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Abstract 

 
This paper seeks to make several key contributions to the field of organization and 
management studies. First, it offers a rationale for developing a comprehensive 
definition of “mission-driven” organizations (MDOs). Second, it proposes a 
comprehensive definition, which consists of three important and interrelated 
elements: the existence of a stated mission, the composition of the mission 
components, and the integration of the mission into organizational activities. Third, it 
differentiates between the related but dissimilar ideas of corporate social 
responsibility, non-profit organizations, and corporate philanthropy, and fourth, it 
identifies some of the implications of the proposed definition. The paper is based on 
the fundamental idea that a more just and equitable world is desirable. Therefore, 
according to this author, any progress made towards creating greater social, 
economic, and environmental equity should be sought in research, theory, and 
practice. To that end, this author asserts that not only is a definition of “mission-
driven” organizations relevant to the modern study of organizations, but it is also 
necessary in order to work towards building a more equitable world. 

 
 

Importance and Definition of Mission-Driven Organizations 
 

Overview 
It is increasingly apparent that organizations must be and will be held to a higher standard 

of social accountability. Large corporations and their CEOs are being held responsible for the 
welfare of their workforce as companies falter and fail as a result of poor management and the 
ethical and legal failings of their leadership. In reaction, organizations lean heavily on boosting 
their market image as socially responsible, mission-driven organizations, which give to charity 
and maintain high standards of performance and management. Martin (2004) remarks, “CEOs 
are feeling increasing pressure to run their firms such that they are seen as exemplary corporate 
citizens” (p. 1). In fact, many organizations have recently begun to identify themselves as 
“mission-driven”, seeking again to focus attention on the stated purpose of their existence. The 
use of the term “mission-driven” has become problematic, however, as use and meaning of the 
term varies greatly. For instance, some authors use the term “mission-driven” as synonymous 
with non-profit (Frigo, 2003). Under this usage, we can include hospitals, museums, many 
schools, and hundreds of organizations whose sole purpose for existence is to improve the 
conditions in one or more segments of society. Other authors include groups such as the 
American Civil Liberties Union and the United States Army (Hammer, 1995, p. 274). While 
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these additions are important to the study of non-profits, a comprehensive definition of a 
mission-driven organization has yet to be developed.  

 
Still others, such as William George (1999) in his speech “Leadership: Building a 

mission-driven, values-centered organization”, speaks of building a mission-driven organization 
and what role leadership has in such an enterprise, while focusing exclusively on hospitals and 
the healthcare industry. In this instance it is difficult to discern how he is using the term 
“mission-driven” and, more importantly, what it means to be “mission-driven”. He makes an 
important observation, however, about the mission-driven organization saying, “[It] is not so 
much the statement itself, but how it is woven into the daily lives of everyone associated with the 
organization”. The essence of this important observation will be addressed later in this paper.  
 

Though the term “mission-driven” has gained popularity, its usage is problematic, most 
significantly because there is no apparent common definition. This lack of consistency in use is 
particularly problematic when seeking to examine the “mission-driven” organization, making it 
nearly impossible to offer a critical analysis of the MDO. This brings us to the first objective of 
this paper: to make a case for the necessity and importance of a definition about which dialogue 
and critical analysis can take place. To that end, this author proposes the use of ontology, in 
order to clearly identify the subject of analysis. Though the term “ontology” is borrowed from 
philosophy, the proposed use here is similar to the broader sense of the word currently used in 
the field of informational technology and artificial intelligence. Author, T.A Gruber (1993), in 
his article, “A translation approach to portable ontology specifications”, describes ontology as 
“…an explicit specification of a conceptualization” (p. 1). He goes on to describe the purpose of 
ontology as one that enables knowledge-sharing and reuse. It is this last piece that this author 
believes is most critical in arguing for a definition of mission-driven organizations: knowledge- 
sharing and reuse. For the critical examination of mission-driven organizations, it is important 
that a collective and common understanding of the term be made explicit, thereby fostering 
greater depth of analysis and opportunity for replication. 

