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Brian Itzkowitz, President & CEO of Goodwill
Industries of Arkansas

Brian Itzkowitz, President & CEO of Goodwill Industries
of Arkansas, talks about the benefits of their new
570,000-SF facility at 7400 Scott Hamilton Drive in
Little Rock. (By Stephen B. Thornton)
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Brian Louis Itzkowitz
Standing in Goodwill of Arkansas’ new 576,000-squarefoot
facility, CEO Brian Itzkowitz says the nonprofit organization
finally has room to grow. In four years, he has more than doubled sales and
donat

By ERIC FRANCIS SPECIAL TO THE DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE
This article was published August 5, 2012 at 3:12 a.m.

LITTLE ROCK — Standing in the middle of a

highceiling production floor larger than three

NFL football fields, Goodwill Industries of

Arkansas Chief Executive Officer Brian

Itzkowitz looks around and likes what he sees:

a big, bright future.

“It’s our 85th anniversary, which is a pretty big

deal,” he says of the nonprofit he has led for

the past four years. “I think this facility is big

enough to get us through the next 85 years.”

No kidding.

Located on Interstate 30 just outside

downtown Little Rock, the former assembly

plant for Teletype, AT&T and Celestica (among

others) that Goodwill just bought has 576,000

square feet under one roof. That’s about 13

1/4 acres, or enough space to build an

80-house subdivision. And Itzkowitz has a

pretty good idea of how to use every inch of it

for handling operations, donations, retail sales,

wholesale, job training and more.

“There’s lots of people out there that need our

services,” Itzkowitz says. “We just need to

make it happen. We’ve got great services and

we just need to make sure to continue to grow

and expand them.

“Having a facility like this,” he adds with a

grin, “I can’t ever use the excuse that I don’t

have the space to do it.”

Itzkowitz was born in Brooklyn, N.Y., but

shortly afterward his family moved to

Pasadena, Md., a little town between

Annapolis and Baltimore. He was the younger
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of the two sons of Philip and Susan Itzkowitz, who worked for the Social Security Administration —

his father for 45 years, his mother after being a homemaker and working at the Internal Revenue

Service. He attended the University of Miami, where he received a degree in international finance

and marketing.

He thought he’d become a banker; the economy thought otherwise.

Itzkowitz started working for the Drug Fair chain while he was still in college and stayed there after

graduation, eventually working his way up to a district manager with Rite Aid pharmacy, which had

bought the other chain. Then he followed Ken Simmons, a vice president from his Drug Fair days, to

Blockbuster Video. When Blockbuster was bought by Viacom, Itzkowitz went to Hollywood Video for

a while and in 1998 he wound up taking a job with Goodwill Industries of the Chesapeake, in the

Baltimore area.

Three months into that job, his supervisor put an arm around his shoulders and told him: “You have

to make a choice and decide if this is what you’re going to do.”

The decision was simple.

IN YOUR BLOOD OR NOT

“You’re running a group of stores, but the idea is you’re still trying to generate money to go back

into the mission, unlike in a for-profit, where you’re generating money for faceless stockholders,”

he says. “You were actually able to see the impact of the work you were doing every day. What I

was told is you either get it in your blood or you don’t.”

And he did.

“The people you meet — everybody’s got a story,” he says.

His retail experience proved invaluable to Goodwill, as did his energy and determination, says

Marge Thomas, president emeritus of Goodwill Industries of the Chesapeake, who was leading the

organization when Itzkowitz was hired.

“When I think of Brian to this day, I think about somebody who’s really energetic, eager to

achieve,” she says.

So eager, in fact, he wanted to get into the agency’s executive development program ASAP.

Thomas thought it was just too soon, but suggested an alternate route: become a vice president

and move into a retail position with another chapter, where his job experience could be put to

good use. He took that advice, was hired as a retail vice president in Florida and two years later

got into executive training.

“It paid off for him,” Thomas says. “He’s turned into a great young executive.”

