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Impact to Last:
Lessons from the Front Lines  
of Social Enterprise

WOMEN’S BEAN  
PROJECT (WBP)

This is one of 10 social 
enterprise case studies in 
Impact to Last: Lessons 
from the Front Lines 
of Social Enterprise, a 
REDF case study initiative. 
By investigating and then 
sharing the experiences 
and practices of these  
innovative businesses, 
Impact to Last provides 
unique insights into the 
range of factors that  
have contributed to their 
success—both individually  
and collectively. Impact 
to Last supports the work 
of business leaders, public 
officials, and funders to 
more intentionally create 
the conditions for growth 
in social enterprise.  
To learn more about 
REDF’s work, please  
visit REDF.org.

The lead authors of  
this case study were  
Lauren Dixon and  
Ben Thornley

KEY DATA

YEAR FOUNDED: 1989

REVENUE:   $2.2 million

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 10

HEADQUARTERS: Denver, CO

MISSION:  To change women’s lives by providing  
stepping stones to self-sufficiency through  
social enterprise.

ENTERPRISE SERVICES:  Manufacturing of handcrafted gourmet foods  
(including bean soups, bread mixes,  
marinades, and organic Fair Trade coffees)  
and handmade jewelry.
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IN BRIEF

WOMEN’S BEAN PROJECT (WBP) is an intensive, enterprise-driven transitional work 
program widely known for the production of handcrafted gourmet foods and jewelry. WBP 
was founded in 1989 by Jossy Eyre, a graduate student in social work. The organization’s 
transformation over the last 15 years, from origins as a small program for occupying and 
training women in homeless shelters into a fast-growing business, are the result of several 
important factors:

A rock solid, identifiable brand. “If you want to get down to one single thing that has  
made a difference, it is branding,” says Tamra Ryan, WBP’s current CEO. Ryan brought  
her marketing background to the organization in 2003 and quickly changed the logo  
from a pot of soup to a sprouting bean – emphasizing growth, prosperity, and change.  
For a nationally distributed product, branding is crucial in connecting with customers.

Prioritizing the big picture and setting bold targets for growth. Ryan brought a business 
mind to WBP when it was most needed.  Under her leadership, the organization has  
rebranded, increased sales, and placed a focus on systems, infrastructure, and data. In 
2013, this audacious thinking helped WBP secure Walmart as a customer.

Local funding support in times of need. Women’s Bean Project almost ceased operations  
in 2002, but survived thanks to several local foundations that stepped up to help. Multi-
year capacity building support from Rose Community Foundation and Bonfils-Stanton 
Foundation helped WBP begin to build the infrastructure needed to get back on its feet. 

WBP’s close call in 2002 resulted from a lack of controls and limited advance notice  
of budgetary problems. The episode was a tremendous catalyst for WBP, which  
immediately began to operate more like a business. From Ryan’s perspective,  
“Change is easy to implement when no one wants to stay the same.” WBP has grown  
at a rate of up to 40 percent annually ever since. This business approach—and a focus  
on branding—is expected to sustain the enterprise’s success moving forward. 

AUDACITY

GROWTH CAPITAL

IDENTITY
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Women's	  Bean	  Project	  

REVENUE AND KEY MILESTONES

Founded

Moved to own 
space, obtained 

501(c)(3)

Hired new 
CEO, launched 

online  
catalogue

Almost ceased 
operations. 
Emergency 

measures/funders 
stepped in to  

save WBP

Hired new CEO

Tamra Ryan  
hired as CEOKing Soopers 

started to carry 
products

Purchased  
own building

Reached over  
200 women

Reached over  
400 women

First year of 
over $1M in 

sales

Set record  
graduation rate  

of 70%

Discontinued  
catering business, 

began selling products 
on Overstock.com

Mentorship  
program created

Over 800 women 
served, 100% job 

placement for third 
year in a row

Walmart.com 
secured as new 

customer

PERCENT OF REVENUE FROM 
ENTERPRISE SERVICES

2004 54%

2014 57%
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APPROACH

TARGET POPULATION

Women at WBP face multiple personal and economic barriers to self-reliance. Program 
participants lack marketable skills and stable work histories. Many are single mothers,  
have histories of public assistance, lack a high school diploma or GED, and are homeless 
or at risk of homelessness. Most have histories of incarceration, substance abuse, and 
domestic violence. 

