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Chief executives in one national and three regional samples partici-
pated in a study of the content and structure of their organizational
visions. Executives clustered in three groups distinguished by differ-
ing orientations to derived factors. Cluster membership was found to
be related to the rapidity of firm change, the amount of control the ex-
ecutives exercised over firms, and other variables. Vision showed a
multifaceted structure, with factors for vision formulation, imple-
mentation, and innovative realism being most prominent. No differ-
ences in vision were found with respect to region or firm size, but the
responses of executives differed from those obtained in an earlier
study of business school deans.

For the past several years, there has been growing interest in the con-
cept of organizational vision. An inclusive discussion of the interest ex-
pressed in the concept might include the following: vision was the theme
of a recent Academy of Management meeting; press analyses of presiden-
tial candidates’ visions have become prominent; Nevada’s license plate de-
clares the state as distinguished by “125 years of vision”; and over a thou-
sand articles and books on the topic have appeared in the academic press.
Yet vision technically remains a “hypothetical construct” (Stone, 1978:
24)—one that is not directly observable and that seemingly carries mean-
ing beyond any single or simple description (cf. Child, 1987; Kriger, 1990).
Perhaps it is this combination of qualities that triggered Jonathan Swift's
comment that “vision is the art of seeing things invisible.”

Researchers have seen vision as important to leadership, strategy im-
plementation, and change (cf. Doz & Prahalad, 1987; Hunt, 1991: 199-203;
Kotter, 1990; Robbins & Duncan, 1988; Sashkin, 1988). Despite its seem-
ing importance, vision is still not defined in a generally agreed upon
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manner, and statistically based empirical research on the phenomenon may
be held back by the various ways in which vision has been treated. Some
authors have suggested that vision is a form of leadership (Hunt, 1991;
Sashkin, 1988) in which a “visionary leader” alters an organizational cul-
ture to bring others to understand, accept, and carry forward his or her
plans for the organization. Others have viewed vision as one of the criti-
cal tasks top organizational leaders perform (Pearson, 1989; Phillips &
Hunt, 1992) and as a demonstration of leadership competencies (Sashkin,
1992). Vision may also represent a pattern of organizational values that un-
derlies a unique visionary pattern for an organization’s future (Green-
wood & Hinings, 1988, 1993; Hinings & Greenwood, 1988; Kouzes & Pos-
ner, 1987: 85).

One distinction found in the literature is that between vision itself—
its process and content (Nanus, 1992; Robbins & Duncan, 1988; Sashkin,
1988; Westley & Mintzberg, 1989)—and the role that vision plays in trans-
formational or visionary leadership (Conger, 1989; House, Spangler, &
Woycke, 1991; Tichy & Devanna, 1986). Research on visions themselves
has generally focused on process aspects: development, articulation, com-
munication, and implementation (Nanus, 1992; Quigley, 1993; Robbins &
Duncan, 1988; Sashkin, 1992; Wall, Solum, & Sobol, 1992; Westley &
Mintzberg, 1989). Researchers have, with a few exceptions, largely ig-
nored the actual content of vision statements (Conger, 1992; Sashkin,
1988; Westley & Mintzberg, 1989). The distinction between vision content
and process and visionary leadership is useful for purposes of analysis;
however, it is clear that the two aspects are related in complex ways. In a
number of case studies, vision process and content are embedded in ac-
counts of visionary leadership (Westley & Mintzberg, 1989). The present
study focused on vision content, or the elements of the visions executives
articulate, and the relationships between a vision’s content and its orga-
nizational and individual context.

The study reported in this article addressed the lack of research on
the content of strategic visions by using a body of data suitable for multi-
variate analysis. Most prior research has used a case study approach (cf.
Doz & Prahalad, 1987; Kotter, 1990; Westley & Mintzberg, 1989) that, al-
though highly valuable and suggestive for further research, does not read-
ily lend itself to statistical inferences. The reported study employed a self-
evaluation instrument to examine the manner in which top executives
themselves defined vision. Subsequently, we examined a series of issues.
First, how do top executives appraise their visions: is there one general
meaning to vision or do different groups of executives view vision con-
tent differently? With this information in place, the analysis moves to re-
search questions concerning whether the self-evaluated structure of vision
content is homogeneous, both over the sample of executives examined here
and between this study and another that employed the same instrument
to examine the content of the visions of business school deans. Finally, the
study examines propositions concerning the relationship of vision to or-
ganizational characteristics, such as size and type, and with personal
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characteristics, including vision horizon, perceived change in firm and in-
dustry, tenure in position, and desire for control.

The study provides a more complete understanding of the content of
the visions of top executives, the existence of patterns of vision, and the
relationship of those patterns to organizational and individual character-
istics. This research is the first large-scale study that examines the con-
tent of top executives’ visions. To our knowledge, this is the only body of
data on executive vision large enough to allow use of multivariate analy-
sis to test predictions. The study provides an empirical base for future stud-
ies’ building of a model of the relationship between vision content and vi-
sion process and the effect of context on both content and process. The re-
sults offer implications for the future development of theory and practice.

RESEARCH ISSUES
Ability of Executives to Articulate a Vision

Substantial bodies of both popular (cf. Kotter, 1990; Labich, 1988;
Nussbaum, Moskowitz, & Beam, 1985) and academic work (Kouzes & Pos-
ner, 1987; Sashkin, 1987; Westley & Mintzberg, 1989) support the notion
that top strategic leaders can—or should be able to—clearly state their vi-
sions for their organizations. Although exceptionally basic, the issue of
whether an executive can articulate a vision is an important one. By ask-
ing a sample of executives to articulate their visions in this study, we be-
gin developing a database of visions typical of the executives and firms
of interest to management researchers. These data provide a frame of ref-
erence for both present and future work. Since there are a variety of schol-
arly definitions of vision, and since those definitions are necessarily ab-
stracted from the details that describe a single firm, it was useful to ask
the executives to evaluate their own visions against the scholarly defini-
tions. Doing so achieved three important advantages: (1) we could apply
a research scale to actual visions, (2} we could then calibrate the scale on
the basis of executives’ preference for some definitions over others, and
(3) we could avoid freezing the definition of vision prematurely along the
lines of a single theory in order to do further research.

The vision evaluation instrument used in the present study was de-
veloped to allow self-assessments of vision statements. The instrument was
derived in our previous effort to provide an extensive, rather than an in-
tensive examination of vision (Larwood, Kriger, & Falbe, 1993).! Thus, the
list of statements in this instrument contains a large number of dimensions
that executives might or might not find applicable. The items included il-
lustrate the broad range of thinking among researchers as to what consti-
tutes vision. For example, items include “strategic” and “well-communi-
cated” (Conger, 1989: 27), “long-term” and “focused” (Jacobs & Jaques,

1In addition to the authors cited, Paul Miesing was a member of the Vision Research
Group, which developed this instrument.
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1990; Kouzes & Posner, 1987: 87-89), “inspirational,” “widely accepted,”
and “integrated with the visions of others” (Sashkin, 1988; Sims & Loren-
zi, 1992: 118), and “understood” and “directs effort” {Nanus, 1992: 29).
Some items were controversial. For example, Forward, Beach, Gray, and
Quick (1991) and Hitt and Tyler (1991) saw risk propensity as important,
but the latter were unable to demonstrate its importance in their study of
executive decisions. A more complete discussion of the development of
the items appears in the Methods section.

