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Mission Haiku: 
The Poetry of Mission Statements
by Ch r i s topher Fi n n e y

Using the Principles of Haiku
Poetry is reductionism at its most pow-

erful, cutting away every thing from an

im a ge except the content of a few words ,

but le aving its complexity intact. Hai k u ,

which consists of only three short lines,

exemplifies this reduc tionism. Consider

the following haiku by Matsuo Basho ,

one of the form’s preeminent authors ,

and translated by former U.S. poet lau-

reate Robert Hass.1

The old pond— furuike ya

a frog jumps in, kawazu tobikomu

sound of water mizu no oto

With remarkable precision (the orig-

inal Japanese poem includes only seven

words), Basho esta blishes not on ly a

concrete im a ge but also a sense of our

fleeting impact before the immensity of

the universe. Without diving too deeply

into the pond of literary interpretation,

H ETH ER YOU ARE A grass-

roots start-up or a gener-

a tions - old found a tion ,

your mission sta tement

de serves your attention .

Mission sta tements are the cornerstone

of both extern al communic a tion and

intern al vision. And bec ause mission

statements represent the reduction of a

complex vision into a few carefully

cho sen words, they are simil ar to Ja pan-

ese haiku, poems that capture concrete

im a ges with meta physic al implic a tions

in just 17 syllables. 

Why Focus on Mission Statements?
Your organiza tion’s mission sta tement

de serves to be elegant, prec ise, and even

poetic bec ause the se words embody the

re as on your nonprofit exists. When

s ailing stormy boardroom se as, a

mission sta tement is your North Star ;

when disc ussion gets contentious, you

c an turn to the mission sta tement for

cl arity. And the se few words will gu ide

future genera tions of organiza tion al

le a ders. A strong mission sta tement als o

helps to communic a te the core of our

work in just a few lines to tho se extern al

to an organiza tion. But to serve the se

purpo ses, mission sta tements must be

c arefully crafted. History has seen few

more ex a c ting wordsmiths th an the gre a t

h aiku poets, and nonprofits can le arn

much from them .

W we can see that Basho uses his 17 sylla-

bles fully, pre senting multiple me aning s .

In fact, in 1765 the Budd hist prie st

Moran wrote that this poem “is inde-

scriba bly mysterious, em anc ipa ted, pro-

found and delic a te. One can understand

it only with years of experience.”2

Basho’s haiku is an excellent

example of the multiple levels on which

we must employ language to communi-

c a te effec tively. On the surfa ce, words

h ave denota tions; this haiku is about a

particular frog that jumps into a partic-

ul ar pond. Poet Chijitsu an To s ai wrote

that Basho’s haiku “de scribes a scene

ex a c tly as the poet saw it. Not a sing le

s yll a ble is contrived . ”3 Your organiza-

tion’s mission sta tement must be simi-

larly concrete. The first test of a poetic

mission sta tement is whether it con veys

the hone st, uncontrived truth of an orga-

nization’s purpose. 

On another level, every word has con-

nota tions, or sug ge sted me aning s .

Basho’s frog has often been read as

evoc a tive of the ephemeral nature of

hum an life. Simil ar ly, every word in

your mission sta tement carries conno-

ta tions, and tho se connota tions must be

c arefully man a ged in order to commu-

nic a te every thing you want (and nothing

you don’t). Basho’s frog evokes solitude

and a brief moment in the long course of

time; what does your mission sta tement

evoke? 



Creating Mission Statements
On a concrete level, how can we apply

the craftsm anship of poetry to mission

sta tements? Think carefully about

e a ch word of your mission sta tement ,

a bout the range of denota tions and con-

nota tions it carries, and about its effec t

on re a ders. As you write or revise, con-

sider your mission sta tement as a

poem, where every word is at a

premium and every syll a ble holds

me aning. Interpreting an existing

mission sta tement as a poem can

provide me aning ful insight into your

organiza tion’s purpo se and approa ch .

The Na ture Conservancy’s mission

sta tement is a good ex ample :

“ The mission of The Na ture Conser-

vancy is to pre serve the pl ants, anim als

and natural communities that repre-

sent the diversity of life on Earth by

protec ting the lands and wa ters they

need to survive . ”

First, the word pre serve is powerfully

prec ise; pre servatio n ( as oppo sed to

co nservatio n) refers spec ific ally to

m aintaining natural lands intact, the

Na ture Conservancy’s main mode of

a c tion. Second, the Na ture Conservancy

works to pre serve co mmunities that

represent the diversity of life on Earth.

This is an important phrase. Ecological

communities consist of all the spec ie s

that interact in a partic ul ar pl a ce and

time, and communities, not species, are

the basic unit of a func tion al eco s ystem .

Larger and more complex than individ-

ual species but still small enough to be

readily preserved, communities are the

ide al unit of sc ience - based en vironmen-

tal protec tion. The se communities are

said to represent the diversity of life on

Earth, bec ause the Na ture Conservancy

works at a global scale, preserving rep-

resentative places from diverse ecosys-

tems. Further, life and diversity evoke

powerful ethic al concepts that are

almo st univers ally accepted. Fin ally ,

the Na ture Conserva cy addre sses the

l ands and wa ters the se communitie s

need to survive, underscoring the

importance of land pre serva tion, the
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organiza tion’s main program. The

Na ture Conservancy’s mission sta te-

ment is powerful bec ause its prec ise

l angu a ge distills the essence of the orga-

niza tion’s wide - ranging work and vision

into a few key phrases. In doing so, the

mission sta tement provides a banner for

en vironmental protec tion rooted in

sc ience and ethics. If it is well crafted

and applied, your organiza tion’s mission

sta tement can provide a simil ar rallying

point.