BUSINESS MODEL 

Women’s Bean Project has two main lines of business: 

•  Handcrafted gourmet food: dry food mixes including bean soups, chilis, cookie and 
brownie mixes, bread mixes, salsa and spice rubs, marinades, dip mixes, instant teas, 
Organic Fair Trade Coffees, and sweets

• Handmade jewelry

Although WBP participants spend 70 percent of their time in production roles, they  
also participate more broadly in the business, which provides opportunities to obtain  
transferable qualifications like forklift certification and computer skills.

WBP products are available to consumers through a retail store at its Denver location,  
national Fair Trade shops, grocery stores (in Colorado and 40 other states, including the 
large Kroger chain), and the online retailers Amazon.com, Overstock.com and Walmart.
com. In order to grow the relationship with Walmart.com, WBP became a drop-ship  
vendor in 2014 and enhanced its capacity to take orders and deliver goods  
independently, adding another avenue for business growth. At the time of this  
writing, WBP just finalized placing products onto SamsClub.com and anticipates  
growth into Walmart stores for the 2015 holiday season. Business at WBP is seasonal,  
with the vast majority of sales coming during the holidays, although new relationships  
have the potential to bring steadier streams of income. 

WBP is also growing a “piecework” business, providing outsourced assembly and  
fulfillment for small companies as a means for hiring additional women with less  
investment in raw materials and sales efforts. 

PROGRAM MODEL 

WBP’s program is designed to give participants holistic training in workplace competency 
and life skills while supporting basic needs through referrals in the community. WBP hires 
one large program group each year, currently about 40 women. Additional hires are made 
episodically throughout the year based on business needs, typically resulting in a total  
of 50 to 60 hires each year. The primary program accepts women in July and holds  
graduation in April or May. Retention rates hover around 80 percent for the nine-month 
program, which is comprised of four phases:

WBP’s program  
is designed  
to give  
participants  
holistic training  
in workplace  
competency  
and life skills  
while supporting  
basic needs 
through referrals  
in the community.
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• Career exploration and development of resume

• Career exploration and final resume

• Job search readiness and interview skills preparation

• Job search assistance

Women take life skills classes and work in production at WBP throughout all four phases. 
For the past three years, WBP has run a mentorship program as an integral part of its  
offerings. Professional women from the community volunteer to work with participants  
one-on-one, and take on many tasks that WBP does not have the bandwidth to provide.  
The mentorship program is a multi-stage process in which participants meet with  
volunteer mentors weekly. Mentors complete training with WBP and have four goals:

• Getting to know the participants and their challenges

• Understanding the skills and traits they possess

• Building upon the directional job search

• Helping participants gain full-time employment outside of WBP

Mentors try to remain in touch with participants post-graduation and are an important part 
of the follow-up process.

ACHIEVING SCALE

WBP was founded in 1989 by Jossy Eyre, a social work student volunteering her time at 
a daytime shelter for homeless women and children. Eyre knew that women at the shelter 
did not have jobs, and while some found employment, they always returned to the shelter. 
It was clear that the women did not have the skills to keep a job. Eyre invested $500 to 
buy beans and put two women to work in the shelter basement making soup mix, yielding 
$6,100 in profit. Eyre did not consider WBP a business at this point and did not have 
enough money to pay the women. However, she had identified a powerful tool for keeping 
the women occupied and teaching job skills.

FROM SOCIAL JUSTICE TO SOCIAL ENTERPRISE

WBP was funded in large part by Eyre and her friends and family in the early years,  
and even after she departed in 1996, WBP remained more focused on social justice  
than business practices. This approach meant WBP might have passed on a business  
opportunity if it was not primarily socially oriented. And programmatically, many women 
came to WBP and stayed indefinitely. Rather than focusing on women with employment 
barriers, staff were eager to work with the “most needy,” as Ryan explains. 

The focus on social justice came to a head in 2002. Without business controls in  
place, WBP was confronted with having insufficient funds to meet payroll. The number  
of staff was reduced from 10 to five, and the board and community stepped in to keep 
WBP operating. 

WBP was  
founded in  
1989 by  
Jossy Eyre,  
a social work  
student  
volunteering  
her time at a  
daytime shelter  
for homeless  
women and  
children.
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INFUSION OF CAPITAL AND A SHIFTING BUSINESS MODEL

Several local foundations were instrumental in keeping WBP afloat in 2002 by  
providing grants. The Rose Community Foundation and the Bonfils-Stanton Foundation 
each made three-year capacity building grants that allowed for business planning and  
were accompanied by technical support. Tamra Ryan was brought in as CEO in 2003,  
and the influx of growth capital when it was most needed provided Ryan, and WBP,  
with breathing room to figure out how the organization would survive and thrive. 

