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Merging for impact 

Part III: We’re thinking about 
merging…What do we need 

to consider? 

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

articles addressing questions about 

nonprofit mergers. 

Merger typically involves major 

transformation. Such fundamental 

change can be scary, but it can also 

yield major benefits. So first, 

congratulate yourself on displaying 

the courage required to consider 

merger as a strategic option! Next, 

get ready to undertake some 

important preliminary work that first 

will help to determine if this is the 

best strategy for your organization, 

and then will increase the likelihood 

of reaping those potential merger 

rewards.  

 

Finding a Match 

The first consideration in a nonprofit 

merger is ensuring a good match.  

But how do you find the right 

partner? 

 

Well, how did you link up with your 

best friend or spouse? You probably 

connected informally and gradually 

while pursuing common activities 

and interests. Or maybe you found 

one another through more deliberate 

means like an internet matching site 

or a formal introduction by a third 

party. As you got to know one 

another, you likely discovered 

shared values and goals, 

complementary strengths and 

weaknesses and congruent 

expectations. A basis of trust and 

respect began to build, and you had 

the makings of a good match. 

 

Finding a merger partner (or 

partners) is not that different. Often a 

merger partner is identified through 

an organic process. The relationship 

between organizations usually 

develops naturally as staff or board 

members interact at meetings, 

conferences and events. As they get 

to know one another over time, they 

often discover they have common 

objectives and needs that can be 

fulfilled by their complementary 

capabilities. Cross referrals, a joint 

event or project, or even shared 
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To give real service 

you must add 

something which 

cannot be bought or 

measured with money, 

and that is sincerity 

and integrity. 

- Douglas Adams 
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space arrangements might evolve.  

Trust builds through these collective 

experiences, and opportunities to 

work even more closely become 

evident.   

 

Such was the case for the Alberta 

Mentor Foundation for Youth 

(AMFY) and Big Brothers and Big 

Sisters of Calgary and Area (BBBS).  

These two mentoring organizations 

had worked cooperatively for years, 

and often sat at the same consultation 

and coalition tables. In time, these 

agencies both had collaborative 

executive directors, who shared 

common values and goals. A positive 

and trusting relationship gradually 

built. It was then that natural 

discussions of partnership 

opportunities – and eventually 

merger – began. 

 

Occasionally, however, identifying a 

merger partner follows a more 

intentional, strategic path. Often it 

starts with a tactical decision to 

pursue a merger for such purposes as 

growth or increased profile. Other 

times this path is taken due to strong 

encouragement or even a requirement 

by funders to investigate merger. Or 

sometimes a potential merger partner 

must be sought due to organizational 

sustainability concerns such as a 

leadership vacuum, financial 

difficulty or public relations crisis. 

 

Whether your search for a potential 

partner has been deliberate or has 

happened more organically, it is 

important that the relationship 

between partners is grounded in 

familiarity and mutual trust and 

respect. Developing such a 

relationship requires some time, 

openness and shared experiences.  

 

Popping the Question 

Once you have identified a group 

with whom your organization is 

interested in exploring a merger, it 

might seem awkward to raise the 

merger topic. You may be uneasy 

about confidentiality, about creating 

the suspicion that your organization 

is in dire straits, or about appearing 

threatening to the other group. 

 

For AMFY and BBBS, the topic 

arose quite naturally. ―[BBBS 

Executive Director, Sharon Moore] 

and I had been looking at ways to 

partner,‖ says Donna Rubenstein, 

AMFY’s former executive director. 

―When we discovered we had a lot in 

common – similar visions, values, 

beliefs and passion about mentoring 

– I presented the idea of merger. We 

took it to our boards, and AMFY 

made a proposal to BBBS to get 

together and discuss the idea.‖  

 

Introducing the merger topic may be 

easiest as part of a conversation 

between leaders with an existing, 

positive relationship. If no such 

relationship exists, a third party with 

contacts at both organizations may be 

willing to provide an introduction 

and help initiate dialogue. Otherwise, 

a cold call to the other organization is 

necessary. 

 

While it is important to be frank with 

your intentions, using the M–word 

may be too intimidating as you open 

the conversation. It may be 

preferable to begin by suggesting a 

meeting to discuss common goals, 

explore partnership opportunities, or 

talk about ways of working more 

closely together. 

 

Regardless of how the merger topic 

is introduced, your organization’s 

board should be in agreement before 

moving forward with discussions. 

