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Today’s guest of the Institute for Business and Professional Ethics at DePaul 
University in Chicago, Illinois, is Michael Pirron, the CEO of the for-profit, 
competitive social enterprise firm Impact Makers, one of today’s fastest growing 
companies.1 We’re going to be discussing the unusual characteristics of his firm, 
Impact Makers, highlighting the firm’s decision to reincorporate as a benefit 
corporation and some of the cutting edge financial methods he’s adapted to ramp 
up this social enterprise.

Daryl Koehn (DK): Welcome. Impact Makers is a for-profit, competitive social 
enterprise. How did you get the idea of founding such a company?
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Michael Pirron: Well, thank you. Let me start by just giving a ten-second expla-
nation. We are the Newman’s Own of IT consulting. We’re a for-profit company 
where all profits go to the charity over the life of the company. In fact, all of our 
common stock is held by two public charities. So if we’re ever sold, all proceeds 
of that sale go to charitable organizations in the communities where we do busi-
ness. So, that’s a 10,000-foot overview of our model.

I said we’re the Newman’s Own of IT consulting for a reason. I went to 
UVA, the University of Virginia, undergraduate, to get a business degree and 
studied business, but also a minor in sociology. Which is an interesting com-
bination. I was fascinated when we read, in undergraduate business school, 
a Harvard business case on Newman’s Own. And that really stuck with me. I 
found that case to be a very interesting combination of sociology and business. 
After I graduated from UVA’s business school and went to work with Andersen 
Consulting, which is now Accenture, the Newman’s Own case stuck with me.

And I was very interested in that whole concept and didn’t realize there 
was a term for it—social enterprise. I continued to think about it while having an 
interesting international career with Andersen Consulting. I was based in south-
ern France and was sent on projects all over Europe, the Middle East, India, and 
Africa. I found myself in South Africa during Mandela’s election, and various 
other places. I realized I liked the work, I was good at the work, but the clients 
I worked with weren’t really values-aligned. And I also looked at the partners 
for whom I was working—wonderful people—but I just didn’t want to be them. 
And the culture of the company at Accenture, as great of a company as it is, was 
really a culture of money and alcohol. And that just wasn’t where I wanted to be 
in the long-term.

I remembered that case that I read in the business school and started think-
ing: Newman’s Own is a business to consumer, a B to C, business, and it’s a 
product. What I know is services and business to business (B to B). But what 
if you could build a Newman’s Own on an IT consulting framework? Because 
that’s what I knew. When I went to Northwestern’s Kellogg School of Manage-
ment to get my MBA, I wrote a paper on that concept of creating a Newman’s 
Own–modeled consulting firm. The idea continued to resonate with me during 
the years after I wrote that paper.

About ten years ago, I had the opportunity to take a contract as an indi-
vidual. Rather than doing so, I ended up—with 50 bucks, a laptop, and one 
contract—deciding to start this company that I wrote about. I was thinking it 
would just be me, living my values and then maybe growing to be a firm worth 
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half a million or a million dollars. The goal was to live my values and do some-
thing that I cared about and give back to the community at the same time.

DK: Let me just make sure that our listeners and our readers understand: you are 
a for-profit company. You do not run a not-for-profit company. You’re a competi-
tive company, but you choose to give your profits to select nonprofit partners. 
Is that right?

PIRRON: Yes, that’s right. We’re absolutely a for-profit company governed by 
a volunteer board of directors. The company gives to, and our board of direc-
tors chooses, charitable partners. These partners have to be secular, apolitical, 
501(c)(3), local organizations committed to helping people help themselves.

DK: Yes.

PIRRON: The board also sets executive compensation, approves major capi-
tal expenditures, etc., and represents community interests. So, that’s what the 
board does. In every way we’re a for-profit company doing IT and management 
consulting with about 20 percent state government and 65 percent healthcare 
industry clients, and then other for-profit entities. We do work not unlike the 
services provided by the Accentures, the Deloittes, the PwCs of the world. We’re 
competing with them.

DK: What are your revenues today?

PIRRON: We ended 2015 at $17.8 million and we just had our first $2 million 
month in February.

DK: Oh, congratulations! That’s fabulous.

PIRRON: Yes. So, it was me and a laptop in 2006 when I started it, and we’ve 
grown organically every year and have been in Inc. magazine’s 500 and 500/5000 
top companies for four years in a row. We’ll probably make it a fifth year.

DK: What’s your annualized revenue growth? If you look back at that period, 
roughly what have you been growing per year?

PIRRON: Well, we’ve had wild growth and then kind of a make-up year, and 
then another wild growth year. I would say on average, 30 percent to 40 percent 
a year growth. We have a 53 percent growth from 2014 to 2015. We are expect-
ing to be between $22 million and $24 million in 2016.

