
HUMAN POTENTIAL AT WORK 
Host - Debra Ruh 

 

Episode#: 37  www.RuhGlobal.com 1 
Episode Name: Creating a Business Model for Greater Social Impact  
 

 

Episode #: 37  Title: Creating A Business Model for Greater Social 

Impact 

Guest: Michael Pirron Guest Tile: CEO 

Date: January 4, 2017 Guest Company: Impact Makers 

 

Debra: Hello.  This is Debra Ruh, and you're listening to Human Potential at Work.  My 

guest today is somebody that's been a friend of mine for many years and I really, 

really admire his work.  His name is Michael Pirron and he is the CEO of Impact 

Makers, and also a very big proponent of the B-corporation, beneficial 

corporation. 

 

 And so Michael, welcome to the program. 

 

Michael: Thank you all for having me. 

 

Debra: Yeah, we're excited about -- I'm very excited about the conversation because 

everything that you do, Michael, is about social good and social impact.  So do 

you mind spending a few minutes and telling our guests a little bit about your 

work and Impact Makers and beneficial corporation, take the time you need 

because I know that was a big question. 

 

Michael: Sure.  So let me start with Impact Makers.  Impact Makers is the Newman's Own 

of IT consulting.  Newman's Own, as you all know, is Paul Newman on the side 

of a salad dressing, is a for-profit company with all profits to charity.  We are a 

for-profit IT consulting company that's owned by two public charities, and all 

profits over the life of the company as well as pro bono consulting goes to our 

nonprofit charitable partners. 

 

Debra: And Michael, I know that you've been very involved in the B-corporations or I 

believe that's beneficial corporations, right?  Can you tell us a little bit more about 

that? 

 

Michael: Sure.  We were the -- one of the founding certified B-corporations.  I think we 

were the 30th or 31st company in the first set of B-corps, certified B-corps.  There 

are not right around 2,000 internationally.  You will recognize some of the iconic 

brands of the B-corp movement such as Ben & Jerry's, Patagonia, King Arthur 

Flour, Warby Parker, Etsy.  These are companies that are known for the 
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sustainability.  Dansko shoes is another one known for their sustainability and 

social environmental impact, using business as a force for good. 

 

 And given our model, it was an easy connection for us to want to be part of that 

movement.  We joined the B-corp movement as a certified B-corp, and certified 

B-corps -- and I'll talk more about benefit corporation, a corporate forum, which 

is a separate topic, but related to the B-corp movement.  But certified B-corps are 

company that meet certain social and environmental standards, companies that are 

doing more than just maximizing profit, but also taking into consideration 

community, environment, employees, when making operational and liquidity 

event, you know, selling the company, decisions.  So that's the certified B-corp 

movement. 

 

Debra: And Michael, I know that you are very involved in your community and you 

believe in social impact and social good, and you know, this might sound a little 

trite to say why do you care so much, but let me ask it in a different way.  

Because I know that you have built a very successful corporation.  Why not just, 

you know, do a corporation like everybody else does and then you can decide to 

give profits whenever you feel like it?  But you decided to go in a much different 

path from most corporations.  How come? 

 

Michael: Well, I was a business undergraduate and I have an MBA, but I did a business 

undergraduate degree with a minor in sociology, and when I was doing that I read 

a business case about Newman's Own -- or on Newman's Own.  It was a Harvard 

business case that was written in the 80s.  And that really stuck with me because it 

was kind of social activism through business before there was a concept of social 

enterprise.  Later, they coined the term social enterprise, meaning using the free 

market principles and business acumen to make social environmental impact.  

And that really spoke to me. 

 

 I went to work internationally at the big consulting firm and had some great 

experience, but I was working for a large company that I didn't feel like it was 

values-aligned for me and I didn't feel like I wanted to be the people I was 

working for in 10, 15 years.  And so really got the idea of what if I -- and I knew 

IT consulting -- and I said what if I could build an IT consulting company based 

on that model. 

