

  sustainability-12-01125




sustainability-12-01125







Sustainability 2020, 12(3), 1125; doi:10.3390/su12031125




Review



Toward an Organizational Theory of Sustainability Vision



Sooksan Kantabutra[image: Orcid]





Center for Research on Sustainable Leadership and ASEAN Centre for Sustainable Development Studies and Dialogue, College of Management, Mahidol University, Bangkok 10400, Thailand







Received: 2 December 2019 / Accepted: 4 February 2020 / Published: 5 February 2020



Abstract

:

While vision is considered as the starting point for any transformation process toward sustainability, little is known about how such a vision looks. To fill in a fundamental gap in the corporate sustainability literature, the present study advances a theory of organizational vision into a coherent theory of sustainability vision. It adopts the theory-building approaches of covering-law, enlightenment, and process by comparing and contrasting a diverse set of relevant plausible, logical, empirical, and/or epistemological conjectures so that highlighting occurs to form the substance of the refined theory. The resulting theory of sustainability vision asserts that effective sustainability visions are characterized by the seven attributes of brevity, clarity, future orientation, stability, challenge, abstractness, desirability or ability to inspire and one imagery of stakeholder satisfaction. Relevant propositions and a model are introduced for future research, followed by practical implications.
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1. Introduction


“Vision” is equated to corporate pitch to convey enduring values and lasting purpose [1] in a pithy and effective way. It guides organizational members to emphasize what really matters to them and their stakeholders [2] in their journey toward transforming vision ideas into action. In addition, formulating a corporate sustainability strategy should follow a sustainability vision [3] in which the focus is not on maximizing short-term wealth or well-being for oneself or a single organization, but for a wide range of stakeholders. The sustainability vision indeed reflects a written announcement of whether corporate leaders are genuinely concerned about strategic sustainability. In essence, sustainability requires the complete integration of social and environmental dimensions into the organizational vision, culture, and operations, indicating that an organizational change and vision are needed as a future destination [4].



In 2009, a behavioral theory of “vision” in organizational settings [5] was introduced to fill in the critical gap among the prevailing vision-based leadership of that time. Although the theory has informed numerous scholars, who have conducted their conceptual, theoretical, and empirical studies in various industrial, organizational, and national settings [6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21,22], it has not been extended to reflect organizational sustainability, which is, at present, of great interest among scholars and practitioners [23,24].



A decade has passed and the corporate world operates very differently now, a new kind of vision, widely regarded as the starting point for organizational strategy formulation, is required for corporations to sustain their success or even survive and thrive in the long run. The type of organizational vision or a higher-order purpose that induces organizational members simply to do more than they are expected to do is no longer enough. With that in mind, the present study proposes to advance the vision theory [5], as it is still concerned very much with maximizing shareholder/owner value alone, which is not conducive to corporate sustainability.



My motivation for the present theory refinement is three-fold. While vision, as part of a strong corporate culture, is considered essential in ensuring corporate sustainability, the “right” vision can push-start the future by marshaling people toward achieving it [25], and the fact that the vision theory [5] was introduced, as discussed earlier, it is not entirely supportive to corporate sustainability.



Second, my literature review indicates that no theory of sustainability vision exists and there are few, if any, reported studies that have investigated the effect of individual vision attributes and content on sustainability performance. Given the scanty theoretical and empirical literature in this specific area, there is also a call from scholars for more theories to inform future development in the corporate sustainability field [24]. Therefore, the present study contributes to this specific area.



Finally, many corporations have had difficulties in incorporating sustainability within the culture and climate of their organization [26,27], the process by which sustainability vision plays a central role because it is core to the culture and climate. As good theory is practical [28], I hope the refined theory of sustainability vision will help to inform corporate practitioners in such an integration.



To address these fundamental gaps in the literature and practice, I attempt to advance the vision theory into a coherent theory of sustainability vision to reflect the current business environment characterized by a non-static, non-linear nature and adamant stakeholder demand. As Kilduff [29] notes that “the route to good theory leads not through gaps in the literature but through an engagement with problems in the world”, and scholars should evaluate theories according to their usefulness, as opposed to how true they are [30,31], the resulting sustainability vision theory will help to guide future development of not only theoretical and empirical studies in the field of corporate sustainability, but also corporate sustainability practices.



One should realize that simply having a sustainability vision is not enough to ensure corporate sustainability. To maximize sustainability performance, leaders need to realize their visions through vision communication, organizational alignment, empowerment, and motivation [32]. Since these realization themes are not within the scope of the present theoretical development, I do not discuss them in great length here.



The following sections discuss a theory development approach I adopt for the present study, corporate sustainability definition, vision definition, sustainability vision theory, its associated model, and future research directions. Finally, practical implications of the sustainability vision theory are also discussed.




2. Theory Building Approach


Theory building is “the purposeful process or recurring cycle by which coherent descriptions, explanations, and representations of observed or experienced phenomena are generated, verified, and refined” [33]. Effective theory building results in outcome and process knowledge. Outcome knowledge is the knowledge that can explain and predict, while process knowledge is the knowledge that helps to enhance our understanding about what something means and how it works [34]. In the present study, the sustainability vision theory brings about both knowledges. In essence, rigor and relevance should be reflected in good theory and theory building [35], the principle adopted for the present theory refinement.



There is no standard format for developing emergent theory in theory-building research [36], as different theorists have their own choices and preferences. Theory-building research, like any other typical scholarly inquiry, is a method of scholarly inquiry [37,38,39], as it involves varied and different logics-in-use with a whole set of research worldviews [38]. Theorists apparently come to an agreement that no one superior method to build a theory exists and no one should ever reinforce the use of one [33,35,39,40,41]. Instead, the theory-building research method should be highly specific, customized, and dictated by the nature of the central theory construction. In my case, it is the sustainability vision theory in organizational settings. Therefore, a pragmatic approach to effective theory building is to develop a theory in multiple ways, as deemed appropriate, so that the resulting theory encompasses various perspectives of what a good theory should be, a position I take in advancing Kantabutra’s [5] vision theory.



At least three views of what a theory should be exist [42]. First, theory comprises covering laws, suggesting generalizations that, altogether, explain the world as we view, experience, and measure it. Second, theory acts as a platform to enlightenment and a tool of sudden enlightenment. The objective of the theory here is not to generalize, but to clear away stereotypical notions and allow for artful and sensational insights to take place through being a set of groupings and domain assumptions. Third, theory acts as an account of a social process. It focuses on empirical investigations of the plausibility of the prudent, narrative attentiveness to the account’s scope conditions. Theory from this perspective demands that hypotheses featuring consistencies in relationships among variables be endorsed by probable accounts of how the forecasted and observed relationships are generated by the actual human actions in the real world. Since theories from this third view are frequently highly intuitive, theorists usually employ diagrams, graphic presentations of data, and/or references as rhetorical devices to elicit epiphanies [42].



Informed by the literature on theory building, I advance the theory of organizational vision [5] into a coherent theory of sustainability vision in organizational settings by integrating the covering-law, enlightenment, and process approaches [42]. Based upon the existing theoretical assertions and empirical evidence, the sustainability vision theory is formulated [43,44,45]. In the theory building process, a diverse set of plausible, logical, empirical, and/or epistemological conjectures [45] is compared and contrasted so that highlighting occurs [46]. Since theory building is a constantly evolving process, the proposed sustainability vision theory may be refined in the future by theorists who discover new relevant information [47]. Additionally, since theorizing is considered as new proposition development for empirical examination [47], a set of propositions implying research questions and generalizations is generated to direct future research [48]. Finally, a sustainability vision model is derived as a rhetorical device to elicit epiphanies.