Patterns and Clusters of Vision Evaluations

A second set of issues centers on the patterns of vision evaluations.
Individual evaluations of vision statements for different firms can be ex-
pected to differ from one another. An interesting question was whether the
executives studied would describe visions that clustered into regular pat-
terns. Greenwood and Hinings (1988), following Miles and Snow (1978),
McKelvey (1980), and Miller and Friesen (1980}, argued that organizations
are driven toward “design archetypes,” a typology that influences how an
organization is viewed and that presumably influences both its future
and the vision of those directing it. In this view, just two regular patterns
can produce a number of unstable intermediate states in which interpre-
tations of the organization are inconsistent with (“excursions from”) its ob-
jective situation. Several works support this conjecture, although there is
little agreement as to what the patterns might be. Daft and Weick (1984)
offered a view of organizations as “interpretation systems” looking at and
reacting to their environments. In their two-dimensional view, an envi-
ronment is either analyzable or not, and an organization is either active
or passive in its reaction to its environment. Lawrence and Dyer (1983) and
Miles and Snow (1978) also stated that strategic processes intended to cope
with environmental uncertainty, such as organizational vision, may be lim-
ited in dimensions. Taken together, this previous work suggests that we
might find four clusters of executives located in a two-dimensional space.

The Relation of Vision to Organizational Characteristics

Related to the question of vision clustering are two parallel issues.
First, how homogeneous is vision evaluation among firm types? If samples
are drawn from predominantly small private firms in different regions, or
from larger, predominantly public national firms, will they cluster in the
same manner? Will differences be observed according to the regional area
or the business sector in which a firm operates? Are there likely to be dif-
ferences between the visions observed in business firms and those ob-
served in other types of organizations? Greenwood, Hinings, and Brown
(1990) argued that the nature of an organization influences its strategic
processes and that professional partnerships in particular operate differ-
ently from corporate entities. In their work with accounting firms, they
found that consensus building was more important to partnerships (which
they dubbed “P?-form” organizations, to denote both professional and
partnership characteristics) than it would likely be in a same-sized cor-
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poration, and strategic rational analysis was less important. The present
study allowed investigation of vision differences by business sector, thus
providing a mechanism for determining whether the findings of Green-
wood and colleagues carry over to vision. At the same time, we were able
to compare the findings of this study with our previous work (Larwood et
al., 1993) on the visions of deans of colleges of business administration.
The deans studied, who had often been business practitioners, needed to
interpret issues and mediate between their faculties and the business
community, and the faculties themselves were attempting to provide
knowledge to their students that would be useful in business. We there-
fore suggest that the results for the deans will be similar to those for the
business executives. The present study allowed us to follow up the pre-
vious work and test the opposing predictions that might be made on the
basis of the research of Greenwood, Larwood, and their colleagues.

A second issue relates to the effect of organization size on executive
vision. There has been speculation to the effect that the chief executives
of major firms have fundamentally different visions from those of the ex-
ecutives of smaller firms, entrepreneurial ventures, and nonprofit organi-
zations (Sashkin, 1990, personal communication). Greenwood and Hinings
(1988) suggested that there are two basic patterns of vision. Far-flung cor-
porate entities with large, loosely coupled structures will more closely
match one pattern, and small, entrepreneurial organizations with more or-
ganic central management groups will conform to a second pattern. Oth-
er observers have noted that modest unit size is more conducive to exec-
utive communication and interaction (Kouzes & Posner, 1987: 154—155)
and that vision must be suited to the situation of a given organization
(Nanus, 1992: 29).

Although these observations would suggest that the size of an orga-
nization plays an important role in explaining the clustering of vision eval-
uations, there is a counter view, typified by Senge’s (1990: 231-232) sug-
gestion that “systems thinking”—the perception that one cannot change
or influence a system—is destructive to the implementation and spread of
vision. Although large organizations might otherwise have large and dif-
fuse systems to overcome, they may have been forced to counter the dif-
ficulties Senge highlighted by breaking their businesses into units that are
perceived as individually small. In contrast, there is often less need for di-
viding a small organization, and the narrow control structure may be per-
ceived as very difficult to affect because its size allows it to operate tight-
ly. In this view, actual size is less important than the manner in which it
is perceived, and organizations of different sizes, or with other differing
characteristics, may have developed systems to compensate for difficul-
ties they might otherwise have faced.

The issues of organization type and size give rise to the following re-
search questions: Are the vision descriptions of different groups of exec-
utives distinguishable? Are clusters of executives distinguishable from one
another by the patterns of their visions? Are the vision descriptions of busi-
ness executives and other executives distinguishable?
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The Relation of Vision to Personal Characteristics

The works of Jaques (1977, 1986) and Das (1987} suggest that execu-
tives who are older and at senior organizational levels tend to be more cog-
nitively advanced than younger executives and to view their work as ex-
tending over longer time periods; hence, senior executives attempt to set
organizational directions that allow for broad trends. Since most of the re-
spondents in our study were at the top level of their organizations, we ex-
amined other individual variables likely to be associated with differences
in the content of visions. Although the present study was limited in scope
by the effective maximum length of the survey instrument, it was possi-
ble to examine the relationship between vision and four types of individ-
ual and perceptual characteristics: vision horizon, perception of the speed
of change in an organization and its industry, tenure in a firm and a pre-
sent position, and perception of present level of control and preference for
more or less control. Together, these variables provided both contrast and
connection to the organization-level variables of interest.

Kotter asserted that a successful visionary leader produces change and
that visions generally extend 3 to 20 years into the future (1990: 39). We
expected an association between time horizon and elements of vision
since change itself reduces executives’ ability to plan with certainty for
longer periods. Perceptions of rapid change in a firm and an industry are
likely to be associated with visions that are action-oriented, innovative,
and responsive to competition (Beckhard & Pritchard, 1992; Daft & Weick,
1984; Kouzes & Posner, 1987). Furthermore, perceived rapid change in a
firm is more salient to executives than perceived change in an industry and
is likely to have a stronger association with vision content.

An extensive body of research exists on the effects of demographic
characteristics on elements of leadership (Hambrick & Mason, 1984; Pfef-
fer, 1983). Related studies have indicated that long tenure is associated
with resistance to change and a narrowing of perspective (Pfeffer, 1983;
Staw & Ross, 1980). Long tenure in a position is likely to be linked to such
elements of vision as conservatism and focus rather than to openness to
change.

Several investigators have posited that one of the hallmarks of vision
is the ability to share control and to create the feeling of self-control in sub-
ordinates (Kouzes & Posner, 1987: 168; Sims & Lorenzi, 1992: 296-297).
Westley and Mintzberg (1989: 66, 77) saw a visionary leader as both em-
powering and empowered by the public. Again, this idea has a paradoxi-
cal quality to it, since top executives have de jure control of their organi-
zations. Also, the more successful an executive is in inducing others to em-
brace his or her vision and move it rapidly forward, the greater the
individual's tendency to want to reassert and maintain control in the
rapidly changing circumstances that may result, particularly if the changes
are not entirely felicitous (cf. Greene, 1975).
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These relationships are investigated through tests of the following
predictions,

Hypothesis 1: Differences in executives’ vision content,
as measured by cluster membership, are related to length
of vision horizon.