  

And it's a very different approach, right?  Because you have the typical model in 

our society for wealth creation and philanthropy is make a lot -- you know, 

Warren Buffett and Bill Gates is a great example.  Make a lot of money by being, 

in some cases, an Attila the Hun egregious business or just hard core business 

man or woman.  Make a lot of money and then have some exit and then give it all 

away at the end, right?  Warren Buffett and Bill Gates gave, what is it, 90 or 95 

percent away.  
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And I felt, what if you can create something different?  And that is build 

something, not just so it would be meaningful for me, but for employees who 

would want to come work for us, where you democratize that.  Where you start a 

company and build the mission of community impact into the DNA itself.  Make 

that the mission of the company. 

 

 And everyone -- at Impact Makers, our disruption is everyone, right, is part of that 

mission.  It' a group of middle class professionals doing the same work they've 

always done everywhere else, but structuring it differently because the way it's 

structured -- and collectively making the same impact in the community now and 

certainly in the future as its foundations in town, right?  So that's a disruptive 

game changer in our industry. 

 

Debra: I agree.  I think it is a disruptive and I think it is the future.  I know that because I 

walked some of this path with you, I know that there was a lot of experts and 

leaders that just did not think that you could be successful in the way you were 

doing Impact Makers; that it -- the model was not going to work.  And then I was 

delighted to see you prove everyone wrong.  And I love that you are so focused 

on making a difference in not only our community here in the Virginia area, but 

also nationally and internationally. 

 

 So why?  Why did you think that you could do it differently and really make a 

difference for the community? 

 

Michael: Well, so it isn't necessarily the best business case and certainly I -- it was fun 

because a lot of people said that I was totally crazy and, you know, I probably am.  

But you know, when I started the company it was me, 50 bucks and a laptop, with 

the idea of doing something really interesting and disruptive that I've talked about. 

 

 But the start of the company that I gave away -- so I don't own the company as the 

founder, and put myself reporting to a volunteer board of directors that can fire 

me.  And the company started me, 50 bucks and a laptop in that -- with that 

model.  It doesn't necessarily look like a good start for a company that's growing, 

and I'll just give you where we are today.  We've been -- from pure capitalist 

metrics we've been successful.  We've been Inc. 500 or Inc. 5,000 five years in a 

row; three years in 500 and the rest in 5,000.  So pure capitalist metrics, we're 

fastest growing company in the U.S. 

 

 We have, from official impact perspective, five years in a row been Best for the 

World by the B-corp movement; so companies that have the biggest overall and 

biggest community impact.  So from social impact perspective, we've been kind 

of successful in our mission-related activities. 

 

 And then we're IT consulting company whose assets are our people, and four 

years in a row we've been best workplaces in Richmond and best workplaces 
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across Virginia, in terms of anonymous survey of staff.  So we've really kind of 

been fairly successful.  We haven't taken over the world and bought Exxon 

Mobile yet, but you know, that's in a couple of years.  But we've been successful 

at least from that perspective. 

 

 It was me and a laptop when I started.  We are heading towards 23 million 

revenue this year and hoping to be, you know, close to 30 next year.  So growing 

fast. 

 

Debra: And it's very exciting to watch a company that's having such a social impact be so 

successful financially. 

 

Michael: Well, thanks.  Well, to go back to I think your original question on this was -- I 

just wanted to give that context.  But you know, trying to make a difference and 

use business as a force for good -- and I think there's trends that you kind of were 

talking about a second ago, but we are a capitalist society and in a capitalist 

society, business -- sorry, nonprofits and government are doing great, wonderful 

things, but you know, free market -- the free market is king. 

