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Why create jobs for disconnected youth, who don’t have the training, skills or 
experience to help your business make money?  How about to make an investment in 
lives that have the power to transform their communities?  At New Door Ventures in San 
Francisco, that’s our starting premise.  We own and operate 2 businesses that exist solely 
for the purpose of creating real jobs for transitional aged young people, who would 
likely not be able to get and keep a job anywhere else.  The double bottom line of 
running a strong social enterprise is being making profit and changing lives. 
 
In any young person’s life, the time between ages 16 and 24 is a period of extraordinary 
possibility.  It is a time when young adults consolidate their sense of self, test career 
options, develop work-relevant skills, and build experiences and relationships that will 
help them advance personally and professionally. It is also a period of extraordinary 
vulnerability.  The transition between childhood and adulthood is a complex time in the 
best of circumstances.  When there are roadblocks or inadequate supports, the 
transition can be compromised and great potential is squandered.   
 
In San Francisco, there are about 7,500 16-24 year olds who are disconnected from 
employment, education and the social supports needed for a successful transition to 
adulthood.  Nationwide, the White House Council on Community Solutions estimates 
there are 5.6 million of these disconnected youth, costing the U.S. approximately $93 
billion in direct and indirect social costs in 20111, enough money to double the amount 
of annual federal spending on education, employment and social services.  According 
to Measure of America, “even leaving aside the human costs of wasted potential, a 
conservative estimate of a narrow range of direct financial costs associated with the 
country’s 5.6 million disconnected youth—including incarceration, Medicaid, public 
assistance, and Supplemental Security Income payments—tallies $26.8 billion for 2013 
alone.”2 	Without intervention, these young people are at risk for a number of long-term 
negative outcomes, including substantial periods of unemployment, homelessness, 
involvement with the criminal justice system, and poverty.3  Their disconnection is a 
reflection of the challenges and dangers of their current realities: involvement with 
foster care, justice and mental health systems, poverty, educational gaps, lack of family 
support, abuse, homelessness, violence, teen parenting or, more commonly, a 
combination of these factors. 
 
New Door helps at-risk and disconnected youth overcome these barriers and get ready 
for work and life. We provide them with the meaningful jobs and training that they need 
to succeed in the workplace, and the personal support they need to make the 
decisions that can shape the rest of their lives. 
 
New Door began its operations in San Francisco back in 1981, assisting homeless adults 
with basic needs such as food and temporary shelter.  While providing those things is 
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good work in its own right, we soon learned that our people couldn’t get jobs because 
they often lacked experience, education and healthy work practices, and thus 
remained trapped in poverty.  To combat this, our founders decided we would open 
our own businesses and create the employment our people needed.  So in 1990, we 
opened our first social enterprise, Ashbury Images (www.ashburyimages.org/), a screen-
printing and embroidery company.  For the next decade, we also ran a retail shop, a 
café and a memorabilia business, responding opportunistically to explore where youth 
could be engaged and trained.  In 2001, we assumed ownership and management of 
a full-service bicycle shop, Pedal Revolution (www.pedalrevolution.org/).  Ashbury 
Images and Pedal Revolution are both thriving social enterprises today that, between 
them, have employed hundreds of youth in the last decade. 
 
A true social enterprise is a business that not only hopes to make money, as all 
businesses do, but also has a vision for creating social change through some aspect of 
their work.  New Door’s target population has shifted over the years to focus on youth 
ages 16-24 who are at risk of missing out on achieving healthy young adult outcomes.   
 
The big idea at New Door Ventures is that in all these tough circumstances, a job makes 
a difference.  In our social enterprises, youth are integrated with the professional team 
and are expected to participate as real employees—their contributions are crucial to 
business success.  Youth receive on-the-job training, regular performance reviews for 
constructive feedback, and the opportunity to explore further learning in the industry 
according to their interest.  Staff act as mentors and references as youth gain 
experience in the workplace.  The real, hands on experience of working at a job is 
better training than can be achieved in any classroom setting.  
 
But a job isn’t enough.  New Door staff work closely with individuals to help young 
people move forward from wherever they are starting.  We believe that the 
relationships our clients form at New Door are the primary reason we see significant 
change.  Youth are required to attend paid trainings on job readiness, communication 
and other life skills that will benefit long-term sustainability.  Case managers assist youth 
with identifying their strengths, planning toward goals, and partner with youth to 
achieve those goals.  Case managers help youth analyze risks like unstable housing and 
substance use, and advocate for harm reduction through healthier choices.  Staff also 
assist youth with identifying other resources they may need, and make referrals to 
trusted partners as necessary.  Throughout their time at New Door, and particularly at 
the conclusion of their employment, staff coach youth on job search and attainment 
skills, supporting them for as long as the young person wants. 
 
The incredible power of meaningful work to change the trajectory of a young person’s 
life is inspiring to watch, but many employers won’t give the youth New Door serves a 
chance.  Owning our own enterprises gives us the freedom to create opportunities 
where they didn’t exist for youth before.  Through careful management practices, both 
Ashbury Images and Pedal Revolution are self-sustaining: in good years, their profit flows 
back into programming for youth; in bad years, New Door covers any budget shortfall.  
Typically, 60% of New Door’s annual budget is derived from the revenue generated by 
our social enterprises. The balance of that is made up of funding from individual donors, 
foundations, and a small portion from local government grants.  Our flexible funding 



model gives us great control over how youth are trained, supported and evaluated on 
the job. 
 
A common question we get at New Door is, how much does this cost?  To be frank, we 
are unapologetic about having a high cost per client compared to some workforce 
programs, because we believe (and data shows) that to have a high quality 
intervention with highly disconnected youth with lasting impact, the “Band-Aid” 
approach isn’t enough.  We continue to press our funders and supporters to understand 
the ROI (return on investment) aspect of this work: it is well-documented that many low-
income young people who cannot access jobs to earn money legitimately turn to 
criminal or underground economy activities to survive.  In California, it costs more than 
$60,000 to incarcerate a juvenile for 3 months4—the same length of time as a New Door 
internship.  Youth who start our program with a criminal background and complete 
successfully have a 0-5% recidivism rate, compared to the state average of close to 
70%.  The success of our intervention isn’t cheap, but it is cost-effective!      
 
Our youth have the chance to work and gain valuable experience, but also to regain 
dignity and move in new directions.  The power of social enterprise makes this possible, 
and we’re proud to be a place where youth can begin to succeed. 
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