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Literature Review 

Introduction 

While interning as an economic development and marketing intern with the Economic Improvement 

Commission for the City of Fergus Falls, Minnesota, I discovered the wide variety of responsibilities that 

professionals in the economic development field have. Even as an intern, the job description I received barely 

scratched the surface of what I have been involved in. Due to the wide variety of responsibilities, I had the 

opportunity to learn something new every day. The Director of Economic Development for the City of Fergus Falls, 

who was my supervisor, repeatedly stated that she felt the same. While it is beneficial to do new things every day 

and to “wear many hats,” I found myself asking “how many is too many?” Business owners and leaders often have 

the same problem of trying to identify the main mission and goals of their business. They may take a step back and 

realize their business and values have drifted from what they desired. At what point must a business narrow its 

focus, and how do they go about doing that? This paper will address this question and look at a practical example of 

how the City of Fergus Falls and the Fergus Falls Economic Improvement Commission continues to work against 

Mission Drift and to stay focused on its mission. 

What is Mission Drift? 

 Mission Drift is a phenomenon experienced in all organizations, regardless of size, type, or form. The 

concept of Mission Drift originated in a very specific area of business: faith-based organizations. Peter Greer and 

Chris Horst, authors of Mission Drift: The Unspoken Crisis Facing Leaders, Charities, and Churches (2015), 

recognized drift within their organization HOPE International. Curious as to whether this problem was occurring in 

other similar organizations, Greer and Horst conducted interviews and research into several organizations, including 

the YMCA, Harvard University, Compassion International, and InterVarsity, that previously or currently have a 

mission with Christian faith at the center. Greer and Horst (2015) defined Mission Drift simply as a fundamentally 

unintended drift from an organization’s original goals and central mission. Their research identified two dimensions 

of Mission Drift.  
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The first kind is the drift that can happen on our watch, even under our very noses, when we take our 

mission for granted. The second is the drift that may or will happen after our watch, and direct influence, 

has ended. (Greer & Horst, 2015, p. 12) 

When either of these two types of drift occurs, an organization becomes mission untrue. The opposite case, mission 

true organizations, “know why they exist and protect their core at all costs…They define what is immutable: their 

values and purposes, their DNA, their heart and soul” (Greer and Horst, 2015, p. 27). Their research determined that 

remaining mission true was the exception, not the norm. Organizations that want to remain mission true and avoid 

drift have their work cut out for them. 

What Does Mission Drift Look Like in Businesses? 

Not all organizations that experience Mission Drift are faith-based, so other types of businesses that have a 

wide variety of missions may have a harder time determining whether they have experienced Mission Drift. All 

businesses must set out with a goal in mind, but to be successful, a clear, concise, and honest mission is necessary as 

well. Charles Toftoy and Joydeep Chatterjee define the sometimes-slippery concept of a mission as “an enduring 

statement of purpose that distinguishes its business from its peer firms, identifies its scope of operations, embodies 

its business philosophy and reflects the image it seeks to project” (2004, p. 42). Organizations can determine they 

have drifted when their operations no longer embody this statement of distinction. Without some safeguards in place 

to prevent drift, it will inevitably occur, and the organization will be unrecognizable in comparison with what it 

started out as (Schleckser, 2015).  

However, preventing Mission Drift does not require a business to remain static. Organizations can revisit 

their mission to remain viable and successful in their field. By doing so, businesses are able to adapt to the field and 

the current conditions. Robert Ferguson states that having leaders who are willing to revisit the reason for the 

organization’s existence often and “are flexible with strategic planning but remain stubborn about their mission, 

vision, and values” (2016) is essential in order to stay true to an organization’s mission. Changing the strategies to 

achieve the mission while remaining committed to the original intent of the mission does not mean the organization 

has drifted. Drift is not the same as change, but there is a point where change can become drift. The point at which 

an organization completely changes their original mission is a decision that brings about the threat of drift.  
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Broad missions that leave too much room for ambiguity can be one source of Mission Drift. If leaders, 

employees, and stakeholders are confused about where the business wants to go and how it will get there, the 

mission is not clear enough. Another source could be a lapse or lack of ethical judgement practices by leaders or 

employees. Decisions that are unethical often go against the mission of a business, and the recurrence of these types 

of decisions ultimately leads to drift. A third source of Mission Drift is having too many ideas for the mission 

without them being clearly prioritized, or in other words, having too many “balls in the air.” If an organization has 

too many things to focus on, staying true to a mission may fall by the wayside in an attempt to succeed in all of 

those other ideas or goals. 