 

 And if you can figure out how to use -- to come up with free market solutions to 

the world's toughest problems, you know, there is a huge -- we all agree that there 

is an enormous ability to create wealth through the free market, and if you can 

leverage that to make impact, to change the world.  So I was a business 

undergrad, business major.  You know, I see myself as a social activist, but 

through business, and actually now I have 130 people who are a part of Impact 

Makers and all doing the same thing through the work they're doing every day. 

 

Debra: Yeah, it's -- I know that a lot of millennials -- studies have been done on 

millennials, saying that they want to work for corporations that are really giving 

back to the community and doing social good and social impact. 

 

 How have you found that this model has worked as far as getting the best talent 

for the job?  

 

Michael: Well, let me first address trend and then I'd like to address talent.  You mentioned 

the millennials wanting to do well and do good and the same time, and that's true.  

I mean, I think not just Impact Makers but the B-corp movement is -- certainly the 

B-corp movement is part of the future, but social enterprise and the whole genre 

of corporate social responsibility is the future.  Large corporations are looking at 

social impact because it's being demanded by the market.  Because it's kind of a 

triple whammy that's happening, if you will.  One, to your point, millennials are 

coming out saying I want to do well and do good.  I just don't want to make 

money anymore.  So the labor market is demanding it. 
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 Two, consumers, there's like 75 million in the U.S. alone, consumers who self-

identify as conscious consumers who are buying a brand on more than just the 

brand but social impact needs to be part of the brand.  So the market's demanding 

it, consumers are demanding it from products, and three, you have this growing 

trend of not just social responsible investing, but now -- which is not investing in 

bad people, bad companies -- but you have impact investing that is saying let's 

invest to make impact.  Let's invest for the good that's happening, that companies 

are creating. 

 

 So you know, you have the capital market's starting to demand it.  You know, 

Prudential just created -- just doubled down and now they have a two billion-

dollar impact investment fund.  And this isn't some startup impact investing 

company, this is Prudential.  You have Morgan Stanley doing the same thing.  All 

the big investment banks are focusing on impact investing because their investors 

are demanding it.  So that's a trend. 

 

Debra: And so, Michael, what about -- I know that when you and I first met, I had created 

TechAccess, which was a for-profit social enterprise, and -- really wanting to give 

back to the community of individuals with disabilities.  But how do you find that 

your clients or your potential clients see your company?  Is it a differentiator?  Do 

you have an advantage with this model over maybe competitors that are not so 

actively making a difference in their communities? 

 

Michael: So I think we've been successful because of our model, but -- let me say, but it's 

not what most people think.  We have not been successful on the sales side with 

our clients because of the model.  So our model has -- let us get in the door in the 

first place to talk to C-level folks who find it interesting.  So it's a conversation 

starter with the C-suite who care about impact of their companies and reputation 

of their companies.  It might be a tie breaker on a competitive bid, all else equal.  

But we're not a consumer product-based company.  We're selling to businesses, 

and businesses don't have scorecards that include social environmental impact, at 

least yet. 

 

 And in some ways, early on, our social impact model hurt us because even though 

we're a for-profit business in every way and even though I have experience and 

other people had experience, the model was a distraction and sometimes made 

them think, oh, you're a bunch of nonprofit yahoos pretending to do business, 

which it wasn't true but that was an initial -- initially hearing the concept of the 

model, that was kind of a gut reaction. 

 

 But I think it's helped us, you know, net -- it's been net positive, but just kind of a 

tie breaker.  But the model is why we're successful, and why I say that is on the 

labor-market side our people are our assets.  We're hiring -- seasoned 

professionals are out there delivering work and it's important to be able to attract 

and retain talent. 
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 When I was at a large consulting firm, an international consulting firm, we had up 

to 20 percent annual turnover in the IT consulting space.  Impact Makers has had 

12 people leave in 10 years; we're 130 people now.  12 people leave in 10 years.  