Board delegates and senior staff from 

both organizations should be 

involved in meetings if the other 

group is interested in exploring a 

closer relationship.  

 

Your representatives must approach 

these discussions with clarity about 

your organization’s strategic issues 

and goals, and how merger might 

address them. 

(Continued from page 1) 
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Starting the Conversation 

When an interested potential merger 

partner has been found, a meeting 

should be convened to get to know 

one another better and explore your 

mutual interests. This is necessary 

even if your organizations are quite 

familiar with one another, as 

misconceptions are common. 

 

Early conversations should allow 

each group to share some general 

information about itself. Discussions 

need not get bogged down in detail at 

this point. A skilled facilitator can 

help steer the fact sharing towards 

brief descriptions of each 

organization’s history, values, 

mission, vision, governance, 

strengths, weaknesses and 

challenges. All parties should have 

the opportunity to check out 

assumptions and dispel any myths.   

 

The objective at this stage is to assist 

each organization to determine if the 

other is a compatible match. Does the 

other group have values similar to 

yours? Are their strengths and 

weaknesses complementary to yours?  

Can you trust them? Is there more to 

be gained by working together than 

by working independently?  

 

―The first joint meeting with AMFY 

set the foundation around values, 

mission and vision. Our first 

discussions were exploratory,‖ 

recalls BBBS’ Moore. She adds that 

the outcome of the meeting was very 

positive. Based on the groups’ 

common principles and goals, 

everyone was keen to move ahead 

with merger negotiations. 

 

It might take several meetings to get 

to that point of deciding on next 

steps. To help, the delegates may 

wish to also consider other ways of 

working such as joint programming 

or shared administration. It can also 

be useful to put all the non-

negotiable items on the table by 

asking what must be achieved and 

what must be preserved in a merger 

of your organizations. Both groups 

must carefully weigh the ―Why 

merge?‖ and ―Why not merge?‖ 

debate. It can be helpful to chart out 

the pros and cons of merger and 

other models of collaboration for all 

to see clearly.   

 

Making a Decision 

Taking into account all the vital 

information presented, as well as 

experiences with one another to date, 

each organization will have a 

decision to make. Perceived 

incompatibility, concerns about the 

other group’s weaknesses, or mistrust 

could lead your group to back away 

from the table. Another potential 

partner can then be sought, or you 

can take more time to develop a 

relationship with the existing 

potential partner.   

 

Another option would be to decide 

that your strategic objectives can be 

met by working with this group in a 

collaborative model other than 

merger. Your organizations can then 

determine the nature of that 

collaboration and establish a suitable 

partnership agreement.   

 

Finally, having determined that this 

is a compatible match, your delegates 

could recommend pursuing a merger 

with your potential partner. The 

decision to move forward with a 

merger must ultimately be about 

attaining something greater for those 

you serve. ―It should never be a 

merger for the sake of merger,‖ 

advises Rubenstein. ―The merger 

must be in service of a bigger vision 

that you share.‖  

 

Taking the Next Steps 

Once the parties determine that they 

are interested in embarking on a 

merger, it is necessary to take that 

recommendation back to the boards 

of directors for formal approval.  

Each board should appoint 

representatives to a merger 

committee, and empower them to 

carry out negotiations on the board’s 

behalf. Typically the merger 

committee consists of the executive 

directors or CEOs and three or four 

board delegates. These people will 

become the merger champions, so it 

is important to select them carefully. 

 

Before proceeding with formal 

merger negotiations, a basic 

memorandum of understanding ought 

to be drawn up. It should outline such 

terms as the groups’ intentions to 

move towards merging, the process 

to be used to carry out these 

(Continued from page 2) 
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intentions, the means by which the 

process will be coordinated, 

confidentiality expectations, and the 

way related costs will be dealt with. 

 

A facilitator who is skilled in 

nonprofit mergers and credible to 

both organizations should be engaged 

prior to beginning negotiations.  

While a good facilitator comes at a 

price, the investment will save much 

time, frustration and effort. Many 

funders are open to assisting with the 

related costs. 

 

Not only does a merger cost money 

to carry out, it can take a lot of time.  

To prepare for a merger, it is 

therefore important to consider how 

the organization will carve out time 

from what is likely an already full 

schedule. Moore offers this sage 

advice, ―Think of what you can let go 

of to allow you to deal with the 

merger. You may need to revise your 

goals for the year to make this 

happen. Bring in extra resources to 

help with workload if you can.  