Accordingly, the following sections advance the limited knowledge about organizational vision and corporate sustainability by integrating relevant theoretical and conceptual notions and findings into a coherent theory of sustainability vision in organizational settings. The sustainability vision theory attempts to generalize the vision characteristics improving sustainability performance. The refined theory also attempts to serve as a platform for enlightenment about the effect of vision content and each vision attribute on sustainability performance. Finally, it attempts to explain the process by which vision content and each vision attribute positively impacts corporate sustainability. To provide a theoretically informed direction for future research, an initial set of propositions expressing relationships between vision content and seven vision attributes, and corporate sustainability is also generated.




3. Corporate Sustainability Definition


Although business responsibilities have been a subject of discussion in the business and society literature, corporate sustainability and corporate social responsibility are not the same matter [49]. Although both suggest creating shared value that offers benefits to society and the environment, two aspects of corporate sustainability prove to be more encompassing than those of corporate social responsibility [49]. Indeed, corporate sustainability suggests the concept of both internally and externally facing accountability and a temporal emphasis incorporating both short-term and long-term sights [49]. Consequently, there is a need to integrate them [49].



In a similar fashion, definitions and main constructs for corporate social responsibility or corporate responsibility and corporate sustainability have grown during the past decades [50], adding to both scholars’ and practitioners’ confusion, with no clear distinction between the concepts. Notwithstanding the clear importance of corporate sustainability, there is still no commonly agreed upon definition by scholars, which is critical since these different ways that the concept has been defined definitely affect the field. In such a context, I adopt the definition by Wilson [51], because it is well grounded in the relevant concepts: sustainable development; corporate social responsibility; stakeholder theory; and corporate accountability theory.



Within the sustainable development concept, three focal areas of environmental, social, and economic outputs are identified. However, the concept does not explain why businesses need to focus on these outputs [51]. Some explanations are offered by the stakeholder theory and the concept of corporate social responsibility. Being aware of the three outputs, businesses meet their moral and business objectives. Finally, the corporation accountability theory asserts that businesses must be held accountable for a broad range of stakeholders by reporting the triple bottom line outputs.



Thus, corporate sustainability is conceptually defined by Wilson [51] as a corporate management set of notions, still acknowledging the business requirement for profitable growth. However, it has much more of an emphasis on balancing among the three domain outputs [52] and publicly reporting them. Thus, I operationally define corporate sustainability as the leadership and management notions that a corporation embraces so that it can deliver social, environmental, and economic outputs at the same time. Since the present study aims to develop a sustainability vision, I use this operational definition to guide my theoretical development.



Building on Wilson’s concept, I conceptually define corporate sustainability performance as the triple bottom line outputs of social, environmental, and economic performance [52]. I theorize further that a prudently determined balance among the triple bottom line outputs leads to sustainable wellbeing [53], the ultimate goal of corporate sustainability.




4. Vision Definition


My literature review indicates that vision and mental models are related in some complex ways. A mental model is a cognitive psychology term, considered as a conceptual representation of intricate system interactions. Conceptual representations identify the main contributing concepts that provoke action and bring about goal attainment within a system. They articulate causal relationships among the causal concepts along with the variables having effects on their operation [54,55]. Accordingly, these mental models are used to explain and predict actions in a system [56]. They guide and direct organizational members’ succeeding actions intended to boost system operations [57]. Two types of mental models exist: normative and prescriptive [57]. A normative mental model describes the system as it is, while a prescriptive mental model describes the system as it ought to be. Essentially, mental models provide a basis for the creation of a vision.



Although the importance of organizational vision is wildly recognized and promoted, vision is still not commonly defined among scholars [5,58]. Considerable disagreement has also continued to prevail over whether and how other equally popular terms, such as mission, core values, corporate philosophy, strategy, and goals, are different from vision [32]. With the definitional confusion, I adapted the approach by Baum et al. [59] to define a vision in the present study as a mental picture of a desired future for an organization each organizational member defines, because it is actually the organizational member’s actual vision that guides their choices and actions. Such a definition offers a practical way around the definitional confusion in the vision literature.



Vision is certainly not a small, specific goal, but an overarching one. In comparing vision with goals, Levin [60] suggests that goals identify specific outcomes and convey a commitment toward achieving something that might not exist presently. They outline how when a corporation has chosen to pursue its desired future as vision it is usually translated into specific goals or strategic objectives [61] for management. Goals also offer key indicators to monitor progress toward the desired future. Really, they are not that desired future that vision is. The aspiration and commitment for the future is what most likely confuses goals with vision.



In more sustainable corporations, vision typically emerges from organizational members [62]. Indeed, vision is developed when the organization as a whole engages in a collaborative process [63,64,65]. In this context, communication during vision formation is central to vision assimilation and the creation of the shared vision owned by organization members.



It is well recognized that vision needs to be shared by organizational members to create an impact on organizational performance [66]. Shared vision has the force to connect and commit organizational members one to another and to the new future they are bound to create [67]. It is this shared vision that enables corporations to overcome the difficulties they have experienced in embedding sustainability into their strategy, organizational culture and climate, and operations. When organizational members truly share a vision, they are linked, destined together by a common ambition. Personal visions derive their influence from an individual’s profound caring for the vision, and a shared vision collectively derives its influence from a common caring. In fact, a reason people seek to build a shared vision is their desire to be connected in an important undertaking [67]. Therefore, when they realize they are connected to a success, they are even more satisfied, more emotionally committed to, and more widely share the vision. Moreover, satisfied results, such as customer and stakeholder satisfaction, also motivate organizational members and raise the intrinsic value of effort [68]. This virtuous spiral benefits the organization, where the behavior of organizational members aligns with the vision.



Shared vision among members of an organization is not an end goal in and of itself [66]. Rather, it facilitates common goals, perspectives, and outcomes [66]. The function of shared vision as a facilitator, as opposed to an end goal, is critical since empirically, organizations have been found to be goal-seeking rather than goal-realizing systems, meaning that they constantly seek and change goals [69,70]. Endorsing this view, the literature on corporate sustainability [71,72] has provided convincing evidence that sustainable corporations are characterized by a widely shared corporate culture. They are often leaderful with self-leading, self-managing members sharing an organizational vision and values, allowing them to effectively respond to the fast-changing and increasingly complex business environment [73] as their organizational members espouse the shared vision to guide daily operations and decision-making, specifically when tradeoffs among goals are necessary.



A vision must be articulated to continuously link the needs and values of organizational members at present and in the future with a collective vision [74,75] and mobilize them to pursue it [76,77]. A vision must be communicated among organizational members, through written statements and personal communication [78]. Visions are usually documented and communicated predominantly in the traditional form of concise vision statements [79]. O’Connell et al. [18] agreed with the notion of having a vision statement, by stating that “although visions might exist without ever being formally codified, in practice, they need to be made explicit”. A vision statement allows organizational members to discuss, debate, accept, or even reject [80].



Endorsing this view, sustainable corporations manage their corporate culture via the statements of vision and values, designed to communicate core beliefs and unwritten rules [71]. They take more time to communicate a vision to enable vision effects. Always, a great culture starts with a vision statement [81]. as it can assist in orienting organizational members and stakeholders when it is genuine and displayed prominently [81]. A strong organizational culture turns sustainable corporations into a “special place to work” [71]. The “specialness” varies significantly from one corporation to another, given the details of each individual organization’s philosophy, vision, and values. These corporations do not need to mold the organizational members to attain a common vision because they continuously recruit and retain people who already share the vision and core values. Therefore, at any given time, the vision and core values are already widely shared.



