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ABSTRACT

Organizational performance is
highly influenced by how employees
envision the future. To date, many
scholars have emphasized the impor-
tance of an overarching future vision
that unites all stakeholders, while ac-
knowledging the presence of divergent
perspectives among members. This
variety in perspectives may be further
complicated in organizations undergo-
ing great stress and where the leader-
ship has not defined and promoted
a future vision to guide the content
of the images of its members. Little
study has explored the various types

Introduction

The interpretation of strategic
issues is affected by how employees
envision the future (Gioia & Thomas,
1996). Visions can symbolically act as
apowerful catalyst to guide organiza-
tional performance and influence in-
dividual action. Much has been writ-
ten about the need to have a shared
vision among members of an organi-
zation to achieve unity in spirit and
a cohesive effort toward a common
goal (Lippitt, 1998; Nanus, 1992).
Yet, scholars suggest the presence of
multiple organizational views due to
the unrealistic expectation of achiev-
ing an integrated organization-wide

of future organizational images that
exist or the nature of those images. We
explore these concerns via a case study
of an airline in the midst of a dramatic
fight for survival. The findings both
confirm the existence of multiple views
for the company’s future and delineate
their general characteristics through a
typology of imagery. We conclude with
alanguage to use to differentiate those
images for future research and offer
practical implications for managing
multiple future organizational images
to mobilize energy and enhance perfor-
mance in a more unified direction.

consensus (Martin, 1992). In addi-
tion, volatile conditions may create
a climate of ambiguity that produces
a divergence of perspectives that can
diffuse synergetic performance. It is
incumbent on leadership to under-
stand the presence of multiple future
organizational images but to do that
requires an understanding of the po-
tential for variation. The literature
has presented the concept of future
organizational images as desired or
ideal images of the future (Gioia,
Schultz, & Corley, 2000; Reger, Gus-
tafson, DeMarie, & Mullane, 1994).
But what if the presence of multiple
future organizational images in-
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cludes a variety of images held by
members that are both positive and
negative? And what if these images
are influenced by personal transla-
tions of others’ perspectives?

Previous research indicates that
individuals typically possess multi-
ple images of an organization (Gioia
et al., 2000). Our research seeks to
expand this premise by focusing on
images associated with the future.
In particular, we explore the types
of future organizational images that
members hold in an environment
that lacks a clearly defined vision as
expressed by leadership. Our study
was guided by this overarching ques-
tion: What are the types of future or-
ganizational images that members
possess? We investigated this ques-
tion in the context of a case study of a
small, low-cost airline in the midst of
dramatic change. As the company re-
structured and merged with another
carrier, we sought to understand how
employees viewed the future of their
organization. The data permitted
us to create a typology of those im-
ages and offer a language to be used
when studying future organizational
images. In addition, as we analyzed
the findings, possible implications for
managing those images also emerged
that may guide management in their
efforts to enhance productivity and
performance.

Theoretical Framework

This section is designed to give the
reader an overview of the literature
in this area. In particular, we have
focused on the following three areas
thathave greatly shaped theresearch
in this article: (1) the importance of
a shared vision, (2) the presence of
multiple perspectives, and (3) future
image terminology.

Importance of a Shared Vision

The concept of future images or
visioning is treated frequently from
a descriptive and practitioner per-
spective (Allen, 1995; Nanus, 1992;
Wilson, 1992), yet has received less
attention as the focus in systematic
research. There is research that tar-
gets visionary leadership (Awamleh
& Gardner, 1997), the importance of
vision salience (Oswald, Mossholder,
& Harris, 1994), antecedents of
visioning skill and effects of vision-
ing training (Thoms & Greenberger,
1995), the visioning process (Thoms
& Govekar, 1997), and the content
and context of visions (Larwood,
Falbe, Kriger, & Miesing, 1995).
According to Thoms and Govekar
(1997), empirical evidence has yet to
show benefits of positive future im-
ages to organizational performance.
However, in spite of the lack of data
confirming benefits, many organiza-
tions seek to create a shared vision
in their efforts to build community
or enhance competitiveness. Some
of these visioning activities include
future search (Weisbord & dJanoff,
1995; Weisbord & 35 co-authors,
1992), search conferences (Emery
& Purser, 1996), other large group
interventions (Axelrod, 1992; Danne-
miller & Jacobs, 1992), and learning
organization practices (Senge, 1990),
just to name a few.

The importance of a shared vision
has been expressed in the merger
literature (Isabella, 1993; Marks &
Mirvis, 1997; McEntire & Bentley,
1996; Salk, 1995) as well as in the
demands for strategic unity as orga-
nizations move forward in turbulent
times (Ulrich & Wiersema, 1989).
Gioia and Thomas (1996) conducted
research that revealed the power of
a desired future image as a means
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for change. They studied strategic
change in higher education and how
members made sense of important is-
sues related to change. The research-
ers found that a compelling future
image was a catalyst for change, and
“a plausible, attractive, even idealis-
tic future image would seem to help
organization members envision and
prepare for the dynamic environment
implied by strategic change” (Gioia
& Thomas, 1996, p. 398). Beer (1987)
described the need to transform in-
ternal perspectives and processes in
order to meet the demands imposed
by the external environment. He
identified the importance of a com-
prehensive model of a future vision
as a necessary condition to guide
organizational transformations.

Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) por-
trayed the power of an overarching,
symbolic vision. The vision of change
offered by the university CEO served
as the guide from which to gauge all
actions.. The CEO’s effective use of
this symbol was described this way:
“a captivating vision is perhaps a key
feature in the initiation of strategic
change because it provides a sym-
bolic foundation for stakeholders to
develop an alternative interpretive
scheme” (p. 446).

Collinsand Porras(1997)described
a visionary company as one that cre-
ates an environment that consistently
supports and nourishes the company’s
core ideology and stimulates perfor-
mance toward an envisioned future.
With this internal compass, organiza-
tional members are guided in a unified
direction, bound by common values
and purpose and a shared future im-
age. When all elements work together
within this framework, Colling and
Porras labeled such a visionary orga-
nization as being built to last.

The Presence of Multiple
Perspectives

The concept of multiple future im-
ages for an organization is analogous
to the concept of possible selves for
the individual (Markus & Nurius,
1986). The possible selves of an indi-
vidual include not only one’s past self
and present self but also perceptions
of one’s potential and future. This
includes a variety of other possible
selves: the ideal of what one would
like to become, what one ever consid-
ered, what one will probably be, and
what one is afraid of becoming. In-
dividuals, through the construction
of these possible selves, are able to
affect their own development. These
possible selves have power because
they are both an incentive for future
behavior and a tool for evaluating the
current view of oneself. This research
by Markus and Nurius sheds light
on the complexity of individuals, but
does not apply this complexity to the
organizational unit.

Some identity scholars propose
the presence of multiple organiza-
tional identities (Pratt & Foreman,
2000). Pratt and Foreman suggest
the importance of understanding
the complexity of multiple identi-
ties as well as the potential avenues,
costs, and benefits of this variety
While acknowledging these multiple
conceptualizations of the identity
of the organization, these research-
ers make no reference to multiple
conceptualizations about the future
of the organization by its members.
We suggest the need for research
with this future organizational im-
age focus. Pratt and Foreman also
propose that organizational leaders
manage the multiple organizational
identities. Similarly, we propose the
need to understand the management
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of future conceptualizations of an or-
ganization. This task may be quite
complex if the range in future images
is varied as is the range of perspec-
tives on the organization’s identity, as
suggested by Pratt and Foreman.
Culture research supports a
multiplicity of perspectives due to
the existence of multiple subcul-
tures. Sackmann (1992) presents a
complex view of organizational cul-
ture by revealing the simultaneous
existence of both subculture differ-
ences as well as organization-wide
views. The array of subcultures can
be based on cognitive traits, visible
differences, geography, as well as
other factors (Phillips & Sackmann,
2002). Subcultures may be inter-
nally strong and unified but differ
significantly with other parts of the
organization yielding a sense of frag-
mentation and lack of alignment.
Creating synergies requires a mul-
tiple cultures view with the skills
to manage this mosaic of diversity
in a way that builds on similarities
and manages differences. Meyerson
and Martin (1987) present three
cultural paradigms in organiza-
tions: integration and homogene-
ity, differentiation and diversity,
and ambiguity. Using the lens of
the multiple perspectives ranging
from organization-wide consensus,
to subcultural consensus, to no con-
sensus, as discussed by Joanne Mar-
tin (1992), a broader insight can be
gained to enrich understanding. In
environments of inconsistency and
complexity, diverse perspectives can
contribute to the presence of mul-
tiple organizational perspectives.
Although organizational culture
research acknowledges this variety,
this research hasnot been applied to
future organizational images.

Future Image Terminology

A language for organizational
images is initiated in the organiza-
tional identity and image research.
Organizational identity refers to in-
siders’ perspectives of the essential
character of the organization (Dutton
& Dukerich, 1991). In contrast, orga-
nizational images are pictures “about
an object in the absence of frequent
interaction with, a deep relation with,
good knowledge and overview of, or
close contact with the object” (Al-
versson, 1990, p. 377). Although the
concept of organizational image has
been used to refer to insiders’ beliefs
about outsiders’ impressions (Dutton
& Dukerich, 1991), the image concept
has also been applied to the desired
or ideal view of the future of the orga-
nization from an internal perspective
(Gioia et al., 2000; Gioia & Thomas,
1996; Reger et al., 1994). Presented
as a positive image, the label “desired
futureimage”(Gioia & Thomas, 1996)
describes a “visionary perception the
organization would like external
other and internal members to have
of the organization sometime in the
future” (Gioia et al., 2000, p. 67). This
desired future image has a strategic
interpretation. Other researchers
have labeled this positive future im-
age as an ideal picture of a desirable
future state (Reger et al., 1994).