You’ll need to give the merger the 

time and focus it demands.‖ 

 

By investing in these preliminary 

steps, your organization will lay a 

strong foundation on which to build a 

positive merger process.  

 
Sherry Ferronato is a Calgary-based non

-profit management consultant. She can 

be reached at exanimo@telusplanet.net 

or by phone at 403-275-1013. 

(Continued from page 3) 

 

Web Picks 
 
Two helpful websites for managers 

of volunteers: 

 

 

Volunteer Alberta's VAULT 

 

Volunteer Alberta, with support from 

the Government of Alberta, has 

created VAULT, a brand new 

website for managers of volunteers. 

This online tool was developed after 

consultations with volunteer manager 

groups identified the following as the 

most valuable assets to the 

profession: sharing resources and 

best practices; accessing information 

on training and professional 

development opportunities; and, 

connecting and collaborating with 

one another. With its directory of 

volunteer management groups, 

accreditation information, links to 

important resources, and discussion 

boards, VAULT offers volunteer 

management professionals the 

information they need to better 

engage volunteers in creating strong, 

vibrant and inclusive organizations. 

Be sure to register to take advantage 

of all that this website has to offer! 

 

 

Energize, Inc. 

 

Founded in 1977, Energize, Inc. is an 

international training, consulting and 

publishing firm specializing in 

volunteerism. Whether you’re an 

experienced manager of volunteers or 

new to the profession, this website 

has a lot to offer, including: events, 

news and hot topics in volunteerism; 

a library of downloadable resources 

covering dozens of topics on 

volunteers and managers; a referral 

network and job and internship 

listings; and, a bookstore as well as 

information on various volunteer 

management products and services. 

If you sign up with Energize, you can 

receive a free monthly e-newsletter 

and get ―Quick Tips‖ in your email 

box from Susan J. Ellis, author of 

From the Top Down: The Executive 

Role in Successful Volunteer 

Involvement.  

http://www.volunteeralberta.ab.ca/VAULT/code.php
http://www.energizeinc.com/
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For registered charities: 
disbursement quota reform 
 

The March 2010 federal budget 

proposes a disbursement quota 

change for registered charities that 

will repeal the charitable expenditure 

rule, modify the capital accumulation 

rule and strengthen related anti-

avoidance rules for charities.  

 

The change, for tax years ending 

after March 3, 2010, will allow 

registered charities greater flexibility 

to devote resources to administration 

and spending on items not directly 

related to their charitable programs, 

while also strengthening measures to 

prevent charities from improperly 

accumulating assets rather than 

making expenditures on their 

charitable work. There is still some 

uncertainty about what Canada 

Revenue Agency’s expectations will 

be regarding chari t ies wi th 

disbursement quota surpluses or 

shortfalls dating from before the 

changes were announced. 

 

To help answer questions about the 

change, the CRA has published a 

disbursement quota reform questions 

and answers web page. Registered 

charities with questions about the 

proposed measures may also call 

CRA’s Client Services Section at  

1-800-267-2384 between 8 a.m. and 

8 p.m. (Eastern Time), Monday to 

Friday.  

 

Bill C-470: what you should 
know 
 
Bill C-470, a Private Member’s Bill 

before the House of Commons, 

would make public the salaries of all 

charities’ top five executives or 

employees. The Bill could allow the 

Minister of National Revenue to 

publish the names and compensation 

levels of an organization’s five most 

highly paid employees. It could also 

allow for the deregistration of any 

charity paying $250,000 total 

compensation to an employee. 

 

To provide some helpful background 

information on the Bill, Imagine 

Canada has published Bill C-470: 

Twelve Frequently Asked Questions 

in which they state: ―All charities 

should also be concerned about the 

signal that this Bill sends out to the 

public. It conveys the sense that 

charities in general are doing 

something wrong, that this is not the 

case with other sectors which are not 

subject to this same oversight, and 

that charities therefore need to be 

reined in.‖  

 

 

I ma g i n e  C a n a d a  h a s  a l s o  

released another document, Bill C- 

470: Supplementary Questions and 

Answers. 

