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Merging for impact  

Part II: Should we be 

looking to merge?  

by Sherry Ferronato 
 
This is the second in a series of six 

articles addressing questions about 

nonprofit mergers. Part I can be 

found in the Fall 2009 issue. 

 

Maybe youôve never considered 

merger as a strategy for advancing 

your organizationôs mission. But 

should you be doing so? Or perhaps 

you have thought of merger as one 

strategic option, but youôre 

uncertain if itôs an alternative worth 

further investigation. How can you 

know for sure? Unfortunately there 

is no proven diagnostic checklist that 

will guarantee merger is the way to 

go. However, asking some key 

questions and candidly assessing 

your organizationôs circumstances 

can help clarify whether merger is a 

strategy that your group should 

seriously contemplate. 

 

Why Merge? 

Why would a nonprofit organization 

even consider such drastic action as 

a merger? 

 

Merger is a rather uncommon 

phenomenon in the Canadian 

nonprofit sector. This is likely due to 

a number of factors that can hinder 

nonprofits from regarding merger as 

a strategic option. The resistance 

may be related to strong emotional 

ties to existing organizations, a view 

of current programs as unique or 

sacred, ego and turf issues, or 

difficulty with change. Examples of 

unsuccessful mergers often create 

fears and opposition to this strategy. 

Or sometimes the barrier is the 

volume and complexity of work that 

a merger might involve. 

 

Despite such resistances, the call for 

consolidation in the sector is 

growing louder. Many question the 

sustainability of the large and ever 

increasing number of nonprofit 

organizations, given the funding, 

volunteer effort and expertise 

required by each. Human resource 

issues, an economic downturn,   

increasing or shifting client 

demands, and other operational 

challenges may provide the impetus 

for groups to consider merger. 
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Change always comes  

bearing gifts. 

- Price Pritchett 

Winter 2010, Vol. 20, No. 3  



 

Connections, Winter 2010, Vol. 20, No. 3 2 

Often, though, the driving force 

behind merger is positive in nature. 

By combining with another 

organization, an agency might create 

a convenient ñone-stop-shopò for its 

users. Or it might build the critical 

mass necessary to accomplish tasks 

the agency could never achieve 

independent l y .  Growth and 

leadership positioning may also act 

as merger motivators. 

 

Such was the case when the Alberta 

Mentor Foundation for Youth 

(AMFY) included merger on its list 

of strategic opt ions. Donna 

Rubenstein, AMFYôs former 

Executive Director recalls, ñOur 

environmental analysis told us that, if 

we wanted to achieve our vision of 

growing and serving the community 

in a much larger way, we needed to 

do something different, to operate 

differentlyé We realized that by 

joining forces we could leverage 

resources and do so much more with 

what we had.ò 

 

What are the Alternatives? 

But merger was not the only 

alternative, AMFY had to achieve the 

goal of multiplying its impact. 

ñMerger was only one option,ò 

reports Rubenstein. ñéWe began to 

look at working with various youth-

serving agencies in a variety of ways  

ï partnerships, collaborations and 

other models on the continuum.ò 

 

So how can an organization tell 

whether merger is an option to 

consider, or whether other forms of 

working together would suffice? 

David La Piana, author of several 

excel lent  merger  resources, 

recommends that collaborations are 

appropriate when the work to be 

done together requires a shorter term 

commitment and allows for decision 

-making power to remain with each 

organization. Joint purchasing or a 

joint volunteer training opportunity 

could be examples of collaborative 

efforts. 

 

La Piana suggests that a more formal 

strategic alliance, guided by an 

agreement, is called for when the 

work to be done together requires 

joint or transferred decision-making 

and a commitment that continues for 

the foreseeable future. Shared 

services, a shared facility or a joint 

program, for instance, would likely 

require a strategic alliance. 

 

But when the mutual goal involves 

the agenciesô fundamental purposes, 

such as strengthening the total 

organization or improving the 

capacity to strive towards a shared 

mission, La Piana advises merger. 