Many scholars use the term “vi-
sion” to describe an energizing image
of a more desirable future (Nanus,
1992), a positive, motivating cogni-
tive image of the future (Thoms &
Greenberger, 1995), and a picture of
the future that defines what will be
created (Senge, 1990). Visions are or-
ganizational anchors (Ancona, Good-
man, Lawrence, & Tushman, 2001)
that provide direction, captured in a
variety of forms ranging from slogans
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(Ulrich & Wiersema, 1989), to stories
(Levin, 2000), to simple and practi-
cal single-sentence statements that
are neither risky nor conservative
descriptions of the future (Larwood
et al., 1995), There is little agreement
on definition or content (Larwood et
al., 1995; Nathan, 1996).

According to Dutton, Dukerich,
and Harquail (1994, p. 258), “Future
research should consider the array of
organizational images that may affect
members’ attachments to an organiza-
tion.” They suggest that future-based
images shape members’ behaviors
and therefore warrant future inves-
tigation. According to Morgan (1997,
p. 149), “The beliefs and ideas that
organizations hold about...what they
are trying to do...have a much greater
tendency to realize themselves than
is usually believed.” Therefore, it be-
hooves an organization to understand
the future organizational images that
members possess.

Given these theoretical frames,
we felt that there was a gap in un-
derstanding the variety of future or-
ganizational images that might exist
within an organization as well as a
need to better label and define those
images to enhance future research,
discussion, and the management of
those images. This study targets the
perspectives of individual members
about the future of their organiza-
tion, but does not attempt to study
the similarities or differences that
exist relative to the variety of sub-
cultures within that organization. A
merger offered a useful setting for
this investigation.

Methods

The Setting
Using an inductive and emergent
process, this qualitative case study

provided an opportunity to uncover
insiders’ perceptions of future orga-
nizational images within the context
of an organization experiencing a
merger. The setting for this research
was a young company, that we la-
beled Company A, that had been in
existence for fewer than five years.
Company A was a public company
in the business of commercial air
transportation, which offered low-
fare, passenger air service. Company
A was extremely profitable and grow-
ing until its accident. The crash not
only resulted in the loss of all lives on
board, but also led to extensive nega-
tive media coverage. The company’s
efforts to survive prompted a mas-
sive reduction in service and then a
15-week shutdown and furlough of
employees. After scheduled service
resumed, losses continued to accu-
mulate in spite of efforts to attract
customers back to the company. Just
14 months after the accident and
with a continuing decline in profits,
the company announced a merger.
This holding company merger with
the parent of another small airline
was specifically targeted as the best
vehicle for keeping the company alive
and improving the company’s reputa-
tion that had been damaged because
of the intense and unrelenting nega-
tive media exposure since the acci-
dent. It was an opportunity to bring
life back into the company and allow
it to have a future.

Sampling and Data Analysis

A semi-structured interview pro-
cess (Spradley, 1979) was employed
to conduct 52 interviews with com-
pany employees. The study’s focus on
how members saw the future of their
organization framed the interview
guide. Examples of questions asked
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includethefollowing: (1) Whatdoyou
picture as the future for Company A
two years from now? (2) Is this what
you expect for Company A’s future?
If not, how do you expect to see this
organization two years fromnow?(3)
Is this the ideal future for Company
A? If not, if you were describing the
ideal Company A, two years in the
future, what would it look like? {(4)
Do you think others in the organiza-
tion see the future of the organiza-
tion as you see it? (5) Do you think
others outside the organization see
the future of the organization as you
see it?

In the tradition of purposive
sampling (Bernard, 1995), various
functional groups in the organiza-
tion—pilots, in-flight, maintenance,
and reservations—were fairly
equally represented. The largest
group sampled was customer service
because that category consisted of
several subgroups: ticketing, gate,
baggage, ramp, transfer, and op-
erations employees. Managers in in-
flight, reservations, customer service,
as well as at the hub were included
in the sample.

Data were transcribed and veri-
fied for accuracy with the person in-
terviewed. With this confirmation, we
then began to code and link the data
to our research question. This permit-
ted us to develop a classification sys-
tem for the analysis and examination
of emergent themes (Spradley, 1979).
Member checks confirmed categori-
cal development, and the data were
continually compared and analyzed
in accordance with grounded theory
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The tech-
nique of constant comparison upon
which grounded theory is founded
permitted us to refine and confirm
the stability of our patterns.

Clusters of data emerged during
the coding process. Future image
data initially grouped into five sub-
categories: members’ expected future
organizational images, members’
ideal future organizational images,
members’ feared future organiza-
tional images, future organizational
images of others inside the organiza-
tion, and future organizational imag-
es of others outside the organization.
The five subcategories were clustered
under two main categories: (1) mem-
bers’ future organizational images
and (2) what members believed were
others’ future organizational images.
The main category of members’ fu-
ture organizational images included
three subcategories: members’ ex-
pected future organizational images,
members’ideal future organizational
images, and members’ feared future
organizational images. The second
main category—what members
believed were others’ future orga-
nizational images—included two
subcategories: others inside the
organization and others outside the
organization.