 

Fo r  mo re  in fo r ma t io n  and 

commentary on the Bill, see Levy-

Ajzenkopf’s article, ―Bill C-470: 

Transparency, salary capping or knee

-capping for the charitable sector?‖ at 

Charity Village.  

http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/gncy/bdgt/2010/chrt-eng.html
http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/gncy/bdgt/2010/chrt-eng.html
http://www.imaginecanada.ca/files/www/en/publicpolicy/c-470_top12_qanda_14052010.pdf
http://www.imaginecanada.ca/files/www/en/publicpolicy/c-470_top12_qanda_14052010.pdf
http://www.imaginecanada.ca/files/www/en/publicpolicy/c-470_sup_qanda_14052010.pdf
http://www.imaginecanada.ca/files/www/en/publicpolicy/c-470_sup_qanda_14052010.pdf
http://www.imaginecanada.ca/files/www/en/publicpolicy/c-470_sup_qanda_14052010.pdf
http://www.charityvillage.com/cv/archive/acov/acov10/acov1012.asp
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Courses 

Enhance your non-profit 
leadership career while you 

work 

Quality leadership in the non-profit 

sector requires global thinking and 

consistent collaborative techniques to 

move organizations forward. If you 

aspire to become a community 

leader, or are currently in a 

leadership position and want to 

enhance your abilities, then consider 

Grant MacEwan University’s 

Executive Leadership in the Non-

profit Sector program. 

 

This post-diploma certificate is a 

peer-supported, part-time program 

that takes 20 months to complete. It 

consists of seven courses and is 

offered in a hybrid model with both 

classroom sessions (15 hours per 

course) and online delivery (30 hours 

per course). There are approximately 

10 visits to MacEwan’s City Centre 

Campus in downtown Edmonton 

during the 20-month period for the 

mandatory classroom sessions. 

 

The Learning Environment 

The program is cohort based and 

encourages peer learning and 

relationships to support collaborative 

work in the community. Many of the 

learning activities are done with a 

classmate partner or as part of a 

larger team. 

 

With a focus on personal and 

c o l l a b o r a t i v e  l e a d e r s h i p , 

organizational and community 

capac i ty  b u i ld ing ,  reso urce 

development, governance and 

advocacy, this certificate is designed 

to help you: 

 

 inspire your organization to 

develop vision, learn and work 

together to accomplish goals 

 work strategically within your 

organization and across sectors 

in the community 

 manage the human, financial and 

physical resources of a non-

profit organization 

 design, lead and evaluate 

collaborative processes with 

d i v e r s e  s t a k e h o l d e r s , 

communities and teams 

 develop the personal leadership 

capacity to maintain balance in a 

complex environment 

 

Our Students 

Students in the program are often 

mature students working and 

v o l u n t e e r i n g  i n  n o n - p r o f i t 

organizations in leadership roles. 

Others aspire to add to their 

experience in the public and private 

sectors, allowing for a transition into 

managerial roles within voluntary/

non-profit organizations. Most are 

experienced in the sector and are 

building on diplomas and degrees, 

but a combination of education and 

experience is welcome. Students 

currently working in the sector have 

found succession planning and career 

development discussions with their 

boards or senior staff useful in 

gaining financial and organizational 

support for furthering their 

education. 

Applications 

The program is currently accepting 

applications for September 2010. For 

f u r t h e r  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  v i s i t 

www.macewan.ca/leadership, join us 

at the June 22 information session, or 

contact Kirsten (details below). 

Information Sessions 
 

Date: Tuesday, June 22, 2010 

 
Time: 5:30 p.m.—6:30 p.m. 
 
Where: Grant MacEwan 

University 
 Room 5-268 
 City Centre Campus 
 10700 - 104 Avenue 
 Edmonton, AB 
 
RSVP: Kirsten Milner, BSW 
 University Advisor 
 Email: executive 
 leadership@macewan.ca 

 Phone: 780-497-5268 
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Learning Opportunities 

So What? Linking Research 
& Practice in the Voluntary 
Sector” 2010/11 Series 
Grant MacEwan University 

Edmonton, AB 

Date: TBA 

The ―So What?‖ series is designed to 

briefly introduce Canadian applied 

research that may be helpful to 

voluntary sector leaders and 

managers. Diverse topics and applied 

research projects will be explained in 

summary and act as a catalyst for 

discussion. The series will give you 

an opportunity to learn about new 

initiatives, to reflect on how they 

might affect you and your 

organization, and to collaborate with 

others to implement some of the 

ideas that are introduced. 

 

This series is offered twice per year. 

Watch www.rcvo.org for upcoming 

So What? session in the fall of 2010. 

Online registration will be available. 

