
ALIGNING WITH MISSION, VISION, CORE VALUES

Avoid the Drift

There are plenty of buzzwords in every industry. In the nonprofit
sector, one of them is “Mission Drift.” While buzz words (or
phrases in this case) can seem overdone, it’s hard to imagine how
“Mission Drift” possibly could happen. In fact, it may be the
biggest danger to your organization, besides a weak or
disengaged leadership.

So, how do you avoid the dreaded drift? First, you need to
understand why it happens and then how to intentionally combat it.

Per Peter Greer, author of (you guessed it) Mission Drift: The
Unspoken Crisis Facing Leaders, Charities, and Churches, a top drift
risk for a nonprofit “is chasing the money.” To make his case,
Greer cites a century-old story about acclaimed philanthropist
Andrew Carnegie (b. 1835- d. 1919).
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Carnegie committed a significant amount of dollars to struggling schools and universities.
However, the gift had a catch: Any school requiring students to sign a statement of faith was not
eligible to receive the grant. What was the result? Schools like Brown University, Dartmouth,
Oberlin College, and others changed their policies and ultimately the trajectory of their schools to
receive the funding. Today, none of these schools identifies with their Christian heritage.

This example may sound rare (believe us, it’s not). Similar examples are still occurring 100 years
later.

So, how does an organization combat “mission drift”? The answer is going to sound ridiculously
simple. Know, love, and practice your mission and then surround yourself with a board of directors
that also knows, loves, and holds you accountable for putting the mission into practice. Sounds
simple, right? Well, not so much. Remember, mission drift is real. Its existence is a very present
danger for your organization.
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Know, Love, and Practice Your Mission

Know your story.

Each nonprofit has a story, usually a powerfully
compelling one. The history of an organization
coupled with mission clarity is essential to this story.
A deep understanding of both history and mission
will free you up to do the work you have been
commissioned to do and restrict you from doing any
other work - thereby preventing mission drift.

Here are some steps you can take to learn your
organizational story.
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STEP 1: Learn your history.

This step is simple - if there is already a written organizational history. If there isn’t, more time,
care, and research are needed. Either way, learning your history should be fun and inspiring! AND, it is
the perfect opportunity to invite the original founder/s into a conversation - if they are still living.

Digging into the history of your organization will help you understand the original intent of its
founding. Why is it important? Original intent provides insight into the meaning of the mission
statement, and therefore is part of the compass that directs organizational decisions. Additionally,
the historical story will inspire future leaders and donors to stay the course.

To get started, here are a few questions you’ll want to answer from the written history, a founder,
long-time employee, or old newsletters:

Who started it? When? What were the circumstances around the founding? What problems were
the founders trying to solve? Who did the founder specifically want to serve? Where was the
geographic service area? Was the geographic location critical to the mission?  What sacrifices did
they make? What programs did they implement? What was the reasoning behind the specific
programs they implemented? Have there been significant shifts in the organization throughout its
history? What were they? How did these shifts change the original intent?

STEP 2: Dissect your mission statement.

Every word of your mission statement matters. These words are your North Star! Remember to go
beyond the Webster definition of the words and use your knowledge of the organization’s history to
understand the words.
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To show you how to dissect your mission statement, we will walk you through an example. The
nonprofit we selected is not a grantee of our foundation. They were chosen for their simple,
specific, easy to dissect mission statement, and deep understanding of their history.

Team Rubicon unites the skills and experiences of military veterans with first responders to
rapidly deploy emergency response teams.

To dissect the Team Rubicon (TR) mission statement, we are going
to ask several questions of it.

● WHO do we serve? military veterans & first
responders

○ Team Rubicon serves vets and first responders,
who in turn serve those experiencing an
emergency. The specific “who” that the
veterans and first responders serve are the
“most vulnerable and at-risk” individuals.
While this is not made clear in the mission
statement, knowing TR’s founding history
(detailed later on) reveals this was at the heart
of the organization’s founding. When
dissecting your own mission statement
determining “who serves who” (if applicable)
is part of staying mission-focused.

Photo by Katerina Holmes from Pexels

● WHAT do we do? unite the skills & experiences of vets & first responders / deploy
emergency response teams

○ Once a nonprofit knows “what” they do (in this case: unite and deploy) they
should review all programs and plans by asking, “Does this program/plan help
us unite or deploy?” If the answer is “no,” the nonprofit may be o� mission.

