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Using the Mission-Money Matrix to Make Decisions – A Guide 

Disclaimer: This tool is not intended as legal advice. Your organizational goals, purpose, 
values, and bylaws should drive the creation of this document. The suggestions are meant as 
guidelines only. 

Adapted from the article Choose More Money for More Mission by Laurie Wolf, CFRE, MNPL, 
President & CEO, The Foraker Group 

There are a number of versions of this tool*, including The Matrix Map created by Jeanne Bell 
and Steve Zimmerman. At Foraker, we adapted it to work into our sustainability framework to 
keep you focused on the greatest return on your investment of time and resources for both 
revenue and mission.   

What is it? 

The money-mission matrix is comprised of four quadrants. As the diagram we use shows, it is a 
simple layout that articulates pluses and minuses next to the words mission and money. Mission 
in this case can stand literally for the words in your mission statement or can be even more 
focused by using your core purpose and core values. You can also expand the idea to encapsulate 
your current strategic goals or theory of change to ensure alignment. 

The “money” reference can be tricky. It can be most helpful to talk about unrestricted operating 
cash and preferably to focus on the profit-making potential or reality of the activity you place in 
the matrix. Note that this requires truth-telling and likely some well-articulated financial 
statements that capture the true costs and the true income. This is no small feat for many 
organizations where passion and excitement and/or any emotional response, rather than facts, 
drive a lot of decisions. (Up the ante even more on this last comment when we are talking about 
deciding whether to do or not to do another special event.) 

How to use it 

Having a clear sense of your business model is an essential step. Start by establishing if your 
organization is primarily powered by earned income or charitable income. Then choose among 
the various opportunities that will fit this model, all while staying true to mission.  

Set some ground rules to make sure you are getting the conversations and decisions you need 
from using this diagram. Here are a few to get you started: 

1. Set the definitions of mission and money 

2. Get the data in advance – financials, plans, results, etc. 

https://www.forakergroup.org/chose-more-money-for-more-mission/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2014/04/01/the-matrix-map-a-powerful-tool-for-mission-focused-nonprofits/
https://www.forakergroup.org/get-to-know-us/nonprofit-sustainability-model/
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3. Gather the right team – big or small, the right team are those who can look at all sides 

and make a decision that will stick 

4. Tell the truth (even if you do not like the answer) 

5. Work at being wrong rather than only focusing on the data that proves you are right – 
stay open by listening and learning 

6. Commit to taking action with the results 

Once you have laid out your matrix and set your ground rules, there is just a little bit more to 
know about the quadrants in order to generate rich dialogue. 

• The “plus mission plus money” quadrant is nonprofit nirvana. You want to go there as 
often as possible in the best way possible. Likely, few of your activities will end up in this 
category, so the ones that do make it need to be exemplary in their mission alignment 
and their ability to generate profit. It can be useful to draw a heart around this quadrant 
to remind groups that in nonprofit nirvana, our heads and our hearts align. 

• More than likely you and your team will find an overwhelming number of examples in 
the “plus mission minus money.” We do so much in our sector because “it is the right 
thing to do,” and the reality that it costs us money – sometimes a lot of money—is a fact 
of life that we easily embrace. It can be helpful to draw a circle around this quadrant to 
remind us that we should limit ourselves to what we can fit in our circle and not 
overextend ourselves in time, money, or energy. 

• The bottom two quadrants can be a bit less fun to tackle, but very necessary. The bottom 
left box “minus mission plus money” is the very definition of mission drift – where we 
follow the money instead of following our mission. Mission drift is not always obvious, 
like the decision to start a circus when you are really about saving a rainforest, so watch 
for and add the subtleties. It might help to consider a few things about the activities that 
belong in this box.  

o Think about whether the idea came from inside your team or from an outside 
financial influence. Outside influence can be a powerful force and is a common 
driver of mission drift.  

o If it came from inside, think about whether the source was a single person’s idea 
or if it generated group excitement. One person’s idea can show up in the long 
term as a drain on the enthusiasm, energy, and overall interest of the team, 
signaling that mission life is askew.  

o The pull of this box can happen when there is a short-term reasoning like “people 
need to know who we are” at the expense of long-term gain, where people really 
get to know mission as who you are. For all of these reasons and a few more, it 
can help to draw a triangle around this box to remind us to proceed with great 
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caution in pursuing anything in it. It is difficult to recover from the long-term 
perils of mission drift. 

• The last box “minus mission, minus money” deserves a big X as its symbol. But if your 
group is like so many others, there will still be activities living in this box. We likely got to 
the place where we have activities to list here because they started in the “no mission, 
plus money” box, but reality set in, and truth-telling occurred, and the answer really was 
that they belonged in this space. I have seen so many special events live in this box that 
started with the “I have a great idea” conversation. Before anyone could stop it, it 
happened, and then it happened again, and suddenly it was a habit. Just say “no thank 
you” to this box and move back to the top of the matrix. 

Filling in the boxes is a lesson in facilitation. There are many ways to go about doing it, and so 
much depends on where you want the conversation to flow from and to. For singular projects, 
events, or activities, we encourage a big group conversation where the topic is presented, and 
the debate and discussion ensue to place it in the right quadrant. The gift is a dialog. The goal is 
consensus about where it goes, and most importantly why it goes there. Then there are the 
choices about what to do next that come after it is categorized and that build from the 
conversation. For example, if the group is debating a fundraising special event, the likelihood that 
it lives in the top row is low – yes, there are exceptions, but they are few.  

It is critical that as a team you follow the ground rules. Listen to each other, examine the facts, 
including the science of fundraising, and together decide what to do no matter where it lives in 
the matrix. If you find it lives in “plus mission, minus money,” then discuss what you could do to 
shift the money piece, like seeing it as step in the donor cycle with a more significant financial ask 
to the donor outside the event. If it lives in “plus money, minus mission,” then consider what 
you can do at the event to connect donors to a mission experience or make an emotional 
connection through stories etc. See the next step as an opportunity to move activities one box 
closer to “plus mission, plus money” nirvana. 

You can also use the matrix to focus on more than one effort at a time. To do this, consider all 
the major organizational activities, or only those of the board, or only those that are attached to 
the revenue line in the budget, which could mean talking about both earned income and 
charitable income. In these more global discussions, I suggest starting with smaller group 
discussions about the right category, then enlarging into a big group to compare and contrast. 
Finding smaller group consensus will help more voices be heard and allow for a deeper dive into 
the ideas. This likely means more clarity by the time the conversation comes back to the larger 
group. 

Whichever path you choose to fill in the matrix, know that the gift is the conversation itself. 
Therein lies the place where assumptions are clarified, myths are revealed, and decisions are 
made. Ultimately, this tool is about gaining understanding and honest dialogue. It is as Jim Collins 
advises, an opportunity to “confront the brutal facts” in order to move forward in talking about 
how we spend our time, and where we find both joy and results in the work. Ultimately, the 
results should bring each organization one step closer to more money for more mission. 
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*There are many versions of the Mission-Money Matrix but little credit to who originated the 
idea. A quick Google search yields the variations and some classes on YouTube, but not even 
Wikipedia knows the source. Whoever you are, thank you for the original idea that we have 
adapted. 
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