The crisis was definitive in the history of WBP for many reasons. Ryan spent her first  
three years tackling the challenges associated with an organization on the brink of  
collapse and explains the lessons learned:

•  Change is relatively easy to implement when no one wants to stay the same.  
With some additional turnover, the small number of staff who remained were  
eager to move toward a more efficient, effective, and enterprise-driven approach  
to serving more women, and to commit the time to creating a stronger, more  
stable WBP.

•  WBP will always have a handle on its financial position. Ryan vowed to always  
understand the financial situation at WBP, focusing on business and earned  
revenue and putting the systems and processes in place to avoid a similar  
crisis in the future.

•  There will always be tension between business and mission. WBP looks for staff  
who appreciate and can work with the tension, with an eye to sustainability first  
and foremost.

•  Tackle the low-hanging fruit first. It is easy to get caught up in the many needs  
of an organization, but tackling the easy fixes first, both internally and externally, 
helps move things forward to a point where the larger issues can be addressed.

•  Look for your untapped potential. WBP was able to grow up to 40 percent annually 
following the crisis because of the extensive potential for improvement in the  
business at that time.

BRANDING AND INFRASTRUCTURE BRING WBP TO THE NEXT LEVEL

It required three years for WBP to get back on track. The process included two  
key priorities: 

1.  Branding. Building business capacity has been an important element in the  
success of WBP. However, when asked to name the single most important factor  
in WBP’s growth, Ryan says it has “probably been building the brand.” Ryan  
arrived at WBP from the marketing industry, with some bias toward the influence  
of branding in an organization. Under her leadership, WBP has grown into a $2.2- 
million enterprise with a nationally recognized identity. In 2003, Ryan changed  
the logo from a pot of soup to a sprouting bean. WBP’s brand now stands for growth, 
prosperity, and change and has allowed the enterprise to expand into a wide range  
of product areas. Branding is critical because WBP has “a tangible product to put  
in people’s hands all over; we have to take that opportunity to enter into people’s 
consciousness,” says Ryan.

... when asked  
to name the single 
most important 
factor in WBP’s 
growth, Ryan  
says it has  
“probably been 
building the 
brand.”



REDF Impact to Last Women’s Bean Project / 7

2.  Better balancing business with mission. “We don’t exist to make bean soup, but  
we can’t exist without it,” says Ryan. The more WBP sells, the more women are  
employed. Grant funding made up approximately 40 percent of WBP’s revenue in 
2003. In 2015, it comprises 10 percent. In 2011, sales reached over $1 million  
for the first time and have continued to grow. According to board member Kimball 
Crangle, it is now relatively easy to balance the tension between business and  
mission because a larger proportion of operating expenses are from earned 
revenue. “The fact we are able to sustain ourselves largely with revenue means  
it’s easy for us to bring it back and say ‘Is this in line with our mission? Are we  
doing what we’re supposed to be doing here?’”

With a solid brand and business model in place, WBP began to build infrastructure— 
implementing technology, systems, processes, and metrics to help maintain consistency. 
This infrastructure readied WBP for Walmart.com’s offer in 2013 to join the company’s 
Empowering Women Together (EWT) initiative. 

GROWING WITH WALMART

In March 2013, WBP became part of the EWT initiative at Walmart.com, a corporate- 
wide commitment to sourcing $20 billion from women-owned businesses for U.S.  
stores over five years. “Women’s Bean Project only needs a really small percentage of  
that to change the world,” says Ryan. The relationship with Walmart.com has benefited 
WBP in many ways:

•  Certifications and audits. In order to become a Walmart.com vendor, a business  
must comply with Walmart’s vendor regulations. Vendors that are part of the EWT 
program do receive concessionary treatment, but are still required to meet several 
benchmarks, including food safety and ethical sourcing audits. These certifications 
are helping WBP prepare itself to compete in worldwide markets.

•  Drop-ship capabilities. WBP began its relationship with Walmart.com by shipping  
to a Walmart warehouse. As capacity increased and infrastructure improved, WBP  
was granted the privilege of becoming a drop-ship vendor. Now WBP ships all 
Walmart.com orders directly to the consumer from its own warehouse. Andrea  
Rockers-Wright, one of Walmart.com’s buyers, explains the change: “When we  
moved [WBP] to drop-ship and got access to more of their products, it was a great  
win for our relationship because it allowed Walmart.com to leverage what they were 
doing and add products easily.” The status allows WBP to offer all its products to 
Walmart.com customers, with the anchor support necessary to build the  
infrastructure that will help WBP reach more customers, increase revenue,  
and provide increased job opportunities for the women who need them.