DK: That’s really great. I think that quick overview gives us some sense of your 
company’s success. The growth has been really pretty explosive. For a social 
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enterprise to have that kind of success is amazing. And I want to talk a little bit 
more about how you’re successfully ramping it up here in a second.

Let me ask you a little bit about your decision to incorporate as a benefit 
corporation. Can you indicate what you specified in your charter as the benefit 
you were going to try to maximize, and can you also tell us a little bit about why 
you decided to incorporate as a benefit corporation in Virginia?

PIRRON: Yes. So, I would first start by saying the law says that benefit cor-
porations mustn’t just maximize profit, but must also take into consideration 
community, employees, environment, etc., when making operational or liquidity 
event decisions. So, there’s still the requirement to maximize profit, but not only 
to maximize profit. In Virginia legislation, you can either do a general or a spe-
cific benefit. We chose a general benefit of maximizing community charitable 
impact in our charter. That’s how we focused on our impact. We chose to be a 
benefit corporation.

Actually, it goes all the way back to our founding. We were founded in 
2006. The B Corp movement started, the Certified B Corp movement started in 
2007. We were one of the founding B Corps, one of the eighty-two or eighty-
three founding B Corps the very first year. We’ve been a B Corp consistently. By 
pure financial metrics, we’ve been successful. By pure capitalist metrics we’ve 
been successful. I’m also very proud to say that for the last three years in a 
row we’ve been Best for the World. So, we’re not just a Certified B Corp, but 
we’re among the highest ranking and most impactful B Corps. And that was 
over 1,600. From the very beginning we’ve been certified as a B Corp and been 
a part of the B Corp movement. I’m actually, personally, a B Corp Champion, 
now it’s called an Ambassador, where we assist in regional expansion of the B 
Corp movement. I personally put forward the benefit corporation legislation in 
Virginia working with my local delegate. It’s the first political thing I’ve ever 
really done. Virginia was the third state, tied with Vermont, to pass the benefit 
corporation legislation.

DK: Right.

PIRRON: So, when legislation was passed, we decided to become a benefit 
corporation. That was when we first started, and we’ve come a long way since 
then. We were originally founded as a non-stock entity with no owners, with the 
idea that if we’re ever sold, the proceeds would go to charitable organizations, 
but we didn’t really solidify what that looked like. And so, we went through 
a whole reorganization, you know, to eat our own dog food, put forward the 
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benefit corporation law. We decided to become a benefit corporation and then 
solidify what our community impact looks like in our legacy.

DK: We’ll get to that legacy in a moment, but I want to talk a little bit more 
about this benefit corporation part. What exactly did you see as the precise ben-
efit of adopting the new legal form? Was it really that it gave you a chance to 
formalize your legacy arrangement better?

PIRRON: There were multiple reasons. Just like being a Certified B Corp, 
which we’ve been, there is being part of a movement, not just focused on what 
we do myopically, but being part of something bigger than us. Our primary rea-
son for becoming a benefit corporation is that doing so gives us a legal way to 
be a for-profit corporation with stockholders and pursue not just profit, but also 
a public benefit of some sort. And ours was charitable impact. That’s first and 
foremost our motivation, because that commitment to public benefit was already 
in our DNA. This new legal form was the mechanism that allowed us to do what 
we were already doing.

Secondly, we have raised capital for growth in a very unique way, given 
our model. The benefit corporation law allowed us to have the framework to be 
a stock company. That let us raise equity capital and be mission-aligned.

The third reason is that incorporating as a benefit corporation allows us to 
protect our vision and mission. Now we have stakeholders that are charitable 
organizations and we’re governed by a volunteer board. We already have in our 
charter a number of fail-safes in case there’s a runaway board, and the board 
decides to do something counter to our social impact mission. But benefit cor-
poration law allows something called a benefit proceeding.

So, if, for some reason, all of our internal fail-safes didn’t prevent a run-
away board from taking away the public benefit and privatizing that benefit, the 
benefit corporation law has a benefit proceeding that allows our shareholders, 
and in this case those are two public charities, to bring a benefit proceeding to 
enforce the community impact that was in our vision and the mission originally.

DK: Oh, that‘s very clarifying. Did you see any potential downside to becoming 
a benefit corporation, or was it all pretty much upside from your point of view?

PIRRON: You know, I think the only downside is just that it’s untested, legally. 
There hasn’t been any benefit proceeding brought against a company. There’s 
this whole new legal proceeding called a benefit proceeding that has absolutely 
zero precedent anywhere in the country so far. So, I don’t think that’s a down-
side, it’s just, you know, an unknown.
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DK: My colleagues and I here have been doing a lot of research on benefit cor-
porations, and one issue we’ve seen is that the law typically requires that benefit 
corporations have to file some kind of report, a benefit report.2

Where do you file your benefit corporation report? Because, honestly, 
we’re having a lot of difficulty finding these reports. So, it’s a little bit difficult 
to hold benefit corporations accountable, in my judgment.

