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Mission creep, or deviation from an organization’s stated 

mission, is a problem that affects nonprofit visual arts organizations at 

the most basic level. However, the sensitive nature of mission 

misalignment means that it is difficult to conduct research on the 

causes of mission creep. Anecdotal evidence suggests that 

organizational planning that focuses on an organization’s impact within 

its community is more likely to result in programming that successfully 

meets its mission and serves its stakeholders, thus avoiding mission 

creep. This strategy, adaptive impact planning, prepares an 



	  

organization to make decisions that are in line with their missions and 

their founding intent.  

  The American Alliance of Museums should more actively 

encourage planning, in order to create a positive association with 

conversations about mission, and should seek out quantitative data 

regarding the relationship between planning and mission success in 

order to determine what has helped organizations like The Hammer 

Museum in Los Angeles to successfully navigate mission management 

while others have failed to remain faithful to their mission statements. 
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Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION TO MISSION CREEP 

 

Every nonprofit organization has a mission statement. It is 

intended to “provide an overview of the group’s plan to realize [a] 

vision by identifying the service areas, target audience, and values and 

goals of the organization” (“Establishing”). In a perfect world, the 

mission would be central to all decision-making; in reality, other 

factors occasionally intervene, causing an organization to shift away 

from its mission. Despite the fact that the Stanford Social Innovation 

Review calls this phenomenon, most frequently referred to as mission 

creep, “the leading virus of the social sector,” there is very little 

written about mission misalignment as it relates to the visual art 

museum world (“Mission Matters” 2). No quantitative research exists 

about the frequency, scope, or effects of mission creep on individual 

institutions, or the field as a whole. This is symptomatic of a larger 

problem in visual art museum culture. Stephen E. Weil, who is 

considered one of the foremost authorities on museum structure and 

art and law, says, “there appears to be a deep reluctance across the 

museum field to believe that any judgment about a museum’s overall 
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merit could possibly have any validity beyond being merely ‘one 

person’s opinion’” (Weil 58). This indicates a strong reluctance to 

reflect on problems within individual institutions. While it is both 

possible and beneficial to examine the problem of mission creep in this 

context, it is clear that this is an area in which there is a significant 

lack of research.  

In an effort to make the subject of mission misalignment suited 

for discussion, the problem is presented in the context of a solution. 

Nonprofit visual arts organizations that address the reciprocity 

between mission and programming through a deliberate planning 

process are more likely to achieve success in serving their target 

audience, thus preventing mission creep and avoiding mission-related 

controversy. A process that considers both an organization’s values 

and the impact of its programming in equal measures benefits both 

the institution and its constituents by drawing a parallel between the 

needs of the constituents and the services provided by the 

organizations. This process allows an organization to create goals in 

line with its mission and the intent behind its foundation. Ultimately, it 

is impossible to verify the hypothesis presented herein without a 

transparent and widespread examination of organizations employing 

these strategies, but the evidence that follows prescribes a set of 

action steps that have been effective within individual visual arts 
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organizations and are particularly suited to the museum perspective, 

as a whole.   

For the purposes of this paper, the term nonprofit visual arts 

organizations is limited to museums within the United States of 

America that are recognized by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) as 

501(c)(3) nonprofit entities; are bound by a mission statement and 

governed by a board of directors; and are accredited by the American 

Alliance of Museums (AAM).  

The IRS limits the activity of registered nonprofits by way of an 

organizational test, which requires that a nonprofit’s mission and 

articles of incorporation select one of the admissible tax-exempt 

activities, which range from the charitable to the scientific, to serve as 

the focus of the organization’s work. After making this selection, a 

more specific statement of purpose, the mission, is established and 

filed with the IRS, which reviews the statement to ensure it is an 

appropriate nonprofit purpose. A GuideStar analysis of a 2012 speech 

by director of IRS Exempt Organizations, Lois Lerner, reveals that the 

IRS not only reviews compliance, but tracks self-reported governance 

decisions made by nonprofit organizations whose missions are under 

review (Lampkin). These are submitted under Part IV of the Form 990, 

which dictates what additional schedules might need to be submitted. 

Lampkin provides an example where an organization answers ‘No’ to a 
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question about whether comparability data was used to make 

compensation decisions (Lampkin). The results of the compilation of 

this information has not been made public, however according to 

GuideStar’s analyst, Lerner’s presentation indicates that “the IRS 

hopes to have the data to support its premise that good governance 

leads to good tax compliance” (Lampkin). Good governance is an 

element of good planning and it is central to monitoring an 

organization’s adherence to its mission; however, the focus of the IRS’ 

research is broad. Without reflection on a field-by-field basis, let alone 

an organization-by-organization basis, it is difficult to attain a clear 

picture of the state of mission compliance in the visual art museum 

community as a whole. 

In addition to IRS criteria, the AAM has a set of standards that 

dictate an organization’s eligibility to join. Because it only looks at 

museums, it is able to set standards that are more closely related to 

the operation of visual art nonprofits. The AAM’s accreditation process 

is, Weil argues, “the closest [the field] has come” to setting the 

standard for a good museum (Weil 59). In addition, the rigorous 

criteria applied to member organizations help establish parameters for 

the application of methods discussed in this paper. These criteria, as 

well as those related to IRS regulation, are discussed in depth in 

Chapter II.  



5	  	  

The activity that occurs once nonprofit status has been awarded 

is covered under an umbrella term, programming, which refers to all 

activity that an organization undertakes to serve its audience, 

including exhibitions, classes, and lectures. Programming is made 

available to the public or to specific constituent groups—such as 

students, members, and families—in an effort to fulfill the mission of 

the organization.  

A strong mission helps to dictate a target audience built of these 

constituent groups, ranging from residents of a geographical area to a 

group of specialists in a field. When defining target audiences in order 

to further refine mission-relevant activities, the intent behind the 

formation of the organization as well as its articles of incorporation 

should be taken into consideration. This is particularly true for an arts 

organization, which has some flexibility in defining both its 

constituency and its purpose. While a charity that is dedicated to, for 

example, funding a cure for cancer is limited to stakeholders that are 

involved in that cause, an arts organization could target nearly any 

subset of the public. By the same token, a cure for cancer is a 

measurable outcome; arts organizations often have missions that have 

the potential to operate in perpetuity.  

When a federally registered nonprofit performs activities that 

deviate from the stated purpose in the organization’s mission 
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statement, this is mission creep. It may also be referred to as mission 

drift, mission misalignment, or mission-related controversy. It 

presents in a number of ways, and this deviation might be intentional 

or unintentional. It may occur within the framework of mission-

appropriate activity or it may involve unrelated business. The 

presentation of mission in programming will be addressed in depth in 

Chapter III. 