The retention rates are unbelievable.  We have lines of people wanting to come 

work here because all else equal, we pay the same and have the same career 

opportunities and same interesting kind of projects.  We have really good people, 

so you surround yourself with good people.  But then there's this intrinsic value 

you get, social impact.  And so that value then translate to client value because 

our staff stay from beginning to end on projects, where our competitors have 

turnover on those client engagements. 

 

 And then mission-aligned teams out perform ones that aren't.  They're mission-

aligned beyond just making a paycheck and beyond the interesting work.  They 

have a secondary mission to community impact, and that really creates 

cohesiveness and, you know, we kind of lead with our values and that creates 

cohesiveness. 

 

Debra: Michael, I love some of these terms that you're using; mission aligned, conscious 

consumers, impact investing.  I just -- I want the world to be more like Impact 

Makers.  I really want us to focus on social impact and giving back to the 

community and working with organizations that are really changing the world.  

And I think it's fine to make a lot of money, but I really also believe that we need 

to have a social impact.  That's one reason why I've always been fascinated with 

your work. 

 

 Another question I have for you is, what are some examples of the type of 

projects that you would work on?  So if our listeners are saying, okay, Impact 

Makers, and we're going to talk at the end about how they can learn more about 

your work, but what are some examples to some of the types of projects that 

Impact Makers provides to clients? 

 

Michael: Yeah, well, things like -- you know, if I'm talking to a potential client, I don't even 

talk much about the model so thanks for giving me -- my head of sales would be 

thrilled that you're giving me an opportunity to talk about the work we do to make 

an income and to make a living. 

 

 So we operate -- let me start with industry at a very high level.  We are about 70 

percent operating in the healthcare vertical, so both on large -- in large hospital 

systems and then also -- you know, four or five billion-dollar large hospital 

systems, and then also on the payer side with large health insurance companies.  

So that's about 70 percent of our work.  We have about 20 percent of our work in 

the state and local government space.  And then the rest of the work is other large, 

commercial clients, with a cluster of clients in the financial services area.  So 

those are the industries we work in. 
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 In terms of the kind of work we do, we have kind of five practice areas that we 

call them.  And we oftentimes kind of create solutions that are across those 

practices areas, but in terms of our competencies we have five areas.  One is 

governance, risk and compliance.  So this is security audits, HIPAA compliance 

and HIPAA audits from a security perspective, security assessments, and then 

building out a security program and doing even penetration testing.  So kind of 

cyber security.  That's one practice. 

 

 We have a kind of largescale program and project management practice where 

we're going in and building blended teams and delivering 100 to 150 million-

dollar programs for our clients, for large clients.  We have a practice that's digital, 

a digital strategy and kind of mobile and web development, largely in the 

industries where we service or where we focus. 

 

 Another practice is management consulting for the CIO.  We call it MITSY, 

Management in IT Consulting, but organizational assessments, process 

improvement work and organizational change management.  That's that focus.  

And then the fifth one is a data practice, so large data, business intelligence, data 

governance and analytics.  That's the fifth. 

 

 So that's the kind of work we do.  Our projects tend to be half a million to a 

million in size and, you know, six to seven months in duration.  And we're 

delivering solutions and not -- we're not putting bodies into an IT organization, 

we're delivering solutions for the enterprise. 

 

Debra: Michael, if a company was listening and they thought, you know, we have to get 

more involved in the beneficial, the B-corps or really having more of a social 

impact, what advice would you have for those companies, and could you actually 

help them if they wanted to go down this path?  You did not mention that you do 

that type of consulting, but you have a deep, deep knowledge in this space and I 

would be curious for you to answer that question from both perspectives of the 

United States and also do you ever work outside the United States? 

 

Michael: We've had one project outside the United States, but most of our work is in the 

U.S. and most of our work is east of the Mississippi River, so east coast or 

easterly states.  But in terms of the B-corp movement, we were founder of -- in 

the first group of B-corps.  We've been there from the beginning and certainly 

supportive.  There's the certified B-corp that is a certification standard, and 

separately there is a benefit corporation, corporate forum, which allows -- MBA 

101 teaches that the corporate forum in the U.S., corporations -- management has 

a fiduciary responsibility to maximize profit, period. 

