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

KEY DATA

YEAR FOUNDED: 1958

REVENUE:  $73 million

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 1,600

HEADQUARTERS: Austin, TX 

MISSION:  Empowering 100,000 Central Texans  
to transform their lives through work.

ENTERPRISE SERVICES:  Goodwill Central Texas has multiple revenue- 
generating enterprises, including 31 retail stores, 
temporary staffing, recycling services, and  
custodial contracts with public agencies. 

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 author of  
this case study was  
Jacquelyn Anderson

GOODWILL  
CENTRAL TEXAS (GCT)
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IN BRIEF

GOODWILL CENTRAL TEXAS (GCT) was established in 1958 to create jobs for people 
with disabilities serving Austin, Texas and the surrounding area. The organization started  
with a single retail store employing and serving 69 people and has grown into the region’s 
nineteenth largest employer with 31 retail stores, a commercial services division, a staffing 
group, and an operating budget of over $70 million. GCT has expanded its mission to serve 
all those in the community who need extra support to find a job and become financially  
stable, including people who are lacking education, those who are homeless, and people  
with a criminal history. In 1998, Jerry Davis became the CEO of Goodwill Central Texas,  
and the organization’s operating budget has increased six-fold during his tenure. This  
growth is the result of a number of important factors, including:

A mature income-generating engine providing strategic flexibility. GCT is able to leverage 
unrestricted revenue from its retail business and staffing services to provide funding for  
new projects. The goal is to reserve five to eight percent of its operating budget each year  
for this purpose.

Alignment between operational goals and organizational mission. GCT’s mission is closely 
aligned with its operations. A large proportion of its revenue comes from the retail and  
staffing business, which provides GCT with the flexibility to pursue its own goals rather  
than those of outside grant funders. 

Ambitious long-term goals. Leadership at the CEO and executive levels encourages ambitious 
long-term goal setting focused directly on achieving clearly-defined scale. These goals have 
become increasingly audacious over time. The current ten-year plan is focused on achieving 
full employment for GCT’s target population, which means securing 100,000 jobs. 

Sophisticated performance measurement and management tools. GCT has a sophisticated 
system and process for tracking its outcomes and measuring its strategic goals. The culture 
encourages transparency and fosters an honest assessment of successes and failures in order 
to improve efficiency. 

EVIDENCE

GROWTH CAPITAL

AUDACITY

IDENTITY
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REVENUE AND KEY MILESTONES

Gerald Davis 
became CEO

Set five-year goal 
to surpass $40M 

in revenue

Partnered with 
Dell to create  
ReConnect  
program

Achieved ambitious 
revenue goal

Set ten-year 
goal and created 
plan to employ 

100,000 people

Opened charter 
school for people 
aged 26 to 50 to 

obtain high school 
diploma

PERCENT OF REVENUE FROM 
ENTERPRISE SERVICES

2004 94%

2014 90%
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APPROACH

TARGET POPULATION

Initially established to serve people with disabilities, GCT has expanded its target  
population to include people lacking a high school diploma or GED, those who are  
homeless, and people with a criminal history. While the organization primarily focuses  
on helping these groups, GCT will serve anyone who comes through its doors in need  
of assistance and views itself as an organization working for the entire community.

BUSINESS MODEL

GCT has three lines of business: (1) retail and recycling, (2) public sector commercial  
contracts, and (3) staffing services. The largest share of business revenue comes from  
selling and refurbishing donated goods from the community. These goods are sold at 31  
retail stores, two computer stores, one outlet store, and six bookstores. The organization 
also generates revenue through online and recycling (aftermarket) sales. GCT provides  
contract custodial, clerical, and mail services support to primarily public sector clients  
in Austin and the surrounding area. This line of business primarily employs people  
with disabilities through both competitive contracts and public procurement set-aside  
programs. Finally, GCT generates revenue by providing staffing services and temp-to- 
permanent employment to private and public sector clients. 

PROGRAM MODEL

GCT provides a wide variety of services to employees and clients. Job help centers  
provide basic job search assistance including skills assessments, job readiness training, 
resume writing, and employment referrals. In addition, case managers provide referrals  
and application assistance for other supports including childcare, transportation, housing,  
and health care services. GCT recently opened a charter school to help clients between  
the ages of 26 and 50 obtain their high school diploma, as well as the Goodwill Career 
Academy, where clients work toward certifications for high-demand occupations including 
certified nursing assistance (CNA) and heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC).

PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT

GCT has a sophisticated system for measuring performance and its progress toward strategic 
objectives. The purpose-built Performance Excellence Division is responsible for tracking 
key indicators and improving data collection processes across the organization, and  
creates three key reports. On a monthly basis, the Services and Employment Report  
(SER) tracks the number of people served in each program, course completions and  
certifications, the number of people placed in jobs, and average wage at placement.  
The Balanced Scorecard, also updated monthly, tracks indicators specific to goals in  
the strategic plan including its financials, intakes and job placements, jobs created,  
recycling goals (zero waste), donations, and staffing goals. These monthly reports help  
GCT use a forward-thinking approach allowing employees to track how far ahead or  
behind they are on their annual goals and adjust monthly goals accordingly. At the end  
of the year, the Outcome Management Report tracks whether each division has met  
these annual goals. The Performance Excellence Division also measures GCT’s overall  
community economic impact based on the number of jobs created, people employed,  
wages earned, and taxes paid. 

... GCT will  
serve anyone  
who comes 
through its  
doors in need  
of assistance  
and views itself 
as an organization 
working for the  
entire community.
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ACHIEVING SCALE

GCT is a private, nonprofit, 501(c)(3) organization established in Austin in 1958.  
The organization started as a small program with only one retail store serving 69  
people with disabilities, but grew considerably over time and expanded its reach to  
serve people leaving the criminal justice system, homeless individuals, at-risk youth,  
and people lacking the education and training needed to find employment. Over its  
first 40 years, GCT’s operating budget grew to $16 million dollars, and it served  
4,700 people annually. In 1998, GCT hired a new CEO, Gerald Davis, who previously 
served as a hospital executive with an extensive background in both medical and  
vocational rehabilitation. Under his direction, GCT’s rate of growth increased considerably. 
In a little over 15 years, annual revenue increased almost five-fold to $72 million in  
2014, and the organization served over 15,000 people and placing more than 3,250  
in competitive employment.

REFOCUSING THE ORGANIZATION ON ITS MISSION AND VALUES

When Davis became CEO, he was coming into an organization with a good reputation  
and solid budget. However, previous leaders had taken their “foot off the pedal,” says  
Davis, and the organization overall had lost focus on its mission and values. In 2000,  
the dot-com crash had a large effect on Austin, and GCT felt the impact as well. To get 
the organization back on track, Davis worked to strengthen the board, reorganized existing 
staff, and hired new talent at the executive level so it could grow and focus on its goal  
of connecting people with employment.1 

One of Davis’ initial directives was to capitalize on the existing retail footprint. As a  
nonprofit in the business of collecting donations from community members, Goodwill  
benefits from large amounts of free merchandise for its retail stores. Beginning in 1997, 
the organization received donations of old computers but, because of local environmental  
ordinances, was unable to throw out what it could not sell. Instead, GCT decided to turn 
the operation into a training program. Clients would disassemble the donated computers,  
put them back together in working order, and sell them through a store dedicated to  
refurbished computers. The store brought some national attention to GCT and, in 2004, 
the organization partnered with Dell to create a program called ReConnect. The program 
has since expanded to a national partnership with Goodwill Industries International and 
operates in 1,900 Goodwill stores nationwide – diverting 96 million pounds of e-waste  
and creating 250 green jobs. Internally, GCT has expanded the program that now  
generates $1.5 million in sales. GCT staff provide consulting services across the country 
and globe to communities wanting to replicate the model. 

This success created other opportunities, including an ongoing business relationship  
with Dell—the company’s call center is a client of GCT’s staffing services. More  
importantly, the success of the computer store provided GCT with the additional  
publicity and resources needed to open more stores and renovate existing ones.  
GCT invested in upgrading the architectural design so stores would become more  
appealing places to shop, increasing business revenue even further. As the experience  
with reuse and recycling were ingrained in GCT’s operations, “zero waste” strategies  
became an organizational goal. What GCT cannot sell in its stores, it sells on the  
secondary market, and recycles the rest. The organization is able to sell or recycle  
over 85 percent of the donations it receives. 