•  Marketing and brand awareness. WBP was featured as Walmart’s North American 
model in an Oxford University case study on the Empowering Women Together  
initiative. Ryan has also been interviewed several times in Fast Company magazine, 
and WBP was featured in an advertisement at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce  
Social Responsibility Awards. Walmart’s Rockers-Wright highlights the importance  
of the work WBP has done to improve its brand. “As a merchant, I am looking at  
everyone’s brand. Not just for what it means to me as a merchant, but what it  
means to my customers. [WBP] has a really great brand, a really great story, and  
a really great product. When you put them all together, it’s a win-win.”

In March 2013, 
WBP became  
part of the  
EWT initiative  
at Walmart.com,  
a corporate-wide 
commitment to 
sourcing $20  
billion from  
women-owned 
businesses for 
U.S. stores over 
five years.
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WBP is focused on expanding its relationships with Walmart and Sam’s Club by  
increasing offerings in retail stores and during holiday promotions. There is huge  
potential for increased and more diversified sales at Walmart, as Rockers-Wright helps 
facilitate introductions to other parts of the company. “WBP offers great product at  
great prices and employment to women that helps them better themselves. This is  
a great partnership that is very rare in the retail market,” says Rockers-Wright.

PERFORMANCE AND IMPACTS

WBP has dedicated considerable time, energy, and resources to the development of  
business processes and metrics in the last five years. Previously, without systems and 
training in place, WBP would fall into disarray every time a new participant cohort  
arrived, according to Ryan. WBP staff have spent the last few years documenting every 
aspect of the business, creating a strong program model, and implementing new data 
collection measures. 

2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 TREND

Retention 53% 77% 88%

Gained Employment 85% 100% 100%

Average Wage $11.40 $9.87 $10.14

Key financial metrics include revenue and operating reserve growth as well as the  
expansion of customer and funder numbers. WBP also keeps data on program 
participants and outcomes, which measures retention and graduation rates, post- 
graduation employment, average hourly wages, and job retention at six months and  
one year post-graduation. Several years ago, WBP began paying graduates $50 to check  
in every six months. The availability of follow-up data jumped from 20 percent to 85  
percent of graduates, allowing WBP to report more accurately on job retention. The  
data allowed WBP staff to make a number of findings, including that the best way to  
keep women from recidivism is a job. Social performance highlights include:

• 85 percent of graduates are still employed at one-year

• 2014 was the second year in a row with a 100 percent job placement rate

• 96 percent of graduates are working in their targeted field

•  Average hourly wage for graduates is $10.14, more than $1.75 above the 
minimum wage in Colorado

• 2014-15 program retention was 88 percent, with 100% job retention at one year

WBP staff have 
spent the last  
few years  
documenting  
every aspect  
of the business,  
creating a strong 
program model, 
and implementing 
new data  
collection  
measures. 
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Ryan arrives at work every day with two priorities in mind: hiring more women, and the  
special inter-generational goal of ensuring that services are so effective and far-reaching 
that each woman who comes to WBP is the last one in her family to need them. 

Future growth is based on a vision of financial stability with consistent revenue throughout 
the year. To accomplish this goal, WBP has identified several important building blocks:

•  Building additional manufacturing and distribution infrastructure. Infrastructure 
will give WBP the opportunity to work with larger vendors, hire more women, and  
ship products globally. 

•  Expanding relationships with large vendors. WBP is working to grow its partnership 
with Walmart, but also to leverage the capabilities acquired through that relationship 
to bring on new large vendors and expand the relationship with Kroger and other  
national retailers outside of Colorado.

•  Developing new business lines. WBP is currently working on a new business line  
providing piecework and fulfillment to others. This light assembly will allow WBP  
to create more jobs by working for other organizations. Thanks to infrastructure  
built to handle the Walmart expansion, this line of business is now possible.

•  Entering into strategic partnerships. WBP has built a model based on partnerships—
with vendors, volunteers, and service providers. In order to support a model that  
can hire more women, these partners will all serve an important and strategic role  
in any expansion.

