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ifteen years ago, Rich
Gilmartin and his colleagues
at Southeastern Vocational

Services (SVS) in Pensacola,
Florida, abandoned the “client

worker” model.
It was the key moment in the

evolution from a sheltered workshop
with 30 employees to a $30 million
business with more than 600.

“For almost 10 years,” remem-
bers Gilmartin, “we’d been doing
such things as light industrial work
and mail sorting, but on a very small
scale—-and strictly on a transitional
basis. We looked at our people as
clients first and workers second.
When they were finished using our
rehab services, they moved on.”

But Gilmartin and others began
asking themselves a key question. “It
was a huge issue,” he says, “and we
wrestled with it for a long time.
Should we provide employment only
for the purpose of training…or
should we give people opportunities
to stay with us and build a career?

“I’ll bet we struggled with it for
almost a year,” he recalls, “and we
finally realized it was a disservice to
give people an opportunity to earn
seven to nine dollars an hour, plus
benefits—then tell them they had to
go out and earn only two-thirds of
that, with lesser benefits.” So SVS
decided to create its own business for
those “who elected to make it their
preferred place of employment…and
if the employee wanted to seek alter-
native employment we’d provide
assistance through our rehab side.”

At about the same time, The
Affirmative Business Alliance of
North America (ABANA) came into
existence, “and that further shaped
our thought process,” says Gilmartin,
who later chaired the ABANA Board.
“It helped us evolve beyond the con-
cept of a ‘client worker’ to the con-
cept of an ‘employer-employee’ rela-
tionship.” The central tenets were
completely different. “We decided to
operate as a business, not a rehab
agency,” says Gilmartin, and that

meant two things: Senior executives
became business managers, not
social workers; and line workers
became employees, not clients.

The cultural shift was dramatic…
but it was only the latest in a series of
challenges for Gilmartin.

Origins

What do you do when your par-
ent organization sells everything it
owns to a national corporation?
Everything, that is, except your

department…
Gilmartin responded by keeping

the department alive for a year—then
found it another home.

The organization known today as
Gulf Coast Enterprises existed origi-
nally as one of many programs
operated by the Rehabilitation
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Institute of West Florida, which pro-
vided both in-patient and outpatient
medical care for people with physical
disabilities. Gilmartin came on board
in 1977 and took over the vocational
services division in 1980.

In 1983, the Institute sold all of
its medical services and assets—
everything except its vocational pro-
grams—to Hospital Corporation of
America. Gilmartin ran the vocational
program independently for a year
before merging it into Lakeview
Center, a multi-service community
mental health center, and changing
its name to Southeastern Vocational
Services.

Finally, when Gilmartin and his
colleagues made the decision to
become an affirmative business, SVS
created a subsidiary called Gulf
Coast Enterprises.

Today, SVS is still a subsidiary of
Lakeview, a $46 million nonprofit
with more than 60 different social
service programs, and Lakeview is an
affiliate of Baptist Health Care, a
$400 million regional chain of hospi-
tals in Florida and Alabama.

And Gulf Coast Enterprises is the
largest private employer of persons
with disabilities in Northwest
Florida. It operates seven different
businesses, including custodial
services (cleaning more than six mil-
lion square feet of space each day),
food services, warehousing opera-
tions, telephone switchboard servic-
es, mail distribution, administrative
support services, and industrial serv-
ices (including packaging, light
assembly, bulk mail preparation and
sorting services).

Seventy-seven percent of the
employees are persons with disabili-
ties, and about half of those have
some type of behavioral disorder
(chronic mental illness, substance
abuse); the others have a develop-
mental, physical, or neurological dis-
ability. Eighty-five per cent of the dis-
abled employees are either no longer

on public assistance or are receiving
much less support.

Gulf Coast surpassed $30 million
in annual sales during the fiscal year
that ended September 30, 2002. “It
was a big hairy-assed goal we set a
couple of years ago,” laughs
Gilmartin, “and I almost wish I hadn’t
established it. Not because it wasn’t
achievable, but because I wish the
message I’d sent was that we wanted
to be declared by our customers as
the best provider in all the business
sectors in which we operate. I think
that would have gotten us to the 30
million in a more friendly way—-in a
‘pull’ way as opposed to a ‘push’ way.”

Part of the continued expansion
for Gulf Coast and other ABANA
members will be doing sub-contract-
ing work for businesses overseas that
have markets in the United States.

