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I'v a g here should nonprofit leaders begin when they want to boost their orgaizatio -
! \/\/ | effectiveness? One approach is to spark debate it out the nonprofit's vision, wh
vV we define as the set of aspirations its leaders hope "o achieve during the rex thr- -
to five years. Without a clear vision nonprofits can lose focus. which can. in turn make
difficult to gain traction with other improvement efforts. \We have learned, throuch 1ec
experience helping over three hundred organizations se' strategy, that the majo ity
nonprofit organizations have not taken the time to develop 1 d update effective visions. A
while many nonprofit leaders do not recognize the problery or feel helpless to solve it we
visions can be corrected. Though the roots of the probiem often lie in the very fundi g
processes that sustain organizations. it is crucial for ronprofit board members a
executives to undertake a redefinition.

<

PolicyLink, a national Oakland. California-based organ zat 01 dedicated to achieviag soc «
and economic equity in the USA. proactively took on the: tack of vision developmentan-itr.: 1
process illustrates the challenges facing many nonprotits. The organization's inspir-:
mission[1] helped PolicylLink raise more ‘han $25 mill.on in s 1pport during its first five rea s
As PolicylLink began to plan for the next five years it sough' to develop a vision fcr its ne st
phase that would advance the mission. position the organ zation for the future. &nd b b
upon the assets and strengths that had been accrued during the start-up years. T
organization's leaders knew that the vision choice: wo il 1 influence the direction a1
emphasis that PolicyLink would choose, from the mary tha' veere available, including add
new substantive issue areas or dropping some existing are 1s, increasing suppor: fo 1o
coalitions to address equity issues in a few major cities. nroadening geographic foous
include new urban and rural areas across the country. v.crking with foundations tc bu. 13
equity into more of their giving. building the skilis of loc ai ncnprotit leaders, and bec mng 1
influential voice in the mass media.

Each choice brought with it a set of questions: Shotiid Pohsylink hire additional resear
fellows (clearly important if the organization warted o become an influental vo
competing for space with established think tanks), expand s aff in specific issue ar2as. of'e 1
consulting services to government (a means of facilitating f .0 icy change), take on projects -
new geographic regions (demonstrating a commitment ¢ be responsive), open trar
offices in other locations (to provide more long-tern: suppc rt for partners), or be2f up =
New York-based communications office (critical for public v/ill building goals)?

Deciding on the vision was challenging for PolicyLink beca 1c e most foundations give rior -y
for specific projects rather than to organizations’ general cperating funds. As a res ult, me
nonprofit leaders become tempted to broaden their scop2  either in response 1 curr
funding overtures, or to increase their attractivencss to & larger universe of futir:
benefactors. Policylink had been better insulated from this t>mptation than some r onoros
because it had received large. multi-yvear grants from ceveral major foundatons &
because the organization was consciously attempting to xplore new areas rahe tf
plowing existing ground or merely following the lead of others. Yet even PolicyLin< worr
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about how it would continue to focus on adding value and innovating as its stable source of
funds might decline in a few years. These uncertainties led to organizational challenges that
plague many nonprofits: insecurity about the future leading to wobbly criteria for accepting
or rejecting new opportunities; differing opinions among leaders as to future direction. and
overworked staff with multiple initiatives competing for precious time.

Vision problems are not confined to the nonprofit world. of course. Some for-profit
X 2 businesses also lack a clear road map that describes in concrete terms where the company
© Robert M. Randall is headed for the next three to five years. But in the for-profit world. the share- and
bondholders who finance a company's activities are less likely to advocate competing.
potentially distracting. directions because they all want basically the same thing: to
maximize their returns. A company's bottom line. in turn, delivers clear feedback that
concentrates the minds of executives on what is working. what isn't, and where the
organization should go as a result. And annual planning processes make this feedback
more granular by providing managers with focused financial targets. while prompting them
to develop plans to achieve those goals.