The mission is created or refined through a planning process, 

which differs from organization to organization. It may be true that 

some planning is better than no planning, but all planning is not 

created equally. In its most basic form, planning it is simply a method 

for improving an organization’s performance, but there are many more 

complex categories of planning, including the commonly referenced 

strategic planning. One definition, which has been widely adapted and 

adopted, is that strategic planning is “a deliberative, disciplined effort 

to produce fundamental decisions and actions that shape and guide 

what an organization […] is, what it does, and why it does it” (Bryson 

26). However, traditional strategic planning often takes the form of a 

static plan that is revisited periodically. Randi Korn, a planning 

consultant who has worked with a number of arts organizations, 

including some of the organizations discussed in this paper, refers to 

her process as impact planning (Korn). This paper defines impact 
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planning as an intentional effort to predict and prescribe future activity 

and response within an organization. For the purposes of this 

discussion, any plan must be regularly reviewed and updated and must 

directly address the appropriateness of the mission for current 

programming. Planning is a regular occurrence for most nonprofits, 

but the inclusion of mission in this process is a fundamental element in 

the prevention of mission creep.  

The AAM asserts that mission creep is a problem. It cautions 

against mission creep in its code of ethics, which reads,  

Loyalty to the mission of the museum and to the public it 

serves is the essence of museum work, whether volunteer 

or paid. Where conflicts of interest arise—actual, potential 

or perceived—the duty of loyalty must never be 

compromised. No individual may use his or her position in a 

museum for personal gain or to benefit another at the 

expense of the museum, its mission, its reputation and the 

society it serves. (“Code of Ethics”)  

The AAM requires a museum to follow its own mission in the same way 

that the IRS code mandates mission compliance, but with some 

additional caveats. In addition to an institutional responsibility to the 

mission, the burden is expanded in one direction, to include the 

individual museum employee, and in another to include a responsibility 
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to the reputation and constituency of a given organization, regardless 

of the specific wording of the mission. In fact, the AAM has included 

the phrase “actual, potential, or perceived” when describing violations 

in its code of ethics (“Code of Ethics”). As a result, the mere possibility 

of mission creep, or of a public suspicion of mission creep, must be 

addressed. It is easy to see when the public suspects mission creep. 

Planning addresses that possibility of mission creep by adding a 

preventative measure. 

These regulations and recommendations indicate that mission 

creep is not acceptable, but the field not only lacks a clear picture of 

the various forms that mission creep can take, it also lacks an explicit 

link between regular planning and the absence of mission creep. 

Establishing a plausible connection between a lack of planning and the 

presence of mission creep, and vice-versa, will illustrate a need for 

more empirical research into the existence, cause, and prevention of 

mission creep. 

Weil writes, in the text Making Museums Matter, that:  

Because the museum community has never been willing to 

grapple openly with what might make any particular 

museum a ‘bad’ one, by the same token it has failed to 

address in any sustained and productive way the question 
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of what might make some other museum a ‘good’ one. 

(Weil 59) 

In order to understand the proper function of a mission that meets IRS 

and AAM requirements, both the successes and failures of mission 

within the visual arts field must be reviewed, as some examples are 

reviewed in Chapter III.  

If it is necessary to apply value judgments, as Weil does, in 

order to discuss the existential topic of Making Museums Matter, it is 

certainly necessary to evaluate the actions that surround mission 

review in order to address the much narrower question of whether 

museums are meeting their missions, and how. The lack of a sufficient 

data pool prevents a quantitative assessment, but anecdotal discussion 

of trends in mission creep may help direct future research. In order to 

determine whether an individual museum is ‘good’ or ‘bad,’ in Weil’s 

mind, it is essential to know whether a museum is performing in the 

manner that its governing bodies and its mission demand. A set of 

tools for rehabilitating a museum that is out of compliance and 

maintaining a museum that operates within its mission will be 

presented in Chapter IV; those tools rely on the marriage of mission 

and impact, which in turn necessitates an increased focus on the study 

of the relationship between planning and mission success.  
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Chapter II 

MISSIONS IN THEORY 

 

There are a series of laws, rules, and best practices that are in 

place to help guide a museum in its formation and day-to-day 

operation. The laws related to mission are governed primarily by the 

Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and are interpreted through the 

judicial system, so there is a great deal of precedent common law on 

the subject of mission. The organizations within the scope of this paper 

also adhere to American Alliance of Museums (AAM) requirements, but 

they are also encouraged to follow a nuanced set of guidelines. Before 

reviewing the ways that missions succeed and fail in the real world, it 

is important to understand the ideal set forth by the IRS, as well as 

the ideal set forth by the AAM.  
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The American Alliance of Museums 

 

The primary incentive for accreditation in the AAM is that there is 

a national expectation within the United States that a museum has 

that credential. One expert says, “AAM Accreditation signifies 

excellence within the museum community. It is a seal of approval and 

strengthens individual museums and the entire field by promoting 

ethical and professional practices” (“Mission, Organization and 

Accreditation”). In addition to the clout afforded to member 

organizations, accreditation makes museums accountable to a single, 

specialized entity. 

All AAM accredited museums are required to meet a specific set 

of guidelines. To be eligible, a museum must “be essentially 

educational in nature,” “have a formally stated and approved mission,” 

present “regularly scheduled programs and exhibits,” formally 

document its collections, maintain a public facility, and meet 

Characteristics of Excellence for U.S. Museums (“Eligibility Criteria”). 

The characteristics fall under seven categories: public trust and 

accountability, mission and planning, leadership and organizational 

structure, collections stewardship, education and interpretation, 

financial stability, and facilities and risk management.  
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Most relevant to this paper, the mission and planning directives 

are directed towards preventing mission creep. The first tenet, “the 

museum has a clear understanding of its mission and communicates 

why it exists and who benefits as a result of its efforts,” requires that 

the organization consider the consequences of its mission from the 

outset (“Characteristics of Excellence”). An accredited museum is 

required to direct its operations, strategy, and resources to the 

advancement of the mission. A member museum “engages in ongoing 

and reflective institutional planning that includes involvement of its 

audiences and community” and sets metrics to evaluate the outcomes 

of its programming (“Characteristics of Excellence”). These metrics are 

not set by the AAM, but rather this guideline encourages an 

organization to create a system for monitoring its own activity. 

The AAM makes recommendations about the mission itself, as 

well. The central element of these standards is that the museum 

places the public at the center of its purpose and is both transparent 

and communicative about its “public service role”. In addition, the AAM 

specifies that, “the museum’s governing authority and staff [should] 

think and act strategically to acquire, develop and allocate resources 

to advance the mission of the museum,” as well as “[engage] in 

ongoing and reflective institutional planning that includes involvement 

of its audiences and community” (“Mission and Planning”). The 



13	  	  

mission, the process used to draft the mission, and the processes used 

to determine the efficacy of the mission are all used as opportunities 

to assess the public needs and revise programming accordingly.  

Because of this emphasis on a museum’s constituency, the 

public trust and accountability section of the AAM’s prescribed 

characteristics is also especially relevant to a discussion of mission 

creep. In addition to serving the mission, each museum is required to 

act as “a good steward of its resources held in the public trust” and to 

consider the communities it serves in defining stewardship. An AAM 

museum “is transparent in its mission and its operations” while 

complying with all relevant laws and regulations (“Characteristics of 

Excellence”). Once again, the AAM makes the connection between 

purpose and function. 

