Activism Isn't
Justfor Kids

Venture philanthropy is helping retired baby boomers
become social entrepreneurs. BY TODDI GUTNER

S FLORIDA’S SECRE-
tary for aging and
adult services in the
mid-1990s,  Conchy
Bretos got a close look
at a huge population of
seniors who were terri-
bly neglected: the elderly poor living in
public housing. “I visited seniors who
hadn’t been out of bed in days,” says Bre-
tos. These people often ended up in nurs-
ing homes prematurely because they
couldn’t afford in-home care. Bretos had a

118 | BusinessWeek | October 16, 2006

brainstorm: What if she brought assisted-
living services to public-housing resi-
dents who needed just a little help to re-
main in their homes?

She did just that. Bretos, now 60,
launched MIA Consulting Group in Mia-
mi Beach with her own money. Her for-
profit company has helped 40 public-
housing projects in 12 states bring
assisted-living services to their residents,
She obtains waivers that allow Medicaid
funds to be used to keep people in their
homes. Her piéce de résistance is a pend-
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wide, “It is one of the
highest achievements of my life,” Bretos
says. She is far from slowing down. I
hope to do it until the day I die, because I
don’t see it as work,” she says.

Instead of just retiring from their pri-
mary working lives at 50-plus, Bretos
and so-called social entrepreneurs like
her are starting companies and non-
profits that apply new business solutions
to intractable social problems in the
fields of housing, education, health care,
and the environment, among others.
“There is a groundswell of baby
boomers who are on fire about making a
difference in their community and the
world,” says Sally Osberg, CEO of the
Skoll Foundation, founded by Jeff Skoll,
first president of eBay, to invest in social
entrepreneurs worldwide.

Starting nonprofits or working for the
greater good is no easy or inexpensive
task. Still, it has become a little less diffi-
cult in the past few years, Since 2000, a
handful of organizations flush with cash
have sprung up to help these social entre-
preneurs get off the ground with both
funding and guidance (table). With the
exception of Civic Ventures, most of the
groups are backed by extremely success-
ful people in the hedge fund and venture
capital worlds.

LATE-ONSET IDEALISM

KNOWN AS VENTURE philanthropists,
these individuals and their organizations
have adopted the rigorous due diligence
used in for-profit venture capital invest-
ments to find and support those who can
create significant social change. These
foundations also incubate social entre-
preneurs’ organizations and provide the
kind of networking and strategic direc-
tion given to for-profit investments, Each
year, new grantees, or fellows as they’re
called, are chosen and financed.

Civic Ventures is different in another
respect: It is the only group that focuses
solely on the aging baby boomer. Last
year a Civic Venture survey of 1,000 peo-
ple aged 50 to 70 found that nearly three
in five participants in their 50s said they
wanted to use the next chapter of their
lives to improve the quality of life in their
communities, To further encourage that
altruism, Civic Ventures created the Pur-
pose Prize, five $100,000 and ten
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$10,000 cash gifts given to 15 social en-
trepreneurs aged 60 or older (Atlantic
Philanthropies and the John Templeton
Foundation have donated $9 million to
fund the first three years of the award).
Last month, the first winners were an-
nounced. Bretos, who competed with
1,200 other applicants, was one of the five
who won a $100,000 award. Hers was the
only profit-making venture on the list.
Starting Oct. 15, Civic Ventures will tak-
ing applications for its 2007 Purpose
Prize Fellows.

While the other groups do not have an
age requirement for their applicants, they
are seeing increasing numbers of older
social entrepreneurs applying for grants.
For example, Ashoka, the oldest and
largest program that supports social en-
trepreneurs with 1,800 fellows world-
wide, backs 15 to 20 new fellows per year.
This year, Ashoka (named for an Indian
emperor who devoted his life to helping
humanity) elected 13 fellows, of whom a
record number of five were over 50 years
old. Charlotte Frank of New York, 70, is
one of them. She co-founded The Transi-
tion Network, a national organization for
women over 50 that helps them channel
their skills and experience into volunteer

These orgamzat:ons are backed by
hedge fund managers, venture
capitalists, private-equity firms, and
foundations. Besides financial
support, they provide advice and
networking opportunities.

projects that address social issues. For
example, members have mentored disad-
vantaged women in job training,
equipped a library at a school for diq-
abled children, and helped seniors navi-
gate the Medicare drug program. De-
pending on financial need, Ashoka gives
individuals an average of $50,000 each
year, for three years.

Blue Ridge Foundation New York is
more generous in its grants, but it re-
stricts them to organizations based in the
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Big Apple. So far, Herb Sturz has received
$100,000 from Blue Ridge to launch Re-
Serve, a not-for-profit organization that
places skilled retirees in part-time posi-
tions with New York City social service
and government organizations that
need, but can’t afford, qualified help.
Since its launch a year ago, ReServe has
placed 83 retirees in various jobs at
places such as the American Museum of
Natural History and the city government,
Retirees receive $10 an hour and work 15
hours a week.,

“These seniors have so much to offer,
and these jobs bring meaning to their
lives,” says Sturz, who has had a long ca-
reer working on social issues as New
York’s deputy mayor for criminal justice
and the chairman of the New York City
Planning Commission, among other posi-
tions. ReServe follows on the heels of an-
other program Sturz started called the Af-
ter School Corporation, which involves
250 afterschool enrichment programs
serving 40,000 kids. Its goal is to keep
them off the streets and engaged in stim-
ulating, worthwhile activities. At 75, Sturz
still has a lot to offer, himself. With the ag-
ing baby boomers right behind him, it
looks as if he'll be in good company. Il
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