
ONLINE APPENDIX B for Carton & Lucas (2018) 

Reviewing the Literature on Vision Communication via a Semantic Cluster Analysis 

We sought to comprehensively map advice from experts on vision communication by 

collecting and coding published guidance that scholars and practitioners give to those interested 

in vision communication. We deliberately cast a wide net with respect to sources, including 

scholarly articles, books and book chapters written by academics, popular books, and newspaper 

articles. Two research assistants blind to the study hypotheses perused libraries and academic 

and popular online databases (such as Web of Science and Google Scholar) using dozens of key 

phrases (e.g., “a vision should be…” “a vision of the future should be…”). We used two basic 

inclusion criteria to classify texts as a vision prescription. First, the context of a given segment of 

text had to clearly relate to how visions have been defined by organizational scholars (Rafferty & 

Griffin, 2004). In the vast majority of instances, we only coded a text fragment that explicitly 

mentioned the word “vision.” Second, the text fragment needed to be prescriptive in that it 

offered explicit advice or guidance on how a vision should be crafted — not merely how visions 

are crafted. We included prescriptions tied to both means and ends: how to go about constructing 

a vision as well as what a vision should aim to achieve. The two research assistants continued 

until searches yielded only redundant information. In all, we found 180 prescriptions.  

Our research topic led us to adopt two objectives: (1) identifying the relative proportion 

of prescriptions that focus leaders’ attention on the language used in visions (language-based 

prescriptions) versus mentally simulating the future (experience-based prescriptions) and (2) 

identifying the key dimensions of vision quality. 

 

 

Proportion of Language-based versus Experience-based Prescriptions 

The prescriptions were first coded as either language-based or experience-based, 

depending on which form of cognition the prescription targeted. We defined language-based 

prescriptions as those that encourage leaders to consider the type of language that should be used 

in a vision. We defined experience-based prescriptions as those that lead people to project 

themselves forward in time to an imagined future environment in which they subjectively 

experience an event with one or more of their senses (i.e., sight, hearing, smell, touch, or taste). 

To be included in this category, the prescription had to explicitly call for people to imagine or 

envision existing in a future situation in which the vision is either transpiring or has already 

transpired. Three coders independently rated the statements according to these two categories 

(ICC = .63). We predicted that language-based prescriptions would be more widespread than 

experience-based prescriptions. Of the 180 prescriptions, significantly more were language-

based (n = 175) than experience-based (n = 5), t(179) = -38.44, p < .0001. To ensure that our 

classifications were not influenced by how strict or loose the criteria were for each category, we 

conducted a robustness check in which we relaxed the inclusion criteria for experience-based 

prescriptions to only require that the advice suggest that the leader project him or herself into the 

future. Again, this analysis found the majority of the prescriptions to be language-based (n = 

171) rather than experience-based (n = 9). In sum, what almost all of the prescriptions for vision 

communication have in common is that they urge people to consider the meaning of the words 

they choose. 

 

 



Dimensions of Vision Quality 

We then sought to determine precisely how experts have recommended visions be 

constructed as well as what visions should aim to achieve. We first accounted for keywords and 

key phrases that represented the guidance contained in each prescription. We tracked a total of 

118 keywords. Consider the following prescription: “vision statements should be simple and 

provide clarity and focus.” We matched this prescription to three keywords: “simple,” “clarity,” 

and “focus.” We then counted the number of times each key word appeared across all of the 

prescriptions. To reflect the dominant themes across each of these prescriptions, we created a 

bank of key words and phrases that appeared 3 or more times. This bank included 54 words.  

