
4  |  nonprofitworld.org  volume 40 • number 2

food for thought

Far too often, mergers among nonprofits are viewed 
as a last resort – a desperate option that’s on the 
table only when the organization’s very existence is 
in doubt. Merging is rarely seen as joining forces but, 

rather, as a solution to an overwhelming problem that can’t 
be resolved any other way.
Unfortunately, by adopting that mindset, many nonprofits 
are missing out on an incredible opportunity to not only 
become stronger but ultimately to serve more of the people 
they’ve committed to supporting. After all, if our central 
goal isn’t to help others, then we’ve lost sight of what’s truly 
important. A merger with a healthy, stable, and like-minded 
organization can instantly boost your group’s ability to do 
more good on a wider scale. 
When mergers within the nonprofit world take place, the 
results are typically very poor. But usually, the reason for 
the merger is the cause of the failure. 
When one organization is desperate for help, important 
considerations like culture, team collaboration, autonomy, 
and identity are cast aside for the sake of simply continuing 
to exist. Eventually, this leaves at least one side feeling 
unfulfilled and unappreciated, and the merger is viewed 
as a disappointment. But how can any relationship based 
on fear and anxiety survive, let alone succeed?
Instead, the time to consider a merger is when both parties 
are thriving and looking for ways to expand their footprint. 
The role of any charitable organization isn’t to stay in 
business or employ a team, but to provide services to those 
who are underserved. What better way to deliver on that 
commitment than by teaming up with another, similarly 
focused group? 

A Merger Can Be a 
Great Opportunity
Are you missing a powerful 
way to strengthen your 
organization?
By Gregory Miller

This is a process I’ve been fortunate enough to experience 
first hand. My organization, Penn-Mar Human Services, 
agreed to a merger with Change, Inc., aligning our services 
with one goal: to achieve greater success and more prosperity 
for the people we had been individually assisting for decades.
It was an idea that sprang from a single question: Would 
a merger be better for those we support? The answer was: 
Yes, the idea was worth exploring. 
The next step was to assign a task force that could take a 
detailed look at both organizations and see if we would be 
better together in every way. If, at any point, the task force 
found that the merger wouldn’t allow us to succeed because 
of trust, culture, or any other reason, it would be called off. 
Happily, that never happened and the union has been 
a success. How do we define success? More people are 
receiving access to our services and as a result, we’re doing 
more good for those across Baltimore and the region. 
So how can other nonprofits approach the possibility of 
a merger? It comes back to the idea of knowing why your 
nonprofit exists and having an allegiance to those you 
support. Consider the following questions:
Would a merger be better for those you support and 
bring a higher quality of life?
Could a merger present more opportunities to fulfill 
your work?
Is there a nonprofit that shares your mission? Would a 
partnership with that organization make you stronger?

“The time to consider a 
merger is when both parties 

are thriving.”

“It was an idea that sprang 
from a single question.”
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Does that organization have the same values, ideals, 
goals, and culture as yours?
If the answer to all of the above is “yes,” perhaps the time 
is ripe for fusion with another team. Remember: Even the 
best unions are hard work, filled with potential speed bumps 
that could cause challenges. But isn’t that how you would 
describe any of life’s long-lasting relationships? Like any 
great relationship, the best ones always start when both 
parties are happy, healthy, and most of all, not desperate 
for one another.  

Greg Miller is the CEO of Penn-Mar Human Services 
(penn-mar.org). Penn-Mar’s mission is “to transform 
life into living for individuals, families, our staff and 
volunteers.”

Better Together
Learn more secrets of teaming up in these articles 
(NonprofitWorld.org):

Take the Collaboration Quiz (Vol. 24, No. 3)

Alliances Are Not Mergers: What Problems Should You 
Expect? (Vol. 17, No. 2)

Collaboration and Leadership: Secrets of Success 
(Vol. 24, No. 1)

What Happens when Nonprofits Consolidate? (Vol. 20, 
No. 3)

Keys to a Successful Nonprofit Merger (Vol. 10, No. 3)

A Collaboration Checklist: Ten Questions for Success 
(Vol. 24, No. 1)

How to Build a Framework for Strategic Alliances: A 
Framework of Trust (Vol. 26, No. 6)

20 Ingredients for a Successful Collaboration (Vol. 29, 
No. 1)

The Strategic Alliance Journey: Forging Outrageously 
Successful Relationships (Vol. 28, No. 3)

The Power of Partnership (Vol. 25, No. 3)

Grounded Visioning: A Quick Way to Create Shared 
Visions (Vol. 26, No. 4)

Organizational Culture: It’s in the Walk, Not Just the Talk 
(Vol. 29, No. 6)

What’s Your Alliance IQ? (Vol. 27, No. 5)

W H AT ’ S  U P  O N L I N E ?
Would you like to discuss some of the issues 

addressed in Nonprofit World with other nonprofit 
professionals?  Do you have questions to ask or 
expertise of your own to share?  

Society for Nonprofits is actively engaged on 
LinkedIn, Facebook and Twitter.  Find us on your 
favorite social media platform by visiting 
social.snpo.org

If you have any questions, contact Jason Chmura 
at jchmura@NonprofitWorld.org

please get in touch...
We would love to hear your response to anything in 
Nonprofit World, your comments about any 
aspect of the nonprofit sector, and your concerns 
about your daily work. Please get in touch in any of 
the following ways:

Drop us a note at: Letters to the Editor, 
Nonprofit World, P.O. Box 44173, Madison, 
Wisconsin 53744-4173.

E-mail to: muehrcke@charter.net

Please include your name, organization, address, 
phone number, and e-mail address. If you’d like 
your comments to appear anonymously, please let 
us know. We look forward to hearing from you!

food for thought

“If the answer is “yes,” 
perhaps the time is ripe for 

fusion.”
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