However, the prevailing corporate approach of maximizing short-term shareholder value with a high staff turnover rate does not allow organizational members time to integrate their own values with those of the organization [82]. It does not communicate consistent values to the members either [82]. Therefore, developing a strong corporate culture is highly challenging, if not impossible, where turnover rate is high, and no alignment between individual and organizational vision and values exists. Such unalignment among the prevailing, less sustainable organizations can possibly explain the fact that sustainability goals or values can have only a moderate impact [83] and that organizational goals and ends are frequently decoupled from the actual organizational practices [84], typically called “decoupling”. Decoupling is indeed concerned with the implementation of goals and policies [84,85]. To reduce the gap between goals and practices, a development of vision-critical goals and policies that fit corporate values, culture, and context, and publicly stating the goals and policies will help [86]. Moreover, relevant measures are to be identified to help monitor the implementation of the goals and policies and assess the impact [86]. Lastly, publicly reporting of the impact will foster transparency and stimulate the companies to narrow the gap between the goals and policies, and the actual practices [86]. With consistent acts, sustainable organizations are organizations of integrity, where words are essentially translated into action [71,72].



The literature review has indicated the need for an organization hoping to sustain itself to have a vision statement as a tool to communicate and facilitate the vision-sharing process among organizational members. Clearly, this vision statement must reflect the mental picture of a desired future for the organization or vision; that is, developing a vision statement encompassing the mental picture of a desired future of the organization is highly challenging. In the present study, I attempt to propose a sustainability vision theory that introduces characteristics of such a vision statement.




5. Sustainability Vision Theory


This section introduces a proposed theory of sustainability vision. In general, it addresses characteristics of a theoretically effective vision statement, meaning it represents a mental picture of a desired future for an organization, and helps to facilitate that picture-sharing process within an organization and among stakeholders. Therefore, “vision” from here on refers to a vision statement.



Unlike the vision theory [5] introduced in 2009, which addressed only vision attributes, I assert that effective sustainability visions be composed of two components: vision content and attributes. While vision attributes are associated with such vision characteristics as conciseness, abstractness, challenge, clarity, inspiring, stability, and future orientation, vision content is more associated with the palpable content of vision [32,59]. To determine if a vision is positive or negative, vision attributes together with vision content are to be considered, particularly given the corporate sustainability context in which corporate stakeholders play an important role. Endorsing this view, Senge [67] argues that positive and negative visions exist. While negative visions support the status quo, positive visions direct to real change for the better [67].



Negative visions divert energy that can be put into innovation into prevention, signal that the organization pulls together only when threatened, and are unavoidably short-term [67]. These visions limit corporate prosperity and are detrimental to corporate sustainability. Alarmingly, negative visions are more commonly founded in the work place than positive ones.



Positive visions are inspirational, infused with desirable, often sustainability, values, and transparent in their approach in attaining a better and desirable future [67]. Certainly, these visions are more effective than negative ones with no emotional appeal [18]. Therefore, positive visions possess the integrity to spur change. The notion of positive visions is one that is supportive to corporate sustainability, as it promotes consistent acts and continuing development required to respond to the fast-changing and increasingly complex business world.



In the following sections, I introduce vision content and attributes necessary for ensuring corporate sustainability. In other words, they describe how a “positive” vision looks.



5.1. Vision Content


Vision attributes alone are unlikely to affect business and sustainability performance positively. With vision attributes, vision content is needed to express and clarify central organizational values that combine a desirable manifestation of its direction together with a concrete prescription for achieving its audacious goals [87,88,89]. It also defines the identity of each individual organization [87,88,89].



In the corporate sustainability context, these central organizational values reflected in the vision or corporate mental model are frequently about a variety of virtues (e.g., perseverance, ethics, and integrity), social and environmental responsibility, and innovation for stakeholders [90,91]. I also argue that, for a corporation to succeed and thrive in the future, its vision needs to contain reference to sustainability [92]. In essence, visions that seem inspiring [93,94] are ones that relate the potentials and growth contained in them to organizational values [95,96,97]. These inspiring visions make the values definitely clear among organizational members [95,96,97]. In effect, a clear and inspiring vision widens a corporate support base by shimmering the stakeholders’ needs and aspiration, transcending differences of individuals, and attracting a wide range of stakeholders to share concerns about the organization’s future [25].



Therefore, vision content, or “vision imagery”, is critical to the future of the organization. To determine vision effectiveness, one must realize that not all visions create a positive impact on attitudes of organizational members, and a differentiation between “strong” and “weak” visions is needed [98]. In theory, vision content may focus on any shared ideas about anything to form the central driving image [99]. Empirically, vision content needs to be considered because findings indicate that vision imagery affects organizational performance [59,100,101].



Despite relatively scanty research into vision content, a successful strategic vision takes into account such strategically essential aspects as industry, clients, and the industry’s specific competitive environment [102]. Many corporate leaders feel uneasy to conclude how they arrived at their vision [25]. Some claim to have arrived at their vision mysteriously, because such a revelation occurs only to a mind that has already accumulated a great deal of wisdom and understanding about a particular organization, and that has been ruminating deeply, unconsciously, about future directions of the organization [25]. Given that kind of context, corporate leaders, therefore, need to know their organization intimately to arrive at a meaningful vision, because their unique experience and intuition about the organization can help them synthesize information they have gathered in formulating a corporate vision [103]. It is this unique intuition and experience reflected in the content of their vision that potentially make it difficult to define common vision content across various organizations.



However, in the corporate sustainability context, I argue that a broad guideline on what constitutes vision content that leads to sustainable development is required to ensure that corporations meet the needs of current and future generations, since sustainable development is defined as “development that meets the needs of current generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs and aspirations” [104]. In response to the quest around the world for a holistic approach to corporate sustainability, a behavioral theory of corporate sustainability [73] was proposed, providing some clue on how sustainability vision content should look, so that corporate sustainability and sustainable development are ascertained.



Built upon the seven established theories of self-determination [105], stakeholder theory [106], sustainable leadership [71], complexity [107], knowledge-based [108], dynamic capabilities [109,110,111], knowledge management [112], and an emerging theory of sufficiency economy in business [91], the theory of corporate sustainability [73] asserts that corporations adopting the sustainability practices of perseverance, resilience, moderation, geosocial development, and sharing are sustainable. Each is introduced in more detail below.



Perseverance suggests that corporations whose members persevere to improve processes, products, and services for their stakeholders enhance their own corporate sustainability prospect. In relation to resilience, resilient corporations that always anticipate and prepare for change enhance their own corporate sustainability prospect [73]. Prudent decision-making is theorized to improve corporate sustainability prospect by taking into consideration consequences of such decision-making on a broad range of stakeholders at all levels of a business organization [73].



According to the corporate sustainability theory [73], business corporations that are moderate do not aim at maximizing short-term profitability, but try to balance between short-term and long-term profitability. It is this long-term view that enables corporations to outperform competitors focusing on short-term goals. It allows corporate leaders to prudently manage all aspects of their corporation, including strategy, work processes, and stakeholder relationships. The process of careful and reasonable decision-making involving the consideration of short-term and long-term consequences on stakeholders enhances corporate sustainability prospect.



In relation to geosocial development, in theory, business organizations investing now in taking care of their stakeholders and integrating social and environmental responsibility with their entire operation enhance their own corporate sustainability prospect [73]. Corporations that take into account a broad range of stakeholders by focusing their efforts and resources on delivering relevant values to them strengthen their business and societal relationships to ensure sustainable profitability and survival. Additionally, according to the financial and social achievement of their organization, leaders valuing the breadth of corporate stakeholders appear to achieve higher leadership positions [113].