Hypothesis 2: Differences in vision content are associ-
ated with perceived change in a firm and an industry;
the greater the perceived change, the more likely the vi-
sion will be evaluated as action-oriented, innovative,
and responsive to competition.

Hypothesis 3: Differences in vision content are associ-
ated with tenure in a present position and firm; the
longer the tenure of an executive, the more likely his or
her vision will be evaluated as conservative and not
changing.

Hypothesis 4: Differences in vision content are associ-
ated with executives’ perceptions of their control and
their need for control.

Two points should be reemphasized in respect to these predictions.
First, despite a large number of discursive articles, there are few empiri-
cal studies in this field. Thus, we formulate explicit propositions with cau-
tion at this point. Second, we used a broad primary instrument, inten-
tionally reflecting the lack of agreement and definition among vision re-
searchers. Rather than fix prematurely on and investigate a single
construct, we designed this study to allow executives to tell us how they
defined vision and to outline in broad strokes the manner in which it func-
tions.

This study is potentially important in that it may offer empirical ev-
idence as to how one can simplify and dimensionalize the structure of vi-
sion. This evidence would allow researchers to continue probing the man-
ner in which alternative visions might be effectively put in place and how
their effects can be traced with appropriate instrumentation. Evidence re-
garding the limitations of the applicability of particular notions of vision
or the relationship between vision and personal characteristics would
further expand understanding of vision and perhaps suggest how poten-
tial executives might be educated.

METHODS
Samples

Four samples of participating firms were obtained for the study, three
of which were regional. To ensure broad representation, we decided to ex-
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amine firms based in a medium-sized northeastern U.S. city and in two
large metropolitan areas, one in the Southeast and one on the West Coast.
The executives of approximately 250 firms in each location were asked to
participate, subject to the following constraints: (1) firms had to be local-
ly headquartered and (2) not listed on a major stock exchange, and they
had have (3) at least ten employees and (4) sales or revenues over $1 mil-
lion but under $100 million; (5) we also ensured that not more than ten
firms in a sample could be from any single business sector, such as retail
or construction. Within those constraints, selection was alphabetic. A
business directory purchased from the publisher of a regional business
newspaper provided firm contact lists for each regional sample. In most
cases, the chief executives were listed in the directories, and we addressed
them directly.

We constructed a fourth, national sample in conjunction with a mail-
ing list research firm. The resulting sample consisted of independent
firms across the United States with annual sales over $100 million but un-
der $1 billion. Taken together, the four samples provided us with a mix of
respondents running firms differing by both region and size. To ensure that
the survey was completed by each firm’s top executive, we asked that a
business card and information concerning the respondent’s position be re-
turned.

Contacts were asked to participate in a study of insight helpful in as-
sisting future management and were promised anonymity. We obtained the
participation of 98 of 226 individuals in the Northeast, 90 of 243 on the
West Coast, 87 of 251 in the Southeast, and 56 of 248 nationally. The to-
tal number of respondents was 331, representing a 34 percent response rate
for the four groups combined. Information on the respondents and their
organizations appears in Table 1. To the extent permitted by the data
available, we compared respondents and nonrespondents within samples
and found no significant differences. The comparison is limited to pub-
lished data, so there may be other differences that could not be discerned.
We made only an approximate check on each respondent’s position; chief
operating and chief executive officers both sometimes stated that they were
one level from the top, presumably indicating that a CEO or board chair-
person, respectively, occupied the top position. Over 93 percent of the re-
spondents stated they were at the top of an organization, and another 5.5
percent stated they were in the number two position.

Among the samples, it might be noted that the national firms were 10
to 20 times larger than the regional firms and had larger management
teams; the national firms were also substantially older and more likely to
be publicly held. Executives responding in the national sample were less
likely to be founders or to have financial control and had spent less time
in their present positions.

Vision Instrument

The present study adapted the vision survey procedure developed by
the Vision Research Group (Larwood et al., 1993) and used to examine the
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vision content of business school deans. In the earlier study, each re-
spondent described his or her vision for an organization in a single sen-
tence. Thereafter, respondents used a 26-item list to evaluate their own vi-
sion statements. The items on the self-evaluation list were representative
of the many definitions and descriptions of vision available in the litera-
ture; the study intentionally avoided focusing on or selecting any one the-
oretical perspective. As a result, the instrument included items from a va-
riety of dimensions; some of those items were likely to be construed as op-
posite to one another. We kept the instrument as brief as possible in order
to increase responses from top-level executives.

Similarly, in the present study we asked corporate chief executives to
write a brief, one-sentence statement of their visions for their firms. In or-
der to directly evaluate the content of their statements, we also asked them
to analyze the statements by applying 26 items from a list we provided.
Items included risky, action-oriented, inspirational, and bottom-line-ori-
ented; Table 2 gives the complete list. Each item was accompanied by a
five-point scale anchored by “very little” (1)} and “very much” (5).

Organizational Variables

The present study also asked each respondent about the role of his or
her vision in the organization (“To what extent do others at the top of your
firm share this vision?” “How important is organizational vision in your
corporation?), and about the organization’s situation as he or she per-
ceived it (“How rapidly are changes occurring in your firm?” “How rapid-
ly are changes occurring in the industry?” “In what industries is your
firm?”). Additional questions were added to the questionnaire in the na-
tional, West Coast, and Southeast samples regarding firm age, top man-
agement team size, whether ownership was public or private, and whether
the executive was a founder or had a controlling interest in the firm.

Individual Variables

Chief executives were also asked to provide personal background in-
formation that might be of use in understanding their vision, including
tenure in their position, tenure in the firm, and functional background. In
addition, we asked how much control they exercised in their organizations,
how much control they would like to exercise, and how far into the fu-
ture their visions for their firms extended.

All scaled questions used five-point bidirectional scales, a compro-
mise between the need for detailed responses and the short periods of time
for which the executives’ attention could be captured.

RESULTS

All but three respondents provided a written vision statement. The re-
sponses indicate that these executives felt they knew what a vision was
and that theirs could stand up to analysis. Examples are “Be the single
source software provider to the financial services industry” and “Double
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in size within five years.” There is no way to determine whether some of
those who chose not to respond to the survey made that choice because
they did not have visions or felt they did not understand the term. Nev-
ertheless, the results provide strong support for the assumption that a good
proportion of top executives feel comfortable with the concept of vision.
The Appendix gives further examples of the vision statements.

Respondents were asked to complete an evaluation of their own vi-
sion statements using the 26-item self-evaluation list. Each item was rat-
ed from 1 (very little) to 5 (very much); Table 2 gives mean ratings. Among
items receiving the most affirmative responses were action-oriented, re-
sponsive to competition, long-term, and purposeful. Risky, conservative,
and difficult to describe received lower evaluations. Some of the items may
be subject to a social desirability bias; however, the items were taken
from the literature and reflect a positive characterization of vision in the-
oretical and applied discussions.