 

 So if you have a social impact, what you do -- you can't do that if you have to 

maximize profit.  In fact, Ben & Jerry's when it was sold was sued by Unilever 
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who bought them and said stop doing all this social impact stuff.  You have to 

maximize profit.  And so it was a real business case for why a new corporate 

forum was required, where now a benefit corporation as well as a certified B-

corps -- the benefit corporation corporate forum in 33 states, including Delaware, 

allows companies to pursue social environmental impact, not just maximize profit 

but shareholders can hold management accountable to take -- maximize profit and 

they must also take into consideration community, employees, environment, non-

shareholder stakeholders.  So we didn't talk about that, but that's kind of -- there's 

benefit corp and b-corp certified certification, for the listeners out there. 

 

 We are very active.  We actually funded a part-time position that we essentially 

gifted to the community in central Virginia at least that we call a B Keeper, which 

does outreach, education and organizes -- we have about 14 or 15 B-corps and 

about 40 benefit corporations in our region.  So we get -- for those listening in our 

region, we get people coming out -- 150 people coming out to these events where 

we have something substantive about benefit corp, B-corp impact investing and 

then often a happy hour; people like to drink beer.  Go figure. 

 

 So we get pretty good -- so but we're also happy to -- as B-corp ambassadors, 

we're also happy to be out there speaking to anyone that's interested and our B 

Keeper would be happy to talk to any of your listeners about, what is it to be a B-

corp, what is it to be a benefit corp?  What are the pros and cons?  What -- is there 

any marketing impact, et cetera.  I'm happy to -- when you share Impact Makers 

information, happy to connect them to Anika Horn who is our B Keeper for the 

region. 

 

Debra: And I love that title, B Keeper.  That's very cool. 

  

I know that Impact Makers supports several charities.  Do you mind telling us 

who those charities are? 

 

Michael: Well, we're owned -- let me start by we're owned by two public charities, and we 

gifted the value of the company a year and a half ago -- all the equity at that time 

to two public charities to create funds.  So 70 percent of the stock is held by the 

community foundation in an advised fund, and 30 percent of the stock is held by 

Virginia Community Capital which is a CDFI bank owned by a nonprofit. 

  

So the nonprofit holding company holds our stock, with the idea of our sales in 

the future -- we're hoping 100 to 150 million dollars would go into those two 

funds to not just to philanthropy like a traditional foundation, but with the 

principle, unlike traditional foundations that put money in Wall Street, the 

principle would invest in socially responsible businesses in the locations where 

we do business, with a preference to B-corps.  So our legacy is philanthropy but 

also creating more impact makers and more B-corps where we've done business.  

So that's our legacy that we've created. 
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But then we have four full charitable partners that get cash and pro bono.  That is 

Family Lifeline -- they're all local -- Family Lifeline, Peter Paul Development 

Center.  We have an organization called FLiPM, Future Leaders in Project 

Management, that we kind of help kids, especially kids from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, get certified as project managers.  So rather than flipping burgers 

out of high school, they can go out and get professional jobs.  And that's kind of 

interesting, and oftentimes also scholarships for professional training.  And then 

the fourth one is our Rx Partnership, which provides free pharmaceuticals across 

Virginia within the Health Safety Net space; under a certain percent of poverty, 

uninsured. 

 

And then we also have about four pro bono-only partners who receive pro bono 

consulting from us that we -- and not cash payments but pro bono consulting, 

including in other regions.  We work with a nonprofit up in New York City 

because one of our largest clients is in New York City.  

 

Debra: So your clients benefit not only because of the work that you do, but their 

communities benefit as well, which I think is powerful.  