The AAM’s considerable sway in the museum community makes 

it hard to ignore its philosophies. Its accreditation is a crucial part of 

existing in the visual arts ecosystem in the United States, which raises 

the stakes for violation. Loss of accreditation can lead to sanctions 

from funders and other AAM members, including ineligibility for public 

and private grants, limitations regarding loans of art and hosting 

exhibits, and the inability to hire and retain qualified staff. On top of 

these actual consequences, the perception of impropriety can affect 

those grants that do not require AAM accreditation as well as dissuade 
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potential partners outside of the AAM’s purview. Despite the peer 

pressure to join the AAM and adhere to its tenets, organizational 

membership is voluntary. However, as of March 2014, the AAM 

website lists 829 member organizations, 41% of which are art 

museums (“Accreditation”). The consequences of violation are severe 

simply because of the sheer number of member museums. 

 

 

The Internal Revenue Service 

 

Unlike AAM membership, engagement with the IRS is not 

optional and the consequences of violation are equally damaging. In 

addition to the industry self-regulation facilitated by the AAM, relevant 

laws and regulations are applied to visual arts museums based on their 

nonprofit status. In a statement, “The Internal Revenue Service 

[asserts that it] believes that a well-governed charity is more likely to 

obey the tax laws, safeguard charitable assets, and serve charitable 

interests than one with poor or lax governance” (“Governance and 

Related Topics” 1). In this instance, governance refers to the people 

responsible for ensuring IRS compliance. For the purposes of a 

nonprofit visual arts museum, this is likely to be a Board of Directors, 

Board of Governors, or Board of Trustees, working in conjunction with 
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the senior staff of the organizations. If a museum’s leadership is 

proactive about self-evaluation, it is more likely to understand and, as 

a result, meet IRS requirements.  

The IRS is clear that it does not require “particular management 

structure, operational policies, or administrative practices,” because 

each organization’s needs are different (1). While it does not make any 

specific prescriptions, it does review organizational governance when 

awarding tax-exempt status and, annually, through required 

documentation (1). It justifies this practice, saying,  

A charity that has clearly articulated purposes that 

describe[s] its mission, a knowledgeable and committed 

governing body and management team, and sound 

management practices is more likely to operate effectively 

and consistent[ly] with tax law requirements. (1) 

While it does not recommend a specific process for achieving these 

outcomes, it does go on to say that a successful mission “serves to 

explain and popularize the charity’s purpose and guide its work. It also 

addresses why the charity exists, what it hopes to accomplish, and 

what activities it will undertake, where, and for whom” (2). Because 

the IRS takes a position in favor of regular review by an organization’s 

governing bodies, it follows that these mission criteria continue to be 

relevant and valuable at every stage of an organization’s life. The 
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same recommendations that the IRS makes for formative planning 

should, then, be applied to any subsequent planning, as well. The 

mission must guide an organization’s activity, regardless of whether 

this happens naturally, or because of revisions to either mission or 

programming in the planning process. 

Like the AAM, the IRS makes recommendations that expand 

beyond the explicit requirements for drafting the mission. It notes 

that, “the public expects a charity to abide by ethical standards that 

promote the public good” (6). Because public funds are used to 

subsidize a nonprofit organization’s tax-exempt status, the public’s will 

is linked closely to the IRS’ interpretation of the public mandate, as is 

illustrated in some of the examples in Chapter III.  

According to the IRS, governing bodies must not only enact 

regulations that promote ethical standards and engage in ethical 

behavior; they must also ensure that the organization as a whole 

makes ethical decisions (6). To this end, the IRS recommends a code 

of ethics that “further[s] a strong culture of legal compliance and 

ethical integrity” (6). Beyond setting a tone for organizational activity, 

organizational leadership is responsible for acting as “stewards of a 

charity’s financial and other resources” (6). This includes applying 

funds correctly for mission-relevant purposes, but it also includes open 

communication about the process for making these decisions, both 



17	  	  

internally and with the public. The IRS says, “by making full and 

accurate information about its mission, activities, finance, and 

governance publicly available, a charity encourages transparency and 

accountability to its constituents” (7). The IRS enforces this by 

requiring all nonprofit tax exemption documentation and required 

disclosure of activity be made available to the public, in addition to the 

IRS (7).  

Compliance with IRS regulations is enforced, like all federal 

statute, through the judicial system. There is a great deal of case law 

and precedent regarding nonprofit mission in the visual arts; it often 

serves to provide more clarity than the IRS code itself. However, 

judicial interpretation of the code is often extremely nuanced and 

situational. Because of this, it is important to review case studies that 

involve legal intervention alongside issues that were resolved by 

internal stakeholders. 
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Chapter III 
MISSIONS IN PRACTICE 

 

 Reviewing five cases of mission misalignment, two that were 

resolved by the judicial system and three that were resolved 

internally—to varying degrees of success—provides an opportunity to 

look at the effectiveness of various methods of response to potential 

mission creep and apply those to theory related to both mission creep 

and planning in Chapters IV and V, respectively. 

 

 

The Indenture of Trust at the Barnes Foundation in Philadelphia 

 

One of the most prominent examples of mission review, the 

management of the Barnes Foundation, came about after the death of 

its founder Albert Coombs Barnes. The organization  

…has been a case study in how an institution, created by a 

brilliant mind with clear intentions, can become irrevocably 

damaged through overly restrictive operating guidelines, 



19	  	  

unanticipated leadership problems, and the competing 

missions of other organizations and institutions. (Panero)  

The chaos surrounding this case raised a number of key points that 

become relevant in the planning process, including the founder’s intent 

and the best interest of the taxpaying public. The Foundation was 

established with a mission based entirely in education, notably the 

education of the working class. In an effort to protect his collection 

and his vision, Barnes prohibited the organization from charging for 

admission, lending or deaccessioning art, and holding fundraisers 

(Panero). After Barnes’ unexpected death in a car accident, the board 

made a point of adhering to the mission, but Barnes’ indenture had 

unforeseen consequences for the institution (Panero). The board was 

stuck between the letter of Barnes’ indenture and the knowledge of 

what his likely wishes would have been. However, “Barnes never made 

clear which was a higher priority—maintaining [his endowment 

investment requirements], or maintaining the integrity of the 

collection—and thus left his successors without guidance on a crucial 

point of intent” (Panero).  

James Panero paints a clear picture of the conflicting imperative. 

In initially honoring Barnes’ wishes that his collection remain in place 

and intact, the trustees maintained the collection, the mission of the 

foundation, and the stipulations of the indenture. However, this fidelity 
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worked against the overall long-term viability of the foundation. The 

facility that Barnes provided proved insufficient to preserve his 

collection in the long term and the indenture he put in place made it 

nearly impossible for the trustees to act to protect the works. It 

quickly became apparent that the board had to negotiate between 

conflicting imperatives—conflicting imperatives that had been put in 

place by Barnes himself (Panero). 

Eventually, the Barnes Collection reached a level of insolvency 

that required its governing body to pursue legal relief. The court 

allowed the board to move the collection into a facility in the City of 

Philadelphia in order to “halt the foundation’s downward financial 

spiral” (Sebastien 36).  