Factor analysis provides a mechanism for simplification by identify-
ing statistical commonality across a list of items. The analysis of the 26
vision self-evaluation items with subsequent varimax rotation yielded
seven factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.0 accounting for 58 percent
of total item variance. The results of a scree test indicated that the num-
ber of factors was appropriate for the analysis. As defined by the items
loading most highly on them, the factors carrying the largest eigenvalues
might be described as follows: vision formulation (factor 1) included items
indicating a strategic emphasis; implementation (factor 2) indicated suc-
cessful communication of a vision; and innovative realism (factor 3)
showed tactical responsiveness to both internal and external events. Fac-
tors with fewer items loading on them were general (factor 4) indicating
the items general and difficult to describe; detailed (factor 5); risk taking
(factor 6), including both risky and rejection of conservative; and profit-
oriented (factor 7), including bottom-line-oriented. Table 3 gives factor
analysis results, and Table 4 gives correlations between the factors and the
variables.

Respondents who were high on factor 1, vision formulation, report-
ed that vision was important in their organizations, as the correlation of
the factor with the importance of vision shows (Pearson’s r,., = .37, p <
.01, two-tailed test). Executives high on factor 2, implementation, were
more likely than others to assert that changes were rapidly occurring in
their firms (r,,, = .14, p < .05), that their senior executives strongly ac-
cepted their visions (r,,, = .36, p < .01), that they exercised a high degree
of control over the businesses (r,,, = .24, p < .01), and that their visions
extended far into the future (r,,; = .15, p < .05). Executives high on fac-
tor 3, innovative realism, were likely to respond that changes were rapid-
ly occurring in their firms (r,,, = .23, p < .01), that great importance was
attached to their visions in their organizations (r,,, = .23, p < .01), and
that their senior executives strongly accepted their visions (r,,, = .23, p
< .01). Those high on factor 4, general, were less likely to assert that
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TABLE 2

Self-Evaluation Items?
Vision Descriptors Means s.d. t
Action-oriented 4.43 0.85 24.53*%*
Responsive to competition 4.24 0.84 26.94***
Long-term 4.23 0.91 24.52%**
Purposeful 4.16 0.79 26.30%**
Bottom-line-oriented 4.15 0.85 24.53%**
Product of leadership 4.15 0.84 24,51%**
Focused 4.05 0.88 21.41***
Strategic 4.02 0.83 22.13%**
Flexible 4.01 0.86 21.40***
Planned 3.98 0.87 20.52%**
Changing 3.90 1.02 16.11***
Directs effort 3.89 0.84 18.85***
Describes what is taking place 3.88 0.99 15.70***
Innovative 3.82 0.98 15.00***
Integrated with visions of others 3.79 0.96 14.89***
Widely accepted 3.72 0.91 14.40%**
Inspirational 3.69 1.00 12.29***
Well-communicated 3.66 0.91 13.12%**
Understood 3.65 0.89 13.24%**
Tactical 3.52 0.94 10.04***
Detailed 3.32 1.09 5.16***
Formalized 3.18 1.08 3.08%*
General 2.98 1.03 -0.33
Risky 2.86 1.20 —2.06*
Conservative 2.74 1.13 ~4,16***
Difficult to describe 2.38 1.12 ~0.89%**

@ Degrees of freedom = 313-327. A test against the scale midpoint implies that evalua-
tions of a truly neutral term will be normally distributed about the midpoint. As this can-
not be established here, findings are interpretable relative to one another rather individual-
ly. Thus, for example, risky is rejected relative to items above the scale midpoint, but exec-
utives may merely have given it a low evaluation to contrast it with preferred items.

*p < .05, two-tailed test
**p < .01, two-tailed test
***p < .001, two-tailed test

changes were rapidly occurring in their firms (r,,, = —.15, p < .05) and
somewhat less likely to see importance attached to their visions in their
organizations (r,;, = —.15, p < .05). Individuals high on factor 5, detailed,
more often had controlling interests in their firms (r,,, = —.23, p < .01).
Factor 6, risk taking, correlated negatively with firm age (r = —.21) but pos-
itively with private ownership (r,,, = .19) and with the assertion that
changes were rapidly occurring in a firm (r,,, = .34, p < .01). The exec-
utives who were higher than others on factor 6 also had worked for short-
er times at their firms, but they were more likely to have controlling fi-
nancial interests (r,,, = —.17, r,,, = —.26, respectively; p < .01). Factor
7 executives (profit-oriented) were more likely to be working for publicly
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TABLE 4
Correlations Between Factors and Other Variables
~Factor
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Firm age .06 .10 —.06 .03 —.00 —-.21** —.08
Annual sales .04 -.10 .07 .04 ~.06 -.06 .03
Number of employees .06 .01 .04 .02 -.11 -.06 —.02
Speed of industry change —.04 —-.08 .09 .09 .02 .10 .01
Speed of firm change .08 .14* .23**  —.15* .06 .34** 04
Senior executives agree .11 .36%* 23** .04 12 -.07 —-.05
with vision
Importance of vision 37 .10 .23**  —~.15* .09 .10 -.01
Firm publicly owned —.10 .03 12 .04 .04 9% —17*
Controlling interest .03 .00 -.12 .00 ~.23%*  —.26** .04
Amount of control .10 24** .10 —.06 .06 .07 13>
Amount of control desired .02 .10 ~.06 .05 11 ~-.00 A7
Firm tenure .02 -.01 —.06 .12 .04 ~-.17** ~.07
Vision horizon?® .10 .15* .04 .06 .05 .02 .02
@ Expressed in months.
* p < .05, two-tailed test
** p < .01, two-tailed test
held firms (r,; = —.17, p < .05), and they asserted that they exercised

strong control over their businesses (r,;, = .13, p < .05) and would like
more control (r,,, = .17, p < .01).

Overall, these responses appear to confirm that the executives were
able to articulate and to evaluate their visions.? Although it is tempting to
conclude as well from the results shown in Tables 2 and 3 that particular
aspects of vision are universally important {(such as action-oriented) and
that others are not (such as risky), such a conclusion is premature. It may
be that one or more groups of executives disagree with the need to express
an action orientation in a vision and that others consider riskiness as im-
portant. That possibility is examined in the section below.

21t is of interest that the factors derived from the 26-item instrument are related to the
content of the brief written vision statements. We content-analyzed those statements inde-
pendently of the factors using the same process described in Larwood and colleagues (1993).
For the sake of convenience, we then placed content items in one of four overall groups: fo-
cus level (for example, national, international}, knowledge (“apply a unique technology”),
growth (“double in size within five years”), and vigor {“prosper,” “be the strongest”). Both
positive (growth) and negative (decline) items could appear in the same category, making the
content analysis an indirect tool at best. Nonetheless, mentioning growth in a vision state-
ment correlated positively with factor 2, implementation (r,g, = .12, p = .048, two-tailed test),
and factor 7, profit-oriented (r = .33, p < .001), and negatively with factor 6, risk taking (r
= —.14, p = .025). Vigor correlated positively with factor 3, innovative realism (r = .18, p
= .004}, but negatively with factor 5, detailed (r = —.20, p = .001). Focus level correlated
positively with innovative realism (r = .12, p = .0486).
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Homogeneity of Description

The research questions asked whether executives generally describe
vision in the same manner. In particular, are their responses distinguish-
able by sample membership, do the self-evaluations differ by cluster, and
are the responses of the executives studied here distinguishable from
those of the business school deans studied earlier (Larwood et al., 1993)?
To answer these questions, we subjected the self-evaluations of the vision
statements to a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) in which the
26 items served as repeated within-subject measures and sample was an
independent variable. We found that neither sample (F, ,4, = .08) nor the
interaction of sample with self-evaluation (F75_6700 = 1.28, p > .05) was sig-
nificant. On this basis, the answer to the first research question appears
to be that the vision evaluations do not differ with sample. Thus, it seemed
statistically acceptable to combine the respondent samples for subsequent
analyses.