PIRRON: It shouldn’t be difficult. That absolutely shouldn’t happen. In almost 
all the other states, the State Corporation Commission requires you to file a re-
port. In Virginia, they were very positive on benefit corps, but they didn’t want 
to do anything that would cost even one dollar. So, there’s no filing. Because 
that would’ve caused someone, some clerk somewhere to have to file it, and that 
would’ve cost money. And they wanted to make it zero cost to get it through. 
So, in Virginia, as in other states, and this should be true for everyone and with 
us, we publish our report publicly on our website. We already did that before 
becoming a benefit corporation. We’d call it an impact report and we’d publish 
it annually at www.ImpactMakers.com.

If you go to our public website, and you go to our community impact, you 
will see our last few years, every year that we published our impact report, there 
on the website. In Virginia, it’s a requirement to publish it publicly and send it 
out to shareholders. In every other state, it’s the same, plus you have to file it 
with the Securities Exchange Commission.

DK: Right. Well, I’m glad to hear you’re doing it, because what we’re finding 
is that a number of benefit corporations don’t seem to be actually meeting that 
requirement. Maybe people don’t understand the importance of filing the report.

Now, we’ve been flipping back and forth here between talking about ben-
efit corporations and Certified B Corps. As you know, a benefit corporation is a 
legal form of incorporation, while the benefit corporation law typically requires 
that firms have to use third party standards to verify that they are in fact pursuing 
their professed specific or general public benefit.

B Lab is one of the earliest and largest certifiers of the efforts of benefit 
corporations and other social enterprises. Did you have any difficulty getting 
certified, or was that a pretty straightforward process?

PIRRON: It’s never a straightforward process, because it’s actually pretty rig-
orous. And we have to do it every two years. I think we’re among the very rare 
or very few number of companies that have done it so many times. I think this is 
going to be our fifth one that we’re going to do.

DK: That’s a lot!
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PIRRON: So we’re coming up on our fifth. We have to do it every two years, 
and we’ve done it since 2007. Or maybe it’s our sixth at this point. I haven’t 
done the math. It’s rigorous, it’s time-consuming, and as we grow, it has be-
come more and more rigorous. Because going through the process and thinking 
through it corporately takes time and energy. And then we were actually in the 
first group of audited B Corps. They audit 10 percent of all the B Corp popula-
tion every year against their standard and their score. We were in the first group 
of folks who actually got audited.

DK: Oh, that’s one of my questions to ask you, whether you had ever been au-
dited. So, you’ve been audited once?

PIRRON: We’ve been audited once so far, in the very beginning.

DK: Can I ask you a little bit about the cost? Because one thing I’m concerned 
about is that obviously a company has to have a certain level of organization and 
be staffed at a certain level to devote considerable time to meeting these rigor-
ous standards. Do you have any estimate about what it actually costs you to do 
the certification?

PIRRON: Well, the fees are publicly available on the B Corp website, and it’s 
based on your revenue. There’s the cost of your annual fee. If you’re under $1.5 
million, it’s like $500, and $1 million to $3 million it’s $1,000. We’re at a level 
where it’s $5,000 right now, and when you get over $20 million, it’s $10,000 
annually.

There are fees. But then there’s the cost of actual time doing the survey. 
In theory, it’s an hour and a half to two hours. But then you spend time talking 
to people and then getting all the documentation together. The real work comes 
beforehand, and for folks who aren’t up to the standard, they have a lot of work 
to get up to the standard before they get certified. It was already in our DNA to 
do a lot of the things that already are part of the standard, so we looked at the 
standard and said, “Oh. You have to do this kind of thing. Let’s go get that.”

But we were already doing those things as part of our practice. Now, the 
surveys, going through the assessment—I keep saying survey, but it’s really a 
very large, complex assessment—every two years. A lot of companies use it as 
a benchmarking tool. They’ll say, “Oh, these are things that I should be doing.” 
It’s always a learning process as well. And it’s well worth the energy and time to 
think about what and how you can improve.

DK: Yes, I know that one of the steps in B Lab’s process is that it requires that 
you think about a variety of stakeholders. And I thought of that as a way of 
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allowing you to elaborate a little bit more about your distinctive firm. Maybe 
you could tell us a little bit about what makes Impact Makers attractive to po-
tential employees.

PIRRON: I think that is the exact reason we’ve been successful, right? We’ve 
grown really fast, and a lot of people have thought we’ve grown really fast be-
cause of cause-based marketing. We’re able to go out there and pitch our social 
impact mission to our clients. But cause-based marketing works with consumers 
and with consumer-packaged goods. With services, our clients buy our services 
on capabilities and price. We have corporate clients and government clients, and 
they’re buying on capabilities and price. Maybe our model is a tiebreaker, but 
it’s not the reason our clients are buying our services. And in fact, early on our 
model was a distraction and a barrier to getting work, because they were like, 
“Why are these nonprofit yahoos pretending to be businesspeople?”