Benefits of Mission Drift 

 Sometimes Mission Drift is necessary. Joannie Tremblay-Boire (2013) developed a framework to 

understand changes in a business’ mission. She broke down mission change into two components: mission drift and 

mission adaptation (p. 16 & 28). Adaptation is always necessary to sustain success, and if an organization is too 

short-sighted to recognize the constantly changing business world it lives in, it will not be successful long-term. The 

rapidly changing business world calls for dramatic adaptations that may go so far as to become drift, but this drift 

could be positive in nature. 

 One benefit of drift and adaptation is the opportunity to find a new niche to satisfy consumers. If a business 

is willing to take a risk outside its comfort zone, and possibly outside its mission, it may find success. However, a 

risk that attempts to move to the opposite end of the mission spectrum will have a lower chance of success. A 

second benefit of drift is the ability to learn more about the market that a business is in. This relates to risk taking as 

well. If a business expands its mission to include something new, it gives the business an opportunity to experience a 

new part of the market and learn more.  

Caution must be taken so that the drift is adaptive rather than unrelated. The drift is more likely to lead to 

success if leaders take the business goals and overall market into consideration. Whereas if the drift is attempting to 

move the mission to a completely unassociated alternative, success is far less likely. 

An example of a benefit from adapting a mission that Greer and Horst (2015) found in their research is 

Wells Fargo. Because Wells Fargo started off with a big picture mission that fit more than just one industry, the 
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company has been able to survive and succeed. According to the History of Wells Fargo website, Wells Fargo began 

as a stagecoach company in 1852 that reliably delivered people’s valuable possessions across the country (Wells 

Fargo, n.d.). Express mail delivered by stagecoach was the most reliable way to send possessions, such as letters and 

gold, during the second half of the 1800s, and Wells Fargo held the reputation of being the most reliable of all 

stagecoach companies. When the railway expanded at the end of the 1800s, these companies around the country 

collapsed, but Wells Fargo was innovative enough to remain. By refocusing its mission to connecting people, 

money, and goods, rather than simply being the most reliable stagecoach company, Wells Fargo outlasted all others 

(Greer & Horst, 2015, p. 73). Eventually the company moved from a transportation company to the banking 

company it is known as today. Without leaders that recognized the changing needs of the times and that were 

flexible enough to adapt, Wells Fargo would have fallen to the railway boom just as many others did. The company 

drifted in a positive direction from their mission. 

How to Avoid Mission Drift 

As Wells Fargo did, it is essential to the success of the business that the leaders have a clear goal of where 

they want the business to go. Without a clear focus and strong core values, an organization will inevitably 

experience the negative effects of Mission Drift. Other strategies or tools that can be useful in establishing 

safeguards to avoid Mission Drift include writing and following a mission statement, writing and believing in a 

values statement, writing and using a marketing plan, finding leaders and hiring employees that wholeheartedly 

believe in the mission of the business, and revisiting and adapting mission and value statements as needed.  

Writing a mission statement helps a business determine what business it is in and why it exists. It is often 

argued that writing a mission statement that is clearly and explicitly defined is the first step a small business needs to 

take. This step requires business owners and leaders to examine and think about what the company is doing and 

where it is heading. However, Toftoy and Chatterjee conducted a survey with the following results: 

First, most small businesses (64 per cent) do not have a written mission statement, but go by an informal 

work ethic and philosophy. Another 7 per cent of firms had a mission statement, but it was accessible only 

by a few top executives. Only 29 per cent of the companies had a written mission statement that was 

accessible to all employees. (2004, p. 42) 
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These results show that an alarming majority of small business owners have not explicitly considered what the 

business is and where they want the business to be in the future. Without consideration and a plan for the future, it 

seems logical that there could be no future to a given business. However, writing a mission statement is not enough. 

Leaders, employees, and other stakeholders must believe and follow this mission in everything they do. 

 A belief in the mission also plays into what the core values of the business and its stakeholders are. Mark 

Kushner (2001) describes core values as the building blocks of a business, and rather than being the “how’s,” they 

are the “what’s” (p. 65). Once a mission statement is written, a values statement is the next step. Core values help a 

business understand what it will do to accomplish its mission. Again, writing a values statement is not enough to 

ensure achievement of the mission; everyone in the business must believe that these values will keep them mission 

true. 

 The “how’s” to accomplishing the mission could be laid out as strategies in a marketing plan. Thomas 

Smale and Lydia Belanger define a marketing plan as a “document that describes your advertising and marketing 

efforts… it includes a statement of the marketing situation, a discussion of target markets and company positioning 

and a description of the marketing mix you intend to use to reach your marketing goals” (n.d.). Strategies included 

in a marketing plan will help ensure that internal and external communication is driven by the business’ mission. 

