
 

 

 

 

A Small Nonprofit Continues to Search for the Right Partnership 

  

For nearly 10 years, through the Imagine LA nonprofit, Jill Bauman has worked with families 

emerging from homelessness. Through their programs she has also worked closely with their 

partners, Habitat for Humanity and Para Los Niños, to figure out how they might partner with 

one another. They simply haven’t found the right fit yet.  

  

Imagine LA’s goal is to empower vulnerable families and help them to end the cycle of family 

homelessness, poverty and neglect. The nonprofit’s Family Empowerment & Mentorship model 

professionally trains and guides volunteer mentors on a one-to-two-year journey with a family 

that has recently emerged from homelessness into housing, and helps them establish a solid 

foundation to maintain housing and flourish. Every family member gets their own mentor and a 

financial wellness mentor. They also have access to volunteers that provide specific services 

such as one-on-one tutoring, career development, childcare, healthcare and meal planning. 

Graduates of Imagine LA's signature program demonstrate a 100 percent housing retention rate 

and a 71 percent earned income growth.  

  

“We have one product and we do it really well. We don't have a desire to start another program, 

just grow ours. Economically, however it is very hard for just one program to carry all the costs 

of a quality operation,” says Bauman. “I want high quality communication, human resources, 

finance, outreach and board governance. Just like in business, it probably would be a lot better 

for the Imagine LA program to be part of a larger synergistic portfolio of programs.” 

  

Habitat for Humanity Los Angeles, reached out to Bauman about merging. Looking for advice 

on how to respond, Bauman reached out to her mentor, who told her about the Nonprofit 

Sustainability Initiative (NSI). The NSI is a funding collaborative that provides grants to help 

organizations form strategic partnerships to be more sustainable. Then, Bauman suggested taking 

time to get to know each other and their respective organizations before considering a merger.  

  

Later that year, Bauman and Para Los Niños, a nonprofit that provides support and educational 

opportunities to raise children out of poverty, explored ways to work together and decided to 

apply for an NSI grant. Their relationship evolved organically and they developed a strong case 

for merging. Unfortunately, when Bauman took the idea to the Imagine LA board, two members 

shut down the process.  

 



Imagine LA explored the possibility of a formal partnership twice now through the NSI grant, 

with two different organizations, but hasn’t found the right fit. 

  

She recalls the board members explaining that they didn’t want, “to be part of another 

organization with another mission. They were there to help build Imagine LA, not another 

organization.”  

  

When the two board members left, the remaining board endorsed the idea of merging and she 

rekindled the conversation with Habitat for Humanity. 

  

The two organizations worked with the consulting firm, NPO Solutions. The consultant’s role is 

to coordinate meetings and negotiate agreements. More importantly, they act as a neutral party 

that ensures each organization’s interests and concerns are fully represented and addressed.   

  

Betsy Uhrman, NPO Solutions’ senior consultant, describes Imagine LA’s interest in merging as 

expanding the number of families it serves in alignment with Habitat for Humanity’s target 

population; while Habitat for Humanity was looking for ways to enhance the services they 

provide to their families using Imagine LA’s model. 

  

The consultant’s first phase had been completed and when it was time to finalize the partner 

agreement, Habitat for Humanity determined that the partnership that developed was not feasible 

for them because of their commitments to a significant capital campaign. 

  

“In retrospect, a key challenge was not having both CEOs at the table for the conversations. Both 

were a part of the early conversations; when it came time for the Joint Task Force process, only 

Jill could participate,” says Uhrman. 

  

Thinking of potential mergers in the future, Bauman would want the other organization to really 

drive the process. 

  

“We are still looking for a merger opportunity. It is now part of our strategic plan, but we are 

looking for the right partner. Once we find out who that is, the board will be ready and approach 

NSI again and try to do this the right way,” says Bauman.   

  

Despite the partnership agreement ultimately not coming to fruition, going through the 

exploration phase was beneficial for Imagine LA.  

  

“The process helped surface the preconditions necessary for partnership, and Imagine LA now 

has a partnership framework that it is successfully using to explore other nonprofit partnership 

opportunities,” says Uhrman. 



  

The nonprofit recently secured additional funding from the Department of Health Services, and 

also began training and licensing its model to organizations in other cities.   

  

“There are so many nonprofits that could help each other and have similar missions. I think NSI 

is fantastic and we just haven’t found the right situation yet, but I'm still hopeful. Our 

organization is ready for it,” says Bauman.  