The collection’s relocation to downtown Philadelphia, went 

entirely against the indenture and “represented the outcome that 

Barnes probably feared most” (Panero). It is hard to argue that these 

terms did not serve the public good; “the practicality of these 

arguments is difficult to refute, but for one fact. Barnes created his 

institution specifically to stand apart from such economic imperatives” 

(Panero). On the other hand, the “president and CEO of Pew, [the 

organization that spearheaded fundraising to save the collection], has 

argued that ‘This is not only honoring the donor’s intent but making 

sure that the collection will be available for generations to come.’” 
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(Panero). The restriction that Barnes placed on his organizations “was 

over-engineered, lacking operational flexibility and strong board 

succession mechanisms that might have allowed it to survive into the 

far future” (Panero). This case provides a strong example of 

circumstances under which programming and audience access must 

affect the language of the mission and governing documents.  

This case also reflects the confusing nature of mission 

misalignment—in this case the mechanics of the indenture may have 

defeated the spirit of the mission and the judicial system saw fit to 

remove some of the encumbrances that the founder imposed on his 

successors. The legal imperative that Barnes left behind was in conflict 

with the preservation of the collection, which means it was also in 

conflict with the public interest. As a nonprofit, the trustees of the 

Foundation have a responsibility to the public interest, as well as its 

founder. Because Barnes dictated the governing structure of his 

organization instead of allowing the board and staff to participate in 

the planning process, they were left paralyzed when he was no longer 

there to dictate its next steps. 
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Disbanding the Corcoran Gallery of Art in the District of Columbia 

 

The Corcoran, which was comprised of the Corcoran Gallery of 

Art and the Corcoran College of Art + Design, was the oldest private 

museum and the only college of art and design in the District of 

Columbia. In 2014, the Corcoran was dissolved for financial reasons 

after a series of rulings in DC civil court. The suit was brought against 

the Corcoran by an organization called Save the Corcoran, which was 

formed in response to a plan to sell the physical Corcoran facility in 

order to bridge a financial gap (Freed). After the suit was filed, the 

Corcoran responded with a request for a cy pres ruling, which is a legal 

determination that indicates that it has become impracticable for 

organizational leadership to fulfill the terms of its foundation, and that 

they have proposed, instead, to do the closest thing to what the 

founder originally intended. Like the Barnes, the Corcoran was bound 

to a specific location and the gallery was to remain a part of the 

educational arm. Unlike the Barnes, the Corcoran was in such poor 

financial health, that the trustees were unable to resolve its debt with 

a simple move.  
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In this instance, the court did not make a ruling about the 

feasibility of a specific mission or mandate, but rather set a legal 

precedent for managing a failure, legally. The court was left to decide 

whether it was truly “impracticable” to continue to run the Corcoran as 

intended and whether proposed solutions were as close as possible to 

William Wilson Corcoran’s intent at the foundation of the Corcoran 

(Sebastien 1). This case provides clear documentation about the 

criteria for assessing a failure or inability to perform with regards to a 

mission or mandate. Essentially, the court had no latitude to make 

alternate suggestions; they instead reviewed the option on the table 

and decided whether it did or did not appear to have Mr. Corcoran’s 

founding interests at its core.  

Like the Barnes, the Corcoran had money management 

problems, however these stemmed from decisions made by an active 

board, rather than one unable to act because it is bound by 

challenging terms. For example, after over a decade of pay cuts, 

tuition increases, and delayed renovations, the Corcoran considered 

deaccessioning art to cope with financial insolvency. For many years 

the Corcoran had not been factoring the financial aid packages that it 

offered all of its students into its annual budget. In an effort to balance 

the budget, the Corcoran opted to use restricted funds procured from 

deaccessioning as advance funds, when they felt reasonably confident 
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they could guarantee repayment. This is in violation of strict AAM 

guidelines. The goal of any accredited museum is, or should be, to 

display, restore, and protect the art under its care. Because of this, 

provisions exist to keep money spent on art as separate as possible 

from money spent on the operation of facilities, administrative 

overhead, and salaries, among other things. Money made selling art is 

money that must be spent buying other art or, in extreme 

circumstances, preserving other art. This misuse of funds is a prime 

example of a mission failure due to violation of the public trust. It is 

possible that a valid exception might be made in the rarest of 

circumstances, but a lack of transparency and the lack of an 

explanation certainly lend themselves to the perception of impropriety.  

As a result, the Corcoran was a prime candidate to be evaluated 

for cy pres relief. It is important to clarify that this type of relief is 

used sparingly. While the Corcoran was clearly experiencing challenges 

in meeting its mandate, the court made a point to note “that a party 

fails to establish impossibility or impracticability when it seeks to 

modify a charitable trust ‘merely because it suits its own convenience 

to do so’” (1). This means that the challenge of fundraising alone is 

not enough of a reason to divest a nonprofit of its collection. However, 

this leaves open to judicial interpretation the circumstances required to 

constitute extreme or unreasonable difficulty. In its final opinion the 
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court says that, “the Trustees have not established that it would be 

impossible to continue under the existing Deed of Trust, [but they] 

have established that it would be impracticable to do so” (29).  

The trustees argued that their plan “retains the Corcoran 

collection in the District of Columbia, maintains the College in the 

District of Columbia, and preserves the Flagg Building as the location 

that will house both” (32). The board also presented expert testimony 

that a misuse of funds meant it was very likely that “the Corcoran 

would lose its AAM accreditation, which would disqualify it from 

receiving federal grants and other federal funds, and would limit its 

ability to attract and retain high-quality curatorial staff” (32).  

This argument was a complicated one because the court had 

very little say in the actual resolution of the Corcoran problem. While 

they were able to determine whether or not the dissolution was 

warranted, they could not dictate its terms. The plan presented divided 

the elements of the Corcoran into a collection of works and a school of 

art. In order to retain both elements in the District of Columbia, the 

board hoped to allow the National Gallery of Art to absorb and 

deaccession the collection, as appropriate, and to allow the Corcoran 

School of Art and Design to operate as its own entity under the 

governance of George Washington University. 

On one hand, “the George Washington University/National 
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Gallery of Art proposal, is inconsistent with Mr. Corcoran’s intent in 

one important respect… [It] effectively eliminated the Corcoran as an 

independent institution” (46). However,  

The court finds that the Trustees have established that the 

[George Washington University/National Gallery of Art] 

proposal […] effectuates that intent as nearly as possible in 

light of the Corcoran’s current financial condition [and] 

that the proposal properly effectuates Mr. Corcoran’s 

original intent to encourage “American Genius in the 

production and preservation of works pertaining to the 

‘Fine Arts,’ and kindred objects.” (48) 

 The proposal was supported by the AAM, which was cited as one of 

the reasons the Court felt that the Corcoran was genuinely in trouble. 

Its priority was retaining the collection in DC, where Mr. Corcoran had 

left it. The court served the public interest and strove to preserve the 

collection and the college as much as possible.   



27	  	  

 

 

Renaming the Miami Art Museum 

 

In 2013, the former Miami Art Museum was relocated to a 

museum complex in downtown Miami, Florida (Allen). In recent years, 

Miami has become synonymous with art thanks to an influx of 

wealthier residents and the expansion of the Art Basel art shows to 

include an international audience, “but for nearly 30 years, the city’s 

old art museum was a little-visited space across the street from the 

county government center” that did not house a permanent collection 

(Allen). Over the course of the past decade, voters agreed that $100 

million dollars in municipal funds, matched with an expected $120 

million dollars from private donors, should be used to create a new 

space for the museum, whose mission was, and remains, educational 

in nature (Allen). However, museum director Thom Collins admits that 

he hopes the new venue will also become a cultural and social hub for 

downtown Miami (Allen). 