Findings

Our data analysis first confirmed
that individual members did possess
multiple future organizational imag-
es. These data emerged into two core
categories: (a) the types of images
that members perceived about the fu-
ture of their organization, and (b) the
types of images that members held
about the future of the organization
that they construed others thought.
The labels of these categories—"“per-
ceived” and “construed”—reflect ear-
lier language presented by Dutton
et al. (1994), grounded in the prior
work by Dutton and Dukerich (1991),
using the concepts of perceived orga-
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nizational identity to label that which
a member believes is central, distinc-
tive, and enduring about the organi-
zation and construed external image
as what a member believes outsid-
ers think about the organization.
Perceived images reflect a member’s
own view whereas construed images
reflect what a member believes oth-
ers think.

Perceived Future
Organizational Image Types

The data revealed three different
types of future images that employees
held about their organization. Mem-
bers described their expectations for
the future of the organization, their
dreams and desires for the ideal fu-
ture, and images that they feared for
the future.

Expected Future Organizational
Images

Interviewees were asked what
they expected to see for their com-
pany two years from now. Expected
future images were typically a posi-
tive projection from their current
state with a preservation of the
purpose and distinctive philosophy
of the organization. Members pre-
dicted some value changes, but not
a loss of the family philosophy that
they described as integral to their
organization.

Most employees responded with
an optimistic description of con-
trolled growth for the company—a
bigger airline with more and newer
planes, increased destinations, and
more employees—resulting from the
upcoming merger and rumored fu-
ture mergers. Most expected profits
to be modest compared to their early
days, but growth was still expected
by many to move the company to a

higher level—to be number one in
the delivery of low-cost air transpor-
tation in the region or to become a
moderate-size national carrier.

Members expected a preservation
of the core purpose of the company.
They mentioned some changes in
features but none that would alter
their niche in providing affordable
air transportation. Some anticipated
an erosion of their present friendly
image to a stuffier, more conservative
one in their efforts to appear more
professional to the public. But they
did not believe that this change would
affect how employees act with each
other. Some anticipated that these
changes might even add poise and
more polish to their product.

Although some were cautious
about the future of the organization,
most expressed feelings of hope and
opportunity. People offered expecta-
tions that the company would be in
a position to start giving back to the
employees through increased pay
and benefits and improved work
rules. Growth would also provide new
opportunities for individual advance-
ment and security.

Members who had some difficulty
discussing a future image were those
whose jobs were uncertain. For those
employees, the future was like a void,
and this was not easy to manage. It
appeared that members needed some
picture that they could feel person-
ally connected to in order to have
direction and purpose in their lives.

Ideal Future Organizational Images

When interviewees described their
ideal future image of Company A, they
depicted it using three differing sce-
narios: (1) to be like they were prior
to the accident; (2) to be number one,
defeating their primary competitor
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(whom we have labeled Company Z);
and (3) to achieve the excellence of
another low-cost carrier (whom we
have labeled Company W).

To many, the ideal was to be like
they had been in the past—keeping
their name and logo, continuing their
growth, and being incredibly success-
ful. It was as if they had experienced
the ideal and then it was abruptly
taken away. Frequently, Company A
members expressed the ideal future
in competitive terms against their
key rival, Company Z. They desper-
ately wanted to be number one and
beat Company Z who they viewed as
the source of their difficulties. Others
described their ideal future as being
like Company W, another low-cost air
carrier, which had achieved respect
and excellence despite a difficult
start. These images were not abstract
dreams, but images that they could
picture and understand. These vivid
images disclosed the way they saw
the world and how they hoped to see
Company A in the future.

Feared Future Organizational
Images

Employees also had images of
their organization that could be
described as feared future images.
Although this was not directly asked
for in any of the questions, comments
about a feared future often emerged
in the conversation. These comments
related to either the survival of the
company or the preservation of the
essential attributes of it that were so
important to the members.

Members worried about the abili-
ty of the organization to survive. With
passenger loads down, members were
concerned as to whether the company

could continue to compete. Some com-

pared this feeling to the reality they

had experienced at a previous em-
ployer who had gone out of business
after once being one of the biggest
airlines in the world. They knew that
the future was in question and that
it would not be easy for the company
to stay alive.

Several members commented on
their fear of losing the unique family
philosophy of Company A that they
had cherished. They feared losing the
closeness and the friendly, family-
oriented togetherness that they felt.
These were important values to the
members that had been fundamental
to this organization.

Construed Future
Organizational Image Types
Members’ images of the future do
not occur in isolation of their envi-
ronment. We found that factors in the
form of others both inside and outside
the organization emerged as addi-
tional types of images that members
held. These images also impacted the
formation of their expected, ideal,
and feared future organizational im-
ages. Inside the organization, the ac-
tions and perspectives of colleagues
including the organization’s lead-
ership clearly impacted members’
images of the future. Additionally,
people outside of the organization,
especially the media and the flying
public, impacted members’ future
organizational images.