Since nonprofits operate without the feedback provided by profits and losses. their need for
vision is more acute. Most effective visions comprise a compelling. easy-to-understand
description of how the nonprofit would like the world to change in the next three-to-five years,
what role the organization will play in that change. and how the nonprofit will measure the
success of its role. Agreeing on such a vision is often more difficult than establishing a
mission, because the latter is generally broad enough to encompass a wide range of
priorities. Getting more specific typically demands vigorous debate by the organization's
directors and top executives.

With a vision in hand. what is the best way for nonprofits to navigate their funding
environment? First, it is important to become comfortable saying no to some alluring but
potentially distracting funding opportunities. This can be frightening. but it need not cause
the organization financial distress. When PolicyLink developed a vision focused on equitable
development (de-emphasizing priorities such as community-centered policing). the
organization's effectiveness increased. Staff strategy sessions became more focused. the
decision making process became more transparent. communication to the outside world
including to foundations became clearer. and budget forecasting became more
sophisticated. After PolicylLink provided funders with in-person briefings regarding its
direction and vision, they began to view PolicylLink as an organization that delivered focused
returns. This has resulted in at least one new core funder and strong prospects for several
more, though it is too soon to say whether the sharper focus will bring in substantially more
core operating resources.

The second key is developing mechanisms that allow the organization to occasionally accept,
without damaging the integrity of its purpose. donations that are not completely aligned with
new vision. Since nonprofits. like all organizations, need to evolve over time, opportunism is
sometimes appropriate — but not if it becomes a replacement for strategic direction. To help
the organization avoid the “tunnel vision™ that would prohibit constructive opportunism.
PolicyLink builtinto its budget a *flexibility factor of 10to 15 percent for projects that strayed
from its vision but maintained a high degree of alignment with the mission. Setting a
quantitative target is important because it bounds the degree of potential distraction.

One nonprofit that made major strides following a reexamination of its vision was Take Stock in
Children, a Florida nonprofit organization dedicated to helping high-risk. low-income children
graduate from high school. In pursuit of this mission, the organization provides college

Nonprofits need a vision, and it is up to their leaders to do the
hard work of defining and maintaining one.
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A vision containing concrete goals makes it far easier to track
successes and identify early warning signs of ineffective
programs.

scholarships. mentors and student advocates n suppor of i's students. Take Sto sk
Children decided its medium-term vision was “to reduce: Florda’'s dropout rate by 1 pe ce
by enrolling 14.000 students in the program and doubl ng the graduation rate relative: 1c the
pecrs ' The organization realized that the highest return ¢ iis scholarship dollars ar
mentors’ time would come from working with students. whe tad much higher than averac: -
dropout risk. but who were not performing so poorly that the organization's interventior wi:
unlikely to help. Since establisking this vision, Take Stock n Ckidren has grown its prc gram =
10.000 students and has exceeded its objectives with respeect te graduation rate

Investing in a vision can pay dividends beyond just ke.eping “he organization focus>d. Or -
benefit is increasing the ease of performance measurement A vision containing consre-
goals makes it far easier to trac« successes and ider!ity e 1y warning signs ol incffestiy-
programs. Clear visions also highlight gaps in talent f irds. ¢+ facilities; there is nothing lik-
setting concrete. medium-term ¢oals to concentrate t¢ minds of executives and cire sto-
on what resources they necd but lack Fnally. staff memb-rs operating with the haip of
clear vision often are more efficient and Fappicr

The bottom line is that nonprofits need a vision and 15 up o their leaders to co t1e nar
work of defining and mainta nng one Funding fears .are 1o excuse for delay. Dorors ar--
looking for returns on their charitable dollars. and norprofits & th clear visions are mcre ke
to provide them

McKinsey & Company is an international manageme:t consulting firm witt €,0(
consultants More than half wil participate in work wit 2or 0 ofis during their care >rs

Note
© Robert M. Randall
1. The Policylink mission s to ~ advance a newy generation ¢ polic « s te achieve economic and « oc
Y CQU\W from the wisdom. vo ¢ and experience O iocak ¢ el hes .
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