There was little controversy over the potential for mission 

violation in the new space itself, until the majority of the board 

decided to rename the museum after a donor that had contributed $35 

million dollars. When this decision was made, four board members 
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opted to resign, perhaps in part because the organization, now called 

the Perez Art Museum Miami, is only in the infancy of amassing a 

permanent collection (Allen). While proponents of the name change, 

including Perez himself, assert that he has donated an amount that is 

worthy of the naming rights and comparable to donations made by 

other area museum namesakes, opponents point out that there are a 

significant number of other collectors that have also provided the 

museum with access to their collections over the last 30 years (Allen). 

A critic and columnist, Tyler Green, suggests that the museum may 

cut itself off from many of Miami’s major private art collectors, which 

may ultimately mean the loss of donations of major works, full 

collections, and funding support for acquisitions (Allen). While 

educational workshops are included very peripherally in the Perez 

Museum’s plans, they were not featured prominently. This name 

change suggests that the emphasis on collecting in its plans is based 

on the collection that Perez made available to them, rather than the 

public good. However, in satisfying one donor, the board made a 

decision that has the potential to alienate the bulk of the original 

Miami Museum’s body of support.  

The new space is within a museum complex that also includes a 

plaza space and an amphitheatre and will include a new science 

museum (Allen). Aesthetically, as well, the museum will be a stark 
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improvement, with self-watering hydroponic gardens and walls of 

hurricane-proof glass (Allen). These elements support a new aspect of 

the museum’s mission, to support the social experience of Miami 

residents and visitors. The new mission matches the changes made to 

the facility, but art becomes a tool, rather than the priority.  

So far, there do not appear to be any programmatic changes 

that turn into mission creep, but there is already a clear example in 

the decision to put one donor’s personal priorities—a home for his 

collection and recognition of his contribution—over those of other 

stake-holders, including four sitting members of the board. It remains 

to be seen what the lasting effects of this decision will be with funders 

and what expectations Perez may have of the organization.  

 

 

Connecting with the Neighbors at the Oakland Museum of California 

 

In the case of the Oakland Museum of California—with an overly 

ambitious mission, staff, and traditional programming, and a location 

that was looked down upon by Bay Area residents—reviewing their 

mission led the board and staff to realize that they were neglecting 

neighborhood residents (Taylor and Deking). While Oakland Museum 

was not in true violation of the letter of a mission, they were also not 
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necessarily acting in the best interest of the public. Oakland’s mission 

was dense and the programming they provided presented art, history, 

and science as established and unchanging. There was no effort made 

to make the contents of the museum relevant to its intended audience 

(Taylor and Deking).  

If the museum staff wanted the institution to be embraced by its 

neighbors, it was necessary for them to take the surrounding residents 

seriously, too. Towards this aim, they adjusted the mission to read, 

“the mission of the Oakland Museum of California is to inspire all 

Californians to create a more vibrant future for themselves and their 

communities” (Taylor and Deking). As a result of this mission shift, the 

museum was forced to re-examine its programming priorities and 

replaced the previous emphasis on presenting the formal arts and 

sciences with a welcoming attitude and a casual culture. The museum 

holds block parties every Friday night with discounted admission, food 

trucks, and live programming available only for these evenings. This 

has become a touchstone for a community that was often neglected 

and excluded in the geographical area (Taylor and Deking). The 

museum has indeed become popular with residents of the remainder 

of the Bay Area, as well, but not by courting them specifically. 

The team behind the mission revision emphasized a sense of 

community, rather than a specific demographic, and wisely chose to 
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lead by example and focus on their most proximate constituents. This 

has lead to a facility and programming representative of local culture.  

 

 

Increasing Access at The Hammer Museum 

 

 Armand Hammer founded The Hammer Museum in Los Angeles, 

California in 1990 immediately before his death (Sheets 1). After 

several years of confusion regarding funding, Hammer’s estate 

appointed the University of California, Los Angeles to manage the 

museum (1). Current director Annie Philbin took over in 1999 and 

began building a collection of contemporary art (1). The Hammer says 

Philbin, “developed a strong and original institutional identity and built 

a national and international reputation” (Hammer Museum). This 

identity was centered on the organization’s partnership with UCLA and 

emphasized the work of young artists (Sheets 1). Philbin has spoken a 

great deal about how the museum makes decisions regarding 

programming.  

 In 2004, Philbin spoke about a first instance of mission review. 

She said, “when we were brainstorming about our mission, we thought 

it’s our job to be the R&D art for the university in the arts, to push the 

boundaries of what’s happening in the world at the moment, which […] 
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means re-evaluating art history and what the canon is” (Sheets 1). 

The Hammer did not change its mission, but it did expand its 

programming to include integration with coursework, lobby exhibits of 

student artists, and the adoption of the university’s visiting artists 

lecture series (1). There was still some work to be done, however, and 

ten years later, in 2015, The Hammer Museum decided to maximize its 

accessibility and make admission totally free. 

 According to Visitor Experiences Manager, Christopher Magnum 

James, the recent admission change stemmed from his department, 

but was filtered through the entire organization (James). The decision 

to permanently opt for free admission came after a revision of the 

organization’s mission. Previously, The Hammer had a “long, rambling 

mission” that was difficult to use effectively (James). It read: 

The Hammer explores the capacity of art and artists to 

impact and illuminate our lives through its collections, 

exhibitions, and programs. The Hammer examines the 

depth and diversity of artistic expression through the 

centuries, with a special emphasis on the art of our time. 

The museum advances UCLA’s mission by contributing to 

the intellectual life of the university and the world beyond. 

(Internal Revenue Service) 
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 Its current mission is “The Hammer Museum at UCLA believes in the 

promise of art and ideas to illuminate our lives and build a more just 

world” (Hammer Museum). After spending so much time in the 

mission-revision process, James described this change as relatively 

easy, with a sentiment of “yes, of course, we should be going there” 

(James). The policy ties directly to the concept of justice in The 

Hammer’s mission; a more just world is one that is more equally 

accessible.  

 In The Hammer’s press release, Philbin describes the change as 

follows: 

“We have been working towards free admission for years, 

[…] Our public programs have always been free and now 

with Brenda and Erika’s [financial] support we are finally 

able to provide open access to all of the Hammer’s 

offerings. It is part of our institutional ethos—we want to 

foster a generosity of spirit which emphasizes the essential 

importance of dialogue, culture, creativity in everyone’s 

lives—regardless of one’s ability to pay.” (“Hammer”) 

The board revised The Hammer’s mission, took actionable steps to 

further that mission, and then explained their reasoning to their 

stakeholders. While they do not explicitly use the term mission in this 

press release, the decision was “definitely mission driven” and for The 
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Hammer, “mission and policy go hand in hand” (James). The Hammer 

also acknowledges that two major donors, the aforementioned Brenda 

R. Potter and Erika J. Glazer, specifically underwrote this donation. 

Both women are longtime donors and Glazer serves on the board 

(“Hammer”). While The Hammer is showcasing its donors, it is not 

doing so in a manner that prioritizes its benefactors over the 

programming. In fact, even the donors themselves comment on their 

gifts in reference to the benefit that their gifts will do the public trust. 

