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Everyone seems to have a piece of early 
years practice. It is overwhelmed by 
regulation, guidance and opinion from 
regulatory bodies, from academics, from 
consumers, from the media, and in 
recent years has felt ‘owned’ by every 
stakeholder except the provider. The 
recent economic downturn has only 
served to increase our awareness of the 
forensic scrutiny early years services are 
under, measured in every way by 
others. 

The purpose of a 
mission statement

Having a vision, and sharing it through 
a carefully crafted mission statement 
can release us from the weight and con-
fusion of daily life in child care and 
enable us to lift our heads above the 
parapet and take a longer view, because 
a mission statement is ours. It informs 
others of our values, those aspects of the 
organisation which are not subject to the 
benchmarks others impose, and which 
we do not seek to trade. Rosamund and 
Ben Zander, in their book The Art of 
Possibility (2002), aptly describe a mis-
sion statement as “helping to see things 
in terms of the realm of possibility, 
rather than as a downward spiral of 
constraints and limitations.” 

There are other reasons why having a 
mission statement is now more impor-
tant than ever. Many surveys have 
shown that consumers believe that 
organisations have a duty to improve 
the social impacts of their activity; those 
same consumers are the families who 
seek child care providers they feel good 
about. Early years professionals were 
never attracted by salary alone, but even 
more so now are motivated by responsi-
ble business practices that produce a 
stable and meaningful career course. A 

mission statement gives us the opportu-
nity to describe the passion of the 
people driving the organisation and 
with it, the security of the careers they 
offer.

Early years services invariably set up 
with a purpose, and with a commitment 
to meeting the goals they have set out, 
within a culture concerned with regula-
tion compliance, value for money, and a 
raised quality bar. We all must operate 
like this. Arguably one of the few ways 
we have of distinguishing ourselves 
from the crowd is to articulate how we 
offer our services, the spirit in which 
they are offered, and why families (as 
well as employees) and those who 
govern our practices can trust us.  

Trust is harder to build than it used to 
be.  As we communicate more and more 
by e-mail and conference call, how do 
we build trust with people we hardly 
ever see? The rules of trust are well-
established, but they do not sit easily 
with the managerial tradition that 
believes efficiency and control are 
closely linked and that you can’t have 
one without a lot of the other. As organ-
isations dedicated to providing a service 
to families, child care providers do carry 
responsibilities beyond themselves, 
responsibilities that a virtual way of 
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working throws into sharp relief; and 
trust lies at the heart of the matter. This 
seems rather obvious, yet most organi-
sations arrange themselves around the 
assumption that people cannot be 
trusted, and design oversight systems 
and processes to prevent anyone from 
doing the wrong thing. At the same 
time, unlimited trust is unrealistic. A 
mission statement can help to put a 
workable frame around this dilemma.

Trust also requires learning to be contin-
uous, as times change and families’ 
expectations and aspirations also 
change. A mission statement needs to 
embrace the agility and flexibility of the 
organisation whilst remaining true to its 
values. Trust needs bonding to happen 
between those responsible for delivering 
the service, as after all, they are only 
and jointly the trustees of the organisa-
tion’s values. This means that the goals 
of smaller units, every child care centre 
within a group, must gel with the goals 
of the whole. A mission statement can 
help with the integration of such goals, 
and encourage trust right across a 
multisite operation, particularly if it is 
delivered with the passion of personal 
touch.

Saying what you want to say

‘Personal infection’ was the way in 
which Anita Roddick, the founder of 
Body Shop, described the way in which 
she poured her energy into the rein-
forcement of her beliefs and values into 
every medium she could find: visionary 
leadership combined with making 
values clear for others. Here is the Body 
Shop’s mission statement:  

Our Reason For Being: To dedicate our 
business to the pursuit of social and 
environmental change.

•	 To creatively balance the financial and 
human needs of our stakeholders: 
employees, customers, franchisees, 
suppliers, and shareholders. 

•	 To courageously ensure that our business 
is ecologically sustainable, meeting the 
needs of the present without compromis-
ing the future. 

•	 To meaningfully contribute to local, 
national, and international communities 
in which we trade, by adopting a code of 
conduct which ensures care, honesty, fair-
ness and respect. To passionately cam-
paign for the protection of the environ-
ment and human and civil rights, and 
against animal testing within the cosmet-
ics and toiletries industry. 

	To tirelessly work to narrow the gap 
between principle and practice, while 
making fun, passion, and care part of our 
daily lives.

This is a good example of a mission 
statement articulating possibility, full of 
passion, although it does not actually 
say what the business does. No one can 
reduce this statement to “What about 
me?” or to a set of specifics or con-
straints about the way they must do 
their work. But it does not stand alone.

A mission statement should be: 

n	Free-standing and special, both in 
and of itself, allowing infinite expres-
sion and development  

n	Capable of becoming real for the 
speaker or writer

n	Inspirational for others and an invita-
tion to create ideas that correlate with 
organisational objectives and goals. 