And it’s not like we weren’t all businesspeople already, but that was the 
perception. Our model doesn’t really help us sell, but our model is the reason 
we’ve been successful.

I’ll get back to your question. We’ve been successful because we’re able to 
attract and retain talent like no other firm I’ve ever seen in our industry. We are 
in an IT consulting space, which is an industry with extremely high turnover. 
We’ve had, in ten years, eleven people leave the company.

DK: Wow!

PIRRON: Right? And when I was at Accenture, it was a planned 20 percent 
turnover, 15 percent to 20 percent turnover annually. We’re able to attract and 
retain talent, which creates value directly for our clients in two ways, right? 
Number one, mission-aligned teams outperform ones that aren’t, and everyone 
just kind of knows that. But two, our folks stay on large, long projects from the 
beginning to the end of our client engagement so there’s not turnover on client 
project teams.

That’s a huge economic value to our clients, and they see that value. They 
see the dedication of our staff and the quality of people that we’ve got to come 
work for us because of our model. People can do the same work they’ve always 
done and not only get the same income they’d make anywhere else, but also use 
their skills and experience and training to make community impact. To do this 
through your day job, through the work you do every day is super appealing. 
There’s a huge amount of intrinsic value.

DK: Do you think you do pay market wages? Do people also feel like they get 
a really fair salary?
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PIRRON: It’s absolutely critical in our model that we pay market wages to 
both executives and staff. We actually go out and do market research. We hired 
two local firms here to do annual market assessments and then see where we 
are against the market. Our board sets executive compensation based on those 
assessments. Now, everyone gets market comp. The only exception to that is 
execs, and execs get annual compensation that’s market, but obviously our com-
pany was valued at, you know, $18.5 million this year, and obviously I don’t 
own any of that. So, obviously as the founder, I donated from the beginning, and 
that’s obviously not going to be market comp in terms of the equity that we’ve 
given up. But in terms of annual comp, it’s the same as I’d make anywhere else.

DK: Yes. I know that some companies, like Costco, are transparent about saying 
that they cap the multiple that the CEO salary is of the average employee. Do 
you have some kind of public commitment to what the ratio will be for manage-
ment pay to other employee pay?

PIRRON: We do not have a ratio published, but I can tell you now I’m not even 
the highest paid employee at the company as the CEO and founder. We have 
mostly professional services folks with MBAs and 20 years’ work experience, 
so it’s never going to be a huge multiple. It’s easy for me to say I’ll never get 
more than five times or four times or three times. Because I won’t ever get close 
to that.

DK: Are most of your employees full-time or part-time?

PIRRON: We just hit 108 W-2 employees, of which three are part-time, and all 
the rest are full-time. And then we have twelve or thirteen contract folks. Over 
120 people total, of which only three or four are part-time.

DK: Oh, interesting. Before we get to your financial innovations, I did want to 
ask you a couple corporate governance questions as well. I’m always interested 
in what the board of directors are doing and how the board is structured.

What do you see as the primary functions of your board of directors? Typi-
cally, legally, you need them for succession, management, company strategy, 
oversight review of the CEO, and so forth. Do you have other specific functions 
you expect from your members of your board of directors?

PIRRON: Yes, it’s a great question because we’re a very unique firm. Typically, 
a for-profit company has a board of directors that’s made up of shareholders. 
We have a couple on the board of directors that are shareholders. We did a very 
unique preferred stock round, but it’s all non-voting stock that they have. Our 
board of directors are folks who are representing community interests widely. 
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And they’re volunteers. Going back to the beginning, when I started Impact 
Makers, I put money on my house to start Impact Makers. It’s a company I don’t 
own any of. You know, I did invest a little bit so I guess I own a little bit of it and 
certainly put a little bit of retirement money into it. But it was a company I didn’t 
own any of when I started, and it’s a company where I, even as the founder, am 
an employee and can be fired if I’m not maximizing profit like any other CEO 
should. I can be fired even as founder, right? I started the company that way and 
put a board of directors on top of the organization from a governance perspec-
tive. The board is made up of volunteers. We have 11 board members, of which 
very few I knew prior to starting Impact Makers. The board is a self-selecting 
board, and it has kind of evolved over time, so the majority of folks are folks 
I didn’t know. I met them as they came onto the board. The board’s responsi-
bility, kind of like what we talked about before, is to set executive comp, and 
hire and fire the CEO. Number two, the board chooses our charitable partners. 
Again, secular, apolitical, 501(c)(3), local, business, focused on helping people 
help themselves. They also approve major capital expenditures and indirect cost 
budgets, etc. And, representing the organization in the community and assisting 
with introductions from a business development or PR or other perspective.

Those are the major responsibilities. But overall it’s like any governance 
function, right? And the board approved two very large contracts over a $5 
million threshold. It would also approve the terms of contracts, any loans, any 
equity raises or anything like that.