 
Definition 

Thus, the author proposes the following definition:  
A mission-driven organization is an organization whose 1) mission is derived 
from the organization’s core values and beliefs, 2) core values reflect a 
commitment to social and environmental equity as well as financial performance 
and self-sustainability and 3) three-fold mission is integrated into both the 
internal and external processes of the organization. 

 
It is important to clarify the three essential aspects of the definition, the first being that a 

mission is derived and developed from the organizational core values and beliefs. Operationally, 
a stated mission serves as a guideline for focusing organizational activities. It also serves as a 
reference point for organization decision-makers when faced with choices about what they 
should be accomplishing, who they should be serving and, perhaps most importantly, how they 
should be accomplishing the mission (Thompson & Strickland, 2001, p. 34). The mission 
statement of Seventh Generation, a leading brand of environmentally responsible domestic 
products, addresses each of these questions. In answering the questions of “what, who and how”, 
they identify their goal to become the leading brand of environmentally responsible domestic 
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products, dedicate themselves to superior customer service and commit themselves to balancing 
the financial, social, and environmental responsibilities (Mission statement). 

 
While this understanding of mission may be widely held, it is the second component that 

begins to differentiate this definition from the other varying uses of the concept. For an MDO, 
these organizational core values and beliefs are fundamentally grounded in a conscious effort to 
contribute to greater social equity and prevent negative environmental impacts, while 
maintaining vigorous financial sustainability. Therefore, the simple existence of a mission 
statement does not establish a “mission-driven” organization. For a mission-driven organization, 
the composition of the organizational mission is of great significance because it is the foundation 
stone of all organizational activities and decisions. This second element of the proposed 
definition, which represents perhaps the highest aspiration of this definition, is that the core 
values and beliefs of a mission-driven organization, which are reflected in the mission of the 
organization, are fundamentally based on a “triple bottom line”. The concept of triple bottom 
line, as used in the definition, is what John Elkington proposed in his seminal book, Cannibals 
with Forks (1998). He describes the triple bottom line as a three pronged fork, whose prongs 
represent “economic prosperity, environmental quality, and social justice” (p. ix). 
Fundamentally, a mission-driven organization redefines the bottom-line so that decisions made 
regarding growth, development, and strategy must take into account all three aspects of the 
newly defined bottom-line. 

 
The final element of the proposed definition may perhaps prove to be the most difficult to 

achieve: complete integration of the organizational mission into all internal and external 
processes. It is this integration of the stated mission into the entire spectrum of organizational 
functions that is critical for the MDO. Peter Drucker (1990) makes the important point that a 
mission must be “operational, otherwise it’s just good intentions” (p.4). While the mission 
statement is a critical focal point for organizational endeavors and strategic choices, it cannot 
stand alone. “For the ultimate test is not in the beauty of the mission statement. The ultimate test 
is right action” (Drucker, p.3). For instance, an outside observer should be able to identify the 
organizational mission at work in how an organization treats its employees and volunteers, its 
strategic planning (where and how the organization moves forward), and in its daily operational 
practices. 

 
Further, there is evidence to support the argument that organizational alignment with 

mission pays returns in many ways. Crotts, Dickson, & Ford (2005) comment in their article, 
“Aligning organizational processes with mission: The case for service excellence”, that “It has 
become increasingly clear in the research literature that successful organizations have found 
ways to ensure that their organizational missions are aligned both in terms of fit with the external 
environment and with all factors internal to the organization” (p. 54). While Crotts et al make the 
case for mission alignment, both internally and externally, they do not offer a definition of 
mission-driven organization. The definition proposed in this paper offers a conceptualization of 
an MDO, and suggests that beyond alignment lays the operationalization and integration of the 
mission into internal and external processes. 

 
Michael Hammer & Steven Stanton (1995), in their book The Reengineering Solution: a 

Handbook, recognize that mission-driven organizations transcend profit and use money as “a 
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means to a noneconomic [sic] end” (p. 274). They also note that mission-driven for-profit 
businesses have “transcendent values that override financial concerns” (p. 286). This author 
argues that mission-driven organizations do not simply transcend financial concerns, but 
integrate their stated mission into the strategies they develop to address financial concerns. Even 
more so, mission-driven organizations assess their performance within the framework provided 
by their mission. Mission-driven strategy, including the financial, social, and environmental 
components, is guided by an organization’s stated mission.  