Others in the Organization:
Employees

Interviewees were asked about
their perceptions of what others in
the organization think about the
future of the organization. Mem-
bers typically felt that their images
of the future were consistent with
others within the organization.
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They explained that many of their
conversations both at work and after
work focused on the changes tak-
ing place in the company, the stock,
and the future of the company. Most
described other employees as being
excited about the future and having
a general positive outlook.

Many also indicated that what
others in the organization thought
about the future did affect their own
thoughts. One person explained that
if some employees thought the future
was not going to be good, they might
start looking for anotherjob. If enough
qualified people did this, it could have
a damaging outcome for the company.
Some interviewees explained that
when fellow employees decided to
leave the company, it increased their
own concern about the future of the
company and its ability to survive.

Others in the Organization:
Leadership

Members had no idea what the
leadership was planning for the
future of the organization. There ap-
peared to be alack of and need for this
information. Members believed that
it was important to understand the
company’s short-term and long-term
goals. Without this information, they
felt like they were working day-by-
day with no clear future picture. For
many, this caused great frustration.

Others Outside the Organization
Interviewees were also asked
about their perceptions of what oth-
ers outside the organization thought
about the future of the company.
Interviewees typically seemed more
perplexed about what the public
thought about the future of their
company. A key part of the public
was their customers. Maintaining

that customer support was viewed as
critical to the future of the company.

Several members felt that the
media had tarnished many outsid-
ers’ future images of Company A. For
some, there was confusion as to why
the media would work so hard at try-
ing to destroy them. This was upset-
ting and perplexing and considered
a unique obstacle for their company.
Many talked about the damaging ef-
fects of recent negative publicity that
continued to make them feel insecure
about their future. Members felt that
negative publicity increased passen-
ger fears and had a negative effect
on the company stock. According to
many, the media had a tremendous
impact on members’ thoughts about
the future.

While the dominant pattern in-
dicated that outsider perspectives
influenced members’ images, there
were a very small number of negative
instances where members indicated
that they were not going to let the
negative publicity affect them.

Conclusions and
Implications

This research confirms the signifi-
cance of future organizational images
as being “key to the sensemaking pro-
cess” (Gioia & Thomas, 1996, p. 370).
Likewise, the findings reveal added
complexity and insight to the vision
construct. A new level of intricacy is
indicated with the presence of multi-
ple types of future organizational im-
ages held by an individual—images
both positive and negative—and the
influence of others on the formation
of these images. This added complex-
ity underscores an even greater need
than previously described in the liter-
ature to understand members’ future
organizational images and effective-
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ly manage those images to enhance
organizational performance.

The Presence and
Characteristics of Multiple
Future Organizational Images
Perceived and Construed Future
Organizational Images

The multiple future organiza-
tional images held by a member fall
into two categories: perceived future
organizational images and construed
future organiza-

Proposition 1: Members of an
organization can possess multiple
perceived future organizational
images: their expected images of
the future, their ideal images of the
future, and their feared images of
the future.

Our data suggests that the per-
ceived ideal and expected future
images are typically more closely as-
sociated with a positive future. Thisis
consistent with the literature, which

highlights the de-

tional images. The
perceived future

sired aspects of the
vision construct.

organizational im-
ages are a mem-
ber’s own views
about the future of
the organization.
Construed future
organizational im-
ages are what a
member believes
others think about
the future of the or-
ganization. Mem-
bers gauge their
future images by
what they have ex-
perienced as well
as what others in
the industry have
accomplished.
The presence

A new level of
intricacy is
indicated with
the presence
of multiple
types of future
organizational
images held by
an individual—
images both
positive and
negative—and the
influence of others
on the formation
of these images.

But, as revealed in
this study, future
images can also be
negative images.
The multiplicity
and variety of per-
ceived future orga-
nizational images
produces a com-
plex environment
of future images
due to the potential
for differentiation
not only within an
individual but also
among individuals
within the organi-
zation.

In addition, we
suggest that the

of multiple future

variety of types of

organizational

images is consistent with research
on the concept of multiple possible
selves for the individual Markus &
Nurius, 1986). The variety of possible
selves for individuals can be applied
to members’ multiple views of the fu-
ture of their organization. Therefore,
we suggest the following proposition
related to perceived future organiza-
tional images:

future organiza-
tional images that a member holds
can also include construed future
organizational images. Thus, we sug-
gest the following proposition:

Proposition 2: Members of an
organization can possess multiple
construed future organizational
images: their images of what they
believe others inside the orga-
nization see as the future of the
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organization, their images of what
they believe leadership sees as the
future of the organization, and their
images of what they believe others
outside the organization see as the
future of the organization.