DK: Do you have any volunteer board members who are actually from the orga-
nizations who receive donations from Impact Makers?

PIRRON: No, and purposely not.

DK: OK, I was wondering, because I was thinking that could be a real conflict 
of interest.

PIRRON: There could be a conflict of interest; that’s right. We do have a couple 
of our non-executives and one executive who sits on the board who have been 
asked to sit on the board of the charitable partners who we work with. We man-
age that conflict as well fairly carefully.

DK: Yes. That was really a follow-up question I had. Flipping it around: To 
what extent do you monitor the performance of the nonprofits to which you give 
donations?

PIRRON: Yes, it’s very interesting, because we don’t really necessarily view 
our help as donations. We really view it as a capacity-building partnership. 
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That’s part of the uniqueness of our model. I think it’s a pretty innovative, ca-
pacity-building model. There are three ways that we make community impact 
with Impact Makers. One is through cash payments to our charitable partners. 
The second is through pro bono consulting. And the third is through community 
equity that we’re building.

In April of last year, when we became a benefit corporation, we gave the 
entire equity value of the company—at that point we’re $13.4 million—to two 
public charities. Seventy percent went to the community foundation locally and 
30 percent to a nonprofit that owns a Community Development Financial Insti-
tution (CDFI) bank that does community development. That is the third act of 
our organization. As the company’s value grows, its community equity grows, 
and eventually there’ll be a sale that creates this huge community impact fund, 
inside of nonprofit wrappers.

DK: Are you saying that because you’re involved in capacity building and be-
cause you yourself are doing the capacity building in a major way, you don’t 
have to monitor yourself, so to speak? You’re already . . .

PIRRON: No, no, I was just trying to give an overview of our charitable impact.

DK: Ok.

PIRRON: What I mean by our unique capacity-building model is we sign con-
tractual obligations. We are contractually obligated to give a recurring revenue 
stream to our charitable partners so they can focus a little less on fundraising 
and a little more on service delivery. And then we give them pro bono consult-
ing to help them do that. The funds we give them are unrestricted, and because 
we’re doing pro bono consulting oftentimes at a very strategic level, we see how 
they’re spending it. We’re intimately connected to our nonprofit partners, so we 
don’t give them grant money and then say, “Now go figure out what to do, now 
report back to us how you’re doing it” and make them incur costs. We see what 
they’re doing with it, and we do unrestricted donations to help them cover some 
of those administrative costs as well.

DK: One more question on the governance side before we move to your finan-
cial innovations. It occurs to me that because the company is getting bigger and 
financially the structure is getting more complicated, a financially savvy board 
member might become necessary. How many of your board members would 
you say really have a strong background in finance?

PIRRON: I would say out of the eleven, we have five or six who have strong 
finance backgrounds. And others that, you know, certainly can find their way 
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around a profit and loss statement and balance sheet. They are not finance 
professionals. But I would say that actually five of them have been finance pro-
fessionals a lot of their careers.

DK: Oh, that’s interesting. Yes, that’s a bit more than I would have expected. I 
mean, it’s probably more than some publicly traded large companies have. . . .

PIRRON: We have the CEO, the former CEO of a private equity firm here in 
town who does a lot of M&A work. We have one guy who managed a venture 
capital fund. We have somebody who works as a finance professional and another 
person who works as a CFO in large for-profit and nonprofit entities. So, you 
know, we have some of these key people who have been banking professionals.

DK: I know we’ve been chomping at the bit to get to the financial innovations. 
And I know a lot of our audience will be interested in that dimension of your 
story. You started out as this non-equity social enterprise. You reincorporated as 
a benefit corporation, and at the point of reincorporating as a benefit corpora-
tion, I understand that you issued common stock, and the common stock then 
was completely given over to two community foundations. Is that right? Can 
you say a little bit more about that process?

PIRRON: Sure. Last year, formally we gave the entire value of the company 
away to two public charities. But, in reality what we did, because we restruc-
tured, is we just formalized the commitment we had already made from the very 
beginning. We were formed as a non-stock entity in our charter, saying if we 
ever have a liquidity event, funds would go to charitable organizations of the 
community. But we didn’t really define what that looked like and didn’t define 
the exit and didn’t define the outcome. And so, when we converted to a benefit 
corporation, the company—we got an evaluation at $13.4 million—and we gave 
that value to two public charities, because now we’re a benefit corporation and 
now we have stock. You can’t do a non-stock benefit corporation. It has stock. 
And so, we had to put it somewhere. And we had already pledged it for public 
benefit. So, we ended up putting 70 percent of the stock into an advised fund at 
the local community foundation and 30 percent into a nonprofit called Virginia 
Community Capital, which is both a benefit corporation and Certified B Corp.

Our big vision is in seven to ten years from now to have a sale, not unlike 
some of our competitors who have had similar-sized sales. We’re hoping to have 
a liquidity event somewhere in the $100 to $150 million range.