Critical Success Factors

In addition to shifting away

from the client worker model,

Gilmartin has identified 12 other fac-
tors that have been important to the
success of Gulf Coast Enterprises:

Find the right price. “I don’t
necessarily mean the lowest price,”
says Gilmartin. In fact, Gulf Coast fre-
quently wins contracts despite having
a higher price than its competitors.
“Often,” he says, “the customer has
already been there…and realizes
maybe they shot themselves in the
foot by going with the lower price.
Now they’re looking around because
they feel like they’re not getting what
they expected—or maybe they’re just

asking for a higher level of service.”
That said, emphasizes Gilmartin, “if
we can’t at least be in the ballpark
with regard to a market price, then
we have no business being in that
market in the first place.”

Hire full-time managers. “We
learned the hard way,” admits
Gilmartin. “We tried hiring people to
oversee contracts as one part of their
job…and they wound up being dis-
tracted by too many other obligations
or responsibilities. Or they didn’t
have the expertise for the particular
activity. And on every one of those
occasions it didn’t work out as well
as it could have. When we finally got
the message, we started putting in
people who knew the business and
whose sole responsibility was the
business, and in every instance they
turned it around.”

Stay close to the customer. “If
we’re not accessible to the customer,
we probably won’t be their vendor
very long,” predicts Gilmartin. For
example, “customers often tell us
that the management for previous
vendors stayed at a great distance,
never came to talk with them—and if
decisions had to be made, the local
person was not empowered to make
them. So we mount a concerted
effort to empower the person on the
site to make the greatest scope of
decisions possible—and we also have
people from our corporate offices
traveling to each site on a regular
basis, in part to spot problems before
the customer sees them and they
become big problems.”

Manage growth. Gulf Coast has
always moved cautiously toward
expansion. “In the early days,” says
Gilmartin, “we wanted to operate out-
side our immediate area in order to
generate revenue and create more
jobs, but we set up a couple of
criteria. If we were going to go

“I don’t necessarily
mean the lowest

price.”
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beyond our own backyard, the work
had to generate a certain number of
jobs and be within two hours of
Pensacola, either driving or flying.”
The first outside contract was in
Gulfport, Mississippi, a food services
program at a naval retirement home
about an hour’s drive from Pensacola.

“Some time later,” says Gilmartin,
“the strategy seemed to be working,
so we changed our thresholds. We
eliminated the response time require-
ment. If we didn’t already have a pres-
ence at whatever location we were
exploring, then the business needed
to have gross revenue of $200,000 a
year, which enabled us to create a sig-
nificant number of jobs. And if we
already had a presence, we didn’t
even keep the $200,000 threshold.”

Gulf Coast also began to say no
to certain types of businesses. “Over
time,” says Gilmartin, “we decided to
be more focused in what we did.”
For example, the company decided
to get out of the groundskeeping
business because of its seasonal
nature. “We didn’t want to be con-
stantly scaling up and back,” he says,
“because it would have put too many
people on the unemployment line—
the very opposite of our objective.”

Despite its caution, however,
Gulf Coast still found itself at times
outstripping its infrastructure. “We
made some significant mistakes,”
admits Gilmartin. “We were still oper-
ating as though we were a 25 to 100
person operation long after we’d
passed that point. If I had it to do
over again, which of course I don’t,
we’d better define the type of human
resources support and technologies
we needed at each point of growth
and have a plan in place.” The dam-
age occurred mostly in the areas of
employee frustration and morale.

Protect your image. Gilmartin
believes Gulf Coast Enterprises has a
positive public image that con-
tributes substantially to sales…and

part of the image is the company’s
reputation for turning down certain
types of work such as highway litter
pick-up. “The image we want to pro-
ject,” he says, “is that people are
doing productive work, not charita-
ble work, that they’re earning a day’s
pay for a day’s work and that the
workers themselves can be satisfied
with what they’re doing.” 

Listen. One of the problems
Gilmartin and his staff have managed
to overcome during the years has
been “not hearing a message early
enough.” As an example, he cites the
company’s custodial contract on the
naval air base in Pensacola.

“They’d been telling us for
months that we were missing the
mark,” he remembers. “They weren’t
ringing any fire alarms or loud bells,
but they were saying that improve-
ments were needed here and there.
We were listening—we thought—but
then we discounted the information
and came up with reasons why things
were the way they were and why we
were doing everything we could be
doing. Then they set off the fire
alarm. ‘We’ve been telling you for six
months that things need to be fixed,’
they said, ‘and we’ve seen no notice-
able attempt to fix them. So now
your contract’s at risk.’ It took us 18
months to eradicate that situation
and turn it around. It didn’t take that
long to fix the problems, but it did

take that long for the base to believe
our fix would stick.”