WBP has created several metrics to help prove scalability over the next two years:

Objective/Measurable Target by FYE 2015 Target by FYE 2016

Growth in current business $1,251,784 TBD

# customers in piecework 
business 5-8 10-15

Women employed 60 75

Funds in operating reserve $250,000 $500,000

Growth in jewelry revenue $68,459 $150,000

Graduation rate 80% 85%

Job placement rate 100% 100%

Future growth  
is based on a  
vision of financial 
stability with  
consistent  
revenue  
throughout  
the year. 
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WBP is approached weekly by others looking to replicate the model in new locations— 
but believes expansion is inappropriate when the organization turns down four out of  
five applicants in Denver. A mentor involved with WBP for six years expressed a similar 
sentiment, describing WBP’s challenges as seasonality, recruitment, and workflow, and  
aspires to bring in participants year-round and have a consistent outflow of product.  
She sees expansion in Denver as inevitable in the next five years, either to a second or 
entirely new location given current capacity constraints.

Both staff and board members understand that the future of WBP is explicitly tied  
to larger economic trends in Denver. WBP has become part of Denver’s identity,  
particularly in the underserved but gentrifying neighborhood in which it is located.  
As the neighborhood changes, the population of women who need WBP will no  
longer be able to live nearby. Unemployment rates in Denver also play a big role  
in recruitment. Between these challenges and a changing population, the board  
has been faced with new questions and is working to ensure the organization is  
well-positioned to tackle them, including by building up financial reserves to  
manage economic cycles.

Ryan’s mantra is to approach social enterprises from a “place of abundance.”  
“Let’s talk about what we know how to do and can do, and worry about the  
problems it’s going to create later,” she argues. “Ultimately, we need to pursue  
opportunities as they arise.” For WBP, that means creating employment because,  
says Ryan, “through employment, [WBP] changes lives.”

“ Ultimately, we 
need to pursue  
opportunities  
as they arise.” 
For WBP, that 
means creating 
employment  
because,  
says Ryan, 
“through  
employment, 
[WBP] changes 
lives.”
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While working 
at WBP, Bri has 
learned to be  
confident in her 
abilities. She is 
proud to be clean 
and sober thanks 
to the support she 
received at WBP.

By the age of 14, 
Bri was on the wrong 
path; she began  
drinking, smoking,  
and doing drugs. By 
17, she was arrested 
for arson and sent to 
jail. Once out of jail, 
she returned to  
hanging out with the 
wrong crowd and 
ended up with three 
felony charges in the 
following years. 

At 22, Bri learned she 
was pregnant and her 
perspective on life 
changed. She wanted 
to become healthy and 

make a better life for herself and her daughter. She entered the Heaven 
Mothers House and was part of the program for two years, but still felt 
lost, overwhelmed, and hopeless when she couldn’t find a stable job that 
allowed her to spend time with her daughter. Finding the Women’s Bean 
Project gave Bri that opportunity. 

While working at WBP, Bri has learned to be confident in her abilities. 
She is proud to be clean and sober thanks to the support she received 
at WBP. Bri’s goals for the future are to land a great job, save money for 
emergencies, get married, and own a house for her family. She is proud 
to no longer be the same girl she once was and hopes that one day her 
daughter will be proud of her.

PARTICIPANT SPOTLIGHT:  BRI 
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ABOUT REDF
REDF creates jobs and employment  

opportunities for people facing the  

greatest barriers to work.

REDF invests capital and expertise 

to grow the impact of social  

enterprise—mission-driven  

businesses that hire and assist  

people who are willing and  

able to work, but have the hardest  

time getting a job. Since 1997,  

REDF has helped 60 social  

enterprises in California employ  

over 10,000 people and earn  

more than $150 million in revenue,  

reducing the burden on government  

and philanthropy to pay for  

programs while improving lives  

and communities. And now REDF 

is expanding the impact of our work 

nationwide, helping prepare 50,000 

men and women who would other-

wise be excluded from the economy 

to work, retain jobs, and advance up 

the career ladder. This collection  

of case studies includes two  

enterprises that have been  

in REDF’s grantee portfolio (Juma 

Ventures and the Center for  

Employment Opportunities),  

with eight introduced through 

REDF’s outreach to its national 

learning community (SE4Jobs)  

and participation in the  

Social Enterprise Alliance (SEA).

To learn more about REDF’s  
work, please visit REDF.org  
and REDFworkshop.org,  
a unique website platform  
developed by REDF to  
empower the growth of  
social enterprise, build  
the field, and foster  
collaboration and learning.

SF OFFICE: 221 Main Street, Suite 1550 San Francisco, CA 

94105 | (415) 561-6677

LA OFFICE: 1055 West 7th Street, Suite 1920 Los Angeles, CA 

90017 | (213) 623-2112
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