DK: Wow.
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PIRRON: It’ll create one of the largest gifts to the Richmond community and 
to the central Virginia area that has been given. It will have come from not some 
wealthy philanthropist, but from a group of middle-class professionals doing 
the same work they’ve always done, but structuring it differently. Our benefit 
corporation will eventually make the same impact in the community as large 
foundations in the community.

And it won’t just create a philanthropic foundation fund like any other 
foundation. It’ll create these two funds that will use their principal to support 
local business with a preference toward sustainable business. You know they 
won’t invest in Wall Street.

It’ll become one of the largest impact investing funds inside of a nonprofit 
in the country, at least currently. And with those earnings, they’ll continue the 
philanthropy.

That seems like a big vision, but we also wanted to build a replicable model. 
Newman’s Own is an amazing model. Newman’s Own gives away roughly $33 
million a year; we gave away, you know, $410,000 or something last year.

It’s hard to get capital. But we’re trying to build a replicable model that oth-
ers will emulate. So, the first part of it is that liquidity event and that vision that 
I just explained. And making a publicly beneficial liquidity event possible. Part 
two is creating a way to raise capital for a company that decides to give away 
their profits. So, we just raised $2.4 million this past year for growth. And we did 
it with a really unique preferred stock offering with a market return for inves-
tors. It was important to us, just like we pay employees market values, to create 
a financial instrument that would create market returns for investors. And . . .

DK: Let me just stop you right there, if I could for a second.

PIRRON: Yes.

DK: Can you briefly explain to our audience what the difference is between 
common stock and preferred stock?

PIRRON: Well, there can be lots of differences, but in our case, preferred stock 
is non-voting. All you have is a liquidity preference. It sits above common stock 
if and when a firm is liquidated. That’s true generally, not only with us.

DK: And so what that means is that in the event of your firm being liquidated, 
the stock owners of the preferred stock would get paid out before the holders of 
the common stock?

PIRRON: Correct.

DK: And is there generally a bond return attached to the preferred stock?
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PIRRON: We wanted to make it market price. We wanted to make the preferred 
stock appealing to nonprofit foundations who would want to invest as impact 
investors who care about liquidity as much as they care about asset protection. 
We pay an annual dividend. It’s a fairly low annual dividend. And then on top of 
that there’s a liquidity preference that’s 120, 1.25x for the investment, which is 
kind of the floor. If we’re ever sold, the minimum they’ll get back is 1.25x extra 
investment.

DK: OK.

PIRRON: But then we cap it and then it participates with the common stock 
up until a 2x cap. So, what if we sold 9 percent of the company for $1.9 million 
in preferred stock? Now, let’s examine that. If we have a $100 million sale, the 
preferred shareholders will already get 5 percent along with the dividend every 
year along the way. And if a sale happens for that $100 million, their 9 percent 
represents $9 million. So, in a $100 million sale, the shareholders (the preferred 
shareholders) will get $3.8 million back by virtue of the 2x cap. Everything 
over that $3.8 million to $9 million also goes to our charitable partners. It also 
goes to the common shareholders, which are the charitable, public charities that 
hold our common stock. So, we wanted to structure the deal in a way that was 
mission-aligned, but also was aligned with our purpose while insuring market 
return. And if you do the math, depending on when a sale happens, the return 
for this investment is anywhere from 7.5 percent to 25 percent depending on the 
size and the timing of the liquidity event.

DK: Yes, that’s pretty good. Now, again, I’m not a finance professional, but did 
the issuance of the preferred stock force a lower valuation than of the common 
stock?

PIRRON: The common stock shares got diluted, but remember, we gave away 
the common stock at a value of $13.4 million. We just closed preferred stock; we 
just closed our rounds with a post-money valuation of $18.5 million. Or $18.4 
million, excuse me. So, for the common stock, the pre-money was $16.5 mil-
lion. So, the minimum, their value went up from $13.4 to $16.5 million. Now, I 
gave them the capital, and if you believe that raising the capital allows us to even 
grow further, it is a catalyst for even higher valuations in the future.

DK: So, it’s win-win for both parties, the preferred stock owners and the com-
mon stock owners?

PIRRON: Correct. And we had told them that was our plan at the time of the 
gift. We had also told them that part of our model to make sure it’s replicable is:
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A) Maybe have this huge impact on the community on a sale;
B) Make a market return for investors so that you can prove that you can 

attract investors for a market return in a model like ours;
C) Insure that we’re not benefiting the community at the complete expense 

of employees who helped build the value of the company.
We’ve also incorporated in this whole model a way to share some of the 

value. No one’s going to get wildly rich. But, if we have the sale, we can, for 
example, change the control bonus where all employees at the time of that sale 
who have been here more than two years will share in some of the upside of that 
sale as well.