His time in retail paid off in another way: He met his future wife, Dawn, while they were working

at Blockbuster.

“I was training with her district manager and she had just gotten back from vacation and was

talking about how she was out mountain biking, and I thought wow, she was really cool,” he says.

“I just love her to death. She’s the nicest person I know, has the biggest heart.”

The couple have two sons, 12-year-old Braden and 10-yearold Bryce. Braden is autistic, so when

they moved to Arkansas and found there was no chapter of Autism Speaks, Dawn helped organize

the annual walk that is one of the group’s hallmarks.

“She’s been walk [chairman] since its inception. This is the third walk and it’s all-volunteer, it’s a

labor of love,” he says. “We do it for Bryce. The walk [chairman] is tough work. I swear she works

more than I work.”

UN-THRIFT STORE FEEL

Among the lessons Itzkowitz learned in the for-profit world that he has applied at Goodwill

Industries of Arkansas is the concept of a retail environment. Walk into the store on West Markham

Street in Little Rock — a former Circuit City — and you’ll find a clean, well-lighted place with

touchscreen cash registers and a responsive staff. In fact, he dares to say, if you were dropped in

there blindfolded, your first impression would not be that you were in a thrift store.

“We’ve got Goodwill Radio playing in the background, consistent sign packages, branding,” he says.

“But policy and procedures and training of folks, that’s part of it, too. You want to set standards,

you want everybody to be consistent. You want good training so someone can develop.”

That includes emphasizing the customer experience, he says, and encouraging “amazing
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expectations.” Also, he has worked on increasing convenience for donors. Pull up to a donation

center and someone comes out and does the work of unloading donations. And he anticipates

technology to further enhance that convenience: perhaps a key fob that can be scanned by an

employee to report a donation to their database, which you can later check online to track your

donations when tax time comes around.

All of that is good for his workers, as well, Itzkowitz says.

“We want them to go out and compete, and even if we’re not even using old technology but no

technology — manual receipts — that’s not giving them a skill they can go to another company and

compete with.”

Which leads to a curious fact: Part of Goodwill’s business model is creating employee turnover.

Providing education and skills so their workers can get jobs elsewhere is a major goal, he says. If

someone leaves and, say, becomes a manager at Home Depot with a good salary and benefits, “we

shouldn’t be sad about that, we should celebrate that success.” Especially those people who come

from backgrounds that make finding gainful employment difficult, such as disability, poverty or a

criminal history. And that, he says, goes back to the philosophy of Edgar J. Helms, who founded

Goodwill in 1902.

ONE PERSON AT A TIME

“You start with the individual, which is able to transform the family; when you transform multiple

families, you transform the community,” Itzkowitz says. “It takes people from being dependent

upon the taxpayers and turns them into independent taxpayers.”

With the massive amount of space in the new building, Itzkowitz hopes to add several new services

for his employees — whom he calls “customers,” since Goodwill is serving them as well as

employing them. One is a computer-refurbishing operation that will allow them to do more than

just break down machines for recycling.

“We will sell rebuilt computers and accessories,” he says. “Whether it’s Cat 5 cables or different

accessories, you’ll be able to come here and get it for a substantially discounted price versus the

electronics store.”

And like every service or function in the agency, it will also be a teaching environment for

Goodwill’s clients.

“For each one of these programs we do, it’s about creating a training program and job

opportunities for people with barriers to employment,” Itzkowitz says.

“Physical or developmental disabilities, long-term unemployment, single mom trying to get into the

work force, exoffenders. All of those folks have barriers. We also partner with adult education to

help folks get their GEDs, because that’s another barrier. We want to make sure people have the

education to get a job.”

For his part, Itzkowitz says he has encountered no barriers at all from his board of directors, only

encouragement.