 

Sharon Moore, Executive Director of 

Big Brothers and Big Sisters of 

Calgary and Area (BBBS) ï the 

agency wi th  whom AMFY 

eventually merged ï reports that 

BBBS initially looked at working 

with AMFY through a small joint 

pilot program or shared staff. But as 

the two agencies discussed their 

similar visions and core values, they 

began to imagine the possible 

synergies that could be gained by 

combining their complementary 

strengths. It was then that merger 

stood out as a real option. 

 

Where Do You Begin? 

Thus, to determine if merger is for 

you, start with the ñendò in mind. 

Revisit your organizationôs mission 

and vision. 

 

Conduct strategic planning to 

determine where the organization is 

at now, where it is headed, and what 

it is ultimately hoping to achieve. 

Then ask if merger can help get you 

there. 

 

ñI didnôt come to the Board and start 

by saying, óLetôs merge with BBBS,ô 

emphasizes Rubenstein. ñFirst we 

had to get focused on the vision and 

the strategic planning process and get 

clear about our mission to serve 

youth versus the organization.ò 

Rubenstein believes it was that focus 

on the ultimate goal that eventually 

pointed AMFY in the direction of 

merger. 

 

As you ponder whether a merger can 

move your organization closer to 

achieving its vision, also keep in 

mind the outcomes that a successful 

merger can produce and what it takes 

to achieve these ends. A higher 

profile, increased funding, a broader 

continuum of services and better 

quality programs are a few possible 

outcomes of a merger that is done 

well. However, these ends are not 

immediate nor are they guaranteed. If 

it is your organizationôs goal to reap 

these benefits, it must be prepared 

from the outset to dedicate time, 

resources, and careful planning and 

implementation. 
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What are Your Circumstances? 

In addition to considering the ends 

you wish to achieve, it is important to 

assess your organizationôs 

circumstances and strategic issues. 

Your answers to the following key 

questions about your situation can 

help determine if merger is a viable 

option for your organization: 

 

1. H o w  s t a b l e  i s  y o u r 

organization? Although crises 

of leadership, finances or image 

can serve as merger motivators, 

it is preferable to bring some 

stability to these situations 

before embarking on a merger. 

To be done well, a merger 

requires a great deal of time and 

energy ï commodities which are 

in short supply during a crisis. 

Further, a crisis weakens an 

organizationôs desirability and 

position as a merger partner. 

ñOne of the keys to the success 

of the AMFY-BBBS merger,ò 

reflects Moore, ñwas that both 

organizations came from a 

position of strength.ò 

 

2.  Are you prepared to take a 

risk? A merger can have many 

posit ive,  transformat ional 

effects. But merger success is 

not assured. Negotiations could 

break down. Some staff and 

vo lunteers  migh t  leave . 

Anticipated benefits could fail to 

materialize. Experience and 

comfort with calculated risk-

taking can help the organization 

to take the inevitable leap of 

faith a merger requires. ñBBBSô 

experience with collaborations 

and with merging three 

organizations thirteen years 

earlier, gave us confidence to 

move forward with the AMFY 

merger,ò believes Moore. 

 

3. Is your organization open to 

growth? By combining two or 

more organizations, a larger 

organization inevitably results. 

In many cases, such as the 

AMFY- BBBS merger, a desire 

to grow is the impetus for the 

merger. However, you must also 

consider such issues as optimum 

s i ze ,  po ten t i a l  l o ss  o f 

ñintimacyò, and the affect of 

growth on programs, service 

users, staff and volunteers. 

 

4. What is happening with your 

service users, programs and 

services? Are your service users 

asking for something that you do 

not or cannot currently provide? 

Does your organization offer 

only a piece of a larger service 

delivery pie? Are your programs 

similar or complementary to 

those of another group in your 

area or do you serve a related 

population? If you can answer 

yes to these questions, merger 

might be an option. 

 

5. What is your financial state? Is 

your long-term funding in 

jeopardy? Is it necessary to 

curtail or postpone necessary 

expenditures due to dips in your 

cash flow? Financial pressures, 

economies of scale and cost 

efficiencies are legitimate 

merger incentives. However, a 

merger that is purely about cost-

cutting or financial emergency 

may miss the mark. Financial 

efficiencies are often not 

realized for a year or two post-

merger. Even then, cost 

increases might not cease but 

merely slow. 