DK: Oh, that’s interesting. That’s really innovative. I don’t know that I’ve ever 
heard of that in any kind of benefit corporation before.

PIRRON: Well, it needed to be, because a benefit corporation includes employ-
ees as stakeholders. And, I didn’t want to benefit the community and not benefit 
the employees who have helped build the company.

DK: Yes. So, let me ask you, we’re talking about this new financial structure as a 
kind of way to bring funds into the company to make increased growth possible. 
What is the growth rate that Impact Makers needs to be really sustainable in, say, 
over the next five to ten years?

PIRRON: So I don’t know the growth, I don’t actually have a percent for you. 
I’d have to think about it. But our goal is within five years to get to $45 million 
in revenue. And within ten years to get close to $100 million in revenue.

So, I haven’t done the math on that. We have projections. I think it’s about 
a 25 percent growth rate annually. Something like that on average. We just did 
a 53 percent annual growth last year. So, it’s a hard thing to sustain. But we just 
raise capital to help us do that.

DK: Yes. So, I guess what I’m trying to really imagine then is what the exit 
strategy looks like. At the point of exit, let’s say in ten years. . . . Impact Mak-
ers in a way goes away, right? The value transfers into the community. Is that 
effectively what happens?

PIRRON: Well, I hope it doesn’t stop there. Let’s talk about that now. So, I 
believe that if we get to $100 million or more valuation, we will have done that 
doing IT consulting. We will have done that by, not because the IT consulting 
industry has grown, but just like we have grown, we will have done that by win-
ning market share.
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And right now we’re winning market share from, not just regional players, 
but we’re winning projects against Deloitte, Accenture, PwC, you know, etc. So, 
if we continue to grow because we’re winning market share, we can also say that 
our model is a competitive advantage in the marketplace.

And just like what has happened with consumer packaged goods brands, 
right? If you look, the sustainable brands have been gobbled up by the larger 
players, but then kept separate. And the reason they’re bought is because the 
large companies don’t have it in their DNA to create the Stonyfield Farms, 
which is part of Dannon. Or the Ben & Jerry’s, which is part of Unilever. Or you 
know, Ecover now owns Method, right? And I could go on and on. There’s Kashi 
and there’s Burt’s Bees, and there’s all these brands, right? Honest Tea. That 
are sustainable brands, that are part of, you know. . . . Honest Tea is Coca-Cola. 
They don’t talk about being Coca-Cola, because that’s not part of their sustain-
able brand, right? But they are. And they’re left separate because they need to be 
separate because that is how they became successful, right?

And so, there’s a trend. That’s been a trend. It hasn’t come over yet to the 
services industry because there’s not a lot of B Corp and social enterprise suc-
cessful services. I believe it’s possible. But I also would believe that a future 
purchaser would understand that our sustainability model and our social impact 
model is part of our brand. It’s helped us be successful and it’s why employees 
have stayed. It’s our secret sauce.

I would hope that there’s already a business case for them to keep some so-
cial impact, whether it’s staying a B Corp and giving 10 percent or 20 percent of 
profits away in order to continue to attract and retain talent and keep the brand. 
But we could also sell the company and not the name, and then license the name 
in perpetuity, even for a dollar. And if they want to use Impact Makers’ name, 
then they need to stay a B Corp and do x-y-z to keep the license going.

DK: Oh. Very interesting.

PIRRON: Even post-liquidity event, sure, the assets come and continue to make 
social impact in new ways with the assets that have been transferred to cash. But 
then, we’re hoping that the Impact Makers company itself continues in perpetu-
ity to make impact.

DK: Yes. Very clever. It’s a very intriguing way of thinking about the benefit 
corporation movement. I was talking to a CEO of a benefit corporation out in 
California,3 and he told me that in California now, if I understood correctly, leg-
islators either are looking at passing a law or they’ve already passed a law that 
when California bids out its government contracts, other things being equal—in 
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other words, if the bid is competitive and the service is comparable—that prefer-
ence should be given to benefit corporations. Have you heard of any other state 
that’s done that? Or is Virginia looking at a similar kind of change to its law?

PIRRON: I have not heard about that. I’ve heard that San Francisco had a 
preference toward B Corps and benefit corps in their procurement. But I didn’t 
know it was moving to the state level. Virginia is not looking at it. While that’s 
interesting and appealing since we do about 20 percent of our work in state gov-
ernment, I would actually be really opposed to that. I’d be opposed to it in the 
same way that I’d be opposed to tax breaks for benefit corporations or anything 
else. The social enterprise movement is probably one of the only things I’ve seen 
that is truly bipartisan. And, you know, if you look at the benefit corporation law, 
it’s passed unanimously. I mean, Virginia was signed into law by a Republican, 
you know, (Bob) McDonnell when he was governor. So, it’s truly bipartisan. 
The moment you start doing tax breaks or preferential treatment, it becomes 
very partisan. I think the movement and the society is better served to keep it as 
bipartisan and with full support as it’s gotten.