Exceed expectations. As do
most businesses, Gulf Coast
Enterprises emphasizes customer

service, but Gilmartin believes his
company takes it a lot farther. “If you
just do what people expect, and that’s
it,” he says, “they almost don’t know
you’re there—and when it comes
time for contract renewal or adding
contracts there’s no substantial
advantage. On the other hand, it
makes a difference if you do some-
thing a little out of the ordinary—like
leave behind your business card with
a handwritten note, or leave a
Hershey’s Kiss on someone’s desk, or
if you find a $20 bill on the floor and
call it to the attention of the owner-
ship instead of shoving it into your
pocket and walking away…

“It can be any number of things,”
he says. In many situations, for exam-
ple, the previous vendor didn’t wear
uniforms. Gulf Coast employees not
only wear uniforms, “but we put our
name on them and we let customers
pick the color. It all sets a tone imme-
diately that is different than what the
customers expect.”

Benchmark. Gilmartin believes
measuring employee performance is
critical. “Before we started actually
measuring things,” he says, “we
would sometimes say ‘This is impor-
tant’ and then not measure it, or we’d
measure it for a time and stop—and
lo and behold performance would
deteriorate. We learned that if you’ve
declared something to be important
and then stop measuring it, you can’t
expect anything to change—but if
you keep measuring it, there’s always
some type of change.” So, “we do the
paper trail,” he says, “the surveys, but
we also do focus groups and have
periodic performance meetings with
our clients. We track things historical-
ly to see if they’re on the rise, or
flat—or, worse yet, going downward.”

Let employees be part of the

solution. Over the years, Gilmartin
has learned that some of the best
problem solvers he has are his line

Measuring employee
performance is

critical.
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employees…but only if they know
that a problem exists.

“For example,” he recalls, “we
were doing okay with our mail sort-
ing and distribution business on the
air force base, but we weren’t gener-
ating the type of financial contribu-
tion we wanted. We were real close,
but we were constantly in the red, so
we resigned ourselves to the fact that
it was as good as it was going to get.

“But one day the contract admin-
istrator who reports to me went to a
meeting with the employees and laid
it all out. We’d never done that
before. The employees had never
been told they were in the red…and
when they heard about it they basi-
cally said, ‘We can fix it!’ It only took
them four to six months to get us into
the black. The changes had to do
with scheduling, in terms of cover-
age. The employees identified times
during the day when they were over-
staffed, so when attrition occurred
they did some rescheduling and
worked thinner. It turned the con-
tract around.”

That experience prompted
Gilmartin to open his books to all his
employees. “We have a very open pol-
icy here now,” he says. “If employees
want information about what’s going
on financially or how decisions are
being made, we give it to them.”

Spread the wealth. The turn-
around experience in the mail sorting
operation went so well that “we did
two things,” says Gilmartin. “We
returned part of our profits to the
employees through their compensa-
tion—and we gave another piece
back to the air force base. Those two
actions were very good for us. If we’d
simply tucked the profits under our
hat, we could have been more prof-
itable in the short run. But by sharing
them with our employees and our
customer, we became even more
profitable long term.”

Emphasize stewardship. Gulf
Coast emphasizes to its employees
that they are responsible for all of
the company’s resources. Essentially,
says Gilmartin, “we want our people
to take ownership of both our tangi-
ble and intangible resources, regard-
less of their specific jobs. We don’t
want them thinking it’s somebody
else’s responsibility. For example, in
most organizations, if you see a visi-
tor who appears to be lost, hopefully
a staff member will give that person
directions…but in our system, the
expectation is that you’ll actually
walk them to their destination, no
matter what else is going on. That
leaves a powerful impression.” 

Attend to the requirements of

specific businesses. Because Gulf
Coast Enterprises engages in so many
lines of business, Gilmartin and his
senior managers have also learned to
be aware of different success factors
for each of them. For example, pres-
entation is a critical issue in the food
industry. “At the naval retirement
home,” says Gilmartin, “food takes on
a higher level of importance for peo-
ple because it’s one of the few things
they have to look forward to in the
course of the day, so the way we pres-
ent the food is important.” In the
warehousing business, “the most
important ingredients are the control
you have over inventory tracking,
reporting, and analysis.” And in mail
distribution for the air force, “there’s
a huge issue of timing—we have a
plus or minus 15-minute window for
each pickup, and we make 144 stops
twice a day, so we live or die by time
management.” ■
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birth of such organizations as the National

Center for Social Entrepreneurs and the
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More on Social Enterprise

For more on social enterprise,
see The Social Enterprise
Sourcebook by Jerr Boschee. The
Sourcebook contains stories about
14 nonprofits that have success-
fully started business ventures,
along with fact sheets about each
organization and brief profiles of
the entrepreneurs. Copies of the
book are available for download
at no charge from the publisher
(www.northlandinst.org), and
bound volumes can be ordered
either from the publisher or from
Amazon.com.