Conclusion
If you are writing or rewriting your

organiza tion’s mission sta tement ,

a pproa ch the proce ss as if you were

compo sing a purpo seful poem, keeping

e a ch word’s denota tions and connota-

tions in mind. If you are re a ding an

existing mission sta tement, you may

recognize imprec ise langu a ge, and a

revision might be in order. The proce ss

c an even provide an opportunity to

enga ge in a me aning ful disc ussion of

your mission. Even if your mission

sta tement is al re a dy worded as you

want it to read, ex amine the wording

c arefully, it will proba bly con jure the

s pirit of your organiza tion more cle ar ly

th an a dec a de of ye ar - end reports. 

Fin ally, once you have crafted your

mission sta tement and understand it

fully, give it life. Make sure everyone

in vol ved with your organiza tion knows

the mission sta tement by he art and can

use it to de scribe your work and vision .

S ometimes we have on ly a few seconds

to capture the attention of a potential

ally, and a poetic mission sta tement

m ay be the exact ve hicle nece ss ary to

c a pture your audience. 
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Send us your favorite haiku at feed ba ck @

np q m a g . org. Reprints of this article may be

ordered from htt p : / / store . nonprofit qu ar-

ter ly . org, using code 150210.

As you use haiku to develop the language of
your mission state m e nt or use another org a-
n i z at i o n’s as a sample, have fun with the
p ro ce s s. The mission of the Am e r i can Libra ry
As s o c i ation (A LA), for ex a m p l e, is as fo l l ow s :

“The mission of the Am e r i can Libra ry
As s o c i ation is to provide leadership for the
d e ve l o p m e nt, promotion, and improve m e nt
of libra ry and info r m ation serv i ces and the
p ro fession of librarianship in order to
e n h a n ce learning and ensure access to info r-
mation for all.”

Two possible haiku to ca p t u re this
mission statement are the following:

Ensure access to
Information and
Library services

Develop, promote
Improve library service
To enhance learning

The first haiku fo cuses more strongly on the
i n c l u s i ve nat u re of quality libra ry serv i ce s,
one result of the ALA’s wo r k. The second haiku
s t resses the ALA’s dire ct work on improv i n g
l i b ra r i a n s h i p. Neither poem alone includes
the full exte nt of the Am e r i can Libra ry As s o-
c i at i o n’s mission, but each ca p t u res a diffe r-
e nt understanding of its essence.

How to Start
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To make whole again
hu m a n i ty shat te red by

to rt u re; to end it. 
—Ali Gh avari 

Ce nter for Vi ctims of To rt u re 
Mi n n e a p o l i s, Mi n n e s o t a

Fi n a n cial guidance
For visionary leaders

Re a l i ze your goals
—Ashley Sc hwe i t zer 

No n p rofits As s i s t a n ce Fund 
Mi n n e a p o l i s, Mi n n e s o t a

Jungle discove ry
t ree frog cures hy pe rte n s i o n

co m p assion pro f i t s
— Bra d fo rd Kirkman-Liff 

School of Health Management and Po l i cy 
WP Ca r rey School of Bu s i n e s s, Te m p e, Ar i zo n a

Do good
Su p po r t libe rty,

j u s t i ce
for all

— Ste ven E. Maye r
Ju s t P h i l a nt h ro py. o rg

Mi n n e a p o l i s, Mi n n e s o t a

Women and families
Re b u i l d i n g, lov i n g, learn i n g

In our safe re f u g e
— Leslie R. Fo s ter 

The Gathering Place: A Refuge
for Rebuilding Lives 

Bo u l d e r, Co l o ra d o

The best medici n e
is pre vention of illness

I m mu n i zat i o n s !
— Lydia McCoy 

Co l o rado Ch i l d re n’s Immunization Coalition 
Au ro ra, Co l o ra d o

Women on the stre e t s
with so little of their ow n

Sa fe at De l o re s
—Te r rell Cu rt i s

The De l o res Pro j e ct
De nve r, Co l o ra d o

Pa i n t, ink and bru s h e s
Come alive and friendship bloo m s

I can re cove r.
— N a n cy A. Harris 

Co l o rado Arts of Recove ry 
De nve r, Co l o ra d o

Business be n e f i t s
Env i ronment be n e f i t s

Was te be comes re s o u rce
—Jenna Kunde 

Wa s te Cap Wi s consin, Inc. 
Mi l wa u ke e, Wi s co n s i n

Di s cove ry of maritime life
All generat i o n s

Ed u cate !
— Pe te Helsell 

No rt hwest Maritime Ce nter / 
Wooden Bo at Fo u n d ation 

Po rt Tow n s e n d, Wa s h i n g to n

Co m mu n i cat i o n ,
Building your ca p a ci ty,

Co l l a bo rat i o n .
— Patrick J. Rogers 

I n s t i t u te for Human Se rv i ce s, Inc. 
Bath, New Yo r k

Trembling in my hand
The smallest monkey on Ea rt h

Exhales his last bre at h
— Lu cy Lerner Wormser 

Pacific Pr i m ate Sa n ct u a ry 
H a i ku, Maui, Hawa i i

Feeling good, 
doing be t te r, 

finding solutions
— Mi tch Bru s ki 

Kenneth Young Ce nter 
Elk Grove Vi l l a g e, Illinois

Each fat h e rless boy 
Who needs a mentor 

Shall have one
— Ri c h a rd As ton 

Big Buddy 
Wa i t a ke re Ci ty, New Ze a l a n d

In response to an online version of Chris Fi n n e y’s article published earlier this ye a r, readers of the N P Q e- Ne ws l e t te r
responded ent h u s i a s t i cally with haiku and other poetic mission state m e nts of their own. He re are their re s p o n s e s :
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