Lastly, theoretically, sharing knowledge internally among organizational members and externally with corporate stakeholders, including competitors, heightens corporate sustainability prospect [73]. Knowledge-sharing is required for a sustainable corporation, and it typically leads to corporate incremental and radical innovation. At times, corporations need revolutionary thinking from corporate members and stakeholders to achieve innovation in products and services. Innovation is achieved when a corporation executes its strategies that integrate sustainability within them to align the triple bottom line value for future generations.



The knowledge-sharing practice is also endorsed by the corporate sustainability strategy of coopetition, whereby competitors concurrently cooperate with each other to secure mutual benefits [114,115,116]. In today’s corporate world, information exchange between competing corporations is regarded as a way through which corporations cooperate to improve overall performance for all competing corporations via coopetition [117]. Prudent coopetition brings about many benefits, including lower costs and risks, decreased uncertainties in relation to production innovation, and rapid increase in production efficiency [116,118]. From an organizational vision point of view, coopetition suggests a new way to perceive competitors—not as opponents, but proponents.



Noticeably, all of the five practices core to the corporate sustainability theory [73] focus on balancing the demand among a broad range of stakeholders by satisfying their various needs. Stakeholders are anyone who is affected or will be affected directly or indirectly by a business’ operation, including competitors, the society, the environment, and even future generations. This notion is supported by the stakeholder theory, which provides the kind of attitudes and organizational practices for the corporation to survive, despite difficult times, and to prosper in the long run [119]. The influence of a broad range of stakeholders in corporate strategy dictates responses on behalf of the corporation, as it reflects the possibly threatening or cooperating power of each stakeholder within a context of mutual interests.



In the corporate sustainability context, corporations adopting the stakeholder theory approach try to satisfy various demands of a wide range of stakeholders by balancing the demands among them. Such a prudently determined balance in turn enhances long-term stakeholder relationships that support the corporations in ensuring long-term, sustainable success.



In addition, corporate sustainability theorist Ketprapakorn [24] has formulated an Asian Sustainable Supply Chain Management model indicating that, to ensure the sustainability of their operations, corporations must develop a shared sustainable supply chain vision between a corporation and its stakeholders. In Asia, external stakeholder forces, such as governmental policies, industrial policies, and environmental regulations from developed nations, play an important role in ensuring corporate sustainability. Furthermore, supportive sustainable supply chain strategies are needed to turn the vision into reality. To support the operations, eco-innovation practices, comprising eco-friendly technologies and talent selection to support innovation and sustainable production indicators to monitor progress toward corporate sustainability, are considered integral. Ketprapakorn [24] predicates that the shared sustainable supply chain vision taking into account such stakeholders is required as part of corporate supply chain management to ensure corporate sustainability. Theoretically, a shared vision containing imagery about satisfying a wide range of stakeholders enables the sustainable supply chain to function.



Ideally, sustainability vision should contain imagery about increasing the satisfaction of a wide range of stakeholders, since they are critical to sustainable corporate success. However, extant research has shown that it is impossible to satisfy every stakeholder with a unified vision, which is why several research streams have developed such concepts as organizational polyphony, pluralism, hypocrisy, and hybridity in response to contradicting demands among a wide range of stakeholders [120,121,122]. Since corporate sustainability in the present study is defined as the leadership and management approach that a corporation adopts so that it can concurrently deliver social, environmental, and economic outputs, the range of stakeholders is narrowed down to ones clearly relevant to this definition and can be satisfied. From here on, stakeholders in the present study are defined as shareholders/owners, organizational members, customers, the society, and the environment.



Therefore, I argue that sustainability vision content contains imagery about increasing stakeholder satisfaction as venture growth, customer, and staff satisfaction imageries were significantly associated with improved venture growth, customer, and staff satisfaction, respectively, in previous studies [59,101]. In a similar fashion, I argue that the more imagery about satisfying stakeholders contained in a vision, the better the corporate sustainability prospect. Accordingly, the following proposition was formed for the relationship between vision content of stakeholder satisfaction imagery and sustainability performance.



Proposition 1: visions containing reference to increasing the satisfaction of stakeholders increase corporate sustainability performance.




5.2. Vision Attributes


Despite the fact that vision is defined differently, many scholars seem to agree with Senge [67] by suggesting “positive” vision attributes. Given a wide variety of suggested attributes for positive vision, Kantabutra [5] derived from the theoretical and empirical literature seven commonly shared attributes: brevity, clarity, future orientation, stability, challenge, abstractness, desirability or ability to inspire (see Table 1 for definitions). These seven attributes in combination create effects on performance. Brevity means the extent to which a vision contains approximately 11–22 words, while clarity means the extent to which a vision can be made clear in approximately 5 minutes by pointing directly at an overarching goal. This overarching goal is most critical as it is connected to the other six vision attributes. Brevity and clarity are related, because pointing directly at an overarching goal suggests a brief vision statement. Abstractness means the extent to which a vision is not a one-time, specific goal that can be achieved, and then the vision is abandoned. Vision abstractness is generally connected to vision clarity, as a clear vision points directly at an overarching or “big” goal, which is not a one-time, specific goal that can be met, and then discarded.



Challenge means the extent to which a future picture of an organization intrinsically motivates organizational members to persist with trying their best to deliver desirable outcomes by showing a realistic degree of discrepancy between the present and the envisioned future. Vision challenge is generally connected to vision clarity, as pointing directly at an overarching goal suggests the future picture of an organization.



Future orientation means the degree to which a sustainability vision points toward the long-term perspective of an organization. Vision challenge is generally connected to vision future orientation, since the envisioned future is indeed the long-term perspective of an organization. Vision future orientation is generally connected to vision clarity, as pointing directly at an overarching goal suggests the future.



Stability means the extent to which the future picture of an organization is unlikely to be affected by any environmental change. Vision stability is generally connected to vision clarity and future orientation, as pointing directly at an overarching goal suggests the future picture of an organization.



Desirability or ability to inspire refers to the extent to which a vision declares an overaching goal that directly appeals to organizational members. Vision desirability or ability to inspire is generally connected to vision clarity, as a clear vision points directly at an overarching goal.



As discussed above, these seven attributes interact to facilitate the vision communication and sharing process among organizational members so that each member espouses the same vision [32]. Each one of the attributes alone does not create an impact on organizational performance. The resulting shared vision enables their organization to become self-adapting [123], which is required to survive and thrive in the increasingly complex corporate environment.



Built upon the vision theory [5], the theoretical process by which each vision attribute, interacting with the other six vision attributes and the vision content of stakeholder satisfaction imagery, positively affects corporate sustainability performance initially through vision communication, shared vision, and emotionally committed organizational members is explained below. Relevant propositions were derived accordingly.



5.2.1. Vision Brevity


It is asserted that effective sustainability visions are brief. Brevity means the extent to which a sustainability vision contains approximately 11–22 words, the length empirically found to make a significant impact [32]. Certainly, organizational members understand a concise vision message faster than a long one [124], since a concise vision permits considerable, recurrent communication required to turn a sustainability vision into reality [125,126]. Organizational members at all levels need to receive sustainability vision messages as often as possible to offer support so that corporate sustainability initiatives are successfully implemented [127].



When organizational members listen to another member speaking about sustainability vision briefly, they can grasp the message instantly, permitting them to use the concise vision to inform their daily decision-making and operations immediately. Vision guiding enhances the satisfaction of organizational members [32]. Sharing the sustainability vision, organizational members are not confused and do not get lost on their journey toward satisfying stakeholders, as reflected in the vision content. In the process, they satisfy themselves, leading to satisfied customers [128] and other stakeholders [73,91], given the stakeholder satisfaction imagery.



Speaking about concise messages is regarded as most important for effective organizational members who get the right thing done [124]. When organizational members are continuously and frequently reminded of the sustainability vision messages, and genuinely desire to actualize the sustainability vision, they do their best within and beyond their roles and duties to make corporate sustainability a reality [125,126].