These construed images are
personal interpretations of what a
member believes individuals of the
organization, which we willrefer to as
“insiders,” as well as individuals who
are not members of the organization,
who we will refer to as “outsiders,”
think about the future of the organi-
zation. Members of an organization
often share views about the future
of their organization. And in many
organizations, a key insider—the
leader—actively shares the leader’s
view for the future of the organization
with allin the organization. Members
alsointeract with and get feedback on
perceptions of outsiders in the form
of both individuals and groups. From
these experiences, members acquire
perceptions of what they believe
outsiders view as the future of their
organization.

The Influence of Vision Types on
Each Other

Additionally, the construed im-
ages that members had of what oth-
ers inside and outside the organiza-
tion thought about the future of the
organization influenced members’ own
perceptions of the future. It mattered
what others thought because without
consistent positive expectations, mem-
bers’ own pictures were dampened.
Therefore, we suggest the following
proposition that indicates a relation-
ship between perceived and construed
future organizational images:

Proposition 3: A member’s con-
strued future organizational im-

ages can influence that member’s
perceived future organizational
images.

Within an organization, co-
workers’ attitudes can influence a
member’s perspective. When other
employees that members know and
value have negative views about
the future of the organization, those
negative views can impact members’
own views about the future.

One critical insider vision for the
future that can influence members’
perceptions is the future image ex-
pressed by the leader of the organiza-
tion. The leader often actively seeks
to influence members’ future images
by sharing the leader’s view, which
is often presented as a company vi-
sion. It is this one future image that
members seek to know and under-
stand in order to assess whether the
company’s future directionis one that
they share. Because the future image
of the leader tends to be the future
direction for the organization, the
leader’s expressed future image can
powerfully influence members’ own
expected, ideal, or feared images. In
this case study, members believed
that the leader had the obligation to
share the leader future image with all
in the organization, but that image
was missing. Lacking a clear under-
standing of the leader’s perspective
created a climate that precipitated
the presence of multiple inconsistent
future images and thus a lack of clar-
ity about future direction.

Finally, outsiders clearly can influ-
ence a member’s future images. What
others outside of the organization
think about one’s organization and
its future can influence a member’s
perceptions. There are critical outsid-
ers such as customers who greatly
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impact members’ views. And in this
study, others, such as the media who
are in the business of disseminating
information, had a powerful influ-
ence on members’ perceptions about
the future.

Characteristics of Future
Organizational Images

We found that certain characteris-
tics were common to virtually all im-
ages regardless of their classification.
Therefore, we suggest the following
proposition:

Proposition #4: Most members
tend to think in terms of future or-
ganizational images that are experi-
entially meaningful and simplistic.

Both perceived and construed
future images had two traits that
permitted members to visualize the
future: (1) theywere areflection of the
individual's experience or what oth-
ers in the industry had accomplished
and (2) they were simply stated. For
most, members’ futureimages did not
constitute thinking outside the box;
future images were typically neither
complex, nor highly creative or imagi-
native. Truly original scenarios may
often be absent because individuals
typically associate with ideas that
they consider to be believable. Be-
lievability is linked to their frame of
reference which, in turn, is based on
their past knowledge or experience.
Additionally, people can easily grasp
and comprehend images that are
presented in a simple fashion. The
simplicity of the vision statement,
in terms of its brevity and crispness,
facilitates easy communication. The
trait of simplicity is consistent with
the research of Larwood et al. (1995)
who determined that simplicity,
characterized by being single-sen-

tence in length, and practicality are
attributes of executive visions. In this
case study, we found that future orga-
nizational images, in particular ideal
images, were often benchmarked im-
ages defining performance goals ex-
pressed like a headline—to be num-
ber one in the industry, to repeat or
surpass past success, to have similar
achievements as another company, or
to beat a competitor.

We surmise, in tandem with
Larwood et al. (1995), that organi-
zational members typically do not
perceive the ideal or the expected
future images as being acceptable
visions. Ideal images are often viewed
as too grandiose and consequently
not credible. Meanwhile, expected
future images are not always seen
as motivating because they may not
offer a sufficient stretch in employee
behavior. Therefore, we believe that
creating a shared vision requires
formulating an image that is expe-
rientially meaningful to members,
simple to grasp, and that constitutes
a believable yet motivating goal ly-
ing somewhere between the expected
and the ideal.

Implications for Leadership

The likelihood of a shared vision
is enhanced when leadership plays a
strong role in defining and communi-
cating a clear future organizational
image. That image is best created
through a process where all members
participate. This study suggests a
more complex process for developing
a shared vision than we have previ-
ously seen in the literature. The pro-
cess requires first understanding the
range of future images that members
possess and then having all members
take part in a process to determine
the future organizational image that
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members choose to share. This future
image becomes the vision for the or-
ganization.

It is the responsibility of the lead-
er to take a key role in this vision
creation process so that the chosen
image becomes a reflection of the
leader’s perspective filtered through
an understanding of the perspectives
of all members. This requires a fine
line between directing and managing
the selection of the vision. Although
it is the leader who typically has
the broadest perspective, member
participation must be integral to the
vision creation process.