With a clear mission in place, The Hammer attracts like-minded 

individuals supportive of its programming and its audience, alike.  
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Chapter IV 

APPLYING MISSION THEORY 

 

There are no formal subcategories for mission creep, but there 

are recurring themes when reviewing cases of creep. In order to 

discuss them more effectively in terms of cause versus effect, they will 

be divided into four subsets, created for the purposes of this paper. 

 The first type of mission creep is fundraising creep. This includes 

accepting inappropriate donations or donations from inappropriate 

funders, stretching the mission to accommodate more funders, and the 

misapplication of funding. The second is capacity creep. This could 

involve a mission that is too broad or overestimating a museum’s 

resources. Next is programmatic creep, which means that the 

programming that an organization is presenting is not aligned with its 

mission. Finally, there is demographic creep, in which the audience 

dictated by the mission is not being reached, or is being affected in a 

manner that is outside of the intended results prescribed by the 

mission. 
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Common Factors 

 

Though these cases diverge both in circumstance and in result, 

together they illustrate that the public good, as well as founding 

intent, are essential in considering mission and audience impact. They 

also illustrate the codependency that both of those traits have when 

establishing goals and programming. The case studies are relevant to 

each organization’s individual programming, however only some of the 

institutions focused on programming over funding and other external 

elements.  

Mission creep is caused by a confluence of factors; “there are 

countless internal and external pressures that will cause mission creep 

in the absence of strong and intentional pushback” (Jonker and 

Meehan 4). These pressures remain fairly constant among all of the 

above examples of mission creep, regardless of whether they chose to 

address each pressure, or not. Most mission misalignments are not a 

clear-cut example of one type of creep, but consist of a mixture of 

these types. In order to discuss the theory related to the various 

factors related to each type, elements will be pulled from each of the 

cases to illustrate a given category of creep. 
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Capacity Creep 

 

One common factor in misalignment is a mission that is “simply 

too broad” (Jonker and Meehan 1). It might seem easier to violate a 

mission that is restrictively specific, but an overly inclusive mission can 

spread an organization too thin and make priorities unclear. In both 

Oakland and Los Angeles, each organization presented extensive 

programming in an effort to remain true to their respective founding 

missions. By revising their missions, they selected specific 

programming that would be their respective priorities.  

The problems with overly broad missions are well established. 

Each year, approximately 1000 students in the Stanford Graduate 

School of Business’s nonprofit strategic management course review 

nonprofit mission statements and  

…each year, at least 75 percent of these students discover 

that the mission statement that they are evaluating lacks 

rudimentary clarity and encompasses so many activities 

that even a large, resource-rich organization would 

struggle to do them all, let alone do them with excellence. 

(2) 
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In addition to putting a strain on resources, a broad mission creates a 

barrier to consistent communication, both with existing stakeholders 

and with prospects. In the Stanford study, “very few stakeholders 

know and understand the mission of their organization, and very few 

of them feel any degree of passion or commitment toward it” (2). If a 

staff and board cannot discuss their mission effectively, and in terms 

of the related programming, it becomes difficult for them to make 

decisions and to communicate organizational priorities to outside 

parties.  

 This was true of the Corcoran, which was torn between its 

educational wing and its exhibitive wing. Unlike many organizations, 

which recoup losses from exhibitions with income from their 

educational programming, the Corcoran provided the majority of its 

students with scholarship money, which was not accounted for in its 

budget and was not eliminated when it became clear they were 

headed toward insolvency. It maintained an unsustainable model 

beyond its capacity in order to fulfill museum and college 

programming, rather than evaluating its mission and reconfiguring 

programming within its means. Taking on programming that isn’t 

essential just because it is possible means that, “mission creep can 

stretch an organization so thin and far that it can no longer effectively 

pursue its goals” (2). 
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Often an organization programming beyond its means will 

attempt to prolong the inevitable through new sources of income. This 

is where the effect that financial decision-making can have on mission 

alignment comes into play.  

 

 

Fundraising Creep 

 

 Because external funding is so essential to the function of a 

nonprofit, funders tend to have power to influence. In fact, Jonker 

goes so far as to state “funders are generally to blame for the onset of 

mission creep” (4). This is because “funders typically want to see the 

focus of their grantmaking reflected in the mission of the organizations 

that they fund, and that expectation results in subtle but fierce 

pressure on nonprofits to broaden the scope of a stated mission” (4). 

This is evident in most examples of mission misalignment. In the case 

of the Barnes, the board held on to the original trust in part because 

they were concerned that a change would make donors feel that they 

had lost some control of their funds. At the Corcoran, a proposal was 

made to keep the institution open based on the funds that would be 

raised in one capital campaign. The man that offered to lead the 

campaign was a well-known donor in the DC area and he wanted to 
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make a donation in the event that he was appointed to chair the board 

and proceed with his suggested campaign. In Miami, Jorge Perez was a 

major donor, but he wasn’t the only major donor. Still his demands 

were met because of the percentage of the matching expenses needed 

to construct a new building he was willing to provide.   

On the other hand, the Hammer Museum excels at finding a 

balance between the needs of the donor and the organization. It 

recognizes its donors in the press release regarding its free admission, 

but the statement is clear about the donor’s intent, the programming 

that is funded by the donation, the relationship that the programming 

and intent have to the mission. Glazer says, “It is rare that you have 

an opportunity to make a gift that simultaneously helps transform an 

institution and serves the public in a very broad and meaningful way” 

and Potter says “Helping to provide the community with access to all 

that the Hammer has to offer is very important to me” (“Hammer”).  

This example of a well-executed program shows that donor 

pressure does not render the nonprofit organization inculpable for its 

actions; 

Nonprofits usually have internal stakeholders who are 

complicit in that process. “I call them ‘mission whores,’ 

and they are at work within most organizations,” says Oley 

Dibba-Wadda. […] “They are internal stakeholders of an 
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organization who are willing to ‘sell out’ by excessively 

broadening the scope of the mission in order to obtain 

funding or other advantages.” (Jonker 4) 

Though it is well-intentioned and for the benefit of the organization, 

these instances—and “most of them could cite instances when a 

member of their organization had faced the temptation of mission 

creep and needed to be reined in by colleagues”  (4) - if a staff 

member is not guided by a strong organizational mission, they are far 

more likely to unintentionally step too far from the organization’s core.  

In a GuideStar document about symptoms of mission 

misalignment, Larry Checco says, “It’s tempting […] to go after 

whatever money is out there regardless of whether or not it fits into 

what your organization was created to do.” He takes staff 

accountability a step further. “Some people call it ‘mission creep.’ I call 

it bad decision making—and the consequences can be devastating” 

(Checco).  

On top of creating wiggle room for fundraisers, a mission that 

cannot be easily conveyed and recalled also is not likely to be effective 

in convincing outsiders to become stakeholders in a museum. The 

Stanford study results suggest that often there is “an opportunity to 

incorporate language that would be more focused and more inspiring” 

(Jonker 3). In short, too little passion is a problem, but there is such a 
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thing as too much passion. An overreach is a common consequence in 

fundraising creep, but it appears elsewhere, as well. 