Therefore, the following proposition was advanced for the relationship between vision attribute of brevity and corporate sustainability performance.



Proposition 2: taking into account the other six attributes and content, sustainability visions that contain approximately 11–22 words improve corporate sustainability performance.




5.2.2. Vision Clarity


Understandably, brevity alone is not enough, the vision must also be clear. Theoretically, clear sustainability visions are more effective than unclear ones [5], supported by numerous organizational communication scholars [127,129,130] who believe that a message must be clear and communicated clearly to get the right thing done in an organization. Consequently, organizational efficiency and effectiveness are enhanced by getting the right thing done. I argue that a sustainability vision as a message among organizational members must be clear. Clarity means the extent to which a vision can be made clear in approximately five minutes [32,125]. With stakeholder satisfaction imagery, a clear sustainability vision of what an organization could be in the future assists organizational members to set priorities of the organization, because they understand the organizational purpose and objectives [126]. Specifically, I argue that a sustainability vision should be clear about the priorities of stakeholders. I also theorize further that an effective sustainability vision is unambiguous, so that it can inform subsequent sustainability strategy formulation and actions effectively, and be internalized by organizational members whose determinations are essential in realizing the sustainability vision [25].



With concise messages, clear messages are regarded as most important for effective organizational members [124], given the fact that organizational members can then perform what they need to perform. Most significantly, unclear visions were quoted as a major cause of declining corporate effectiveness in the 1970s and 1980s [131]. The positive relationship between vision clarity and corporate effectiveness was also reported elsewhere [132]. Essentially, clear articulation of sustainability vision crystallizes in the mind of organizational members what is desired [91,133], developing vivid images in their heads to inform what and how to foster corporate sustainability. Such vision articulation, therefore, equips organizational members with a common direction in espousing the sustainability vision to inform their daily decision-making and operations, particularly those affecting stakeholders.



In the corporate sustainability context, clarity is particularly important, as the theory of corporate sustainability [73] asserts that pursuing goals relevant to individual growth, relationships, society, and health brings about greater satisfaction of psychological wellbeing than pursuing other goals relevant to wealth, recognition, and image. In fact, pursuing these latter goals emasculates the prospect of sustainable wellbeing [73]. Therefore, a sustainability vision as the overarching goal should be sufficiently clear about these aspects so that organizational members can decide whether to pursue the vision wholeheartedly. Once they decide to pursue the sustainability vision unreservedly, they experience the self-endorsement of their actions, leading to improved persistence, performance, social functioning, and physical and psychological wellbeing [91,134], which I argue leads to corporate perseverance needed to endure and survive difficult times [73].



A clear vision also affects affective commitment and subsequent enrolment of organizational members [91,133]. It is well known that realizing a vision requires the emotional commitment and enrolment of organizational members [32,91]. These two prospects are enhanced with a clear vision and its compelling articulation [133], since the compelling articulation of a clear vision touches and moves organizational members from a stage of resistance to that of genuine compliance. To reach the stage of genuine compliance, both affective commitment and enrolment of organizational members are required [135]. By taking action that they request and initiate to realize the sustainability vision’s aims in order for themselves to be enrolled in the sustainability vision, organizational members pulled to the sustainability vision need to espouse its innate values [133]. Once enrolled, these organizational members willingly do whatever possible to carry out the sustainability vision within sound reason.



Additionally, a sustainability vision must point directly at an overarching goal to be clear in approximately five minutes [5], since goal-setting has been the focus of organizational performance studies at all organizational levels [91,136]. In field research, goal-setting was reported to render significant, positive effects on firm productivity after researchers examined the role of goal-setting in corporate planning, processes, strategy, and performance [137]. In addition, by knowing the sustainability vision and policies of the organization reflecting organizational goals [130], organizational members are equipped with a clear idea of what their organization values and what it is about [91], accentuating the need for clarity in the sustainability vision.



Accordingly, the following proposition was formed for the relationship between the vision attribute of clarity and corporate sustainability performance.



Proposition 3: taking into account the other six attributes and content, sustainability visions that directly point at an overarching goal they want to achieve improve corporate sustainability performance.




5.2.3. Vision Abstractness


In addition to clarity and brevity, effective sustainability visions are abstract [5] in order to create a significant impact on sustainability performance. Abstractness means the extent to which a vision is not a one-time, specific goal that can be achieved, and then the vision is abandoned [5,32]. Lending support to this perspective, vagueness implies a longer-lasting organization with a long-lasting purpose, both inspiring organizational members [138]. In terms of organizational effectiveness, abstract visions also prevent a too specific group boundary [139], which often leads to too many groups to manage and organizational conflicts. Empirically, categorization along one dimension is enough for effective group formation in an organization [140]. Lending support is also the initial observation that the acknowledgement of the possession of a single substance and the identification of merely one single common trait could effectively help form a group, and more dimensions are often one too many [141]. In particular, ensuring corporate sustainability requires a coherent organization.



Moreover, the theory of corporate sustainability [73] asserts that self-managing and self-leading individuals at all organizational levels are needed in the present complex corporate world, while maintaining the overall organizational coherence. Certainly, abstractness helps to achieve this coherence, as it is inclusive of all organizational interests. This inclusiveness allows organizational members to individually, creatively interpret the sustainability vision in their own way [73,139], particularly supportive when sustainable enterprises are reported to have innovation as their core value [71]. The individually creative interpretation among them is especially necessary when they are allowed substantial independence and judgement in their work decision, and use the sustainability vision to inform their decision-making and actions [73], suitable for the non-static, non-linear nature of the present corporate world. As business organizations are multifaceted and adaptive systems, human organizations need to be able to emerge and re-emerge, organize and re-organize themselves, and adapt and re-adapt when they encounter disequilibrium and chaos [73]. In this context, substantial independence and judgement in the work of organizational members are required, as they have been reported as fundamental in built-to-last organizations [142].



To demonstrate the necessary role of abstractness, “to be the leading socially friendly retailer in Thailand” suggests that there are at least two groups in an organization. Any organizational members who share this future picture are emotionally part of the retailer, while those members who do not share are not. This vision is abstract enough to imply categorization along only one dimension. The abstract vision also suggests the creation of group formation to realize it. The retailer’s vision could really mean anything according to the individual interpretations among organizational members, as it is adequately vague, allowing organizational members from different functions to use their imaginative and creative interpretations to favor themselves, enabling the sustainability vision to be appealing to all. Therefore, the sustainability vision is theoretically inclusive to all organizational members’ interests, particularly when the sustainability vision contains stakeholder satisfaction imagery that suggests increasing the satisfaction of stakeholders.



Accordingly, the following proposition was formed for the relationship between vision attribute of abstractness and corporate sustainability performance.



Proposition 4: Taking into account the other six attributes and content, sustainability visions that are not a one-time, specific goal that can be met, then abandoned, improve corporate sustainability performance.




5.2.4. Vision Challenge


Challenge characterizes effective sustainability visions, in addition to brevity, clarity, and abstractness [5]. Challenge refers to the extent to which a sustainability vision intrinsically motivates organizational members to persist with trying their best to deliver desirable sustainability outcomes [32,91,103]. The greater the discrepancy between the future desired picture and the present status quo, the more likely is the attribution that the organizational members have a remarkable sustainability vision [91,143], the more likely organizational members are to give credit to the remarkable sustainability vision [91,144], and the more challenging is the sustainability vision. Therefore, the involvement of organizational members is critical for determining the degree of challenge in the vision.