 
Differentiating the Mission-Driven Organization 

 
It is important to note that this definition does not distinguish between the for-profit and 

non-profit organization. In fact, any organization has the potential and ability to be a mission-
driven organization. Simply being non-profit does not make an organization “mission-driven”, 
nor does making a profit prevent an organization from being “mission-driven”. Rather, what is 
more relevant is whether or not an organization has fully integrated their stated mission into all 
levels and functions of organizational activities. Additionally, being mission-driven also 
incorporates the more common ideas of corporate social responsibility and corporate 
philanthropy. 

 
Moving forward from the proposed definition, this paper seeks to differentiate between 

corporate social responsibility (CSR), corporate philanthropy, non profit organizations, and 
mission-driven organizations.  

 
Corporate Social Responsibility 

Among the issues covered in this section is the development and focus of CSR. While the 
debates continue to rage about CSR’s financial implications and then, consequently, its place in 
the realm of corporate strategy (for example, see Henderson, 2001), it is none the less a topic that 
is increasingly discussed outside the management world.  The dialogue about corporate social 
responsibility has grown beyond the theoretical realm of scholars and researchers and become a 
commonplace conversation. As happened in other social movements, the everyday conversation 
between consumers and their conscience has become the driving force behind the pressure for 
organizational change. For instance, Elkington (1998) sites his efforts to change consumer 
buying habits as a way of applying pressure on corporations to become more environmentally 
responsible, saying, “It helped catalyze a wave of international consumer pressure on business” 
(p. xi). The global consumer, in larger numbers each year, is beginning to insist that 
corporations, from innovation to production, be accountable for their practices. Martin (2004) 
notes that consumers are increasingly willing to “punish corporations that they think are not 
being socially responsible” (p. 1). In this way, the scholarly research and dialogue regarding 
corporate social responsibility, which can be found in management literature beginning in the 
1970’s (Singer, 2001), has become a conversation that is growing in its relevance and urgency. 

 
While the research done regarding corporate social responsibility is extensive, it does not 

fully illustrate the complexities faced by the mission-driven organization. Being socially 
responsible, however, does not make an organization or corporation “mission-driven”. Corporate 
social responsibility holds a corporation accountable for the social and environmental impact of 
its activities, as it seeks to fulfill its financial “bottom line”. In this way CSR could be considered 
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one of the elements of the mission-driven organization, but it fails to address the relationship 
between an organization’s stated mission and its impact on organizational activities. 
Additionally, CSR focuses a corporation’s attention on the external impacts of corporate 
activities, missing important internal factors, such as human resources and relationships with 
vendors and suppliers. Also, the term “corporate social responsibility”, immediately focuses 
attention on the for-profit organization, confining the perimeters of the discussion to 
organizations which are corporate in nature and by definition.  
 
Corporate Philanthropy 

Although the related idea of corporate philanthropy could be seen as part of a “mission-
driven” organization’s activities, the concept of corporate philanthropy also falls short of 
addressing the multifaceted aspects of the MDO.  Giving to charitable organizations or non-
profits in the local community, which is often used as a goodwill marketing strategy, is not 
enough. Porter & Kramer (2002) describe how corporate philanthropy is increasingly “… used as 
a form of public relations or advertising, promoting a company’s image or brand through cause-
related marketing or other high-profile sponsorships” (p 5). In contrast, Rebecca Jestice (2005) 
explains that a mission-driven organization must keep its promises and “do so relatively quietly”, 
since maintaining continual commitment to the organizational mission is not “a building block 
for a brand image” (p. 14). A case in point: Wal-Mart.  

