changing the perspective of the 

question of what is north for you?  It is a great read if you want to know more.   

Many years ago, after days of deliberation, the SFE TEAM adopted the phrase “making a positive 

and profound impact” as our WHY we all want to come to work.  Since the original deliberations, it has 

evolved to include …impact in 360 degrees.   Consistently implementing that simple phrase is one of the 

greatest challenges of being in business.  It’s why you do; not, what you do!  It may sound awkward, but, 

“Why” is your business ? or  “Why” are you? 

Mission: Defining a mission statement begins to bring elements of the Vision to play with a 

demonstration of either what a company does, whom they serve, how they are served, or a combination 

of the three.  It is meaningful, concise, and imparts a clear operating philosophy.   The SFE mission is to 

demonstrate how “Our TEAM culture brings a positive impact in a high-tech, high quality, electronics 

manufacturing world.” 
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Strategies:  Develop and apply winning strategies to our resources; people, technologies, processes, 

customers, supply chain, facilities, and finances. 

 Impact - manage systems and processes to assure focus on the vision of “Making a positive and 

profound impact in 360 degrees”. 

 People – continue to support and develop personnel to achieve their personal best as 

individuals (impact).  Add resources to maintain the capacity to flex to meet demand variations 

(impact).  Continue to foster the culture of respect and caring for our fellow TEAM members 

from inside and outside the company (impact).  Stay lean and agile (impact). 

 Technologies – Continue to upgrade and invest in the latest state of the art equipment that 

exceeds customer’s expectations (impact).  Continue to set the bar higher in manufacturing 

technology with regular reviews of our technology roadmap to assure it exceeds (impact) the 

latest customer needs. 

 Cybersecurity – Continue our growth and implementation of the NIST 800-171 standards and 

become a Subject Matter Expert (SME) (impact). 

 Processes – Achieving NADCAP accreditation in December established a huge leap in validating 

processes that meet the highest standards expected by the aerospace and military OEM’s 

(impact).  Capitalize on being only one of eight EMS companies under $100M in the US to 

achieve the accreditation (impact). 

 Growth - Grow organically (impact) within existing customers and acquire new customers that 

match our Ideal Customer Profile. 

 Don’t sacrifice profitability (impact) for revenue growth. 

 Facilities – Explore small EMS acquisitions (impact) to further expand geography, customer 

reach, and increased facility capacity. 

 Market segment diversification – Expand into select new markets (impact) where high quality, 

complexity, and consistent deliveries are mandatory. 

Tactics:  Identify “next steps” each week that are the “One Thing” that when accomplished will 

move the needle toward your “True North”.  The “One Thing” concept is another good read, The ONE 

Thing by Gary Keller and Jay Papasan.  The book provides concepts and tools that allow you and your 

team to focus on the one thing that is most important to achieve your objectives.  The tools keep you 

focused on Stephen Covey’s 7 Habits - Quadrant II (not urgent but important) activities. 

Plan, Do, Check, and Adjust:  The Plans are set in motion by establishing your vison, mission, 

strategies, and tactics noted above.  Now the rubber meets the road.  Execution or Doing is critical.  All 

the plans will be worthless if actions are not taken consistently and timely.  Checking your progress 

timely allows for an understanding of the successes and be held accountable to your plan.  Being held 

accountable for progress can only happen if actions are being measured.  As the business axiom goes, 

“that which gets measured, gets done.”  Measure your Quadrant II activities.  Adjust your plan to 

respond to what the data (measurements) tell you.  Measurements should not be considered Pass/Fail.  

Measurement either show progress, stagnation, or regression.  There is NO FAILURE!  Adjust the 

measurement technique, the tactics, or strategy being employed when results are weak or regress.   
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Adjustments should be done often enough that allows time for results to show but not so long that 

period of regression or stagnation goes unnoticed.  The era of the Annual Strategic Plan is the 

company’s operational Bible must be replaced with nimble reporting and adjusting to meet the chaotic 

demands and fluctuations of our business. 

The journey is never over!  Do it again:  When your plan needs to be updated; just do it!  Don’t set 

time lines to be coincident with fiscal years or calendar years.  Business cycles and fluctuation don’t 

follow a calendar.  Business is subject to the push and pulls of life.  However, your vision should be solid 

and unmovable. 

Thank you for reading through to the end of my platform.  I have shared inside secrets of Silicon 

Forest Electronics’ plans.  In doing so, I doubt that I have hurt our position with our competitors.  It’s the 

people and the culture that are our true secrets.  However, it is my hope that there is a nugget inside 

that you can take away that leaves a positive, if not profound, impact. 

 

Cheers, 

Frank 

 

 

Contributed by CEO/Founder/President Frank Nichols (frank@si-forest.com) 
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