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Lookout Emergency 
Aid Society Merges 
with Keys Housing 
and Health Solutions
Two non-profit housing societies, Lookout Emergency Aid 
Society (“Lookout”) and Keys Housing and Health Solutions 
(“Keys”), merged in 2014. The process of exploring and 
pursuing the merger is summarized below.

The Vision Started with Succession Planning

The Executive Director for Lookout, 
Karen O’Shannacery, planned for retire-
ment and initiated an executive search to 
replace her leadership. The nation-wide 
search resulted in the recommendation 
of Executive Director Shayne Williams 
of Keys. After his recruitment, a priority 
was evaluating the potential of an even-
tual merger between Lookout and Keys 
through leader-
ship change and 
collaboration – an 
opportunity that 
would benefit both 
organizations.

During the ex-
ploration process, 
Board members 
of both Lookout 
and Keys held independent discussions 
regarding the opportunity for Keys to 
transition to Lookout. These discus-
sions included the potential for signifi-
cant growth and capacity building that 

“Ultimately, the merger 
was seen as an opportunity 

to have greater regional 
impact within the social 

services sector.”
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Preliminary Opportunity 
Review and Establishing 
a Process

Mr. Williams and Ms. O’Shanna-
cery conducted a SWOT analysis on the 
potential merger and, together, presen-
ted the SWOT analysis to the Lookout 
Board. The Board’s initial response was 
concern for the potential workload in-
volved in the merger during the same 
time as rapid organizational changes 
and leadership transition. The antici-
pated benefits were presented to the 
Board. These included gaining talent, 
physical assets and social infrastructu-
re, and the opportunity for Lookout to 
pursue accreditation through levera-
ging the accreditation standards and 
performance quality previously imple-
mented by Keys.  A parallel process was 
undertaken by the Keys Board, also 
with positive outcomes.

Both Boards independently ack-
nowledged the benefits and endorsed 
next steps. Subsequently, a plan was 
outlined for Lookout and Keys to jointly 
explore a potential merger. An agree-
ment was made between Lookout and 
Keys to undertake the merger explora-
tion process.

would better serve vulnerable popula-
tions throughout the region. Ultimate-
ly, a merger was seen as an opportunity 
that would have greater regional im-
pact within the social services sector.

As part of the recruitment process, 
Mr. Williams toured Lookout facilities 
with Ms. O’Shannacery, learning about 

Lookout ’s  s i tes 
a n d  p ro g ra m s .  
Then, as the inco-
ming Executive Di-
rector of Lookout, 
he spent a short 
period of overlap 
a n d  s h a d o w e d 
outgoing Execu-
tive Director, Ms. 
O ’ S h a n n a c e r y.  
They found that 

both societies held similar visions and 
mandates; their clientele were alike 
and common service needs existed.
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Implementing a Due 
Diligence Review

Two due diligence committees 
were established: one committee com-
prised of Lookout Board members, and 
one comprised of Keys Board mem-
bers. Each committee prepared due 
diligence reports to examine whether 
the potential merger would 
be a feasible and positive 
change for the organiza-
tions as well as the commu-
nities they serve. Members 
of the due diligence com-
mittees were selected with 
those who were opposed 
and those in support of the 
merger. This approach ensured that an 
equal balance of concerns and oppor-
tunities were discussed and debated.

The respective due diligence com-
mittees assessed risks and benefits of 
the merger. This included evaluating 
risks of not pursuing the merger. Other 
aspects of the due diligence reports 
included a review of portfolios, con-

tract requirements, covenants on title, 
building assessments, liabilities, expi-
ring agreements, financial statements, 
bank account information and human 
resource grievances. Information rela-
ted to suppliers, insurances, leases and 
mortgages were compiled. Insights into 
potential community impacts, as well 
as risks to communities served, were 
also included.

Communications with staff was in-
tegrated into the due diligence review 
through a series of online surveys. Over 
one-third of Lookout staff responded 
to the survey (+100 employees) and a 
large number of those questions were 
open-ended, resulting in robust staff 
feedback. Concerns expressed in the 
surveys were reviewed by the due dili-
gence committee. 

In addition to the survey, Mr. Wi-
lliams spent time on 30 front line shifts 
throughout the portfolio, including shel-
ters, housing, drop in and outreach, in 
order to engage one-on-one with staff 
to build relationships (as part of succes-
sion planning) as well as to learn more 
about staff concerns regarding the cu-
rrent operations and what could be ad-
dressed through the merger.

Lookout also enga-
ged their Client Advisory 
Committee to obtain fee-
dback on the merger, who 
were informed about the 
merger at the same time 
as staff and before the 
merger was shared with 

the broader public.

Once the committees completed 
the due diligence reports, committee 
members and executives from Lookout 
and Keys met and exchanged due dili-
gence reports to review. The exchange 
was followed by a period of questions 
and clarifications between committees 
and executives.

“Each committee prepared due diligence reports to 

ensure the potential merger would be a feasible and 

positive change for the organizations, as well as the 

communities they serve”
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Findings from the due diligence 
review process revealed that both 
Keys and Lookout were in good finan-
cial standing, which further made the 
merger attractive to both. The due di-
ligence reports highlighted how the 
respective organizations service de-
livery could improve if merged. The 
reports also outlined the benefits of 
improved economies of scale.

The reports revealed challenges as 
well, such as low morale among Lookout 
staff.  However, committee members and 
executives perceived the merger as an 
opportunity to improve human resources 
with a new approach to people manage-
ment and employee engagement.