If this can be achieved, then you have 
responsible, on-track participation in 
your vision. But framing possibility 
requires us to be counter-intuitive: to 
think in terms of contexts that govern 
and frame our work, rather than the evi-
dence before us. To be widely accessible 
then, the mission statement needs to: 

n	Focus strategy by defining boundar-
ies 

n	Define the dimensions along which 
an organisation is to be measured

n	Suggest standards for individual 
ethical behaviour.

Relating the vision to your operational 
frame will finesse the trap of it all 
sounding like missionary zeal. Hope-
fully, your mission statement will be 
short enough to be repeated by every-
one, and to be contained in an ‘elevator 
speech,’ to paraphrase our late great Jim 
Greenman, who led both Bright Hori-
zons Family Solutions’ Education and 
Training effort, and the company’s 
charitable arm, Bright Horizons Foun-
dation for Children. 
Essentially, the mission statement 
should answer three key questions:

n	What are the opportunities or needs 
we exist to address? (Purpose)

n	What are we doing to address them? 
(Business)

n	What principles and beliefs guide our 
work? (Values)

You could begin by creating a grid con-
taining these questions, and ask staff 
and board members to list any words 
and phrases that come to mind in terms 
of your organisation. Look for the lan-
guage and ideas that resonate with 
others, so that the completed grid leads 
to a statement that:

n	Expresses your organisation’s 
purpose in a way that inspires 
support and ongoing commitment

n	Motivates those connected to the 
organisation at all levels

n	Articulates the aspirations of the 
organisation in such a way that they 
are convincing and easy to grasp
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n	Uses proactive verbs to describe what 
you do

n	Is free of jargon

n	Is short enough so that anyone 
connected can readily repeat it.

Here is an example from the 1998 
mission statement of Big Brothers/
Big Sisters of America:

The mission of Big Brothers/Big Sisters of 
America is to make a positive difference in 
the lives of children and youth, primarily 
through a professionally-supported, one-to-
one relationship with a caring adult, and to 
assist them in achieving their highest poten-
tial as they grow to become confident, com-
petent, and caring individuals, by providing 
committed volunteers, national leadership 
and standards of excellence.

And if we break it down:

n	The purpose: To make a positive dif-
ference in the lives of children and 
youth so that they will achieve their 
highest potential

n	The business: Providing and support-
ing volunteers committed to having 
one-to-one relationships with 
children and youth

n	The values: Individuals who are 
confident, competent, and caring.

Making it stick

A mission statement is a theme that can 
unite your organisation, providing it is 
both believable and sustainable. ‘Believ-
able’ has already been covered, but 
‘sustainable’ means that the actual work 
must be seen to reflect the mission, that 
there is no division between the mission 
thought, and the operational action. The 
ultimate test is probably whether the 
courage contained in the mission state-
ment is capable of translation into per-

sistence and tenacity in the face of 
adversity, on the ground. Can you 
stand by it in the face of the sort of 
challenges those in early years prac-
tice face every day:

n	Competition from other centres

n	Short-term operational goals and 
needs

n	Staff’s fear of impending economic 
downturn, potential redundancy

n	The howling wolf at the door.
Can you distinguish between those 
who are ‘on’ and those who are ‘off’ 
mission, in your team, and can the 
mission statement be used to re-
engage those who have become over-
whelmed by short-term goals?

Responding to change 

The mission statement often tells or 
references the story of why the organ-
isation was first created, which was to 
meet an identified need, then. This 
essential purpose has probably not 
changed, but the way the organisa-
tion does business probably has, 
because the societal, economic, politi-
cal, and regulatory landscape will 
have shifted. This changes the reality 
of pursuing your mission.

You should review your mission 
statement at least every five years, or 
after a big change in the external 
environment, to adapt it to contem-
porary circumstances in order for it to 
continue to inspire support, commit-
ment, innovation and courage in a 
current and relevant way. Does it still 
motivate in a way that people can 
connect with it? The review should 
consider what new opportunities or 
needs should be addressed, and are 
there any new principles or beliefs 
that should guide the work. One of 
the main uses of the mission state-

ment will be as a publicity tool and 
for reporting purposes, and it will 
cease to be interesting to readers if it 
cannot be related to the present 
conditions in the field.

If we look now at how the Big Broth-
ers/Big Sisters of America’s mission 
statement has changed, we can see 
that today, it is more succinct:

(Our) mission is to help children reach 
their potential through professionally 
supported, one-to-one relationships with 
mentors that have a measurable impact 
on youth.

Specifically, 20 years on, it now 
reflects the current need for services 
to be evaluated for their impact. This 
is a good example of moving with 
the times, and of being both trans-
parent and, therefore, trustworthy. 

Finally, think of your mission state-
ment as a compass for leadership 
decisions. When faced with a 
dilemma, return to it, and your 
action will reflect your values. 
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