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According to author Lewis Carrol, “If you don't know where you're going, any road will get you 
there.” It doesn’t matter if you are reviewing building plans, designing an experiment in the fire 
lab, or responding to a call, it is necessary to have some idea of where you are going; identifying 
a destination or point of arrival.  
 
This dynamic is just as true with an organization; comprised of many people, who themselves, 
each have a vision and direction of their own. Getting folks to align to the mission, vision, 
values, and purpose of the organization should be a purposeful endeavor for any organization’s 
leadership team. While there are many paths and techniques to get there, this is article 
documents the use of models like, Innovation Horizons Model and SOAR Analysis that helped 
the National Fire Heritage Center (NFHC) map our way forward, together, as we build an 
institution that will serve many people for decades to come.  
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Innovation Horizons Model 
In August of 2020, the NFHC Board of Trustees were introduced to the McKinsey Innovation 
Horizons Model after they voiced questions regarding our mission and purpose. The Innovation 
Horizons model broadly defines how much time and energy needs to be devoted in each 
horizon over a given span of time.  
 
For example, in Horizon 1, it is suggested that 70% of the organization’s time and resources 
need to be devoted to current products and services. For the NFHC, this translates to a focus on 
the core mission of the NFHC, to preserve the perishable. The core of our activity in 2021 is to 
catalog, clean, and digitize the many collections of books, reports, papers, and photographs 
donated by fire-related interests to the NFHC into the library and archives.   
 
Subtle levers of an organization culture can also be employed, for example, when sending out 
meeting notices the chief archivist report was brought to the top of the meeting agenda. In the 
past the archivist report was in the middle or at the end of a meeting agenda where they had 
little meeting time left to deliver their report. This subtle shift emphasizes the importance of 
library and archives to the rest of the organization.  It communicates to the archivist the 
importance of his work. If directors and trustees only attend a few minutes of a board meeting, 
they will at least come away with an understanding of where the archives are at.  
 
Horizon 1 also keeps a focus on existing programs. For the NFHC these include membership 
subscriptions, the Hall of Legends, Legacies, and Leaders, and Who’s Who. These activities help 
spotlight the work of the NFHC and promote a greater public of awareness for our mission. 
 

In Horizon 2, the focus shifts to 
using 20% of our resources to 
emerging and exponential 
technologies and programs. Here, 
the NFHC is focused on a new 
NFHC Book store and gift shop, 
revitalizing the Ben Franklin 
Writers Award, and identifying 
corporate sponsors. These 
emerging programs in Horizon 2 
can take 12-24 months to come 
to fruition. 

 
Lastly, Horizon 3, focuses 10% of our energy and resources toward what is referred to as the 
Moonshots!  That is to explore and identify something that would be truly disruptive in the 
organization’s environment in 3 to 5 years.  Once again, for the NFHC, our Moonshot would be 
to have a permanent home for the Library and Archives within that time frame. All options 
come under consideration, however not a lot of time, energy or resources are concentrated 
here.  On the other hand, everyone in the organization has in their minds eye a permanent 
home for the library and archive.  
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There may be a basic flaw of the McKinsey Innovation Horizons Model. It is a 20th Century 
model where in the past there was time between each horizon. In the 21st century however, 
the business world has seen each of these horizons emerge on top of, or in many cases 
concurrently, with one another.  Nevertheless, we can argue that the NFHC is only just 
beginning to catch-up to the speed of 21st century business.  
 
Another important development in 2020, was the request from the Trustees for an “elevator 
pitch” slide deck that board members could use for local, regional, and state level meetings.  
The mission, vision, values, and purpose were drawn from the original strategic plan and a pitch 
deck was provided that helped with clarification of our direction. This slide deck can be 
reviewed at https://www.fireheritageusa.org/archives/soar-with-the-nfhc.  It was through 
these actions that the Board of Trustees were given the NFHC’s leadership vision of the future.   
 
However, in an organization filled with volunteers, who are spread around the country, being 
told the direction didn’t translate into organization engagement or action.  More work needed 
to be accomplished.  
 
SOAR Analysis 
There are many people in leadership roles who have participated in strategic planning meetings 
that use the SWOT Analysis to help define the mission, 
vision, purpose, and values of an organization.   
 
In fact, the SWOT Analysis was used in 2005 for the FEMA 
study; “Heritage Hall: A Proposal to Archive the History of 
the Fire Service/Fire Protection Disciplines in America,” this 
document continues to provide the strategic direction for 
the NFHC. 
 
Like a SWOT analysis, the SOAR Analysis helps 
organizational members identify where they want to go and 
where they are willing to spend their own time and 
resources in developing the organization. Importantly, the 
SOAR Analysis does ask the members of the organization to 
interpret the strategic direction provided by leadership into 
actionable organizational vision and direction.  
 