The second, related question concerns clustering: Can the executives
be classified into two or more readily identifiable groups, or do they form
a single group? To begin answering this question, we subjected the 26 vi-
sion self-description items to a cluster analysis using the SPSSPC+ “quick
cluster” routine (Norusis, 1988a). The analysis sought the smallest num-
ber of clusters in which each of the 26 items generally provoked different
answers from individuals in the different clusters. A four-cluster solution
proved to be the simplest structure approaching this goal; all items except
one (risky) distinguished between the resulting clusters by an analysis of
variance of the individual items (p < .05 or better; see Table 5).

Table 5 provides the item means for the first three clusters. Members
of cluster 1, with 22 executives, appear to take a more conservative stance
than members of the other two clusters, evaluating their visions as more
difficult to describe and conservative and strongly rejecting a description
of their visions as formalized. They were generally less likely to accept
most of the remaining descriptors. The 97 members of cluster 2 most of-
ten expressed ideas contrary to those of the members of cluster 1. They re-
jected the notion that their visions were difficult to describe or conserva-
tive, and they embraced descriptors like action-oriented, product of lead-
ership, responsive to competition, and purposeful, seemingly seeing their
visions in strong terms. Cluster 3, with 210 executives, generally fell be-
tween the other two clusters. Members of this cluster considered their vi-
sions as highest on action-oriented and long-term and lowest on difficult
to describe. However, for each of these descriptors the means of this mod-
erate group fell between those of the members of clusters 1 and 2. Final-
ly, it should be noted that a fourth cluster, containing a single member, was
dropped from this analysis as uninterpretable.

To determine the meaning of the clusters, we examined potential cor-
relations between indexes of cluster membership and the factor scores re-
sulting from the earlier factor analysis. For the indexes, three dummy vari-
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TABLE 5
Three-Cluster Solution
Group
Descriptors Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Means Means?*
Action-oriented 3.50d 4.78b 4.36¢ 4.43 4.21
Responsive to competition 3.77¢ 4.720 4.07¢ 4.24 4.19
Long-term 3.004 4.73b 4.12¢ 4.22 3.95
Bottom-line-oriented 3.77¢ 4,38t 4.10¢ 4.16 4.08
Product of leadership 2,774 4.77b 4.01° 4.15 3.85
Purposeful 2.8614 4.68° 4.05° 4.15 3.86
Focused 2.77¢ 4.68> 3.91°¢ 4.06 3.79
Strategic 2.554 4.53b 3.93¢ 4.02 3.67
Flexible 3.73¢ 4,30t 3.92¢ 4.02 3.98
Planned 2.274 4,560 3.89¢ 3.98 3.57
Directs effort 2.714 4,47" 3.76¢ 3.90 3.65
Changing 3.23¢ 4.13b 3.88b 3.90 3.75
Describes what is taking place 2.754 4.43b 3.74° 3.88 3.64
Innovative 2.644 4.27b 3.75° 3.82 3.55
Integrated with visions 2.324 4.47% 3.63¢ 3.79 3.47
of others

Widely accepted 2.684 4.25b 3.58¢ 3.72 3.50
Inspirational 2.274 4.40b 3.50° 3.68 3.39
Understood 2.364 4.30b 3.49¢ 3.65 3.38
Well-communicated 2.414 4.39% 3.45¢ 3.65 3.42
Tactical 2.684 4.05b 3.36° 3.52 3.36
Detailed 2.82¢ 3.92b 3.11¢ 3.32 3.28
Formalized 1.774 3.83b 3.04¢ 3.19 2.88
General 3.45b 2.83b 3.01F 2.99 3.10
Risky 2.82> 2.99> 2.81b 2.86 2.87
Conservative 3.33b 2.57¢ 2.75b¢ 2.74 2.88
Difficult to describe 3.14b 1.874 2.52¢ 2.38 2.51
Overall N 22 97 210

@ Each cluster as weighted equally.

bed Within any row, means with different superscripts differ at p < .01 or better by a
two-tailed Duncan Multiple Range test for unequal sample sizes (Norusis, 1888b: B-159). The
test was performed subsequent to analysis of variance and corrected for the number of com-
parisons made.

ables were constructed, each coded 1 for membership in a particular clus-
ter or 0 for membership in all others. Because the indexes are not inde-
pendent, the new variables were negatively related to one another, and we
describe only cluster-by-factor correlations better than p < .001 below. As
Table 6 indicates, members of cluster 1 were primarily distinguished by
being low on the factors vision formulation, implementation, and innov-
ative realism. Members of cluster 2 were generally high on those same fac-
tors and were also high on the factor detailed. Executives in cluster 3 were
low on implementation but were not as greatly distinguished from the oth-
er clusters by the remaining factors. Overall, on this basis, it seems ap-
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propriate to interpret the visions of the members of cluster 1 as less sys-
tematic than others’ and as representing closely held, cautious, individ-
ual thinking. Cluster 2 visions appear to be more dynamic, systematic, and
widely accepted. The visions of the members of cluster 3 are more diffi-
cult to distinguish statistically, but they appear to be less widely accept-
ed despite being otherwise unremarkable. Together, these results provide
an affirmative answer to the question of whether there are distinguishable
groups of executives.

As noted, an analysis of variance of the self-evaluation responses
prompted by the first research question found no differences attributable
to sample. However, we can now revisit the first question, whether clus-
ter membership varies with sample. A nonparametric examination showed
that the distributions of the samples into the clusters were approximate-
ly similar (x%; = 5.35, n.s.). Follow-up analyses revealed that more direct
indicators of size (number of employees and firm budget) were likewise
not statistically related to cluster membership. Finally, it is of interest to
note that the industry in which a business operated (broken into nine ma-
jor dummy-coded categories, including finance/banking, accounting, man-
ufacturing, and service) similarly played no significant role in cluster
membership.

Given the finding that the sample membership of the executives does
not relate to their vision self-evaluations, it was of interest to compare the
current results with those obtained in our previous study of business
school deans (Larwood et al., 1993). We compared the present results and
those of the earlier study using both a MANOVA and a cluster analysis.
We used the self-evaluation data from the earlier study as a fifth sample,
providing a total of 383 comparable cases. The results of a MANOVA for
the five samples indicated that, as with the executives alone, the main ef-
fect for sample was nonsignificant (F, 4378 = .40}, and the main effect for
the 26 items was highly reliable (Fy5.9450 = 135.88, p < .001). In contrast
to the findings within the four business samples alone, however, the in-
teraction of sample with the 26 items now proved significant as well
(Fig0,0450 = 2:37, p < .001). A further examination, directly comparing the
combined business samples as one group with the deans as a second
group, yielded a similar result. In this second analysis, the magnitude of
the interaction effect climbed substantially (FZ‘,,’9525 = 5.50, p < .001). It
would seem reasonable to conclude in response to the third research
question that the information the deans provided using the same format
used in the present study cannot be considered homogeneous with the da-
ta from the business executives.