1  Since 1998, GCT’s revenue has grown about twice as fast as the number of people served, primarily because the 
organization provides more intensive employment and training services and spends more money per client.
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SETTING AMBITIOUS GOALS FOR GROWTH AND IMPACT

By 2005, GCT’s operating budget was around $30 million and the executive team  
and board started to set even more ambitious goals. With the success of ReConnect,  
the organization began competing for larger grants and increased its revenue  
considerably—to $40 million in just a few short years (2008). In the midst of this  
rapid growth, however, GCT intently focused on its mission and moved from downtown  
Austin to a more impoverished neighborhood to be closer to the people it served. 

With GCT still on this upward growth trajectory, two developments helped inform its  
current goal. First, Davis attended a meeting of local business owners and executives  
and, after he described GCT’s current impact, someone in the crowd asked him how  
much money it would take to solve the problem of unemployment. This question  
stuck with Davis, and he and his staff spent some time figuring out how many people  
in GCT’s catchment area met the target criteria and were unemployed. That number  
was 100,000 potential employees. At around the same time, GCT received results  
from an evaluation of its work conducted by researchers at the University of Texas.2  
The evaluation did not paint an entirely positive picture about what happens to GCT  
clients after they leave the organization, as many become unemployed again and  
others remain employed in very low-paying jobs.

The GCT executive team approached these findings as a challenge to truly get to scale  
by solving the social problem that GCT is committed to addressing—unemployment  
among people in the region who are disabled, have a criminal history, are homeless,  
or lack education. As a result, GCT staff began creating a 10-year plan focused on  
getting all 100,000 of these people employed.

TACKLING THE AUDACIOUS GOAL:  
FULL EMPLOYMENT FOR GCT’S TARGET POPULATION

After the 10-year plan was created in 2011, GCT began to coalesce around the goal  
of employing 100,000 people in jobs and careers that would ultimately provide them  
with a living wage. It was a bold objective and would require a significant commitment  
of resources—an investment made possible by GCT’s mature and dependable retail stores 
and contract services enterprises, which together account for two thirds of GCT’s revenue. 
The executive team has a target of reserving three to five percent of this revenue every year 
to start new programs and expand or improve its businesses to employ more people.  
This reserve gives GCT the ability to pursue new ideas, expand businesses, or serve a  
population that does not fall under the confines of its grant funding. In addition, GCT  
has made a number of changes geared toward accomplishing its ultimate goal:

•  Business-forward philosophy. In recent years, GCT has more explicitly focused  
on directing clients toward in demand, high-quality jobs with living wages and  
advancement potential. As part of this approach, GCT is linking its training  
programs with these high-growth industries. The executive team has spent  
considerable time talking with local employers about their staffing needs and  
adapted or added training for quality jobs that require 12 months or less of  
post-secondary education. 

After the  
10-year plan  
was created in 
2011, GCT  
began to coalesce 
around the goal  
of employing 
100,000 people  
in jobs and  
careers that  
would ultimately 
provide them  
with a living wage.

2  O’Shea, Dan and Christopher T. King. June 2011. Strategic Positioning Project: Goodwill Industries of Central 
Texas.  Austin, TX: LBJ School of Public Affairs, The University of Texas at Austin.
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•  Focus on education and training. The results of the University of Texas evaluation, 
which showed that many former clients were stuck in low-wage employment,  
focused GCT’s attention on providing access to higher-paying jobs. One of the  
organization’s notable accomplishments was opening a charter school in 2013  
that allows adults aged 26 to 50 to obtain their high school diploma. Prior to its 
founding, Texas adults 26 and older could no longer receive a high school  
diploma, despite research showing that a high school diploma results in much  
higher earnings in the long run compared to a GED. GCT secured special  
dispensation from the state legislature to pilot the program, which aims to  
serve a total of 500 people over five years. The ultimate goal is to show that  
the approach is effective and scale the model statewide. GCT is pursuing a  
longitudinal evaluation that, if successful, will help make the case for expansion. 

In addition to the charter school, GCT started a Career Academy that helps clients 
pursue professional certifications, including in HVAC and CNA. GCT hopes that  
students at the charter school will pursue a professional certification either during  
or after working toward their high school diplomas, thereby preparing themselves  
for a long-term career immediately after graduation. 