Each of the due diligence commi-
ttees presented their opinions to their 
respective Boards, including the overall 
risks, benefits and opportunities of the 
merger. Several progress update mee-
tings were held with respective Boards 
to address questions and concerns. 
There were also in-camera Board mee-
tings to discuss the merger. Based on 

the due diligence reports and subse-
quent communications, Lookout com-
mittee made a recommendation to its 
Board, and Keys committee made a re-
commendation to its Board, to endorse 
an official merger. Ultimately, the deci-
sion to merge was Board-driven, and 
motions to proceed were supported by 
both Boards.

Merging
Following the Board motions to 

proceed, a simple 10-point memoran-
dum of understanding was prepared 
between the two organizations. The 
MoU outlined work required for the 
merger, including internal tasks as well 
as expertise from outside professionals 
(i.e. auditors, lawyers). The MoU was 
approved by both Boards with both 
Presidents and both Executive Direc-
tors signing the agreement.

A merger timeline was established 
by the due diligence committees with 
the plan to be unfolded in two phases: 
(i) preparation of a detailed plan for a 

smooth transition (specific action plan 
with task assignments, communica-
tions plan, etc.) leading up to the offi-
cial merger (paperwork) that would oc-
cur on December 1st, 2014; and, (ii) the 
operational merger (staff transitions 
from Keys to Lookout, union negotia-
tions, merging of financial and payroll 
systems, legal notifications to Keys fun-
ders/banks/contractors legal windup 
of Keys, and so on) in the months that 
followed. Altogether, it was estimated 
that the organizational merger would 
take approximately one year to be fully 
completed.

The merger was resource intensive 
and involved all branches of Lookout’s 
organization. The workload demand led 
to Lookout carrying an extra director 
position to assist with the transition, 
particularly through the accreditation 
component.

The merger changed the compo-
sition of Lookout. Adding to its 181 
emergency shelter beds, 166 transitio-
nal housing units, 586 supportive hou-
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sing units, 5 outreach teams and 1 drop 
in centre, Lookout gained significant 
social infrastructure and human capital 
from merging with Keys. This included 
acquiring a 40-bed emergency shelter, 
6 independent units for persons with 
disabilities, 11 addiction recovery beds, 
low-cost dental care clinic, free medical 
clinic, high-protein food bank, commu-
nity farm and a drop-in centre specifi-
cally for people living with HIV.

One of the key components of the 
MoU was to create an operational pro-
ject plan which involved harmonizing 
portfolios. This included financing and 
centralized purchasing.

As the due diligence committees 
moved through the MoU and work 
plan, inherent issues were identified. 
One issue involved privacy laws and 
identifiers of clients. Lookout used Ho-
meless Individuals and Families Infor-
mation Systems (HIFIS) and Keys used 
the Homelessness Services System da-
tabase (HSS). Integrating the different 
databases continues to be a challenge 
that Lookout is still working on today

The standardization of program 
services was identified as an important 
step, especially with the goal to meet 
the requirements of accreditation.  
However, harmonization was challen-
ging, particularly with respect to poten-
tial impacts on staff, clients, and organi-
zational culture.

Another major challenge was en-
countered in human resources where 
staff were represented by two different 
unions, each with a different collec-
tive agreement.  Both unions had to 
meet and discuss a potential solution 
for their union members. The unions 
and Labour Relations Board presented 
a plan to Lookout on how to proceed, 
which included a pay increase of an 
average of 18% to employees merging 
from Keys into Lookout. The pay increa-
se was an unforeseen cost and financial 
challenge, and one that initially major 
funders did not fully support.

“During the merger, there was minimal disruption to 
tenants. Some new policies, as a result of the merger, 

were met with celebration” 

During the merger, there was mi-
nimal disruption to tenants. Some new 
policies, as a result of the merger, were 
met with celebration. For example, pets 
were not permitted at Keys facilities but 
were permitted at Lookout facilities. Fo-
llowing the merger, pets are now per-
mitted at all Lookout (including former 
Keys) facilities. Other best practices and 
policies from both societies were re-
viewed and adopted. This includes an 

Advice to Other Non-Profit Housing Societies 
Considering a Merger
• Front end work is the most important.

• Identify how a merger will better serve communities, and  
what specifically organizations have to bring to the table  
that can, collectively, improve service delivery.

• If each organization has a different future vision, then  
you won’t get where you want to be.

• Select a due diligence committee from the Board to do the work, 
and then report to the Board.

• The due diligence process is critical.

Words to the Sector
• Expect more mergers to happen in the future.

• Economies of scale is an important consideration for today given 
the limited funding availability for the non-profit sector.

• Mr. Williams is willing to assist other Executive or Board-to-Board 
conversations of potential mergers.
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improved referral system where staff 
can refer more clients to communities 
where they are from.

All Keys Board members were in-
vited to be a part of the Lookout Board 
post-merger. In total, four Board mem-
bers transferred from Keys to Lookout, 
which has resulted in good regional 
representation.

Continuing the Vision
Following the official merger, the first task of the merged organization 

(“Lookout”) was to prepare a new Strategic Plan. The Strategic Plan was released 
on April 30, 2015, reaffirming the mandate and direction of Lookout. The Strategic 
Plan was communicated to the broader community, stakeholders, funders, munici-
palities and BC Housing.

It is anticipated that Lookout will operate at optimal service delivery by the 
summer of 2016.
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