 

Fundraising Success: Where 
to Start and How to Build It! 
Date: TBA 

If you are raising funds in a small 

organization, starting a new fund 

development program, or just 

learning the ropes in fund 

development, then this primer is a 

must for you! 

 

 

Understand how to ensure that your  

organization is ready to raise funds, 

select the right prospects (those you 

hope will give) and the right method

(s) for raising those funds. This 

workshop has a strong focus on the 

basics—the steps to building a fund 

development program that will allow 

your organization to successfully 

address its mission. 

 

Please check our website for 

upcoming workshops. 

 

Strengthening Volunteer 
Boards Workshop  
Date: TBA 

As a board member of a nonprofit 

organization, have you ever 

wondered… 

 

 what are my legal and ethical 

responsibilities? 

 what role do I play in governing 

our organization? 

 how can our board organize its 

work fairly and efficiently to 

avoid volunteer and staff 

burnout? 

 how can we develop policies that 

will help us make consistent 

decisions? 

 ho w can  we  enco urage 

teamwork between the board and 

staff? 

 

If you’re a new board member 

wanting to learn more about your 

role, or an experienced board 

member wishing to enhance your 

skills and work effectively as a team 

member, this workshop is for you. 

 

Workshop content will focus on 

in co rp o ra t ed  a nd  no n p ro f i t 

organizations and is not appropriate 

for advisory boards. Limit of three 

board members per organization. 

 

Please check our website for 

upcoming workshops. 

Workshop Registration 
 
All registration for RCVO workshops 

is available online. Please go to 

www.rcvo.org and click on the Events 

tab. 

 

The events coordinator can be 

c o n t a c t e d  b y  e m a i l i n g 

voluntarysectorevents@macewan.ca. 

 

 

 

http://www.rcvo.org/
http://culture.alberta.ca/voluntarysector/vitalize/default.aspx
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Why strategic planning goes 

wrong 

by Mark Holmgren 
 
As a consultant, executive staff 

member, board director, and teacher, 

I have had the opportunity to engage 

in a lot of strategic planning. I think 

about it, research it, and look for 

ideas to make it work better than how 

it tends to work. 

 

It has always bothered me to know 

that more often than not strategic 

planning efforts go awry. In another 

article I wrote on this topic, I stated 

the biggest reason why strategic 

plans fail is that people don’t do 

them. While there is truth in that, the 

story doesn’t end there of course. It’s 

why people and organizations fail to 

do successful strategic planning that 

deserves some attention. 

 

The difference between strategy  

and plan 

Let’s start with what I suggest are 

some fundamental misconceptions 

about strategic planning. The biggest 

misconception if that strategy and 

planning  are one in the same. How 

often, for example, do you hear 

people equate strategic planning with 

a ―blueprint‖ or a ―roadmap?‖ While 

those words are good metaphors for 

the word, ―plan,‖ they fail 

substantially in capturing the 

meaning of ―strategic‖ or ―strategy.‖ 

 

Strategy is not a blueprint or a 

roadmap 

Build a house according to a set of 

blueprints, and you will succeed in 

bringing to life someone’s vision of a 

house. The vision of the house is the 

strategy; the blueprint is the plan to 

achieve the vision. But the blueprint  

cannot exist without the vision; 

whereas, one’s vision of a house can 

survive without a blueprint. 

 

―Roadmap‖ is also an inadequate 

metaphor. It simply shows the 

connections between locations and 

the various ways to get from one 

point to another. A roadmap says 

nothing about strategy or vision. In 

fact, a roadmap is ultimately rather 

useless without one’s desire or 

intention to go from one point to 

another. Once the destination or 

destinations (i.e. the vision) are 

determined, then the roadmap 

becomes an excellent tool. 

 

So, one of the reasons why strategic 

planning fails is that organizations 

fail to differentiate between 

―strategy‖ and ―plan.‖ More often 

than not in my experience, this 

results in people giving short shrift to 

visioning the future, thinking 

strategically, and exploring ideas that 

challenge the status quo. Instead, 

they move quickly to figuring out 

how to do something even before 

they really understand what or why 

they should do it. 

 

That would be like identifying a 

simplistic vision of a house as having 

a kitchen, living room, bathrooms, 

and bedrooms and then setting out to 

build it without having thought about 

what results and outcomes you want 

from your home. Do you want to 

entertain your friends, have a place 

that your kids will want to share with 

their friends, or do you need a  home 

that can accommodate you later in 

life? What’s the strategy? 

