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Central to the successful management of a nonprofit organization is a clear sense of purpose. Without a sense of purpose, those managing the organization cannot make itself accountable to the outside world. Without a clear sense of purpose, it cannot make rational calculations about how assets available to them should be deployed. Nor can they see how much they are accomplishing. Nor do they have anyway to learn how to improve performance. With a sense of purpose, managers can avoid what Nietzsche once described as the most common form of human stupidity: forgetting what we were trying to accomplish in the first place. With a sense of purpose, managers and organizations can discipline themselves to focus their assets and capabilities on the achievement of the desired goal. If the definition of an organization is that as purposeful enterprise, then it follows that organizations have to have purposes, and it is a core function of leadership and management to define that purpose, and use that purpose to discipline the actions of the organization. 
Less obvious, perhaps, is that an organization’s purpose helps to define its identity, mobilize resources, and sustain its legitimacy as well as provide it with a touchstone it can use to guide the deployment of its assets, and evaluate its operational and material success. But when an organization, speaking through its leaders and its official reports, declares the ends it seeks, and sometimes even the means it intends to use to achieve its purposes, it acquires not only an operational purpose, but a social identity. And that social identity may attract material contributions from others in the form of voluntary contributions of money and labor, or simply interest, sympathy and tolerance from the wider society in which the organization operates. (Conversely, it can attract hostility and attacks as well!) It is no accident that the principal requirements of incorporation focus on the address where the corporation resides, the names of the principal officers, and a statement of the organization’s purposes.

In the nonprofit sector, the purpose of the organization is often declared in the organization’s mission statement. It is there that the organization declares its purposes, and answers Question 0: namely, what are we here to do. It is the mission statement that is used to lend coherence to and discipline the activities of the organization. It is the mission statement that gives the organization its more or less distinct identity (in its purposes, in its activities, and whom it invites to join.)  And it is the mission statement that attracts (or fails to attract) legitimacy and support from the wider social environment. 

This, at least is the theory. The actual practice of developing and using mission statements for these purposes in the leadership and management of nonprofit organizations seems to lag well behind the theory. 

Part of the difficulty is some combination of rhetorical and logical. We are all over the map on the way we use words to define the missions of nonprofit organizations. We don’t know whether mission statements should focus only on ends, or whether they can and should include some ideas about means to achieve the ends, and/or the things that help to create the coherent identity of the organization. We don’t know whether mission statements should be pitched at high levels of abstraction, or be more specific and concrete.

Another part of the problem, however, is that we don’t know how mission statements should be developed and used inside organizations. Should mission statements be developed by a broad participatory process among the staff, or should they be set by the Board? To what extent can mission statements alone do the work we want them to do, and to what extent does their utility in accomplishing organizational purposes depend on the development of measurement systems that can give a more concrete measurable representation of the degree to which the organization is accomplishing its goals. 

Most important of all, however, might be the question of how often mission statements ought to be changed, and what the process of changing the mission of an organization should be. 

The purpose of this paper is to explore these questions using a sample of mission statements and discussions among participants in executive programs as the empirical base. We use this evidence more to develop questions and hypotheses than as the basis of reliable empirical claims about the form that mission statements take, the process by which they are developed, the way that they are used in organizations, and the impact they have on operations, and on strategic re-positioning. 
The Logical/Rhetorical Form of Mission Statements in NP Organizations


Forms they Take



Examples:



Destination Vision: (A Vision of What the World Would Be Like)



Values Vision: 




Dimensions of Value Would Like to See Produced




Values to be Reflected in Way that we Operate


Implications for How They Can be Used


Speculations About Why They Take These Forms

The Processes by Which Mission Statements are Developed (And Endorsed)


Top-Down v. Bottom-Up


With An Eye to Tradition v. Current Relevance


Fitting Missions to Environments

Uses of Mission Statements in Organizations

To Create A Shared Culture of Identity and Purpose


To Create a Maximand that Can be Used to Discipline  Internal Fights



Role of Performance Measurement



Development of a Culture that Uses Purpose and Data


To Mobilize Legitimacy and Support from the External World 


To Focus Governance Questions on Relationship of Mission to Value
On The Logic and Process of Changing Mission Statements


Governance as the Adjustment of Organization to its Environment


Governance as Social Learning


Changes in Mission Statements as Evidence of Social Learning and Adaptation

Is strategy subordinate to purpose, or is purpose subordinate to strategy, or are they mutually constructed?

Mission statements as rhetorical devices v. mission statements as analytical tools v. mission statements as frames for the development and use of performance measures v. mission statements as expressions of identity.