 
Wal-Mart claims: “When we enter a neighborhood, we pledge to participate, contribute 

and engage. We make a commitment to becoming a ‘store of the community’” (Community). 
Wal-Mart also has an entire web page dedicated to describing their commitment to Hurricane 
Katrina relief efforts (Wal-Mart's Hurricane Katrina Relief Efforts). Additionally, between the 
Wal-Mart and SAM’S CLUB Foundations and Wal-Mart Stores, Inc. over $170 million dollars 
was donated to community charities and non-profits in 2004 (Good works). While few would 
object to any corporation attempting to positively impact their local, regional, and even national, 
communities, many would question the motivation and ultimate purpose of activities so publicly 
touted. Further more, Wal-Mart is also widely criticized for their perceived mistreatment of their 
employees and their overall human resource policies including the pay scales and benefits 
(Barbaro & Barringer, 2005). A report commissioned by California U.S. Representative George 
Miller entitled, Everyday Low Wages: the Hidden Price We All Pay for Wal-Mart, states that the 
estimated annual salary of a sales clerk at Wal-Mart is $13, 861. This is less than the 2001 
federal poverty level for a family of three. (p. 4). The complexity of such seemingly 
contradictory indicators further emphasizes the need to clearly define the nature and composition 
of the for-profit and non-profit mission-driven enterprise. 
 
Non-Profit Organizations 

Although the vocabulary is different, these same elements exist in a non-profit 
organization, where there are perhaps both employees and volunteers, and donor relationships to 
nurture. Non-profit organizations must also act and plan strategically in order to be sustainable. 
While the term may be “surplus” rather than “profit”, concerns regarding long-term 
sustainability must be at the forefront of successful non-profit strategy. Here it may be beneficial 
to remember that the definition of a mission-driven organization as proposed in this paper does 
not make such a distinction. Both the for-profit and non-profit MDO must, in both its internal 
and external processes, exhibit the full integration of its stated mission. Non-profits are most 
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often founded with a singular social or environmental mission, and have traditionally only been 
expected to perform in that one mission area. In light of the proposed definition of mission-
driven organization, however, non-profits are being challenged to broaden the scope of their 
mission, beyond its focus on their targeted demographic. It is a difficult task to balance the 
complex tensions of the seemingly contradictory interests represented in a triple bottom-line. 
This is no less true for the non-profit than it is in the for-profit realm. Simply put, a non-profit 
organization operates without profit (although needing surplus to be sustainable), but being non-
profit does not necessarily mean or imply that all three elements of the mission-driven 
organization are being fulfilled. 

 
Implications and Conclusion 

 
Perhaps the most primary implication of the proposed definition is what it means for the 

ongoing dialogue regarding the social, environmental and global impacts of organizational 
activities. Having a definition, a starting place for dialogue and critical examination, enables 
significant and effective dialogue which can drive the development and improvements of 
organizational effectiveness.  Ultimately, organizations with fully integrated missions have the 
potential to prevent and better mitigate negative organizational impacts and accentuate, and 
perhaps replicate, positive organizational impacts. As the proposed definition delineates three 
main criteria for labeling an organization as “mission-driven”, it fits well with the already begun 
work in international standardization, such as GRI, SA 8000, and AA 1000. This can aid the field 
in making comparisons across countries, where it is often more difficult given the many different 
geographical, cultural, economic and political variations. Additionally, organizations with social 
auditing and reporting systems already in place, may find themselves already satisfying the 
definition of “mission-driven” organization.  

 
In furthering this work, empirical data gathered from a case analysis and practical 

application of the proposed definition would add significantly to the overall value of the 
research. Also, it would be important to test the definition in case studies of firms outside the US, 
in order to assess its cross-cultural applicability. 

 
Within a mission-driven organization, the mission is operationalized, such that it is 

integrated into the internal and external organizational activities. This mission integration 
benefits both the internal and external stakeholders. A common definition will help alleviate the 
vagueness currently surrounding the use of the term, and thereby offer some protection against 
potential misuse of the term and set the stage for important continuing dialogue about the 
responsibility of organizations to balance the tensions between global equity, environmental 
conscientiousness and financial sustainability.  
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