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Friday, May 23, 2008

Lifeworks merges with Austin Literacy, expands services

Austin Business Journal - by Sandra Zaragoza ABJ Staff

	


Lifeworks is increasing its presence in East Austin and expanding its adult nonprofit services through a merger with Austin Literacy. 

Lifeworks, a nonprofit that assists at-risk youth and families through a variety of programs, completed the merger in January. 

Susan McDowell, executive director of Lifeworks, says that after a lengthy assessment, her organization concluded that merging with the largest provider of adult literacy and English as a Second Language services in Central Texas made sense. 

"There were a lot of compatibilities between the mutual needs of the organizations," McDowell says. "We really wanted to grow our educational services. We wanted to expand our presence in East Austin and do more to serve our Spanish-speaking populations in East Austin. On their end, they wanted a partner to help them position for growth." 

Lifeworks' board of directors unanimously approved the merger, in which no money was exchanged. 

Lifeworks has intentionally been working quietly to integrate the nonprofit into its organization and ensure a smooth transition for its clients and 200 volunteers. Eventually, there will be a name change. 

The 24-year-old Literacy Austin, which operated on a $500,000 annual budget, was financially healthy at the time of the merger, McDowell says, but the organization was questioning the sustainability of its funding sources: foundations and private donations. 

McDowell says Lifeworks has started to address the nonprofit's fundraising strategy. In the first 18-months of the transition, Lifeworks wants to establish more of a public funding base for the literacy program. 

Lifeworks is also establishing a cross-referral system between the literacy programs and existing Lifeworks programs. 

For instance, one of the fastest-growing services at Lifeworks is for youth that are aging out of the foster care system. Very few of them have received diplomas, so they have a tremendous need for literacy services, McDowell says. 

Eventually, Lifeworks plans to grow its volunteer base and add more specialized educational tracks that will prepare students for workforce programs. 

Looking ahead, Lifeworks also wants to develop more financial literacy services. 

"What we found is that they are economically a fragile population," McDowell says. "We really want to help our clients understand how financial systems work so they are not taken advantage of." 

Tara Kirkland, director of consulting services at Greenlights for Nonprofit Success, says that it's not surprising that Literacy Austin would choose to merge. 

"Austin has more nonprofits per capita than any other city in the Southwest," Kirkland says. "As the funding environment becomes more competitive and the competition for human talent becomes greater, we are seeing more people explore mergers." 
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