Emma Palasz (2017) discusses four ways that an organization’s marketing plan can help it avoid mission drift. The 

first being that a plan helps align the organization’s marketing goals with its overall business goals. If internal and 

external communication is in line with the overall mission, there is less room for confusion and drift. Marketing 

plans also help in developing key messages for different stakeholder groups with different ideas of the mission. The 

plan promotes a common understanding for stakeholders by providing a unique message to each that ultimately 

helps these groups come to the same conclusion. The third way Palasz discusses is that marketing plans create 

tactics that serve the mission. The tactics laid out in the plan are the “how’s” that explain the “what’s” presented by 

the core values. Finally, marketing plans help measure the results of the organization’s impact. When the plan aligns 

marketing goals with business goals, the results of the implemented marketing plan tell the company whether or not 

their mission is drifting. 

 As mentioned previously, having leaders, employees, and stakeholders that take the mission and values 

beyond the paper into true business application provides safeguards against Mission Drift as well. If these different 
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people do not wholeheartedly believe the mission and support the values, everyday operations will not accurately 

reflect the original business goals. According to Greer and Thorst, without clarity of the mission and intentionality 

of safeguarding it among all stakeholders, an organization is especially susceptible to Mission Drift (2015, p. 47). 

 Mission Drift is unintentional and often happens rather slowly. Therefore, it is important for the 

organization to revisit and revise its mission periodically. If a mission statement is written as the first step and then 

only referred to every ten years, it is likely that drift has occurred. However, if the mission is revisited once a year, 

for example, to make adaptations to the market at that time, the organization is more likely to stay mission true. 

Practical Application 

Introduction 

 To compare literature and my real-world experience during my time as an Economic Development and 

Marketing Intern for the Fergus Falls Economic Improvement Commission, I conducted three interviews. The first 

with my supervisor, the Community and Economic Development Director for the City of Fergus Falls (Amy 

Baldwin) to get a perspective on Mission Drift within the Economic Improvement Commission. The second and 

third with the City Administrator (Andrew Bremseth) and the Mayor (Ben Schierer) to get a perspective on the topic 

within the City of Fergus Falls as a whole. I also used the example of Dunham’s Sports in Fergus Falls to show how 

Mission Adaptation is proving successful for retail businesses in the changing retail environment. 

Economic Improvement Commission on Mission Drift 

 I developed an understanding of the Economic Improvement Commission’s (EIC) mission during my time 

as an intern, but to get clarification and to make sure my understanding was accurate I asked Baldwin to describe the 

mission. She said, “The mission of the EIC is to promote development through the retention, enhancement, and 

creation of businesses in the Fergus Falls community.” The EIC exists in the city to aid, assist, and promote growth 

and development. I saw this mission in action as I participated in business retention and expansion visits to local 

manufacturers, attended ribbon cuttings for new businesses, and assisted in writing a newsletter that included 

business news and resources. 

 My second question for Baldwin was if she thought the EIC has experienced Mission Drift or stayed 

Mission True. The EIC had experienced some adaptations, but for the most part Baldwin believed it continues to 
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accomplish the mission of promoting development. When the EIC was formed, the main strategy to accomplish the 

mission was creating jobs. However, unemployment is low in Fergus Falls currently, and businesses are focusing on 

filling open positions, rather than creating new ones. This market condition meant that the EIC had to find other 

strategies that meet the needs of businesses to continue development. Some of the current concerns of the EIC, after 

adapting, include minimizing the childcare shortage, retention strategies, and providing resources for training. 

Baldwin said the commitment to the mission and the successful adaptation are the result of her bringing a new 

perspective to the Director position she has held for three years and the requirement to adapt to stay relevant. She 

said one of the biggest drivers behind the commitment to the overall mission was a broad understanding from the 

city and community members of why the EIC exists. When stakeholders understand the mission, it is easier to 

remain committed to it. 

 The final question centered around the importance of having committed leaders and committed followers to 

the mission. Baldwin said she felt her leadership has been extremely valuable to the EIC the past three years, but 

without assisting staff members and board members the progress they have made would not have been possible. She 

said while strong leadership is important to be effective, economic development in the community is a collective 

concern and many people should be involved. Baldwin mentioned that prior to her being the Community and 

Economic Development Director there was not an appropriate level of collaboration between her department and 

others within the city. As my supervisor, I witnessed Amy deal with several struggles and take the blame for 

problems that were not her fault. Despite this, she remained extremely positive, motivated, and dedicated to 

continuing to fulfill the EIC’S mission. 