Where the SWOT Analysis stands for: Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunity, and Threats, all 
important to developing a strategic plan like Heritage Hall, the SOAR Analysis stands for 
Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations, and Results. In this activity, participants throughout the 
organization combine their own aspirations for the organization, thus engaging them in active 
participation of seeing that vision through. A SOAR Analysis takes an Appreciative Inquiry 
approach to an organization’s imagination and vision. 
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To facilitate as many organizational members as possible, this activity was conducted over 4 
successive Zoom calls. The first three Zoom meetings were conducted in one week with three 
different meeting days/times allowing for greater participation across the organization. Each 
team of participants used Google Jamboard to record their ideas and concepts.  
 
When they got to 
Aspirations, each team 
built a vision board with 
images of what the 
NFHC library/archive 
would look like.  The 
variety of images 
suggests a large and 
robust library structure, 
with a heavy emphasis 
on electronic transfer of 
information.  
 
The combined results 
page shows what the 
directors will see when 
they believe the NFHC has reached its destination.  This is essentially co-creating a shared 
reality.  An important milestone for the NFHC and one that is achievable.  

STRENGTHS 
 

What makes us unique? 

RESULTS 
 

How will we know we achieved our 
aspiration? 

ASPIRATIONS 
 

What should our future  
organization look like. 

OPPORTUNITIES 
 

What trends and opportunities are 
happening that we can leverage? 

 The Thursday Team found some great visuals of the future NFHC! 
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The fourth and final SOAR meeting asked for representatives from each of three teams to 
integrate each team’s analysis into one document. By eliminating duplicate information and 
categorizing content, the consolidation team synthesized all the data into a single document.   
 
In the end, we had 50% of the professionals working within the NFHC participate in this 
process. Was the SOAR Analysis considered a success?  So much so that at the June 14, 2021, 
Board of Directors meeting, the Directors approved a motion to post their completed work to 
the NFHC website. Importantly, this exercise shows an integration of leadership ideals and 
directors own expressed destination.  You can see the SOAR results and inputs along with the 
number of folks who participated by clicking on this link: 
https://www.fireheritageusa.org/archives/soar-with-the-nfhc  
 
Fireside Chat 
The SOAR Analysis was undertaken with an all-volunteer organization geographically spread 
across the country.  A major advantage to the NFHC was a grant from the Delaplaine 
Foundation that provided access to a ZOOM account just as the Corona virus griped the nation 
in 2020. The video conferencing technology was used to build trust and teamwork among 
members, with the NFHC leadership establishing a “Fireside Chat” every Tuesday morning.   
 
The Fireside chat has no agenda, no recordings were made, and the open Zoom call allowed 
organizational members and supporters to check-in weekly to discuss the topic of the day, 
whether it was regional differences in weather, people’s health during the crisis, the inside 
scoop of who was doing what organizationally, and of course interesting discussions on fire-

Team Tuesday sums up the ultimate success for the NFHC! 
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related history. Some members stay on for the entire two hours others for a few minutes to 
simply check-in (FOMO).  
 
The importance of the Fireside chats and the outcome of the SOAR cannot be easily dismissed.  
It gave the people in the organization time to get accustomed to working together with an 
unfamiliar technology while collaborating remotely.  It strengthened the bonds of people in an 
organization where there was no single place, we could all meet at geographically and form 
bonds of friendship and trust. Today, there is a higher level of communication and engagement 
of directors, volunteer staff, and supporters of the NFHC. 
 
The effort to change an organizations trajectory and revitalize its culture is not an overnight 
success story.  In fact, this work is only the beginning.  Sustainable funding, transitioning from 
an all-volunteer to a paid staff, role clarity, and structural alignment are all topics that still need 
to be addressed. Collecting ideas and opinions from partner agencies, of which we have had 
incredible support, along with the needs of our client base will help solidify the culture of the 
NFHC. The SOAR Analysis suggests that there are people within the current organization 
committed and dedicated to the NFHC who will continue to work toward these objectives 
successfully. 
 
 
The National Fire Heritage Center 
The National Fire Heritage Center is the result of a study done by the U.S. Fire Administration, 
where it identified that a "need to collect, preserve, and provide access to the historical records 
of the fire service/fire protection disciplines in the United States." Our historic preservation 
efforts not only include firefighting, but also fire prevention, fire protection engineering, fire 
equipment manufacturing, and any discipline associated with fire protection. The NFHC is both 
a fire history archive and a documentation preservation project. Our collection of over 15,000 
cataloged items consists of written documents and limited three-dimensional items donated by 
the public and private sectors. Materials are cataloged, preserved, and made available to NFHC 
visitors and online researchers. 
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