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Summer 2014 

“Why Grow?” “Why Change?” These are the underlying questions at the core of any discussion on organizational 
growth and evolution. The bottom line is strong organizations are growing organizations. Grow or die. Some may 
disagree to the boldness of this statement, but it is true. An organization may be a strong, solid operation, but if 
status quo is a comfort zone, at some point, the surrounding space will evolve beyond the ability to catch up. 
Consider this: If your organization hadn’t made the decision to grow in the past, would you be here today?1 
 

The Unique Position of Single-site Organizations 

Recent years have yielded numerous discussions and data points on consolidation within the healthcare sector, 
senior living included.2 The question posed by a number of single-site organizations: “Is remaining a single-site 
organization really so bad?”  The most accurate answer to this question within the senior living sector is, “it depends.” 
That may seem like a non-committal response or the absence of a clear message from Ziegler, but the answer is 
truly dependent on the attributes of the respective organization. The purpose of this white paper is to provide 
guidance to single-site senior living organizations that are assessing their future and asking the right, but tough, 
questions. Some of these questions include: 

 

 What are the benefits of continuing as a single-site organization? 

 What are the risks and drawbacks of maintaining a single-site status? 

 What are the downsides to joining a larger organization? 

 For single-site organizations who have grown into more than one location or who have joined 
another organization, what were the driving forces behind this strategy? 

 

One thing that is clear, is that strong, proactive single-sites are engaging in robust, strategic planning efforts and do 
not shy away from the aforementioned questions. These are not only strategic questions to pursue, but generative at 
their core. These are deep questions and require board members and executive leadership to commit time and 
energy to fully exploring the answers for their unique organization.  
 
Regarding the topic of consolidation, Ziegler does have a position. There are many strong, single-site organizations 
that are flourishing today and will continue to do so in the foreseeable future. These organizations have committed, 
motivated, and strong executive leadership and boards who are comprised of  sophisticated individuals that 
understand the ongoing need for scenario planning. Single-site organizations that are nimble, can respond quickly, 
but not hastily, to external forces. They have grown in sophistication and their delivery of services will continue to 
fulfill their mission and vision. Ziegler’s position also acknowledges that there are some single-site organizations 
that are inherently limited in resources and who increasingly struggle to keep up with the changing world around 
them. These organizations owe it to their founders and those they serve to plan for the future. This may mean the 
only successful future is partnering with another senior living organization.  
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What are the Benefits of Continuing as a Single-site Organization? What are the Downsides to Joining a 
Larger Organization? 
 
Many of the perceived benefits of continuing as a single-site are ironically similar to the downside of joining a 
system. The single-site organization needs to determine if the compromises made, as part of an affiliation, outweigh 
the benefits of continuing as a single-site. Several of these common transition concessions are expanded upon 
below.  
 
Larger organizations can sometimes be accused of having a more complex, bureaucratic structure. This can be a 
deterrent to single-site organizations that are used to a shorter chain of command and more timely communications. 
While this is not true for all multi-site organizations, for some, size can slow down the pace of communication and 
operational decision-making. How important is having fewer layers and being your own corporate office to the 
single-site organization? 
 
An additional benefit of remaining a single-site organization is the assurance that your existing brand and identity 
will remain intact. When one organization becomes a part of another or even when two organizations equally join 
forces, often the brand is different moving forward. The pace of this change will depend on how strong the existing 
brand is and what benefits the new name and affiliation brings to the community; however, rebranding   is largely 
inevitable. Related to this is the identity and representation of the current board and executive leadership. Generally, 
the impact of a sponsorship transition to these stakeholder groups is part of upfront conversations. The board will 
generally know their role, if any, in the larger organization. Similarly, the key executive positions will generally know 
their fate. The benefit of remaining a single-site organization is that the current board and executive management 
will remain intact. Depending on the internal bandwidth of the organization, this may or may not be a benefit.  
 
The last point to make on benefits is the glory in accomplishing organic growth without relying on others. Nearly all 
of today’s multi-site organizations began as a single not-for-profit with one physical location. If your single-site is 
strong and can grow on its own, the benefits of joining a larger system may not truly be beneficial for your 
organization.   

 

What Are the Risks and Drawbacks to Maintaining  a Single-site status? 

The ability for an organization to benefit operationally and financially from size can be significant. Not only can an 
organization reap internal value from a larger scale operation, but the larger the operation, the greater its power and 
influence with external relationships. This bargaining power is especially important when thinking about healthcare 
reform and the ability to negotiate meaningful contracts with area hospitals and healthcare providers. The risk for 
single-sites may be the inability to offer a large enough platform to garner a meaningful place in the local healthcare 
delivery system.  
 
Furthermore, the smaller the organization you are, the more limited you may be in attracting the talent and expertise 
that is needed. Staff persons who are shining stars may move up through the ranks, but find a ceiling of opportunity 
that is lower in single-sites compared to larger multi-site organizations. The risk for single-site organizations is the 
likelihood of higher turnover and potentially limited ability to offer salary and benefit packages that cannot compete 
with larger organizations.  
 
Even among multi-site organizations, there will be communities who lag behind others in terms of occupancy, 
dated physical plants, and a variety of other issues. The benefit of being a lagging community within a system is the 
support you receive during difficult times by the strength of the parent organization and strong communities. 
Single-site organizations do not have this luxury. They take all the credit when things are going well, but when they 
are not thriving; they carry 100 percent of the burden.  
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The final comment on the risk of remaining a single-site organization revolves around the basic principle of 
resources. Resources in terms of in-house expertise, capital, and technological innovations are generally more 
limited in single-site organizations than in larger multi-site organizations.  
 