● WHEN do we serve? not answered

○ Some might say the “When” is during an emergency. However, we would argue
that the “emergency when” is for the veterans and the first responders. The
“When” for the TR team is ongoing in preparation for the emergency.

● WHERE do we serve? not answered
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○ We are on the fence with this one. One could look at the word “deploy” and
answer “anywhere there is an emergency.” Or it could be argued that the
“where” in this case belongs to the veterans and first responders. We tend to
lean toward the latter.

● HOW do we serve? rapidly

○ There are undoubtedly other “hows” for Team Rubicon, but “rapidly” is their
mission-critical “how.” The work they do year-round must be focused on
making sure they can deploy teams quickly during a crisis. This means their
training, processes, board governance, funding, partnerships, etc. should be
free of anything that keeps them moving - now.

● WHY do we serve? to rapidly provide aid during emergency situations by deploying
two groups that are already uniquely skilled to get the job done.

○ Team Rubicon’s mission statement speaks to their “Why.” Below is their
history to prove it.

○ “January 12, 2010. A 7.0 magnitude earthquake shakes Port-au-Prince. In
moments, hundreds of thousands were injured, infrastructure and buildings
were destroyed, countless were made homeless. In the days following, many
traditional aid organizations were slow to establish relief e�orts, citing
dangerous and unstable working conditions. Troubled by the scenes in
Port-au-Prince and the lack of proper aid, two Marines, Jake Wood and William
McNulty, decided to act. Gathering supplies and volunteers, the small group of
veterans, first responders, and medical professionals deployed to Haiti in the
days following the earthquake. The small group focused on populations often
overlooked or underserved by traditional aid organizations. By applying
medical and leadership skills honed by years of service in the military, Team
Rubicon provided aid to thousands of survivors of the Haiti Earthquake. From
this initial operation, a larger organization grew, one committed to helping
underserved communities impacted by disasters.”  - Team Rubicon website

Now, it’s your turn to dissect your Mission Statement. Use the same format used for Team Rubicon.
Make sure to work through possible misinterpretations of your mission statement. For example,
Team Rubicon needs to keep their “who” clear at all times, or they will go o�-mission. If you run
up against similar roadblocks, ask a sta� member or board member to work through the process
with you.
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Once you are done dissecting your mission statement,
What should you do if it misses the mark? AND, how can
you tell? Let’s start by answering the latter.

Typically, Mission Statements that miss the mark…

● Don’t answer Who, What, How, or Why. The
result will be a statement that:

○ lacks passion and purpose

○ lacks boundaries of service

○ makes mission-critical decision making
di�cult

● Are filled with jargon. The result will be a statement that:

○ lacks clarity

○ is cliche

○ is not memorable

○ obscures the Who, What, How, or Why

● Mixes the Mission and Vision Statement. The result will be a statement that:

○ focuses on the world you dream about creating instead of the work you will do to reach
your dream.

● Are longer than one sentence or more than 20 words. The result will be a statement that:

○ lacks clarity (or)

○ is too specific, therefore lacking flexibility of service

○ is not memorable

What do you do if your Mission Statement misses the mark…

This is a tricky question. Below are a few options. These options are not mandatory and should be
approached with discernment and care.

● Keep it, if your mission statement answers Who, What, and either How or Why.

● Keep it, if there is disagreement on the board level or if there are bigger issues for the
nonprofit to solve.
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If either “Keep it” is your situation, you may want to create additional internal clarity by answering
Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How in a non-binding document that is reviewed by and
approved by the board. Make sure this document aligns with historic decisions within the nonprofit
and the existing founding documents.

● Change it, if your organization is ready to go to the next level, the board is ready to do the
work required to change the mission statement, and you’ve discussed the possible changes
with key donors.

Changing your mission statement isn’t as simple as writing a 20-word sentence. By-laws, Articles of
Incorporation, notifying the IRS, rebranding, talking to donors, and making sure that donations are
used as originally requested (under the original mission statement) also will need to be addressed.

STEP 3: Ask WHY, again and again.

A good story is told with knowledge (historical “WHY”), passion (personal “WHY”), and tailored to
its audience (donor “WHY”). Because we’ve already discussed the historical “WHY,” let’s skip to
the remaining two, which should be tightly aligned with the mission.

1. Know the historical WHY. Done!

2. Know your personal WHY. As a leader, you need to understand the part of the mission that
gets you up and moving every morning. Perhaps you have a specific task that moves the
mission forward or personal connection to the mission. Either way, your WHY is deeply
personal and will keep you motivated during di�cult times. Additionally, leaders that are on
fire for a WHY are also the leaders that will keep the organization on mission while gaining a
following. Which leads us to...