 

 

Programmatic and Demographic Creep 

 

Programmatic creep and demographic creep are both frequently 

examples of overreach and are particularly hard to disentangle from 

one another, but there is a slight distinction. Programmatic creep is 

when the audience and intended impact are appropriate for the 

organization, but its programming is misaligned; demographic creep is 

when the organization is reaching a different audience than intended 

either in the mission, programming, or foundation of the organization. 

They often go hand in hand. 

Like most mission misalignment, these two forms of mission 

creep are generally well intentioned. Nonprofit organizations tend to 

have employees that want to maximize the good they are able to do. 

Often programmatic and demographic creeps mean taking on projects 

and programming that are only loosely related to the mission and to 

the original intent of the founders. In a Stanford Social Innovation 

Review article, mission expert Kim Jonker points out that “nonprofits 

routinely extend their operations […] far beyond their organizational 
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scope and far beyond their core competencies – and no one raises an 

eyebrow” (Jonker and Meehan 2).  

The Oakland Museum of California was missing its community 

demographic entirely before it reframed its programming, but by 

adjusting the intention behind its mission and its programming, it was 

able to correct course and reach the correct audience.  

Both the Barnes and Corcoran cases prominently feature the 

housing, distribution, and deaccessioning of physical assets—art and 

property—but in neither case was programming discussed at length in 

determining the relationship the organizations had, or should have, to 

the public. Knowing that the Corcoran was forced to close and that the 

Barnes endured years of legal battles, it would have benefitted both 

organizations to reflect further about the specific impact of their 

programming and whether that truly aligned with the mission and 

intent of their respective organizations.  

 

 

Common Consequences 

 

Checco summarizes the consequences of mission creep in three 

sections: damage to reputation, unmet audience expectation, and 

mismanagement of core competencies. First, mission creep is bad for a 
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nonprofit organization’s “[reputation] for doing quality work on time 

and in a manner that is transparent, accountable, and responsible” 

(Checco). An actual or perceived lack of transparency is one of the 

major concerns outlined by the AAM and it is particularly visible in the 

Corcoran case, where art was deaccessioned in order to remain in the 

space donated by Mr. Corcoran. It’s not clear whether the letter of the 

law was violated, but the transgression was such that the court saw fit 

to include it in its case summary. Regardless of whether a museum is 

engaging in deceptive practices, the sense that an organization is 

hiding something often leads a constituency to assume the worst.  

Another component of the damaged reputation is unmet 

audience expectations, which results from inappropriate or 

substandard programming. Whether the audience is expecting 

programming that they are not receiving or are expecting 

programming that is not aligned with the mission, correcting the 

problem will still result in a disconnect between audience and 

organization. This is related to the second consequence of mission 

creep: a loss of identity, “both internally and externally—by taking on 

projects that go beyond what they are known for, do best, and take 

internal pride in” (Checco). He clarifies, again, that he is not referring 

to taking on a challenge; he is referring to “chasing money irrespective 

of [an organization’s] core mission or [its] current capacity or ability to 
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deliver a quality product on time” (Checco). The Hammer avoided this 

by continually increasing access to programming that is relevant to its 

geographic and institutional constituents. Oakland also improved its 

identity by intentionally clarifying its audience and reaching out to 

them through inclusive programming. On the other hand, the former 

Miami Art Museum has literally lost its identity by renaming itself and, 

intentionally or unintentionally, creating a new brand. 

The last of Checco’s consequences of mission creep ties to the 

second; it is “added strain on the staff, especially if staff is not trained 

or experienced in the types of services or activities a particular funder 

wants implemented through its financial grant” (Checco). The Corcoran 

and Barnes Trusts were both written by nonexperts who left untenable 

constraints for future staffs and boards. Both organizations reached 

such low points while employing passionate and hard-working staffs. 

There was simply no way to achieve the founders’ goals without 

further funding from the same, deceased sources. 

 All three consequences share two commonalities. They are all a 

result of making financial success a priority over mission success and 

they are all reflected in the programming an organization offers.  

The consequences of mission creep can be simplified, as follows: 

“a mission driven organization with an ineffective mission statement 

will […] deploy its resources inefficiently, and it will get distracted from 
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its core purpose” (Jonker and Meehan 3). These problems are not so 

deeply embedded, however, that careful and early review will not 

reveal them. In other words, “although nonprofit leaders must learn to 

say ‘no’ to attractive funding opportunities or compelling programs 

that are not aligned with their mission, they must also learn to say 

‘yes’ to challenges that take their missions to the next level” (5). It is 

often challenging to tell the difference between the two, which is 

where planning comes into play. The anecdotal evidence suggests that 

planning ahead is a key step toward keeping programming and 

mission aligned with one another, as is simple early awareness and 

clear-headed evaluation. 
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Chapter V 

PREVENTING MISSION CREEP 

 

Despite the lack of quantitative data to support the position that 

specific types of planning help to prevent mission misalignment, there 

is existing theory to back up the anecdotal evidence. A common 

complaint about strategic planning, in particular, is the bad reputation 

it has developed for resulting in a final product that can quickly 

become irrelevant. The term itself, strategic planning, conjures images 

of, “a thick binder, gathering dust on a shelf next to other thick 

binders from five and ten years past” (O’Donovan and Flower). For-

profit corporate strategic planning relies on three truths: “the past was 

a good predictor of the future,” “good data was scarce and hard to 

come by,” and “communication [was] unreliable” (O’Donovan and 

Flower). Because of these limitations, strategic plans were often times 

outlining a five to ten year plan and tentative solutions to anticipated 

problems.  
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In the relatively recent past, those fundamental aspects of 

strategic planning have ceased to be the most important aspects of 

planning as a whole. The current technological landscape is such that 

the past is no longer a reliable predictor, data is inexpensive and 

plentiful, and there are more ways to communicate than ever before 

(O’Donovan and Flower). Communication is not only more readily 

available; it is also significantly harder to control. Simply put, “the 

static strategic plan is dead” (O’Donovan and Flower). There are 

existing camps with regards to strategic planning: “some leaders are 

valiantly trying to save strategic planning by urging us to focus even 

more on rigorous data analysis” while others believe that 

“organizations need agility above all else” (O’Donovan and Flower). In 

their assessment of the state of strategic planning for the Stanford 

Social Innovation Review, Dana O’Donovan and Noah Rimland Flower 

write, “what is necessary today is a strategy that breaks free of static 

plans [in order] to be adaptive and directive” (O’Donovan and Flower). 

The problems with traditional strategy do not render planning obsolete 

as a whole. 

As discussed in Chapter II, the AAM is supportive of planning, 

generally. They require that each member organization “engages in 

ongoing and reflective institutional planning that includes involvement 

of its audiences and community” (“Mission and Planning”). The AAM 
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consistently places self-review and interactivity with audience at the 

forefront of its policies. Given this perspective, it is important that 

planning focuses closely on the impact that programming has on an 

audience. 