For single-site organizations who have grown into more than one location or who have joined another 
organization, what were the driving forces behind this strategy? 
 
The primary motivators for joining a larger organization vary depending on whether the organization is starting 
from a position of strength or weakness. Single-site, or even multi-site organizations that have significant occupancy 
and  are struggling financially,  among other problems, are generally motivated by preservation of the community.  
 
Single-site organizations who are exploring a sponsorship transition from a position of strength have different 
influences. Generally speaking, these are organizations that put a high value on scale and the benefits of size. There 
is a desire to catapult the organization forward in a dramatic way and partnering with another organization or 
becoming  part of a larger system can do this in a more rapid fashion than growing from one site into a system on 
your own. In senior living, this very thing has led to organizations garnering a multi-county PACE contract, or an 
ACO agreement that would not have been optional if the single-site had remained on its own.  
 
Other catalysts for triggering an affiliation can include the pending retirement of a long-standing CEO, increased 
pressure from significant competitors in the local market, demands for technology, and pressures from healthcare 
reform.3Additionally, a union of two similar organizations can be driven by complementary desires for something in 
particular that the other organization has.4 For example, the appeal may be a strong track record of home and 
community-based services or a certain resident mix in healthcare. Together, this creates a full package of services 
and innovative offerings.  
 
 
Generative Exercise for Boards & Executive Leadership 

To assist through the appropriate scenario planning events, Ziegler put together the Checklist provided below 
(Figure 1). These are common catalysts for consolidation and can serve as effective starting points for discussion. It 
should be noted that the answer to a number of these items may not be a simple “yes” or “no.” Regardless of the 
clarity of the response, the time spent on these items will undoubtedly yield fruitful discussions. It is also important 
to keep in mind that these discussions are not personal and should be explored as objectively as possible. This is the 
business of running and governing an organization. Remember, smart organizations are not afraid to ask the hard 
questions. Fear and avoidance will not make the issues disappear. Be bold and move forward as a better informed 
organization.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sales Point Memo 

ACTS Retirement-Life Communities, Inc. Obligated Group 

 
 

 
 

 

 

4 
 

Figure 1: Consolidation Scenario Checklist for Single-Site Organizations 

Scenario Yes or No for your 
Organization? 

Do we have a clear plan of succession for the pending retirement of our long-
time CEO to ensure strength moving forward? (if applicable) 

YES         NO 

Do we have the resources needed to bring an aging physical plant up to par for 
current and future residents?  

YES         NO 

Are we knowledgeable enough and strong enough to be able to compete in the 
rapidly changing healthcare environment? 

YES         NO 

Are we in a position of financial strength where we would be a strong candidate 
for borrowing capital? 

YES         NO 

Do we have the expertise and resources to keep up with the technological 
needs of the organization? 

YES         NO 

Is our size and scope of services large enough to be a provider with influence 
and power in our local/regional market? 

YES         NO 

Are we among the top one or two leaders in our primary market area?    
               

YES         NO 

Do we have strong occupancy and a flow of prospective residents interested in 
our community? 

YES         NO 

Do we have confidence in our ability to fulfill payment of our debt obligations 
in the short- and mid-term? 

YES         NO 

If we were to grow organically on our own, are we confident we would be 
successful? 
 

YES         NO 

 

The reality is, not all organizations will answer, “yes” to every question above. In fact, a number of multi-site 
organizations may not either. However, if the “no” responses far outweigh the “yes” category, you might want to 
take a deeper dive into a discussion on consolidation.   

 

What if a Multi-site Organization is the Initiator? 

The dynamics of sponsorship transition are a two-way street. Just as single-site organizations are engaged in 
strategic planning efforts, so are multi-site organizations. They are asking similar questions about growing their 
mission and exploring new geographic footprints. A number of these systems have approached single-sites as the 
initiator for consolidation. To prepare for this option, it is important for organizations to explore these possibilities 
ahead of time, to have clarity on what may or may not be a good fit, or if consolidation is even a desire. Ziegler has 
a sister document to this white paper entitled, “A Disciplined Approach to Organizational Growth.” This paper provides 
guidance on how to effectively prepare for growth and understand what criteria is important to both the affiliator 
and affiliatee. Fit is a critical component to long-term success in any sponsorship transition. The first part of 
assessing fit is to first know who you are as an organization. You cannot begin to judge the cultural fit of another 
without knowing your own internal culture. Going through the exercise of discussing the questions posed in this 
document is a good starting point.  
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The Bottom Line 

Whether a single-site organization should remain a single-site is a personal journey that is unique to each particular 
community. For some, the answer is obvious that affiliation will bring better things for the organization; for others, 
not as much. If an organization elects to continue as a single-site, it is important to know what needs to be a priority 
for ongoing growth and evolution. Growth is a normal facet of every healthy organization.5 No one can dispute that 
the world is constantly changing around us – and stagnancy is not an option. Continuing with the status quo is not 
an effective governance or management model.  
 
Ziegler’s communication and outreach on this topic is driven by an ultimate desire for strong senior living 
organizations. When an organization is financially struggling, the residents are the ones who suffer. For those who 
are not able to turn those struggles around, bankruptcy and defaults hurt us all. At the end of the day, each of you 
has a mission to live up to. We owe it to those we serve and to the sector as a whole to confront these difficult 
questions and to move forward in whatever direction is the right choice for your organization. One size does not fit 
all --  make your assessment and move forward accordingly.  
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