Supporting this view, Collins and Porras [26] observed that visionary corporations in their study deliberately set themselves “big”, audacious, and risky goals, many of which “bet the company” [145]. With these highly risky goals, the whole corporations were forced upon great challenge, putting them in an unavoidable position to reinforce their market leadership. This is understandable, since greater difficulty leads to higher organizational performance [146]. With a very discrepant and idealized vision, organizational members are equipped with a vision that suggests a sense of great difficulty and challenge. Really, they are provided with a motivating power for change [91,144], since an extreme discrepant position within the scope of acceptance allows organizational members to feel the greatest pressure to change their attitudes [147,148]. Given that vision symbolizes organizational hopes, dreams, and aspirations, it is likely to be within the scope of acceptance, regardless of the risky discrepancy.



Clearly, challenging sustainability vision is a form of intrinsic motivation. The theory of corporate sustainability [73] asserts that the perseverant behavior of corporate members who persist to carry out what needs to be done, despite great difficulties and influence from other people or situations, is key to long-term, sustainable success. Being challenged by a sustainability vision, self-motivated individuals always find self-endorsement to continue a difficult task, without requiring extrinsic motivator. They can do so because they share a vision of their organization, including the vision content of stakeholder satisfaction imagery. With the shared vision and purpose, they therefore are always intrinsically motivated to carry on. Such continuing, intrinsic motivation in human beings leads to corporate perseverance behavior, in turn enhancing corporate sustainability [73]. This emphasizes the importance of challenge in a sustainability vision.



Indeed, effective sustainability visions are challenging by showing a realistic degree of discrepancy between the present and the envisioned future. With such a challenging vision, intrinsically motivated organizational members persist with doing their best within their roles and duties to achieve desirable sustainability performance [73]. It is human nature that organizational members improve their self-esteem in their challenging journey toward attaining the sustainability vision [149], which in turn satisfies themselves [150]. When motivated organizational members with the vision content of stakeholder satisfaction imagery are satisfied, customers [128] and stakeholders [73] are also satisfied, enhancing corporate sustainability performance in various ways.



Therefore, the following proposition was developed for the relationship between the vision attribute of challenge and corporate sustainability performance.



Proposition 5: taking into account the other six vision attributes and content, sustainability visions that challenge organizational members to persist with trying their best to deliver desirable sustainability outcomes improve corporate sustainability performance.




5.2.5. Vision Future Orientation


In addition to brevity, clarity, abstractness, and challenge, future orientation characterizes effective sustainability visions [5]. Future orientation means the extent to which a sustainability vision points toward the long-term perspective of an organization [32,103]. Since the purpose of the visionary process is to progress from the present status quo to a new, desired future state, vision is always about a desirable future [5,32,151]. Really, a future image of the organization is required to allow for “creative tension” around the gap between the sustainability vision and the present reality [67]. This creative tension permits organizational members to create a fundamental shift toward the sustainability vision. This tension pulls organizational members from where they are currently toward the sustainability vision.



Underlining the notion of future-oriented sustainability vision, effective organizational members who take a leadership role have a desirable vision, painting a possible future for their organization [131]. A sustainability vision has the power to enthuse organizational members or entice their commitment only when it allows them to sense a view of the clearly better future for the organization, themselves, and/or the society [25]. Moreover, since sustainability visions are seen only as the starting point of a lengthy, evolving, transformational journey [25,126,131], effective sustainability visions should theoretically contain the long-term view of an organization.



Accentuating the need for future-oriented sustainability vision, the corporate sustainability theory [73] asserts that a long-term perspective is integral to ensuring corporate sustainability, as sustainability is clearly a long-term matter. In sustainable corporations, organizational members taking a long-term view are held accountable for the short-term and long-term consequences of their decisions and actions [73]. With a future-oriented sustainability vision, they are allowed for long-term strategy formulation and the avoidance of “short-termism” that has caused a great number of corporate bankruptcies globally [24,71]. They are reinforced to do so via a design of compensation and incentive schemes, which takes into consideration the long-term corporate performance, supported by the future-oriented sustainability vision.



In theory, the future-oriented sustainability vision promotes the process of careful, reasonable decision-making that involves considering long-term and short-term consequences on the corporation and its stakeholders [73]. Future orientation in the sustainability vision also reinforces prudent management of operational and policy risks and available opportunities, making the corporation less prone to the impact of ad hoc hostile events [73].



The following proposition was developed accordingly for the relationship between vision attribute of future orientation and corporate sustainability performance.



Proposition 6: taking into account the other six vision attributes and content, sustainability visions that indicate the long-term perspective of an organization improve corporate sustainability performance.




5.2.6. Vision Stability


Effective sustainability visions are stable, in addition to being brief, clear, abstract, challenging, and future-oriented. Stability means the extent to which a sustainability vision is unlikely to be affected by any environmental change [5], implying a careful sustainability vision development in a highly unpredictable business environment. Stable visions do not shift in response to short-term trends, technology, or market changes. Theoretically, an effective sustainability vision is stable, since it means to inform organizational members over time. Being stable, they must also be sufficiently flexible to weather fluctuations. Only minor changes are to be made to a sustainability vision to reflect changes in the surrounding environment [152]. An effective sustainability vision represents a general idea that does not change significantly over time [5], as a vision that changes significantly over time negatively impacts corporate-wide implementation of an existing vision. It is well recognized that a vision is the basis for corporate planning and implementation [131,153]. With an unstable vision, on-going activities toward realizing the existing vision would be suspended, increasing unnecessary costs. Importantly, an unstable sustainability vision confuses organizational members as they are executing sustainability strategies, eventually leading to their declining commitment to the vision and corporate sustainability performance.



Furthermore, an unstable sustainability vision as a management tool suggests a lack of integrity [103,154]. Outstanding individuals having once taken a position do not “flip-flop” on positions [155,156]. Instead, they stand firm. Effective organizational members are consistently credible and exceptionally trustworthy [157,158]. In the corporate sustainability context, effective organizational members should be perceived as credible and trustworthy among themselves and by other corporate stakeholders [73,74,75,76,77,78,79,80,81,82,83,84,85,86,87,88,89,90,91]. Integrity as reflected in the sustainability vision is, therefore, critical to corporate sustainability, given that organizational members and corporate stakeholders sense very soon whether one really stands behind their sustainability vision with their mind, heart, and soul [151]. With an unstable sustainability vision, corporate integrity is certainly questioned by organizational members and stakeholders. The moment organizational members and stakeholders start questioning the seriousness of realizing the sustainability vision, skepticism is always the result [151], causing deteriorating sustainability performance.



As a strategic tool, once a sustainability vision is formulated, strategy and strategic goals at all levels must be derived accordingly. Clearly communicating established goals among organizational members and measuring them is critical to successfully implementing sustainability initiatives [159]. Quinn and Dalton [160] believe that, “having sustainability goals and objectives encourages employees to incorporate sustainability into their day-to-day activities”. Therefore, sustainability goals at the level of individual organizational members are necessary for a successful implementation of sustainability initiatives [161]. The individual performance development and evaluation plans of organizational members should include these sustainability goals [161]. If the sustainability vision is not stable, strategic goals at all levels are certainly affected, leading to confusion and dissatisfaction among organizational members, and unsatisfactory corporate sustainability performance. Therefore, stability in sustainability visions is theoretically integral to ensuring corporate sustainability.



The following proposition was developed for the relationship between vision attribute of stability and sustainability performance.



Proposition 7: taking into the other six attributes and content, sustainability visions that are unlikely to be affected by environmental change improve corporate sustainability performance.