DK: Yes. Well, that makes sense. I haven’t heard anybody make that point, but it 
does make sense. I also think that point you made earlier is one that the CEO out 
in California made too. Nobody just gives you business because you’re a ben-
efit corporation. You still must have really good services and very competitive 
prices. So, you don’t want to lose that focus on the need to produce good goods 
and services that really serve.

PIRRON: Yes. I’ve seen so many social enterprises fail. I think a lot of social 
enterprises start with the idea of making some kind of social impact and think 
that that model, the cause-based marketing, will drive business their way.

DK: Yes. I mean, it doesn’t.

PIRRON: And it doesn’t. You have to be a good business first. And, actually 
being a social enterprise makes it harder to be a successful business than easier, 
in my mind.

And I’ve just seen too many organizations expect their social impact model 
to just drive business their way, and it doesn’t work that way.

DK: Yes. That’s what I think too. I’ve seen a lot of naïve founders of benefit 
corporations. And I think their hearts are in a good place, but I think that they’re 
overly optimistic about what the certification and the incorporation itself will 
do. I mean, no one looks around and says, ‘Oh, I’m going to give money to a 
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firm because it has this corporate structure.’ I mean, generally speaking, that’s 
not the way a consumer or business thinks.

PIRRON: Whether it’s a benefit corporation, B Corp, a social enterprise, a con-
scious capitalist company, or a sustainable business with some kind of social 
environmental impact with no certification, I think social entrepreneurs as a 
group tend to expect that their business will be far more successful than it will 
be because of the model. And I don’t think that’s true.

DK: Is there anything else you’d like to add that we haven’t touched on?

PIRRON: When you think about the B Corp and benefit corporation move-
ments, you wonder, is it the future? I don’t know. I think it certainly is a good 
part of the future, and I think we’ll see more and more of this going mainstream. 
Do we have a trifecta happening? We have conscientious consumers who are 
buying sustainable brands and more and more voting with their dollars when 
they buy products and services. You have millennials coming out of universities 
and MBA programs wanting to do well and do good at the same time. The labor 
market’s demanding it. The consumer market’s demanding sustainability. And 
now you have the rise of impact investing, where investors are saying, “If you 
want my capital, you have to be a good company.” To not be a bad company is 
insufficient. You need to show investors how you’re a good company. And I think 
that it’s a really perfect storm that’s brewing. Whether it’s infecting corporate 
America through CSR requirements or whether there’ll be a rise in companies 
moving to becoming benefit corporations and Certified B Corps—that I don’t 
know. But the benefit corporation movement is certainly a part of the future.

DK: Yes, that’s what we think too. That’s why we have this investment that 
my institute has made in its Benefit Corporation Gateway (bc-gateway.org). We 
want to be a fair broker, conveying the good, the bad, and the ugly about the 
benefit corporation movement.

So, we’re supportive. We’re cautiously optimistic, but we think that the 
movement really has to innovate. It needs to be held accountable in its innova-
tions, and maintaining accountability requires having a lot of information out 
there.

PIRRON: I think transparency is key.
The problem is our financials; early on we said our financials were public. 

Anyone who asked could get all of our financials. And as we’re growing, that is 
a competitive threat now for us . . . to publish our financials totally transparently 
because our competitors don’t do so. And, so we don’t do that anymore. I’d 
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love to be that transparent, but it’s not conducive to our competitive landscape 
anymore.

DK: Yes. There’s got to be a limit to the transparency.

PIRRON: Well, none of our competitors do it. And they can look at our cost 
structures when they’re bidding against us. Right? They can see what our DNA 
is and say, ‘Oh, they have a high indirect cost structure,’ and it gives them some 
information when they’re competitively bidding.

DK: Yes. Interesting. Thank you very much for doing the interview.

PIRRON: Can I make one other statement about Impact Makers?

DK: Oh, yes. Sure! Please.

PIRRON: I’m really proud of what we’ve done in cash and pro bono to date. 
From our inception to date, we’ve done just shy of $1.4 million in cumulative 
impact. And if you add that to our valuation, that will be a minimum of, let’s say 
$17 million, we’re already at $18–$19 million if you add together both realized 
and unrealized community impact. We have a goal of, by 2024, making over 
$100 million cumulative impact.

And I couldn’t be more proud of that.

DK: Well, that’s a great note on which to end the interview. Thank you so much.

PIRRON: Thank you so much. I appreciate your having the interest in talking 
with us.

Notes

1. This interview was conducted on April 1, 2016, and has been edited to 
improve its readability.

2. The report can be called a giving report or a benefit report. Different firms 
call it different things. In most states, by law, benefit corporations have to file these 
reports with the state and make them publicly available either once a year or once 
every two years.

3. See “Are Benefit Corporations Truly Beneficial?,” on pp. 165–178.