 

Strategic retreats are not enough 

Another misconception is that 

s t r a t e g i c  p l a n n i n g  c a n  b e 

accomplished in a day-long retreat or 

a series of shorter meetings. Even 

when we have experienced numerous 

retreats that have failed to produce 

stellar strategies, we stubbornly stick 

to the practice. In our hearts we know 

it is not enough time, but we are too 

immersed in day-to-day operations, 

current board and management 

practice, and often we are not 

prepared to invest the time, money, 

and effort required to do what needs 

to be done. 

 

Effective strategic planning is a 

living thing. While it articulates what 

Henry Mintzberg calls ―prescribed 

strategies,‖ a truly strategic 

organization also has its eyes open 

for ―emergent strategies‖ and 

incorporates them into its thinking 

and then its planning documents. 

 

Organiza tions ser ious  about 

achieving strategy or vision ensure 

that they are monitoring and 

evaluating the progress of their plans, 

making adjustments along the way, 

stopping what isn’t working, and 

introducing new actions when it 

makes sense to do so. 

 

Instead of being one of those many 

reports asleep on the bookshelf, a 

strategic plan should be on your 

desk, with marked up pages, folded 

corners, and a weathered spine from 

being opened and closed so often. It 

should be the touchstone document 

that preoccupies the minds and 

actions of leadership teams as well as 

line staff. 

 

Professionalizing planning can 

stifle strategy 

Even organizations that create staff 

positions called ―planners‖ or 

―strategic planners‖ often miss the 

mark when it comes to being 

strategic. What can happen is that by 

creating positions and formalizing 

(Continued on page 9) 
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strategy-making and planning within 

a  d e p a r t me n t  o r  d i v i s i o n , 

organizations look to a select few 

individuals for new ideas and 

directions. That’s counter-productive 

because good strategy-making is 

accomplished through collaborative 

dialog across an organization, not by 

staff positions deemed to be 

―strategic.‖ 

 

Strategic planning as “ritual rain 

dance” 

In fact, what often happens is that 

planners and strategists inside an 

organization end up spending more 

time on the process of planning than 

on facilitating creative exchanges 

about the future. This can lead to a 

continuous cycle of improving 

planning processes and tools to the 

point where planning as a function 

overpowers strategy-making. 

 

J. Brian Quinn of Dartmouth, a 

collaborator with Henry Mintzberg, 

offers his view of what happens: 

―[Strategic Planning]…is like a ritual 

rain dance; it has no effect on the 

weather that follows, but those who 

engage in it think it does… 

Moreover, much of the advice and 

instruction related to planning is 

directed at improving the dancing, 

not the weather.‖ 

 

Concentrate on being strategic 

Organizations might be better served 

if they thought less about what 

strategic planning model or exercise 

to deploy and focused more on 

having meaningful dialog throughout 

the organization about the future, 

how to innovate, what results to 

aspire to achieve, and how to create 

and sustain a nimble, risk tolerant, 

and outcome-focused team of people. 

 

In the nonprofit sector, the blessing 

of volunteerism can sometimes cause 

confusion or slow the pace. Over the 

years, I have seen board members 

impose their view of how to do 

s t r a t e g i c  p l a n n i n g  o n  t h e 

organization.  Sometimes the 

rationale is that what worked for ―my 

business‖ should work for the 

nonprofit organization. Other times 

board leaders are simply sharing 

what  they kno w and  have 

experienced. The problem is that 

planning models and processes 

undertaken by large retail chains, 

telecommunications companies, oil 

companies and the like often do not 

translate well into the nonprofit 

arena. 

 

Board members’ desire to help would 

be better served on working with the 

CEO to facilitate and animate 

strategic thinking. That’s what 

boards should focus on: strategy – 

not on whether or not the model 

should include a SWOT analysis, 

issues management, stakeholder 

analysis, or follow the tenets of 

experts like Mintzberg, Porter, 

Bryson, Drucker, or Collins. 

 

Find the strategy. That’s the most 

important thing. Then pick a model 

that fits your organization, your 

culture, and the strategy you want to 

bring to life. 

 

Vision and strategy are about 

embracing change 

Just because an organization 

understands the need to envision the 

future does not necessarily mean they 

will create one. To truly vision the 

future, to craft strategies that will 

lead to desired changes down the 

road, and to paint an inspiring picture 

of the future, organizations need to 

embrace change as part and parcel to 

tomorrow’s success. 