In addition to these flaws with the early theory behind strategic 

planning, many nonprofits began to engage in formal planning when 

corporate strategic planning was their only model. However, what 

works for a for-profit does not necessarily address the elements a 

nonprofit must consider. These differences can be boiled down to 

mission versus profit. For-profit entities use strategy to increase 

financial performance; a nonprofit needs to use it to provide “a 

coherent explanation of how [it] is going to accomplish its mission of 

making a difference for society in the future” (Sheehan 13). Rather 

than maximizing income, a nonprofit should be maximizing impact. 

With this in mind, in order to maximize the time spent on 

organizational review, visual arts organizations should use planning to 

create an adaptive impact plan. That terminology, created for the 

purposes of this paper, comes from a marriage of two concepts that 

consider the specific needs of a nonprofit organization. The first is 

O’Donovan and Flower’s term “adaptive strategy” (O’Donovan and 

Flower). They describe this as “a set of navigational tools” that provide 

multiple options for achieving a goal and a flexible definition of what 



50	  	  

that goal is (O’Donovan and Flower). The second, the term “impact 

planning,” has been borrowed from consultant Randi Korn. Her process 

is inclusive of an entire organization and is founded in specifically 

reviewing the mission and result-based goals for specific target 

audiences (Korn).  

For the purposes of this paper, an adaptive impact plan is 

created through a deliberate planning process that addresses the 

reciprocity between mission and programming. It combines the tactical 

flexibility of the adaptive strategy approach with the practical mission 

application of Korn’s impact planning. This process involves reviewing 

the content of the mission, the makeup of the target audience, the 

intended impact of the mission, the effectiveness of current 

programming, and the relationship between audience expectations and 

organizational deliverables. 

The planning process begins with the mission. Because the 

mission statement is central to the organization’s formation and 

continued existence, it must be considered at each step of a planning 

process. If the mission is not in alignment with what is being 

discussed, either the mission needs to change or the organization’s 

activities do.  

Part of reviewing the mission is to determine who should be 

served by an organization. This is, in large part, dictated by the terms 
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of 501(c)3 nonprofit tax-exempt status. Part of why the public good 

was so fundamental in the Barnes and Corcoran cases was that the 

public effectively subsidized parts of those organizations with their tax 

dollars. As a result, stakeholders should be considered in a few ways. 

The first is the recipient of the service rendered. For a museum this is 

likely to be based in education and exposure to new material. There 

are groups that naturally lend themselves to educational 

programming—students and families, for example. Next, it is 

important to determine who is proximate to an organization. Because 

an organization is rendered tax-exempt at the state level as well as 

the federal level, it has some responsibility to the public in its 

immediate geographic vicinity. Its state grants it tax-exemption by 

way of taxes paid by state residents, thus the mission must consider 

them as they evaluate how to best serve the public trust.   

Often, an organization might aspire to target a wealthier or 

higher profile audience or to include a geographic area that is too 

broad. In reviewing audience, an organization needs to compare the 

impact it would like to have on its audience with the impact it is 

having. It may seem easier to change audience than to change 

mission, but a continuing pattern of failure indicates a mission with 

flawed intended impact. The same is true of programming. If an 

organization is frequently finding its programming has drifted out of 
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alignment, it is possible that the problem is with the mission’s 

intended impact. 

The Hammer Museum’s move to free admission is an excellent 

example of this planning process. Before making any permanent 

changes, The Hammer reviews its mission. That The Hammer has 

undergone two mission reviews extensive enough to make public 

suggests that the organization makes a habit of turning inward to 

address its problems. It is especially promising that the organization 

revised its mission in only one of those instances. That suggests The 

Hammer’s leadership does not take its mission lightly.  

After confirming the mission, The Hammer not only affirmed that 

its audience was correct, but that it maximized its potential impact by 

creating as much access as possible, and doing so in a way that did 

not compromise its financial stability. When the director, Annie Philbin, 

speaks about ethos, she is addressing an element of an adaptive 

impact plan. As quoted earlier, her statement to the press read, “it is 

part of our institutional ethos—we want to foster a generosity of spirit 

which emphasizes the essential importance of dialogue, culture, 

creativity in everyone’s lives—regardless of one’s ability to pay” 

(“Hammer”). When deciding how to proceed in a given circumstance, 

the board and staff of The Hammer Museum need only consider 
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whether what they’re doing advances The Hammer’s mission, as well 

as dialogue, culture, and creativity. 

 

 

In Conclusion 

 

Planning leads to consideration of the mission’s relationship to 

programming and development. Specifically, creating an adaptive 

impact plan gives visual arts organizations a tool to respond to change 

and to make decisions without performing a full strategic assessment 

any time they are presented with a new possibility because it makes 

the organization’s priorities clear. It makes an organization 

simultaneously more autonomous, in terms of operations, and more 

connected to its communities. Connectedness makes an organization 

more likely to serve its target audience, which prevents mission creep 

and mission-related controversy.  

There is no empirical data to support any type of planning and 

organizations are traditionally very guarded about their planning 

processes. However, there is much to be learned from public success 

stories like The Oakland Museum and The Hammer Museum and 

through cautionary tales like those at The Barnes Foundation and The 

Corcoran Gallery of Art and Design. Those organizations that are 
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thrust into the spotlight unwillingly provide examples of how not to 

behave, certainly, but they also make it clear what aspects of mission, 

impact, and intent are truly crucial in the eyes of the IRS and, in many 

cases, the taxpayers they represent.  

The organizations most comfortable discussing their work are 

the ones that were observant and in tune with not only their missions, 

but also intent, audience, and programmatic impact. 

Just as a close examination within an organization can prompt 

clarification of goals and assert a clear purpose for programming, a 

more data-driven approach to instances of mission misalignment in the 

visual arts field as a whole could paint a clearer picture of how to 

prevent and respond to mission concerns. Formal, empirical analysis of 

mandate-related litigation and community discontent will help shine a 

light on the goals that do not work, paving the way for organizations 

that are better prepared to select effective missions that will respond 

to flexible, audience-centric planning. Adaptive impact planning pulls 

from the most effective aspects of successful mission review, but it is 

based only on those organizations that choose or are forced to make 

their processes public. A larger investigation with an appropriate 

sample size, rather than an anecdotal analysis, would not only clarify 

the benefits of this particular approach; it would also help eliminate 

some of the taboo surrounding an honest dialogue about mission 
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misalignment. Certainly, increased discussion of mission creep will only 

serve to make problems easier to detect early on and easier to bring 

up internally, within an organization, or externally with a community.  

In the preceding examples, adaptive impact-based planning has 

helped. Instead of treating companies that are experiencing mission 

creep like a rare spectacle, the field should acknowledge that a 

nonprofit mission is a living document. An organization is only truly 

experiencing mission failure when it is unable to adapt through 

planning. The AAM should collect empirical data about the methods of 

planning that affect a museum’s likelihood to become noncompliant 

with its mission and, rather than seeking to expose organizations in 

crisis, the visual art community should celebrate organizations that 

plan well. Providing this possibility for mission success will encourage 

nonprofits to open up about mission, planning, and implementation of 

programming. With the guidance and support of the AAM, 

transparency about planning and mission compliance will allow 

organizations to recognize and address issues earlier without fear of 

public backlash and will allow nonprofit visual art museums to adapt to 

their surroundings more effectively than ever, better serving their 

stakeholders and fulfilling their responsibility to the public trust. 
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