To determine further the extent to which the cluster analysis of self-
evaluation items for executives fit the data for deans, we performed an
analysis in which the cluster means (first three columns of Table 5) for the
executives were used as the initial classification cluster centers for the
deans. The results of an analysis of variance for each item showed that five
items were no longer capable of distinguishing between the clusters (p >
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.05). Put another way, the cluster pattern for the executives was similar to
but did not fit that for the business school deans.

On visual inspection (see Figure 1), the results of the two groups show
an apparently very close fit with one another, providing a pattern that
might be readily identified as “vision.” We used two-tailed t-tests to com-
pare the means of the executives for each of the items with those of the
deans in order to examine the specific items contributing to the differences.
Despite the seemingly obvious similarity, 14 of the 26 items were signifi-
cantly different for the two groups. These items loaded on six of the sev-
en factors described by Table 3.

Overall, these results lead to two conclusions: (1) there are identifi-
able clusters among the self-evaluations of organizational leaders’ visions
and (2) the nature of the clusters does not differ among the business ex-
ecutive samples studied here. However, the results suggest the need to use
caution before developing any universal concept of vision. We found sub-
stantial, if subtle, differences in regard to both the individual items and
their patterns when we compared the business executives in this study and
the business school deans studied earlier.

Influence of Individual Characteristics

Our hypotheses concern relationships between the content of visions
as measured by cluster membership, and individual variables. The first
predicts that the time horizon of visions will be related to cluster mem-
bership. Executives stated that their visions extended over five years,
with a range of 6 months to more than 20 years (X = 64.14 months, s.d.
= 63.76 months), approximately matching the prediction of Kotter (1990).
Executives further stated that their firms had held to their current visions
for over 6 years, with a range of from 3 months to 20 years (x = 74.28
months, s.d. = 79.47 months). These two measures were correlated with
one another (ry;, = .19, p < .001). Executives who were looking further
than others were more likely to be members of cluster 2 (r;,, = .11, p <
.05, two-tailed test). Since cluster 2 was identified in the previous section
as associated with the vision formulation factor (as well as with imple-
mentation, innovative realism, and detailed), this pattern appears consis-
tent with Hypothesis 1.

The second hypothesis concerns a relationship between perceived
speed of change and cluster membership. Respondents separately evalu-
ated speed of change within their firms and their industries using five-
point scales. Overall, the speed of change within a firm was evaluated as
rapid (x = 3.91, s.d. = .92, t,,, = 17.88, p < .001) in a test of the differ-
ence between the mean and the scale midpoint. Industry changes were
likewise seen as occurring rapidly (x = 3.83, s.d. = .98, t,,, = 15.15, p <
.001). These two measures of change were correlated with one another (r,,,
= .37, p < .001). Members of cluster 1 (previously identified as being low
on the factors for vision formulation, implementation, and innovative re-
alism) viewed change as slower in both their firms and their industries (r,,,
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= —.33, p <.001; ry,, = —.13, p < .05, respectively). The difference be-
tween these two statistics was significant (Z = 2.74, p < .01, two-tailed
test), showing that cluster 1 executives felt that internal change was pro-
ceeding more slowly than external change. Cluster 2 executives, who were
high on the three factors, felt that change was coming more rapidly to their
firms (r,,, = .18, p < .01). Taken together, these results partially support
Hypothesis 2. Although the correlation between cluster 2 membership and
the perceived speed of external change was not itself reliable (r,,, = .02),
the difference between the two statistics was significant (Z = 2.05, p < .05),
indicating that this group of executives felt that internal change was mov-
ing more rapidly than external change. No other relationships between
cluster membership and change measures reached significance. These
findings appear to indicate that executives who are closely identified
with planning, communication, and flexibility also see themselves iden-
tified with change. Finally, it was of interest that executives with longer
planning horizons also saw changes as occurring more slowly in their in-

dustries (r,,, = —.11, p < .05), and those in firms that had maintained their
visions for longer periods saw changes in their firms as occurring more
slowly (r;,, = —.13, p < .05, two-tailed test). Table 7 shows differences

among cluster memberships related to the change measures. Results are sig-
nificant for perceived firm change.

The third hypothesis predicts a relationship between vision and ex-
ecutives’ position and firm tenures. This relationship received no support
since the results of analyses were not significant.

The fourth hypothesis predicts that an executive’s desire for increased
control will be related to vision content. Again, we used two measures of
control. The respondents agreed both that they had a great deal of control

TABLE 7
Selected Differences in Cluster Membership

Means for Cluster?

Variables?® 1 2 3 F df p
Number of employees 595.64 467.63 505.48 0.07 2,318 .93
Annual sales 101.91 86.60 121.70 0.78 2,300 .46
Importance of vision 3.322 4.56° 3.91b 27.65 2,321 .00
Firm publicly owned 1.76 1.79 1.75 0.18 2,224 .84
Controlling interest 1.65 1.53 1.64 1.18 2,224 .31
Vision horizon 55.14 75.59 60.04 2.12 2,316 .12
Speed of industry change 3.36° 3.86" 3.86b 2.64 2,319 .07
Speed of firm change 2.77¢ 4.16° 3.90b 23.40 2,325 .00
Firm tenure 157.18 148.86 174.66 1.69 2,325 .18
Position tenure 101.73 91.44 100.45 0.40 2,321 .67
Amount of control 3.77¢ 4.52° 4.245 9.28 2,324 .00
Amount of control desired 4.05%® 4.24° 3.89b 3.87 2,318 .02

@ Within any row, means with different superscripts differ at p < .01 or better by a two-
tailed Duncan Multiple Range test for unequal sample sizes (Norusis, 1988b: B-159).
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(¥ = 4.29,s.d. = .80, t,,, = 29.36, p < .001), in a test of the difference be-
tween the mean and the scale midpoint, and that they would like to ex-
ercise a great deal (x = 4.01, s.d. =1.00, t,,, = 17.96, p < .001). The dif-
ference between the two means was itself significant (t;,, = 4.02, p < .001).
Again, the measures were related: Executives who felt they had high con-
trol also indicated that they would like to exercise more control (r,,, = .49,
p < .001). Members of cluster 1 (low on vision formulation, implementa-
tion, and innovative realism) were less likely to state that they currently
had a high level of control (r,,, = —.17, p < .01). In contrast, members of
cluster 2 (higher on those factors and on detailed) felt both that they had
high levels of control and that they would like higher levels (r,,, = .18, p
< .001; ry,, = .15, p < .01, respectively). Executives in cluster 3 (low on
implementation) were less interested in exercising control (r,,, = —.15, p
< .01). The extent to which executives perceived that they currently had
control was also related with the perceived speed of change in their or-
ganizations (r,,, = .14, p < .05); other relationships between control and
speed of change were not significant. Differences in cluster membership
are significant for both measures of change. Table 7 shows results.