5.2.7. Vision Desirability or Ability to Inspire


Together with the other six attributes, desirability or ability to inspire characterizes effective sustainability visions, as a vision is used to persuade organizational members to work toward a common goal [103]. At least, it must be desirable or inspiring. Desirability or ability to inspire refers to the extent to which a vision declares an overarching goal that directly appeals to organizational members [5]. Management researchers have long agreed that desirability or ability to inspire is important to attract organizational members, asserting that it draws on organizational values and culture to be alluring [91,162]. Theoretically, effective sustainability visions contain promises related to organizational values [91]. They make these values absolutely clear to all stakeholders [73,95,96,97]. It is these promises and organizational values that make the sustainability visions appear desirable or inspiring [93,94].



Given their desirability or ability to inspire, effective sustainability visions widen a support base by allowing organizational members to reflect on the needs, hopes, dreams, and aspirations of many corporate stakeholders. The desirable sustainability visions also transcend individual differences and draw a wide range of stakeholders into a society of concerns about the organization’s future [25], essentially true when the sustainability visions contain reference to increasing stakeholder satisfaction.



Generally, intrinsic motivation, hopes, dreams, and aspirations suggest a clear sense of personal growth, belonging, societal contribution, and health [163]. Sharing a desirable sustainability vision, intrinsically motivated organizational members are invigorated by the enjoyment of the activity they do, as opposed to focusing on the end results [73]. Corporate sustainability theorists Ketprapakorn and Kantabutra [90] would agree with this assertion, as they promote an alignment between corporate values and values of individual organizational members as a means to nurture on-going intrinsic motivation, therefore ensuring corporate sustainability.



Effective sustainability visions therefore meet the hopes, dreams, and desires of organizational members [71]. Great power from the inspiring sustainability vision and affective engagement to the sustainability vision among organizational members takes place in sustainable corporations [72]. Self-motivating organizational members are excited, given their attraction to the sustainability vision, sharing the organizational values, and consequently sensing the meaningfulness and importance of their work [71]. In addition, organizational members need to know why their jobs are important [164], and inspiring sustainability vision is the best tool to explain why their jobs are important [164]. Organizational members are likely to be more satisfied and productive when they perceive the work’s meaning and outcome. As a result, stakeholders are also satisfied, enhancing corporate sustainability performance [73,91].



Desirability or ability to inspire in a vision is especially crucial for corporate sustainability since sustainable corporations must demonstrate an organizational capacity to endure difficult economic and social crises [71]. In such crises, it is easy for organizational members to feel demotivated and give up. A desirable or inspiring vision becomes a source of motivation for them during those times to keep doing whatever needs to be done to go through the crises successfully.



Since a shared vision among organizational members is critical to improving corporate sustainability via stakeholder satisfaction [71,73], for a sustainability vision to be shared by organizational members, the sustainability vision must at least contain desirability or ability to inspire [91,151]. Such a desirable sustainability vision motivates organizational members and makes them emotionally committed to attaining sustainability goals, since inspiration is a form of motivation [164]. In addition, an inspiring sustainability vision lifts the organization out of the mundane, by triggering the excitement among organizational members [151]. An inspiring sustainability vision nurtures a more pleasant workplace for organizational members, in turn improving stakeholder satisfaction.



The following proposition for the relationship between the vision attribute of desirability or ability to inspire and corporate sustainability performance was formed.



Proposition 8: taking into the other six attributes and content, sustainability visions declaring an overarching goal that inspires organizational members improve corporate sustainability performance.



I theoretically assert that all seven vision attributes and vision content of stakeholder satisfaction imagery interact to positively influence overall sustainability performance at first through vision communication and shared vision among organizational members and their emotional commitment to it. The vision content of stakeholder satisfaction imagery and the seven vision attributes help to facilitate the vision communication and sharing process by which organizational members turn to be emotionally committed to the sustainability vision, thereby increasing sustainability performance.



Communication of the sustainability vision stimulates organizational members to develop future images in their mind, which in turn motivates them to actualize the sustainability vision [165]. Once their future images are aligned with that of their organization, organizational members are inspired to realize the sustainability vision, enhancing their affective organizational commitment. With this very positive emotional state, they are connected more affectively to the organization [166]. Lending support to this assertion, espousing a vision has been found to associate positively with the affective organizational commitment among organizational members in a wide variety of settings and cultures [167,168,169,170,171,172,173].



In addition, I assert that corporate sustainability performance as measured by the triple bottom line outputs leads to improved sustainable wellbeing comprising organizational self-reliance, resilience, and immunity [53]. Therefore, the following propositions were formed.



Proposition 9: the seven vision attributes and content improve vision communication among organizational members.



Proposition 10: vision communication among organizational members increases vision sharing.



Proposition 11: shared vision among organizational members improves their emotional commitment to the vision.



Proposition 12: emotionally committed organizational members act according to the vision to improve corporate sustainability performance.



Proposition 13: corporate sustainability performance comprising the triple bottom line outputs improves the satisfaction of stakeholders.



Proposition 14: satisfied stakeholders improve sustainable wellbeing constituted by organizational self-reliance, resilience, and immunity.



Finally, as the literature review above indicates reciprocal relationships between organizational success and emotional commitment among organizational members, and between emotional commitment among organizational members and shared vision, the final propositions were formed.



Proposition 15: increased corporate sustainability performance improves organizational commitment among organizational members.



Proposition 16: increased stakeholder satisfaction improves organizational commitment among organizational members.



Proposition 17: improved organizational commitment among organizational members improves vision sharing.






6. Sustainability Vision Model


Built upon the original theory of organizational vision [5], the substance of the emerging sustainability vision theory comprises sustainability vision, vision communication, shared vision, emotionally committed organizational members, congruous acts, corporate sustainability performance, satisfied stakeholders, and sustainable wellbeing. Since the emerging theory of sustainability vision is quite intuitive, I employ a graphical representation of the overarching theoretical process as a rhetorical device to elicit epiphanies [42]. Accordingly, a theoretical model on sustainability vision was developed (Figure 1).



From left to right, the sustainability vision model asserts that sustainability organizational visions comprise two components: content and attributes. In terms of content, the sustainability visions contain reference to increasing stakeholder satisfaction or stakeholder satisfaction imagery. In terms of vision attributes, the sustainability visions are characterized by brevity, clarity, abstractness, challenge, future orientation, stability, and desirability or ability to inspire. Both content and attributes interact to positively affect vision communication, shared vision, and organizational members in various different ways, the theoretical processes of which are summarized below.



First, the vision content of stakeholder satisfaction imagery reminds organizational members of the importance of satisfying a wide range of stakeholders. Being reminded, they are also satisfied, according to the refined theory. Brevity allows organizational members to understand a brief sustainability vision message quickly via massive, continuing, frequent vision communication. Clarity helps to ensure that organizational members are clear about what to be done to foster sustainability, are satisfied in terms of psychological wellbeing because of the stakeholder satisfaction imagery, and experience the self-endorsement of their actions, leading to improved persistence, performance, social functioning, and physical and psychological well-being, all necessary to ensure corporate sustainability.



Abstractness allows organizational members to sense a longer-lasting goal that reflects a longer-lasting organization, which is desirable for them. Abstractness also supports organizational members to form a coherent organization, prevent the formation of too many groups, and to individually creatively interpret the abstract sustainability vision in their own way to attain sustainability goals. Challenge allows organizational members to attribute the extraordinary sustainability vision to the leader. Being challenged, they are always intrinsically motivated to carry on, despite difficulties, leading to corporate perseverance behavior, and at the same time, raising their self-esteem in their effort to realize the sustainability vision. Future orientation reinforces organizational members through a long-term perspective. Future-oriented, they are inspired by and committed to a future view that is clearly better for the organization, themselves, and the society. Avoiding short-termism, they are allowed for the process of careful, reasonable decision-making that involves considering long-term and short-term consequences on the organization and its stakeholders. With a stable sustainability vision, organizational members are not confused while executing sustainability strategies and plans. Stability also allows them to feel that a leader really stands behind the sustainability vision, and encourages organizational members to integrate sustainability into their daily operations.