 

6. How are your  human 

resources faring? Are you 

struggling to recruit or retain 

staff, volunteers and board 

members? Are your existing 

human resources burning out? 

Are staff required to be Jackôs/

Janeôs of all trades, but able to 

be masters of none? Do you lack 

the specialized expertise you 

need? Is the Executive Director/

C.E.O. position vacant or soon 

to be vacant? If so, merger could 

be part of the solution. 

 

7. What is the condition of your 

public image and leadership 

profile? Does confusion exist in 

the community regarding what 

your organization does or how 

your services differ from those 

of a similar group? Is your 

image suffering due to a scandal 

or shift in community priorities? 

Are you too small to wield 

influence? One objective of the 

AMFY -BBBS merger, for 

instance, was to create the  
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profile and influence needed to 

expand mentoring exponentially. 

 

8. What is your organizational 

capacity like? Is an inadequate 

infrastructure or lack of 

expertise or capacity preventing 

yo ur  o rgan iza t i on f r om 

achieving its goals? Combining 

your organizationôs strengths 

and resources with those of 

another might provide the size 

and competence needed to 

achieve what each of you alone 

could not. 

 

The Ultimate Question 

In the end it all comes back to the 

beginning ï to mission. Why does 

your organization exist? Likely it 

exists to facilitate a positive impact 

for those you serve. If your ability to 

fulfill your mission would be 

strengthened by combining with 

another group, then it is your duty to 

seriously examine the merger option. 

A clear focus on the ultimate vision 

will virtually always shepherd you 

towards the best decision. È 

Sherry Ferronato is a Calgary-based 

nonprofit management consultant. 

S h e  c a n  b e  r e a c h e d  a t 

examine@telusplanet.net or by 

phone at 1-403-275-1013.  

 

Watch for Part III: Weôre thinking 

about merger, what do we need to 

consider? 

(Continued from page 3) 

 

Strategic planning and 

tough times  

by Fern Richardson 
 

ñIf you donôt know where you are 

going anywhere will do.ò 
Alice in Wonderland 

 

We all need the help of a road map 

now and then. A map provides us 

with alternative routes, milestones, 

pit stops and an efficient way to 

reach our destination. A strategic 

plan is your organizationôs road map. 

The plan provides your organization 

with a systematic way to: recognize 

and create opportunities, and match 

and integrate available and expected 

resources with your objectives, 

timetables and techniques, helping 

your organization reach its ultimate 

vision or goal. 

 

One size of strategic plan does not fit 

all. Your strategic plan should be 

based on the unique cultural values 

of your organization. The plan builds 

on your existing capabilities, and fits 

your areas of expert ise to 

opportunities. The planning process 

helps you clarify your purpose or 

intent, position your organization for 

the future, provide direction and 

leadership, align and integrate both 

people and organizational processes, 

build and focus on your strengths, 

and buttress your organization 

against challenges.  

The future will unfold whether or not 

you have a strategic plan. When you 

choose to plan, you become an active 

partner in your future and are more 

likely to make your vision a reality. 

Granted the future is unpredictable. 

The last few years have been a roller 

coaster ride for all organizations. 

However, your plan has laid out 

where you want to go and how to get 

there. It keeps you focused on the 

destination even though there may be 

detours along the way. You can be 

responsive to the changing situation 

and still maintain sight of your goal. 

The plan provides you with rational 

criteria to allocate resources and 

allows you to critically evaluate new 

and existing ideas and projects in 

light of reduced resources. Your plan 

includes standards to gauge progress 

and success and may help guide 

decision making in other areas. Your 

focus is clear and the organizationôs 

energy and resources are targeted on 

a common end. With a plan you 

achieve more of what you feel is 

important. 

 

Remember strategic planning is an 

ongoing process and the development 

of your plan is just the start. Time, 

energy and other resources go into 

creating the plan so once the initial 

plan is complete donôt heave a 

collective sigh of relief and put the 

(Continued on page 9) 