3. Know your donor’s WHY. It is important to passionately and articulately communicate your
organization’s WHY and invite donors into that specific WHY. But you also need to
understand WHY your donors give and then speak to their “why.” Speaking to a donor’s WHY
is not an invitation to drift from your mission. In fact, a donor (no matter how big) should
never have this level of power.

Love your story.

In fact, be willing to die for it. (Organizationally or politically speaking,
that is.) All key personnel and volunteers (interpret this as your board)
must know and love the mission. It is impossible for any of these players
to be lukewarm about the mission without experiencing mission drift.

Photo by Karolina Grabowska from Pexels
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What happens if a key player is lukewarm or worse? It is usually more appropriate to ask the
individual to leave the organization than to deconstruct the mission statement. However, before
handing out a pink slip, make sure their frustration is really about the mission. The issue may be
about poor practices or corrosive personalities (even if the toxic person has left the organization)
that are impacting how the mission is “lived out.”

Practice your story.

Some organizations are quick to say that they love their story, but in practice find it ine�cient or a
barrier to growth.

For example, let’s say your mission statement commissions your nonprofit to develop deep
relationships with the clientele but the board wants to scale impact, quickly. The board realizes that
the volunteers in your small community are tapped out. To overcome this volunteer shortage
barrier, the board proposes taking all the programs online. They excitedly exclaim, “We could
provide 100s or 1,000s more people with our services!” While reaching more people is exciting and
potentially life-saving - is it on mission? No. In fact, as an Executive Director who loves the story,
you might argue that deep relationships are not only missional but a key to true human flourishing
and can not be replaced.

Practicing your story may not mean defending it, but it always means choosing it...every single day.

Intentionally, hire sta� and bring on board members who are fully aligned with your mission.
There is no room for guesswork or believing “Bill is a good guy” or “Susan has mad skills.” You
want people of character with competencies that support the work that needs to be done. However,
a higher priority is that they are not wishy-washy when it comes to the mission. They can’t just like
the mission, they need to love it.

Practicing your story may mean defending it, choosing it, it may also include educating others about it.

As an incoming Executive Director, you may find that it has been a while since your mission
statement story has been practiced. Surprisingly, there may even be hostility toward practicing it.
Perhaps there is fear that the mission is too bold, too hard to accomplish, or simply no longer
relevant. Perhaps, past leadership was inattentive to the mission and the knowledge of it was lost.

You could take the house down, demand that the mission be practiced to the tee. Or you could start
educating your sta�, board, volunteers, and donors by telling your story (once you know it).
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Tell your story.

Good leaders share good stories that ignite the heart and
imagination of those that they lead. Tell your story often - at every
meeting, if necessary. People want to be part of something that will
make a di�erence in this world. Some people will start falling in love
with the story just because you love the story. Some will decide it
isn’t the story they want to hear. That’s okay. Wish them well and
let them find another story at another nonprofit.

Before you tell your story, make sure you know it, make sure you
love it, make sure you practice it.

Vision Statement

How will the future be di�erent because of your nonprofit’s North Star? Asking yourself this question
should make your heart skip a beat. A Vision Statement, unlike the Mission Statement, can be easily
changed by board vote.

Keep the vision out in front of you, your sta�, and your board. It’ll keep you stretching, reaching,
and striving.

Core Values

Core Values aren’t just a list of inspirational statements that live on your website or hang on the
wall over your desk (though they should be in both places). Core Values are realistic,
culture-forming statements that answer the question, “How do we behave?” This includes how
work should be done, how people should be treated, and even who should be hired (or fired).

To answer “How” well, make sure your statements are actionable. Some organizations want the
world to know that they value their participants so they create a Core Value of People. What does
this term mean? How does the Core Value of “People” change my behavior? Can I be held
accountable to “People”? Likewise, idealistic terms like “Inspiring” sound exciting, but how can
you hold a sta� person accountable to “Inspiring”?

Perhaps better Core Values than “People” or “Inspiring” that also capture the culture of your
organization might be:
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● We LISTEN carefully to our neighbors’ stories.
● We RESPECT our neighbors’ perspectives.
● We ENCOURAGE our neighbors to do the next best

thing.

Patrick Lencioni’s book, The Advantage, is a great
step-by-step resource to help you develop Core Values,
integrate them into your everyday work life, and hold
everyone on your team accountable.
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