Finally, desirability or ability to inspire induces organizational members to work toward the sustainability vision. They are invigorated by the enjoyment of the activity they do and feel a clear sense of personal growth, belonging, societal contribution, and health. With desirability, they grasp their work’s meaning and outcome and are affectively committed to the sustainability vision.



With the seven attributes and content that facilitate vision sharing, organizational members share and are emotionally committed to the vision. When they are committed to the sustainability vision, they act accordingly to improve corporate sustainability performance, as measured by the triple bottom line outputs. The improved sustainability performance then satisfies stakeholders, whose satisfaction improves sustainable well-being as measured by self-reliance, resilience, and immunity.



In terms of the reciprocal relationships, improved stakeholder satisfaction and triple bottom line outputs in turn enhance emotional commitment among organizational members, who in turn enhance vision sharing in their organization.




7. Future Research Directions


Clearly, research is needed to explore the 17 propositions. One critical area to explore is whether and how visions characterized by brevity, clarity, abstractness, challenge, future orientation, stability, and desirability or ability to inspire and containing reference to stakeholder satisfaction imagery are associated with improved corporate sustainability performance and sustainable wellbeing via vision communication, shared vision, emotionally committed organizational members, triple bottom line outputs, and stakeholder satisfaction compared to visions without these characteristics, across different organizational types, sizes and industries. This area of research is a significant contribution to the corporate sustainability field, since there has been hardly any reported research in this specific area.



More specifically, future research may examine and explore the reciprocal relationships between corporate sustainability performance and emotional commitment among organizational members, between stakeholder satisfaction and emotional commitment among organizational members, and between emotional commitment among organizational members and sustainability vision sharing. Findings from this future research will improve our limited knowledge and understanding about these relationships.



Scholars may also explore the process by which each attribute as well as the imagery of stakeholder satisfaction positively affects corporate sustainability performance and sustainable wellbeing. How the seven attributes and content interact to create such an impact is also a subject for further investigation. Of equivalent interest is to examine the relative importance between the seven attributes and content, and among the attributes and content. Findings from future research will contribute to the limited knowledge and understanding on vision attributes and content, and will eventually inform further refinement of the sustainability vision theory. By means of repeating research systematically, scholars are allowed to compare and contrast findings from several focal areas [174]. The results from future research will lead to future advancement of the sustainability vision theory and assist in defining its boundary.




8. Practical Implications


Although more research is needed into identifying attributes and content of effective sustainability visions, as good theory is practical, the emergent theory of sustainability vision offers some important practical implications.



First, a sustainability vision should be shared throughout the organization via vision communication. In particular, visions that are brief, clear, future-oriented, stable, challenging, abstract, and desirable with content about increasing stakeholder satisfaction are easier to communicate frequently and effectively. With empirical support, they tend to result in better sustainability performance than visions without these attributes and content. Some recommendations for crafting a sustainability vision statement are discussed below.



An effective sustainability vision should contain reference to increasing the satisfaction of stakeholders, including owners/shareholders, customers, organizational members, the environment, and surrounding communities. Since vision must be concise, often the word “society” already includes this wide range of stakeholders. The vision should contain approximately 11–22 words, and point directly at an overarching goal to be achieved. More specifically, this overarching goal must not be likely to be changed by environmental change. The overarching goal also must not be an easy one-time goal that can be met and then the vision is discarded. It should include all organizational interests so that it is appealing to all members of the organization. The vision must include a degree of challenge, stretch, or difficulty (e.g., to attain a national, regional, or international status) to be a source of motivation among organizational members. Finally, since a vision is about a desirable future state, it must offer a long-term, desirable view of the organization.



Sustainability visions containing these attributes and content are expected to result in higher corporate sustainability performance at first through vision communication and emotionally committed members of the organization than those without. In addition, in the long run, improvements in sustainable wellbeing as measured by self-reliance, resilience, and immunity can be expected.



To demonstrate the theory’s practicality, an example of a sustainability vision statement that meets these characteristics is below:



“To be the leading socially responsible instant foods provider in the world through stakeholder partnership.”



The vision statement is brief because it contains approximately 15 words. It is also clear because it points directly at an overarching goal of being “the leading socially responsible instant foods provider in the world”. This clear and concise vision statement allows organizational members to grasp the vision immediately, the start of the vision sharing process in the organization.



The vision or overarching goal is clearly not a one-time, specific goal that can be achieved, and then discarded. Being abstract, the overarching goal needs to be translated into smaller, specific goals inclusive to all organizational interests. Although organizational members may be from different functions and pursue different specific goals, the achievement of these smaller goals together will help to integrate sustainability into its entire operation and to achieve the overarching goal of being “the leading socially responsible instant foods provider in the world”.



The overarching goal is very challenging since it aims to be the (only) leading instant foods provider in the world. If the vision is developed by involving organizational members, it suggests a realistic degree of discrepancy between the present and the envisioned future. By involving organizational members, the overarching goal is also desirable or inspiring, as it must appeal directly to organizational members. “To be the leading socially responsible instant foods provider in the world” is clearly future-oriented and unlikely to be affected by any environmental change. Such a challenging, desirable, and stable vision will continue to appeal to organizational members’ values, therefore intrinsically motivating them, particularly in difficult times.



In terms of content, the vision statement contains the words “socially responsible” and “through stakeholder partnership”. Indeed, it contains imagery about satisfying owners/shareholders, organizational members, customers, the society, and the environment. The vision content always reminds all organizational members that they do not exist simply to maximize short-term wealth at any cost, but have to be responsible for the society as well. Other example vision statements that meet the vision attributes and content are shown in Table 2.



Having a sustainability vision meeting the above criteria is only a jump-start. To maximize corporate sustainability performance and sustainable wellbeing, the sustainability vision needs to be communicated among organizational members wherever and whenever possible so that they can interpret the vision in their own way and use it to guide their daily operation. Organizational members should also be continuously motivated and empowered to act upon the sustainability vision, especially critical when they are enduring a social or economic crisis or any other difficult time. Lastly, organizational systems must be designed to support the members to attain the sustainability vision by aligning the systems with the sustainability vision.
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Figure 1. Sustainability vision model. 
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Table 1. Vision attribute definitions.
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	No.
	Vision Attribute
	Definition





	1
	Brevity
	The extent to which a vision contains approximately 11-22 words.



	2
	Clarity
	The extent to which a vision can be made clear in approximately 5 minutes by pointing directly at an overarching goal.



	3
	Abstractness
	The extent to which a vision is not a one-time, specific goal that can be achieved, and then the vision is abandoned.



	4
	Challenge
	The extent to which a vision challenges organizational members to persist with trying their best to deliver desirable outcomes.



	5
	Future orientation
	The extent to which a vision points toward the long-term perspective of an organization.



	6
	Stability
	The extent to which a vision is unlikely to be affected by any environmental change.



	7
	Desirability or ability to inspire
	The extent to which a vision declares an overarching goal that directly appeals to organizational members.
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Table 2. Example vision statements.






Table 2. Example vision statements.





	No.
	Example Vision Statement





	1
	To become a world leader at connecting people to wildlife and conservation



	2
	To be a European leader in banking and insurance always adhering to the UN Global Compact principles.



	3
	To be the world’s most valued company to patients, customers, colleagues, investors, business partners, and the communities where we work and live.



	4
	To be a regional market leader with a commitment to business growth along with contribution to the sustainable advancement of ASEAN
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