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good mission statement cap-
tures an organization’s unique
and enduring reason for be-
ing, and energizes stakeholders

to pursue common goals. It also enables a
focused allocation of organizational re-
sources because it compels a firm to ad-
dress some tough questions: What is our
business? Why do we exist? What are we
trying to accomplish? (See “Mission pos-
sible,” CAmagazine, September 1997.)

But where can one find out what dis-
tinguishes a good mission statement from
a poor one? Many people are turning to
the growing number of books that record
the mission statements of various compa-
nies. But these statements show a bewil-
dering diversity. Some are short and pithy,
such as General Electric’s classic state-
ment: “boundaryless, speed, stretch.” Oth-
ers are long, motherhood statements that
appear downright boring. Unfortunately,
many authors of these collections brand
the statements as “winning missions” only
to find that, after publication, the perfor-
mance of some firms has declined. Obvi-
ously, there is no guarantee that today’s
winners will be tomorrow’s champions.

Some academics have attempted to
bring more rigour to the process in order
to help managers better identify what
should (or should not) be in a mission
statement. Most of the research to date,
however, has been nothing more than
simple frequency counts of the different
categories of information that occur. The
problem is that there is a huge number of
potential categories  — I have counted up
to 40 mission content “items” in studies
by different authors — and none is well
correlated with actual performance.

In my own research over the past sev-
eral years, I have undertaken a different
approach. Rather than counting the fre-
quency of mission statement items, I
have tracked the correlation between 25
items (see exhibit) and company perfor-
mance measured by such tangibles as re-
turn on sales and growth in profits. This
research has shown that not all mission
statements are created equal, and that not
any mission statement will do. Some
statements appear better constituted than
others. Indeed, some mission statement
items appear to be clearly and unequivo-
cally associated with high performance,
thereby making a difference, while some
are not. Additional evidence also suggests
that the content of a mission statement
may actually have something to do with
the particular industry in which an orga-
nization finds itself.

Based on my research, the following
items are associated consistently with
firm performance:
• a statement of purpose or general, non-
financial goals (“The mission of the Leo
Burnett Company is to create superior
advertising”; “We believe in aggressive,
steady, predictable and well-planned
growth in sales and earnings” — The Ce-
lestial Seasonings Company);
• a statement of values (such as integrity,
trust and teamwork);
• specification of behavioural standards
(“Be kind and intelligent with others” —
Hanna Anderson; “Speak up freely and
openly without fear” — Binney & Smith;
“Enjoy your work and always brighten
your working atmosphere” — Honda
Motor Company);
• identification of the organization’s com-
petitive strategy (“We are in the business
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to please our customers and to provide
greater value than our competitors” —
Dayton Hudson Department Stores;“Cus-
tomer service delivered with a sense of
warmth, friendliness, individual pride and
company spirit” — Southwest Airlines);
• a statement of vision — a big, bold, au-
dacious, compelling, overarching, long-
term goal (such as GE’s classic, “To be-
come the most competitive enterprise in
the world by being No. 1 or No. 2 in every
business in which we operate,” or Disney-
land’s,“To be the happiest place on earth”);
• an expression of intent to satisfy the
needs and expectations of multiple stake-
holder groups, such as customers, em-
ployees, shareholders, suppliers and the
community.

Underlying each of these mission
components is emotional content and
the ability to evoke passionate responses
from all important stakeholder groups.
Mission statements that “make a differ-
ence” capture the hearts as well as the
minds of managers, front-line employ-
ees, customers and shareholders alike.

Perhaps the most interesting and in-
triguing outcome of my research was the
indication that the content of a mission
statement may also be influenced by such
variables as firm size and the type of in-
dustry in which it operates. To date, I
have analysed mission statements in
high-tech versus low-tech organizations;
in industrial versus consumer goods or-
ganizations; in innovative versus non-in-
novative organizations; and even in hos-
pitals in the not-for-profit health care
sectors. The results suggest that there are
distinct industry preferences for specific
items to be included in a firm’s mission.

In the case of high-tech and low-tech
firms, I found that low-tech firms were
much more likely to have mission state-
ments that included a definition of their
business. High-tech firms, it seems, pre-
fer to leave their business definitions fair-
ly loose, perhaps believing that a defini-
tion might be too confining and too re-
stricting in the application of their
technology. Low-tech firms, on the other
hand, have a larger and more stable core
business from which to extract some type
of business definition. The mission state-
ments of high-tech firms were also dis-
tinguished by the degree to which they
specified important behavioural stan-
dards, such as an obsession for satisfying
difficult customers, promoting an egali-
tarian workplace, recruiting the right
people and glorifying innovators.