City of Fergus Falls on Mission Drift 

 While a city operates differently than a business, they are the same in the sense that a clearly and explicitly 

defined mission will help in the path to success. According to the City of Fergus Falls’ website, its mission 

statement reads as follows: “Building on our heritage and planning for the future of our citizens, the mission of the 

City of Fergus Falls is to provide the resources, opportunities and environment to assure the best possible quality of 

life” (City of Fergus Falls, n.d.). The website also lists six core values of what it will do to accomplish the mission. I 

asked Schierer how he is helping to accomplish the mission of the City. He said he plans to highlight the river, 

promote a healthy environment, draw people downtown, and maintain infrastructure. 
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 The second question I asked Bremseth and Schierer was whether they believe the City has drifted from its 

mission to provide the best quality of life or remained committed to it. They both felt it would be harder for the City 

to drift, in comparison with a business, because they have a constant source of feedback from citizens of Fergus 

Falls. However, they both said the mission needed to be broad and flexible enough to accommodate change every 

two years as new City Council members are elected. Opinions and needs of the community change often, so the 

mission and tactics to accomplish it must be able to adapt. Bremseth said it is the job of city staff to “right the ship” 

and maintain focus on the mission. Both Bremseth and Schierer said they believe the City does its best to provide a 

great quality of life. Bremseth specifically said that core city staff members, a solid understanding of resources, and 

an annual budget are the biggest asset to the commitment to staying Mission True. 

 Considering the constantly changing opinions within the community, I asked Bremseth how often he 

thought it is necessary to revisit the mission with city staff to look for needed changes and adaptations. He said that 

the mission was developed to be broad enough to be constantly relevant, and his opinion was that the less often it 

was changed the easier it is to stay true to. However, community will does call for the reexamination of the mission 

occasionally. The frequency with which that happens cannot be decided arbitrarily by city staff, but must be 

determined and communicated by members of the community. 

 Again, the final question centered on the importance of having committed leaders and committed followers 

to the mission. Bremseth said, “If leaders do not do the will of the people, those leaders do not last long.” Schierer 

said it is very important, as the Mayor to identify, work with, and change public sentiment. For the City to stay 

Mission True, leaders must know what their followers want and need because those followers play a large role in 

establishing that mission. Bremseth and Schierer agreed that it is a balancing act between the leaders and followers 

to accomplish the mission of the City. 

Mission Adaption for Dunham’s Sports  

 Fergus Falls, much like many other cities across Minnesota, has experienced the results of the changing 

retail climate. Big name retail closures in the city have included JC Penney’s, Kmart, Target, and Herberger’s. 

However, Dunham’s Sports is adapting to survive. Loosely, Dunham’s mission is to provide value by offering big 

names at low prices (Dunham’s Sports, n.d.). Recently, the sporting goods retailer has expanded their offerings in 

children’s clothing. With the loss of Target, many families expressed concern about finding quality clothing for 
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school-age children. The sporting goods retailer is attempting to meet these needs by offering more options outside 

of their usual activewear options. This adaptation to the market’s needs provides an example of the benefits of 

reexamining a mission statement to be sure the organization is doing everything it can to succeed. 

Conclusion 

Mission Drift presents an unintentional yet dangerous threat to all businesses. When an organization lacks a 

clear and distinct mission that describes why it exists and where it wants to go, the organization can turn into an 

unrecognizable version of itself. The concept of Mission Drift began in faith-based organizations, but can be seen in 

businesses of all types. Broad missions that leave too much room for confusion, lapses in ethical judgement in 

important business decisions, and a lack of clarity and focus all leave room for an organization to drift from its 

mission. However, sometimes drifting to accommodate change and to adapt can bring positive results for a business. 

Missions must remain relevant and representative for an organization to remain successful. Drifting is one way a 

business may become unsuccessful. To avoid Mission Drift, organizations should write and follow a mission 

statement, write and believe in a values statement, write and use a marketing plan, find leaders and hire employees 

that wholeheartedly believe in the mission of the business, and revisit and adapt mission and value statements as 

needed. Establishing safeguards to prevent the organization from drifting will help to ensure that it remains true to 

the mission and to understand why it believes in what it does. 

After interning with the Fergus Falls Economic Improvement Commission, I realized how easy it is for 

organizations to drift and how lacking clarity can be a contributing factor to mission drift. However, I do believe that 

the EIC and the City of Fergus Falls has, to the best of their ability during some difficult times, remained Mission 

True. Coming in to my position, I lacked clarity about what my summer internship would constitute. As my 

internship came to a close, I came to the realization that although having many responsibilities can be 

overwhelming, having a solid understanding that my job was to aid, assist, and promote growth both within the EIC 

and throughout the community of Fergus Falls helped me stay Mission True. The same conclusion can be applied to 

the EIC and the City—clarity of the goals of these entities helps to ensure that they find success and achievement of 

their missions. 
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