Finally, some additional findings help identify members of the three
clusters. Members of cluster 2 were more likely than members of other
clusters to feel that others at the tops of their organizations shared their
visions (Pearson’s r,y, = .32, p < .001, versus —.27, p < .001, and —.15,
p < .01, for clusters 1 and 3, respectively, two-tailed tests). Cluster 2
members felt that vision was more important to their corporations (r,,, =
.35, p < .001), and those in clusters 1 and 3 were less likely to consider
it important (r,,, = —.22 for both, p <.001).

Members of the national sample were asked a few additional ques-
tions. For this group, members of cluster 2 were more likely to feel that a
step-by-step set of planned actions was important for implementing a vi-
sion, that it was important to a vision’s success for it to be explained and
communicated, and that a vision should be extended throughout an or-
ganization if it is to succeed (ry, = .27, p < .05; r;, = .28, p < .05; 1, =
.34, p < .01, respectively). Cluster 3 members were less likely than the
members of clusters 1 and 2 to agree that a successful vision should be ex-
plained, communicated, and extended throughout an organization (r;, =
—.27 and ~.31, respectively, p < .05).

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to examine the nature of the visions of
top business executives. Members of four samples—one national and three
regional—were asked to describe their visions for their organizations and
to evaluate those visions. Over 99 percent of those responding provided
brief (single-sentence) vision statements. However, it is worth pointing
out that the open-ended question represented a demand condition invit-
ing the formulation of a vision and suggesting its social desirability to in-

Copyright © 1995. All rights reserved.



762 Academy of Management Journal June

dividuals who may have not previously explicitly considered the idea. Fur-
ther, self-selection may have played a part in the results: An executive who
did not have a vision or who could not articulate one might have been less
likely than others to complete a survey concerning it. Still, the strong rate
of response to the mail survey (34%) suggests that forced fabrications and
lack of a considered vision were not major difficulties.

In order to examine the underlying thrust of the individual vision
statements, we asked the executives to evaluate their own statements us-
ing an exploratory self-evaluative instrument developed in another study
to broadly represent the different concepts of vision available in the lit-
erature. We did not collect data on vision process, the formulation or im-
plementation of visions. Means on the self-evaluation instrument showed
that executives considered all but four of the self-evaluation items ap-
plicable and rejected three: risky, conservative, and difficult to describe
(Table 3). Just one item, general, was considered neutral.

Factor analysis of the self-evaluations showed seven factors, tenta-
tively named vision formulation, implementation, innovative realism,
general, detailed, risk taking, and profit-oriented. Like the instrument on
which they are based, these results should be seen as preliminary; more
research is needed to assure that there are no additional factors underly-
ing these visions and to determine the importance of each factor identi-
fied. Nonetheless, the relationships between the factors and other survey
questions suggest that these factors are both statistically and conceptual-
ly helpful.

One purpose of the study was to determine how executives define vi-
sion. Toward that end, it is important to understand the relationship of the
factors derived here with the implications of previous relevant research.
The factor results provide good support for several schools of thought con-
cerning vision. Most important, the notions of vision as involving far-reach-
ing strategic planning (factor 1) and the ability and willingness to share
and communicate with others (factor 2) appear secure (cf. Conger, 1989:
27; Senge, 1990). In comparison, factor 3, which strikes important but
somewhat different notes, such as flexible, integrated with the visions of
others, and tactical, appears to combine a group of near-term operational
maxims and styles. The collection includes items considered important to
the concepts of visionary and charismatic leadership (cf. Sashkin, 1988;
Sims & Lorenzi, 1992: 118), but it may also be taken more broadly as a val-
idation of Westley and Mintzberg’s (1989) notion of vision as jointly in-
volving strategic and leadership aspects of style, interpersonal dynamics
and process, and timing.

Other factors played a less certain, but still important, role in defin-
ing vision. Some respondents rejected such factor 4 items as general and
difficult to describe as the antithesis of vision. Although these items
would seem to be opposite to focused, a vision component suggested by
researchers such as Jacobs and Jacques (1990) and Kouzes and Posner
(1987: 87—-89), the latter failed to load on any significant factor. Factor 6
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also provided an interesting result. Although some research has suggest-
ed that vision is related to risk taking (Forward et al., 1991), the execu-
tives studied here were more closely aligned with the opposing findings
of Hitt and Tyler (1991). They generally rejected both risky and conserv-
ative as descriptions of their visions, suggesting that the high-roller “bet-
your-life” image of a Ted Turner or Donald Trump is not widely respect-
ed as a model. This finding is consistent with those of studies on achieve-
ment motivation and entrepreneurship, which have indicated that
entrepreneurial executives take appropriate mid-range risks and are suf-
ficiently careful that they did not see these risks as truly risky (Brockhaus,
1980; McClelland, 1961; McClelland & Burnham, 1976). Detailed (factor
5) and bottom-line-oriented (factor 7) rounded out the results.

The cluster analysis of the self-evaluations established several points
of interest. The concept of organizational design archetypes (Greenwood
& Hinings, 1988), or regular patterns, is far too complex for the present
study to fully test. Nonetheless, the results supported the ideas of sever-
al observers who have said that the patterns of the visions executives adopt
are limited in number. Three clusters emerged here as shown in Table 5.
These varied most prominently in respect to their relationships with the
first three factors. The first two factors, vision formulation and imple-
mentation, approximately match the models Lawrence and Dyer (1983) and
Miles and Snow (1978) offered to conceptualize executives’ strategic think-
ing in the face of uncertainty. As noted earlier, the third factor, innovative
realism, may broadly represent style. This finding fits with earlier think-
ing concerning two-dimensional patterns but may provide a mechanism
to extend the concept in the direction of encompassing additional di-
mensions of organizational vision.

The samples were found to be evenly distributed across cluster cate-
gories. In addition, no differences in distribution occurred in separate
analyses examining the firms by industry or size. The findings give weight
to the possibility that firms dynamically compensate for disadvantages re-
sulting from size or business sector, although the possibility was not di-
rectly tested here. As a whole, the results give some reason for seeing the
clusters as relatively stable, independent of business organizations. Both
a combined cluster analysis and analyses of individual items in the self-
evaluative response set showed, by contrast, that the results for business
school deans obtained in our earlier work (Larwood et al., 1993) are not
entirely comparable. As was noted, deans may be chosen from the busi-
ness community, and they are charged with mediating between the busi-
ness community, an institution’s faculty, and other constituencies. Thus,
the comparison of the data on corporate executives with that on deans sup-
ports Greenwood, Hinings, and Brown’s (1990) proposition that different
forms of organization may entail different strategic processes. Deans, of
course, tend to be in charge of highly participative organizations, much
like the partnerships Greenwood and colleagues described. We found our-
selves surprised by how closely the patterns of executives and deans re-
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sembled one another but were nonetheless quite different (Figure 1). In
evaluating these findings, however, one should keep in mind that the
deans in the earlier study were not speaking from a hierarchical level com-
parable to that of the chief executive of an independent organization. The
influence of level on the evaluation of vision remains to be resolved by lat-
er research. Better comparisons might be made between university presi-
dents and chief executives or between corporate division heads and deans.