•  Policy work and partnership. GCT has been actively involved in policy advocacy  
concerning issues that affect its target population. Convincing the Texas state  
legislature to change the education code was a big win that opened the way for  
the charter school. In addition to education policy, GCT is also heading up the  
Smart on Crime Coalition focused on criminal justice issues that make finding  
work difficult for those being released from jail or prison. The coalition’s goals  
include changing the sentencing policy for youth, adjusting sentencing for  
non-violent drug offenses, making it less difficult for people coming out of the  
criminal justice system to get an ID, and exploring pre-release employment  
programs. This coalition, along with GCT’s other policy efforts, has created a  
ever to build partnerships with a wide array of community organizations across  
the political spectrum that may not otherwise be involved.

PERFORMANCE AND IMPACTS

GCT’s financial strength and sustainability have increased significantly in the past few 
decades. Annual revenue has increased eight-fold in the last 20 years, and the organization 
is able to subsidize its employment and training services with business revenue, which 
comprises 85 percent of its total revenue. 

GCT directly employs close to 1,000 people, the following indicators describe its social 
impact for 2013:

• 14,412 people served

• 3,135 job placements

• 1,086 employers with whom job placements were made

• 86 percent landfill diversion of donated goods

• $181 million in economic impact for the community
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS

GCT has a clear view on what getting to scale means—providing employment to 100,000 
people in Central Texas —and an understanding of the tireless effort required to meet that 
objective. GCT is focused on a number of strategic priorities:

•  Better integrating employment and education. With the charter school and Career 
Academy, GCT is developing its capacity to continue working with clients as they 
achieve their employment potential. For example, clients could be working in retail 
with the flexible schedule needed to pursue a high school diploma and certification 
for a living wage job. GCT is moving toward a model that would make this type of 
integrated approach common practice.

•  Entering new lines of business with better-paying jobs. GCT is exploring the  
possibility of getting into product packaging and manufacturing as a way to  
provide better-paying jobs to its clients. For example, GCT just entered into a  
new contract that holds it responsible for picking up, repackaging, and reshipping 
product for a customer. The work will employ roughly 10 people and bring in an  
estimated $150,000 in annual revenue.  

•  Improving data collection systems to track clients and measure impact. GCT  
does not currently have a method to track clients once they leave its employment 
and/or services over the long term. GCT is pursuing the possibility of accessing  
Unemployment Insurance (UI) records to better track the organization’s performance 
in moving people toward living wage employment. 

•  Improving internal staffing and human resources. GCT’s staffing structure and  
human resource systems have not kept pace with its exponential growth in recent 
years. The organization is overstaffed in some areas and understaffed in others,  
and finding new employees with the skills to work in a business that is growing  
so quickly is challenging. GCT will be working on improving its approach to staff 
development and tracking and measuring staff performance. 

Davis frames an ultimate outcome served by regional partnerships, “Full employment  
for our target population is a good 10-year goal. We want to really try to solve something. 
But we know we can’t do this by ourselves.” GCT views larger community collaboration  
as critical to achieving its aspirations, and the organization will continue to build  
upon its relationships with employers, public agencies, service providers, and  
educational institutions. 

GCT is exploring 
the possibility  
of getting into 
product packaging 
and manufacturing 
as a way to provide 
better-paying jobs 
to its clients. 
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Zachary grew up in  
Connecticut in a  
middle class family. 
After getting his  
undergraduate  
degree, he moved  
to Austin to take a  
job in the quickly  
expanding tech  
industry. Shortly  
afterward, he  
developed a drug  
addiction that  
resulted in many  
arrests, a felony  
record, and  
unemployment.  
Despite his education 
and work experience,  
he was unable to get  
a job because of his 

criminal history. Goodwill was the only place willing to give him a  
second chance, and he took a job in the recycling department.

At Goodwill, Zachary moved up quickly. In his eight-year tenure, he 
worked in many different departments and gained expertise in process 
efficiency and continuous improvement. Eventually, he signed on to  
create Goodwill’s Performance Excellence Division and is now Vice  
President for Information Technology and Performance Excellence.  
Reflecting on his experience, Zachary says, “The job they gave me  
was fundamental to me staying off drugs, rebuilding my confidence,  
and getting back on my feet. I owe Goodwill the most incredible gratitude.”

EMPLOYEE SPOTLIGHT:  ZACHARY 

“ The job they  
gave me was  
fundamental  
to me staying  
off drugs,  
rebuilding my 
confidence, and 
getting back on 
my feet. I owe 
Goodwill the  
most incredible 
gratitude.”
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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

www.redf.org • info@redf.org