We conclude that the chosen vision
must be one that is not only experien-
tially meaningful and simplistic but
also measurable. It is essential that
the vision not be an abstract goal.
Whether the vision focuses on, for ex-
ample, achieving increased revenue, a
higher ranking, increased profit mar-
gin, or increased growth, the chosen
vision must be a measurable target
that everyone understands. And it
is the responsibility of the leader to
continuously communicate progress
in accomplishing it. Vague images
that lack clear definition do not con-
stitute effective visions. Visions must
be able to be operationalized; desired
results cannot be fuzzy Providing
clear criterion, the vision serves as the
future image that people have defined
as their success. If the vision cannot
be measured, members will not have
a barometer to gauge whether or not
they have achieved that success.

Leading the effort to create a
shared vision is only the beginning
of the process. Then, leadership must
take on the role of promoting that vi-
sion to all both internally and exter-
nally so thatthe strength of the vision
can influence both members’ images

as well as outsiders’ images of the
organization that have the potential
for impacting members’ perceptions.
Leadership must understand this
complex process of image manage-
ment externally as well as vision
management internally. The careful
management of these images may be
the key to driving performance in a
preferred direction.

Implications for the Human
Performance Technology (HPT)
Professional
Future Images and Performance

In high-performing organiza-
tions, a shared vision defines the
prime goal for all in the organiza-
tion. That vision guides day-to-day
activities: members engage in tasks
and are evaluated based on whether
or not those tasks either directly or
indirectly support the organizationin
achieving that vision. By performing
vision-directed tasks, individual per-
formance is goal directed and there-
fore contributes to organizational
performance. Members consciously
participate in activities that make
the vision become a reality. Without
a defined direction that most mem-
bers understand and support, indi-
vidual performance may not contrib-
ute to organizational success. When
members pursue their own future im-
ages, there is greater potential for in-
compatible goals. Alderson and Kak-
abadse (1993) drew upon research
conducted at Cranfield School of
Management to conclude that there
are numerous negative effects of “a
split vision” that can lead to poor
performance. Some of these include:
poorly defined and communicated ob-
jectives, little organizational pride,
poor response to new initiatives,
poor cross functional collaboration,
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and low job satisfaction. Even high
performance behavior not directed at
the right tasks may not lead to im-
proved organizational performance.
High performing organizations have
members who do those behaviors that
contribute to the success of the orga-
nization in achieving its goals. When
most members share a common view
of the future and choose to work for
it, performance becomes goal-direct-
ed toward a singular target.

tem wide to determine if all aspects of
it support the accomplishment of the
chosen vision. The performance im-
provement practitioner must assess

" the organizatien in its current state to

determine what changes are needed to
accomplish specified end results. Root
causes areidentified and problemsare
eliminated so that the organization is
more vision positioned. The structure
of the organization, the tasks of its
members, and all organizational

practices must be

Role of HPT aligned to support
Professionals The vision serves the vision. HPT

With a focus professionals must
on organizational as the futur e ensure that sys-
performance that image that people tems, such as per-
contributes to busi- have deﬁne d as formance manage-

ness goals, HPT
professionals have
a keen interest in
having a clearly
defined vision that
is shared by the
members of the

their success. If
the vision cannot
be measured,
members will not
have a barometer

ment systems, are
designed to sup-
port the vision and
members are posi-
tively reinforced
and rewarded for
doing their part to

organization. With achieve it.

this target, they fo gauge whether In order to build
are able to design, or not they have a performance-
develop, deliver, . based workforce
and evaluate per- achieved that with responsibili-
formance improve- success. ties linked to busi-
ment interventions ness goals, a focus
that contribute on competencies is

to moving the organization toward
achieving the vision. With a sys-
tematic approach for analyzing and
eliminating performance problems,
the HPT professional can take the
lead in positioning the organization
for success. By guiding the organiza-
tion to be vision driven, the HPT pro-
fessional takes on a strategic function
that requires an organization wide,
systemic perspective.

The HPT professional has a key
role in looking at the organization sys-

required. Understanding the desired
performance requirements and the
current performance capabilities,
the HPT professional diagnoses
what changes and interventions are
needed to close the gap so that mem-
bers have the competencies and the
systems needed to perform at a level
required to achieve the vision. This
process is akin to the diagnostic anal-
ysis used to identify interventions
designed to enhance organizational
performance (Hannum & Hansen,
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1989; Robinson & Robinson, 1998).
By understanding the activities that
fit into an organizational change
plan that enhances vision-directed
performance, the HPT professional
can guide the organization as awhole
to more effectively use time and pri-
oritize work.

After putting systems and pro-
cesses in place, the HPT professional
measures performance to evaluate
progress toward achieving the vision.
Organizational goals that align to the
vision require monitoring and atten-
tion. With a data driven perspective,
measurement can be strategic and
actions can be quantified in their
efforts to promote the vision. There
is value in the process because out-
comes are linked to the stated vision
that all seek. The vision provides the
measurable target for all in the orga-
nization. Members must be informed
on organization wide progress toward
reaching the vision so that momen-
tum and energy can be sustained.
Interventions must be evaluated rel-
ative to both performance improve-
ment and vision-directed results.
The work of the performance tech-
nologist is both business driven and
value added as actual performance is
linked to performance goals that are
tied to the vision.