We sought a method for uncovering the dominant underlying themes across prescriptions 

that would combine both objective and subjective approaches to content analysis. To do so, we 

incorporated the technique of a multi-stage semantic association cluster analysis (Deerwester, 

Dumais, Landauer, Furnas, & Harshman, 1990). We drew on polysemy, which identifies how 

words are related to each other in terms of standardized (officially accepted) meanings 

(Bellegarda, Butzberger, Chow, Coccaro, & Naik, 1996). Words that have a strong degree of 

overlap belong to the same “word tree” and therefore are likely to reflect a similar prescription 

on how to construct visions. A straightforward way of understanding this form of clustering is to 

imagine a series of thesaurus entries — when a given term x is a synonym of a given term y but 

not a synonym of a given term z, then x and y belong to the same cluster while z belongs to a 

different one. As another possibility, if term x is a synonym of y but not z and term z is a 

synonym of y but not x, then all three terms would belong to the same cluster. For example, 

“attainable” and “realizable” did not conceptually overlap, but they cluster together through the 

word “achievable,” which conceptually overlapped with both of them. Words that had no 

conceptual overlap with any other word were eliminated. Ultimately, this analysis produced 10 

clusters of keywords. 

After this objective form of clustering, we performed an inductive analysis in which we 

assessed the 10 clusters for further similarity. At this point, we took two steps consistent with 

recommendations on content analysis (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). First, the authors of 

this paper independently aggregated the dimensions and then worked through differences in their 

aggregations vis-à-vis existing theory. Second, two researchers independently audited the 

veracity of the coding categories. This led us to group the 10 clusters into four overarching 

clusters. First, visions should be vivid. This category included the guidance that a vision be a 

“picture” or “image” that captures what someone can “see” and “feel.” These prescriptions 

typically focused on portraying a vibrant and lifelike scenario. An example is an expert who 

explained that a strong vision possesses “a vivid image in peoples’ heads.” Second, visions 

should be specific. This category included the guidance that a vision be “clear,” “specific,” and 

“distinct.” These prescriptions typically focused on reducing ambiguity about what the vision 

portrayed. An example from our database is “a vision must be clear and distinctive.” 

Third, visions should be achievable. This category included the guidance that a vision be 

“achievable,” “realizable,” and “attainable.” These prescriptions pertained to ensuring that the 

vision involved a real life outcome that could be achieved. An example is a prescription that 

states that “[f]rom the CEO to the hourly employees. They all need to be able to get on board 

with the vision and work together to achieve the situation described in the vision statement.” 

Fourth, a vision should reflect core values, such that it appears meaningful and important. This 

category included the guidance that a vision be “meaningful,” “important,” and “desirable.” 

These prescriptions ensured that the vision depicted a state of the world that was aligned with 



what people find valuable and compelling (i.e., in line with their values). An example is “the 

vision statement should include core values or core ideologies that distinguish one organization 

from another.” 

One of the study authors assigned each prescription to one or more of the four language-

based prescription categories according to the keywords that served as the basis for each of the 

categories in the cluster analysis. Although most prescriptions only fit one category, a 

prescription was allowed to be coded into more than one category if it contained keywords that 

matched more than one of the four types. T-tests established that there were significantly fewer 

experience-based prescriptions than any of the categories of language-based prescriptions, 

including those in which individuals are encouraged to make visions more specific, t(179) =        

-14.47, more vivid, t(179) = -6.69, more achievable, t(179) = -14.02, and more value-centric, 

t(179) = -50.66. Relative to the 5 prescriptions that were experience-based, 37 were attributed to 

specificity, 21 to vividness, 36 to achievability, and 117 to values. Even sources that suggest that 

visions should be specific and vivid by consisting of image-based words still typically lead 

people to consider meaning rather than to conjure images of the future and then describe them.  

As noted in the manuscript, the words identified in this analysis were also used to 

construct experimental manipulations, as this would allow us to ensure that (1) each 

manipulation reflected a unique subset of prescriptions about how leaders should construct 

visions, such that the manipulations would be conceptually and semantically distinct from each 

other, and that (2) altogether the experimental manipulations would comprehensively account for 

the range of prescriptions in the literature. The manipulations are reported in the summary of the 

Study 1. The wording for the time machine manipulation in study 2 is as follows: “Imagine you 

enter a time machine and emerge in the future just after your company has achieved its vision. 

Close your eyes for 20 seconds and imagine looking all around you. What do your surroundings 

look like now that the world is being influenced in a new way by your company’s products or 

services? Notice the sharp details of the people, location, objects, and actions that unfold in front 

of you.” We tested for the same alternative explanations in study 2 as in study 1 (e.g., intrinsic 

motivation and fluency) to ensure that there were no confounds. 
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