 

Avoid protectionist visioning 

Strategic planning will go wrong if 

organizations engage in what I call 

―protectionist visioning‖ which is 

more about brushing a fresh coat of 

paint on the status quo than creating 

something new and inspiring. Such 

status quo visions tend to repackage 

what is going on now with new 

language, imagery, and spin. This 

kind of strategic planning avoids 

authentic engagement, ignores 

disruptive solutions, and typically 

identifies goals that at best are 

incremental, much less capable of 

attaining breakthrough results. 

 

Success requires tough decisions 

Sometimes organizations do a great 

job of engagement and are serious 

about figuring out the big picture for 

their organization, but when the 

rubber hits the road, they fail to make 

the tough decisions. 

 

(Continued from page 8) 

(Continued on page 10) 
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Strategy is about making choices and 

decisions in order to succeed. It calls 

for authentic dialog about the 

problems and issues facing the 

organization. Good practice calls for 

diverse perspectives at the table, 

which means people do not always 

see things the same way or come to 

the same conclusions about what 

direction to go in. 

 

For every yes, there is a no 

Such diversity should create strategic 

options that the organization can look 

at and then make decisions about. 

The very nature of dialog and of 

identifying options is such that not 

everyone’s individual perspective 

will prevail. The hope is the diverse 

perspectives will amalgamate into 

strategies and common aspirations 

 

that are more effective than anyone 

could produce on their own. 

 

Being able to make tough decisions 

is important because for every YES 

an organization finds, there is at least 

an implied NO. While dialog 

involves compromise, it should not 

result in watering things down to the 

point where there are at best weak 

strategies striving for a vague vision 

of the future. 

 

So, now what? 

First, I recommend organizations 

understand their terminology. I offer 

two definitions that may help. 

 

Strategy: the convergence of what 

people know, think, intuit, feel, 

respect, value and wonder about that 

inspires a group’s explicit aspiration 

for a better future. 

Plan: the formalized organization of 

people, processes, and technologies 

required to achieve strategy or a set 

of strategies. 

 

You might not agree with my 

definitions entirely, but I hope I have 

adequately differentiated between the 

two words. 

 

My advice to nonprofits is to break 

free of habitual planning practices, 

especially if they constantly frustrate 

you. Focus instead on creating and 

sustaining an environment of dialog 

and innovation so that people across 

your organization are future minded 

rather than subjects of a well-honed 

planning system.  

 
Based in Edmonton, Mark Holmgren is a 

strategy and planning consultant to the 

nonprofit and public sectors. His blog is 

at www.markholmgren.com. 

(Continued from page 9) 

 

RCVO thanks the Wild Rose 
Foundation!  
 
In March of 2009, the RCVO was 

very fortunate to be the recipient of 

one of the last grants provided under 

the Wild Rose Foundation’s 

Mo d i f i ed  Vo l u n ta r y Sec to r 

Advancement Program.  

  

The RCVO and Grant MacEwan 

University would like to thank the 

Government of Alberta, Culture and 

Community Spirit (formerly known 

as the Wild Rose Foundation) for 

their kind and generous support. 

 

During the past 12 months, we have 

i d e n t i f i ed  R C VO ’s  c l i e n t s , 

determined what information and 

services they need, and how they 

prefer to access information and 

services. Thanks to the Wild Rose 

Foundation’s support, RCVO is now 

in a position to assist more nonprofit  

organizations in the most efficient 

and effective method possible.   

 

We are currently working on 

initiatives that will allow us to 

expand RCVO’s reach  throughout 

Alberta, providing clients with the 

information services needed to 

improve their operations. We have 

started to increase the amount of 

information and services available 

via electronic or web-based format. 

Our website activity has increased 

more than 3.2 times in one year with 

almost 30,000 clients visiting our 

website in March. And the work is 

just beginning—so stay tuned. 

  

But we will not forsake our personal 

touch! The RCVO will continue to be 

the Information Destination for 

clients who call, email, or visit us in 

person, in addition to providing 

valuable information and resources 

through our website. 

 

Thanks again Alberta Culture and 

Community Spirit; your funding 

support was greatly appreciated and 

has helped move RCVO forward.   
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Surviving and thriving in 

interesting times 

by Hilary Rose 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Readiness for change: 

communications  

 

―May you live in interesting times,‖ 

as the saying goes. For many 

voluntary organizations, these are 

indeed interesting times. Is it a curse? 