 

Michael:  Well, what's really interesting is in that case, our New York City client, has 

actually rolled up sleeves and decided to -- we inspired them to also take part -- 

we were doing pro bono and they saw it, and they said, can we also participate.  

So we're working together with our clients, in doing community pro bono work.  

So that's kind of interesting. 

  

But what's really interesting about the way we've structured is if you think about 

our model, our clients are hiring us to do already budgeted IT consulting work, 

that they were already going to spend for the services that we're giving.  And I 

think we're really good at what we do, so they get high-quality and the best 

services, in my opinion, compared to our competitors.  But at the same time, at no 

additional cost to our clients, they're creating indirectly, community impact, and 

double leveraging their already budgeted consulting expense dollars to make 

community impact, at no additional cost.  And so there's this goodwill that's 

created in the community, indirectly, that has economic value to our clients, and a 

few clients really understand that value, and that does help us with brand loyalty. 

 

 Our non-profit partners, when we finish projects, send letters to our clients saying, 

thanks for doing work with Impact Makers.  Because of the work you did with 

Impact Makers, here's what we've achieved in the community.  And it closes the 

loop on impact, but it also creates this great brand loyalty for us, because the 

people who hired us and got good work, now also feel good, have an emotional 

connection to what we're doing in the community.  And we're doing it to make 

impact, but doing good is actually good business too, it turns out.  
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Debra: I love that statement.  Michael, do you think this is a future trend that more 

companies, more corporations will start following your lead? 

 

Michael: I think we're a little radical, I'll be honest.  I don't think very many people are 

going to have the appetite to start a company and from the very beginning give it 

all away.  But what about giving 10 or 20 percent away?  What about putting 

impact more aligned with your mission and values and make it part of your DNA 

from the very beginning?  What about being part of the B-corp and the whole 

social enterprise movement, whether it's a B-corp or not?  What about moving 

towards thinking about being a B-corp, the assessment in the B-corp world.  

There's this assessment that you have to get.  You get a certain score in and then 

pay a fee to be a B-corp. 

  

What if you don't want to go that full route of being certified, but you want to be 

like a B-corp and start moving in that direction and see, what are the best 

practices in the space that I could use internally?  Well, that assessment is called 

the B Impact Assessment at BCorporation.net, is totally free.  You can go there 

and use it and use it as a benchmark for any company out there.  There's 50,000 

companies that aren't certified, worldwide, that are using it to benchmark their 

own social/environmental performance, and that's a free tool.  

 

Debra: I just can say, Michael, I'm just honored to know you.  Can you tell our listeners 

how they can learn more about Impact Makers and the B-corps?  

 

Michael:  Well, with Impact Makers, they can go to www.ImpactMakers.com.  We have 

wonderful information about our model, and then also links to the B-corp world 

and links to articles about us and videos that we have, et cetera, about our model 

and the work we do in terms of how we make a living. 

  

And then to learn more about the B-corp world, there's lots of articles in all the 

top magazines, such as Fast Company and Bloomberg Business and Fortune and 

all of that.  It's a huge trend that's being followed across the board.  But you can 

just go directly to BCorporation.net and read all about the B-corp movement as 

well.  

 

Debra: Michael, thank you so much for your leadership.  I believe that you are changing 

the world.  We use that term probably too much, but I know your work is 

changing the world, and so thank you so much for being on the program today.  

 

Michael:  Thank you, Debra, I enjoyed it. 

  

Hello, thank you for listening to Human Potential at Work.  If you're interested in 

exploring a conversation about my work, I would love for you to visit me on my 

website at www.RuhGlobal.com, or you can follow me on most social media 

platforms at Debra Ruh.  I'm available to speak, to provide strategic consulting, 

http://www.bcorporation.net/
http://www.impactmakers.com/
http://www.bcorporation.net/
http://www.ruhglobal.com/
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and certainly to talk to any brand about the social impact you're having as a brand 

influencer.  Thank you so much for your time and for helping me make a 

difference in the world.  

 