The four hypotheses examined in this study concerned personal char-
acteristics and perceptions. Findings were consistent with those of Kotter
(1990): the visions of these executives projected for six months to 20 years
into the future, and members of cluster 2, who were high on vision for-
mulation, among other characteristics, had longer-term visions. Since all
but 2 or 3 percent of the respondents were at the top or one level from the
top of an organization, we were unable to test the relationship of time hori-
zon and executive level as Jacobs and Jaques (1990) suggested. Further, the
firms in the regional samples examined here were a tenth the size of those
in the national sample, and Jacobs and Jaques’s findings deal with levels
in large organizations.

One line of thinking is that those who empower others are more vi-
sionary and likely to be more successful at moving their firms along. Ini-
tially, this notion would suggest that those practicing participative man-
agement have less control themselves—in the present context, that mem-
bers of cluster 2 have less control than other executives. However, Westley
and Mintzberg linked empowering others with being empowered. We
found that members of cluster 2 thought both that they had high levels of
control and that they would like to have higher levels. The currently per-
ceived level of control was significantly, positively related with the per-
ceived speed of internal change.

Hypothesis 2 predicts a relationship between perceived speed of
change and vision cluster membership. In fact, members of cluster 2, who
most firmly embraced the notion that an executive’s vision should be
widely accepted throughout an organization (factor 2), felt that change was
occurring most rapidly in their firms. In comparison, cluster 1 execu-
tives, who were less likely to agree with the need for vision acceptance,
felt that changes were coming more slowly. These findings are consistent
with the view that subordinates should be empowered. However, cluster
1 membership was also negatively correlated with two additional factors,
and cluster 2 was positively correlated with the same factors. Thus, the
results are also consistent with the notion that long-term planning (factor
1) and appropriate style (factor 3) are important (Westley & Mintzberg,
1989), and it remains to be determined whether one characteristic is pre-
eminent. Finally, although those perceiving rapid internal change {clus-
ter 2) were in the group that agreed that planning and strategy were im-
portant descriptors (factor 1), cluster 2 members were also likely to have
held to their visions for shorter periods of time. We would expect this to
occur if either the rapidity of change forced frequent reconsideration of
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strategy and vision, or if strategic visions have a “half-life,” during which
they are the most potent in inducing change, that begins shortly after they
are put in place.

IMPLICATIONS

Three immediate implications seem most obvious and salient. First,
it appears viable to empirically test many of the concepts that have been
developed concerning vision directly with the executives who are pre-
sumed to create and execute visions in some manner. Second, we were en-
couraged by the substantial congruence between many of the findings of
this study and previous thinking concerning vision. In the absence of sta-
tistical support, much of the earlier work in this area has proceeded large-
ly on the basis of observational and case analyses. The present study
demonstrates convergent support for that work and its validity. Third, the
findings seem to justify the tentative conclusion that cluster 2 executives,
with their triple emphases on long-term strategy, wide communication and
acceptance of their visions, and operational realism or style, are most like-
ly to be successful in creating change within their organizations, particu-
larly since this group scored the highest on perceived firm change.

A good deal remains for future research and theory building. Despite
the significance of the relationships tested, the interpretations are in need
of further empirical support. For example, the limitations of the present
study did not allow us to determine whether cluster 1 or cluster 3 execu-
tives are actually less instrumental to the success of their firms than clus-
ter 2 members. Similarly, some of the relationships found may stem from
common method variance—it remains to be discovered, for example,
whether cluster 2 executives merely perceive that they empower others and
that their visions concern communication or whether this is an actual dif-
ference between them and the members of other clusters. The finding that
there are three clusters and a limited number of patterns should likewise
be subjected to future investigation. We may have overlooked potential
clusters by emphasizing corporate entities, by setting low bounds on the
size of the organizations sampled, or by examining visions at the firms’ cor-
porate rather than divisional levels. Again, it should be emphasized that
this is an exploratory study that has, we hope, raised as many questions
as it has answered.

Suggestions for practice are also thus tentative. Nonetheless, the vi-
sions listed in the Appendix provide a guide in two ways: they expand un-
derstanding of what executives mean by organizational vision and high-
light such aspects of visions as simplicity and practicality. Although we
suggested above that cluster 2 members appear to have the potential to pro-
duce organizational change, it would be premature to offer cluster mem-
bership as a prescription for change. First, if we assume that the change
cluster 2 members perceived does in fact occur, other executives would
then need to be encouraged to evaluate their own situations to determine
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the appropriateness of the present findings. Relevant questions for those
executives are, Is change desirable? What are their explicit goals?

Vision research is still at an early stage. We were able to show that the
26-item instrument we used is related to the executives’ brief vision state-
ments. However, a series of other questions might be raised concerning va-
lidity. For example, how unique is the phenomenon of vision—is it a
proactive view of the future produced by a highly perceptive group of ex-
ecutives in a particular situation, or is it merely an answer produced re-
actively to the presently popular question, Do you have a vision?

On a different note, this information may be of assistance to execu-
tive trainers and recruiters. It may be possible to “diagnose” a potential
candidate and help him or her to evoke the vision that has been determined
to be most helpful for carrying out the particular tasks ahead. Necessari-
ly, this study should be viewed as a link in this process, not as a set of con-
clusions that can be implemented.

From the perspective of theory development, we are cautiously opti-
mistic. Although some researchers have seen vision as a component of
leadership, we did not place the present work in the context of leadership
theory. Instead, we focused on the content and context of visions. We take
the view that vision is what those charged with having a vision think it
is. In that sense, the present work is still definitional. Clearly, the concept
of vision extends well beyond a single research stream and includes lead-
ership theory, organizational strategy, and motivation as well as the emerg-
ing areas of empowerment, cognitive complexity, and self-transforming or-
ganizations. Perhaps the study of vision will help integrate these areas.
Findings from this study may provide a basis for future studies on vision
content and process and for the development of a model of visionary
leadership.
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APPENDIX
Examples of Vision Statements

Lead in bringing interactive entertainment to a mass market.

Grow technically and geographically into a worldwide, world-renowned organization.

Be a survivor and prosper in a heavily and unfairly regulated industry.

Maintain a manageable number of clients whereby top management is involved in all—
continued but controlled growth.

Create an environment in which satisfied customers, quality products, and bottom line prof-
its go hand-in-hand.

Be a major force in high performance banking in the community bank arena.

Lead in providing applications to the construction industry throughout the world.

Be the single source software provider to the financial services industry.

Be the leading African American owned promotional and public relations firm in the USA.

Be a technical services firm, with blue chip utility clients, that has a “Mercedes” image, Boy
Scout principles, and is fun.

Transform our American flag ocean bulk shipping fleet to foreign flag operations by 1996,
while increasing market share to become the largest, best managed carrier on the Great
Lakes.

Become the most customer responsive praducer of automobile interior trim in North Amer-
ica.

Be the recognized world leader in national security space system architecture and engi-
neering.

Continue our role and responsibility as the industry initiator and market leader for 70 years
of bringing useful products to the marketplace while continually rewarding our customers
and employees.

Double in size within five years.

Enhance our established leadership position and make more money while doing so.
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