It doesn’t have to be. This is a 

continuing series on surviving and 

thriving. 

 

In previous articles, I have discussed 

the external and internal warning 

signs that signal a crisis and point to 

a need for change. But is the 

organization ready? 

 

 ―Y o u  mu s t  u n i t e  yo u r 

constituents around a common 

cause and connect with them as 

human beings.‖ (Kouzes and 

Posner) 

 

Change is the biggest leadership 

challenge in all organizations. When 

the crisis hits, is the organization 

paying attention? Do people 

understand? Are they  ready to move  

away from the status quo? Do they 

see a benefit to investing time and 

effort to reexamine what they do?   

 

People need to understand the 

problem and understand  why change 

is necessary. Communications are the 

key:  

 Be clear on the problem. 

 Listen and understand. 

 Stay positive, but realistic. 

 Be consistent. 

 And repeat. Change takes time. 

 

Not everyone will be equally 

enthusiastic and committed; even the 

enthusiasts will find it difficult to 

change long-standing and familiar 

habits. But openness, candour, and a 

note of realism will pay big 

dividends. Even when some news is 

unwelcome, and when there is 

uncertainty, I have always found that 

people recognize the ―straight goods‖ 

and respond in a  meaningful and 

constructive way. In this way, their 

engagement and buy-in generates 

energy and ideas. With  moral 

support and team spirit, people will 

develop solutions together—making 

all the difference in achieving a 

better, stronger future. 

 

There are many different approaches  

to communication. Deciding what 

works best will depend on the 

situation, the nature of the crisis, the 

environment, and the audiences.     

 

Co mmunica te ,  co mmu nica te , 

communicate!  

 
Hilary Rose is a CA, governance expert 

and trained facilitator with 25 years 

professional experience in industry, 

government and academia. She is a 

consultant to not-for-profit and publicly 

funded organizations, bringing people 

together to solve business problems. She 

can be reached at 780-966-0541, 

h i la ryca @te lu s .n e t  o r  h t tp : / /

hilaryrose.homedns.org/  

 

Watch for the next installment in this 

series in the summer issue of 

Connections.  

 

 
RCVO is 
now on 
Facebook 
 

http://www3.telus.net/hilaryrose/
http://www3.telus.net/hilaryrose/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Edmonton-AB/Resource-Centre-for-Voluntary-Organizations/280795606959?v=wall
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Asking: A 59-Minute Guide 
to Everything Board 
Members, Volunteers, and 
Staff Must Know to Secure 

the Gift 

by Jerold Panas 

HG 177.P358 2009  

Have you ever wished there was a 

short book you could read in under 

one hour that would provide you with 

valuable tips and information around 

fundraising? If so, then this is the 

book for you! Whether you have 

limited experience with fundraising 

and require guidance and examples, 

or significant experience and are 

simply seeking tips or verification of 

your methods, this book has it all.  

 

In this revised edition, Panas has 

simply laid out the dos and don’ts of 

asking for financial gifts. A step-by-

step approach is used to guide us 

through the process, and examples of 

what to say and/or to write are 

provided. Panas helps you determine 

how much to ask for, whom to ask, 

and how to make the pitch. He 

encourages the reader to never accept 

no for an answer.  

 

Best of all, the book is a very quick 

and easy read, and it is written in a 

rational yet humorous manner that 

makes the time fly. No matter what 

your current fundraising skill level, 

you will find your confidence 

increasing as you read through the 

pages.  

     

Jerold Panas is the author of seven 

books, a popular columnist for 

Contributions magazine, and a 

favourite speaker at conferences and 

conventions throughout the United 

States.  

  
To find out how to borrow this book, call 

RCVO at 780-497-5616 or email us at 

rcvo@macewan.ca. 

 

RCVO Contributors 

 

Lydia Baker 

Sherry Ferronato 

Mark Holmgren 

Hilary Rose 

 

Editor: Charlene Butler 

Production: Wendy Kuzio & Lydia Baker 

SUBSCRIBE TO CONNECTIONS 
 

Published 4 times/year free of charge. To 

receive Connections by email, please send an 

email to rcvo@macewan.ca, with your name, 

organization and postal code. In the subject 

line, please type “Connections email list” or 

phone 780-497-5616 or toll free at  

1-877-897-5616.  

The Resource Centre for 

Voluntary Organizations is 

supported by: 

The Muttart Foundation 

 