With the vision as an organi-
zational tool and guide for perfor-
mance, members will have a means
to gauge their efforts. Promoting
performance that is aligned to the
vision encourages meaningful action
toward organizational goals. The
vision must be a real target that is
nourished by constant attention and
focus. With a clear understanding of
what constitutes business success,
the HPT professional, with a systems
perspective and a systematic focus,

is better able to diagnose and solve
performance problems and improve
organizational performance.

Implications for Future
Research

To facilitate future organizational
identity and image research, we sug-
gest an extension of the labels and
definitions begun by Dutton et al
(1994). This research suggests an
expansion in the organizational
identity and image language (i.e. per-
ceived organizational identity and
construed external image) to include
future organizational images. The
current future image language re-
fers to desired or ideal future images.
Instead, we expand the language by
suggesting the following definitions
presented in a format that is consis-
tent with Dutton et al. (1994).

Perceived future organizational
images are the expected, ideal, and/or
feared images that a member has of
the future of the organization.

A perceived expected future orga-
nizational image is what a member
expects as the future of the organi-
zation.

A perceived ideal future organi-
zational image is what a member
desires as the ideal future of the
organization.

A perceived feared future orga-
nizational image is what a member
fears will be the future of the orga-
nization.

Members also have perceptions of
what others think about the future
of their organization. Thus, we sug-
gest the following additions to the
language of organizational identity
and image.

Construed future organizational
tmages are the multiple future im-
ages that a member has of what
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others inside and outside the organi-
zation think will be the future of the
organization.

A construed internal future orga-
nizational image is what a member
believes others in the organization
think will be the future of the orga-
nization.

A construed external future orga-
nizational image is what a member
believes others outside the organiza-
tion think will be the future of the
organization.

organizational images that members
held. While in the absence of a leader
vision and in the midst of significant
change, members of this organiza-
tion possessed fragmented, multiple
future organizational images. This
paper contributes to the literature
by labeling a typology of future or-
ganizational images and reveals the
potential for anegative perspectivein
future images. It also provides a lan-
guage to be used in future studies in

order to build a vo-

Therefore,mem-

cabulary of images

bers of an organi- With the vision as that contributes

zation can possess

to organizational

expected future an organizat ional identity and image

images of the orga(i tool and guide resgvarch. dh
nization (perceive e remind the
expected future f orp erformance, reader that this

organizational im-
ages), ideal future
images of the orga-
nization (perceived

members will
have a means
to gauge their

is an exploratory
study. Based on
our emergent the-
ory and the ap-

ideal future orga- efforts. Promoting plied value of our

nizational images),
feared future im-

performance that

implications to
practitioners and

ages of the organi- is aligned to the researchers, we see
zation (perceived pision encourages the need for more

feared future orga-

study in this area.

nizational images), meaning ﬁ‘l Our theoretical as-
images of what action toward sumptions might
others in the orga- . . be studied in other
nization see as the organiz ational environments such
future of the orga- goals. as other industries

nization, including

and under differ-

a key insider—the

leader (construed internal future or-
ganizational images), and images of
what others outside the organization
see as the future of the organization
(construed external future organiza-
tional images).

Summary

The purpose of this study was
to understand the variety of future

ent environmental
and organizational conditions. For
example, would a mature company be
different from a start-up company? If
the conditions were less catastrophic
oriftheorganization was notin a sur-
vival mode would the findings look
different? And would the theoretical
outcome have emerged differently
had the leader communicated a clear,
future organizational image to guide
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perceptions and performance? As a
final note, further research might
investigate the relationship between
the types and content of future or-
ganizational images and the various
subcultures within the organization.

Developing a shared vision is a
component of many strategic plan-
ning activities. The development of
a shared vision is often viewed as
vital to channeling energy toward
a unified goal. A vision can be a
catalyst for understanding as well
as an inspiration for action. In any
organization and even more so at
times of change such as mergers
and leadership change, the presence
of multiple future organizational
images may be common, contribut-
ing to an environment of confusion
and a lack of clear direction. HPT
professionals must understand the
potential for multiple future organi-
zational images and ensure that the
organization has identified a future
image that most members share. In
their effort to enhance performance,
the HPT professional must diagnose
the present state and create systems
to achieve the desired future state.
This is an inside and outside process
because vision management requires
not only understanding members’
perspectives, but also understand-
ing outsiders’ perspectives which
influence members’ views. With a
systemic perspective, the HPT pro-
fessional can take the lead in creat-
ing a performance-focused, vision-di-
rected organization. Understanding
the variety of future organizational
images within an organization is the
first step in producing outcomes that
generate business success.
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