Identification of behavioural stan-
dards was also a distinguishing charac-
teristic of the mission statements of in-
novative organizations. So, too, was the
presence of several other mission compo-
nents, such as the articulation of a com-
petitive strategy (“We are innovators”;
“Our edge is innovation”; “We bring
good things to life”), some sort of vision
statement and (surprise, surprise!) finan-
cial objectives. This latter dimension was
particularly interesting because it repre-
sents the only instance in all my surveys
in which the presence of specific quanti-
tative objectives appears to have a posi-

tive influence on performance. The ratio-
nale for innovative firms including finan-
cial objectives is that the potential for
failure is greater for them than for estab-
lished operations. Clearly articulating
and understanding the financial results
that will define success or failure is, there-
fore, especially important in order to,
first, select which innovative projects
move forward, and second, administer
rewards — particularly where high losses
are anticipated. Non-innovative firms,
unfortunately, do not appear to provide
this guidance and suffer the conse-
quences.

In the case of not-for-profit hospitals,
four mission components (distinctive
competence, specific patients served,
unique identity and concern for satisfying
patients’ needs) were among the most
powerful in terms of their relationship to
hospital performance measures. Interest-
ingly, these components were not usually
included in the mission statements of for-
profit organizations. I have explained this
variance by noting that most of the for-
profit firms in my sample were extremely
large and thus had a wide scope of opera-
tions. It would be difficult for such orga-
nizations to specify briefly in their mis-

sion statements their customer base, their
distinctively competitive offerings or their
unique identity. On the other hand, the
combination of a relatively narrow scope
of operations — and the trend toward
managed care models — makes it both
possible and desirable for not-for-profit
health care organizations to include these
items in their mission statements.

Although mission statements abound,
sound and reliable guidance on how to
create winners has been sparse. Man-
agers, CFOs and CAs seeking to assist
their organizations in formulating or re-
vising a mission statement should use the
research presented in this article to test
their final product. It is easy for mission
teams to get carried away by the jargon
and plethora of confusing terms that sur-
round the mission literature. To avoid
hopelessness and chaos, mission creators
should focus on a few basic principles
when finalizing their mission statements.

First, keep it simple. I have found that
the mission statements that work best are
relatively short and to the point — in the
early years, at least. There is a practical rea-
son for this. Missions that live and have
meaning within organizations must be
simple enough to remember. In this re-
gard, my research has demonstrated that
the mission statements having the most
impact on performance contain between
30 and 60 words. To be sure, you will find
examples of long mission statements in
successful companies. The truth is, how-
ever, that these were probably not the orig-
inal versions but rather the result of years
of experience in living with the mission
and then strengthening it in later revisions.

Second, the mission statement should
be unique. The best statements are those
that serve to identify the company. When
I challenge audiences to guess the name
of the company whose mission is “to
make people happy,” virtually everyone
shouts out, “Disney.” Every major organi-
zation should strive to achieve such
uniqueness in its statement.

Third, the mission statement should
be inspirational. This objective goes hand
in hand with the concept of uniqueness.
When choosing the words that comprise
your organization’s mission statement,
keep a thesaurus handy. Challenge the
choice of each word. Ask all important
stakeholders if each word captures the
essence of your organization. And don’t
be afraid to put a little “attitude” into it.
It makes a lot of difference if an organi-
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zation strives “to make people happy,” as
opposed to “helping make people happy.”

The fourth principle is to make per-
sonal values the cornerstone and bedrock
of the mission. Customers and employees
want to be proud of the organizations on
which they expend their money, time, tal-
ent and energy. The easiest way to capture
that pride is to identify the things these
stakeholders value and then look for ways
to incorporate them into the mission
statement. As most psychologists will at-
test, people like people who are like them-
selves. The same holds true for organiza-
tions and to the extent that they can mir-
ror the values of employees, they will
create an inspired and energized work-
force that will not only live the mission
but promote its acceptance everywhere.

Finally, the mission statement should

focus on the basics. Managers could in-
clude many items in their statements but
current research suggests that some com-
ponents are more important than others.
Managers should therefore concentrate
on getting these right before they diversi-
fy into more exotic dimensions that may,
in the end, only clutter the message and
confuse the reader.

Mission statements represent one of
the least-used tools for gaining an advan-
tage over the competition. Wise compa-
nies, however, understand the power that
having a finely tuned sense of mission
(one that is widely shared by all critical
stakeholders) can bring to their organiza-
tions. They understand that great mis-
sions ultimately hold the key to getting
people to work together. The starting
point, though, is the actual words that

make up the document. So, to get the
maximum benefit out of your mission,
invest the necessary time and energy to
make sure that your statement says it
right. Failure to do so may be an early in-
dicator that your organization is in for a
rough ride in the years ahead.

Christopher K. Bart, PhD, CA, is professor
of business strategy and director of the
Management of Innovation and New
Technology Research Centre, Michael G.
DeGroote School of Business at McMaster
University in Hamilton, Ontario.

Technical Editor:
Peter Jackson, CA
Director, Criteria of Control, CICA