“The board has been incredible,” Itzkowitz says. “I followed somebody who ran the organization

for 28 years; you really had the potential for the board to say, ‘We’re happy where things are’ and

stay in their comfort zone. To go from the building we had on Seventh Street for 40 years and say

we can take on a 576,000-square-foot building, this can really transform the organization and set

us up for the next 85 years.”

DOUBLING SALES

Chairman Douglas Jackson, a wealth management adviser with Merrill Lynch in Little Rock, has

been involved with the board for five years and was on the committee that hired Itzkowitz.

“We were looking for somebody to help grow the organization and raise the profile of the

organization,” Jackson says. “He had a retail background, but he had also worked in different stops

along the way [with Goodwill], so I think we saw somebody who was a good operator of retail

businesses that had a real sense of the mission we were trying to deliver to the people of Arkansas:

job training and trying to raise people’s level of education so their skill set meets the jobs

available in the economy.”

Itzkowitz has done a great job in bringing the retail and service sides of the organization together,

and also in meeting the board’s goal of advancing the agency, Jackson says.

“Since he’s been here, we grew from $8 [million] to $10 million in sales to over $20 million in



sales,” Jackson says. “The real effect is not the sales growth, but the opportunity for the people

we’re serving.”

While it was clear to the board early on that Itzkowitz had “a tactical road map” for expanding the

retail and donation centers around the state, Jackson says the board prompted him to “take off his

day-to-day hat” and look at the bigger picture, and tell the board what the organization needed to

truly tap into its potential. The new building is the result of that.

“The 576,000 square feet is transformative; it’s set us up for 20 or 30 years of growth,” Jackson

says. “Brian’s the one who decided we needed a transformation to go along with the amount of

growth we’d experienced.”

GREATER NEED

Making that kind of investment in a down real estate market and an economy that continues to

waffle between recession and recovery was a bold move, but Itzkowitz knew those conditions also

meant more people would need their services.

“We’re trying to be prudent with our donors’ gifts to us, and we think it’s a prudent time to

expand to better serve the people of Arkansas,” Jackson says. “Brian’s kind of pushed that along,

and I give him credit for it.”

In four years, Itzkowitz has established a solid track record. When he was hired in 2008, the agency

had just completed a fiscal year in which it served 1,300 people, placed 84 in jobs, and received

6.7 million pounds of goods from nearly 170,000 donors. For the fiscal year that just ended in June,

Goodwill Industries of Arkansas served more than 6,500, helped more than 1,100 find jobs, and

received 14.8 million pounds of goods from more than 370,000 donors. Statewide, Goodwill

employs about 420 people, some 80 of those in Little Rock. As it expands into the new building,

Itzkowitz hopes to add another 50 jobs there.

Now, standing in the middle of the giant building, Itzkowitz’s biggest concern is that Goodwill not

fall victim to the perception of its success. Its efforts are 100 percent donor driven, he says, reliant

on the generosity of Arkansans. In fact, he goes so far as to ask a photographer to make sure some

of the broad, empty space is visible beyond the bales of clothing and stacks of office furniture that

fill a comparatively tiny portion of the room.

“What I don’t want is that someone will say, ‘Wow, they’ve got plenty and we don’t need to give

them any,’” he says. “We can’t do it without everybody’s support. We need for everybody to be

part of Goodwill, and they can be part by donating, by shopping, by hiring our graduates. If you’re

doing any kind of business, we can subcontract; I’ve got plenty of space. We’ve got the ability to

partner with anybody.”

In fact, collaboration is one of his favorite tools. Goodwill has partnered with city and state

governments to help reduce recidivism by providing skills training for ex-convicts, he says. And

while he was in Florida, he saw how Goodwill could fill a need after hurricanes because of its long

history of moving donated goods to where they were most needed.

“We found ourselves partnering with the United Way, Salvation Army, Red Cross, and [delivering]

hurricane relief,” he says. “I’ve taken that same collaboration philosophy here, partnering with

other agencies. We can’t do it all, we don’t want to do it all, but we have people equipped to

handle certain aspects.”

As his former Baltimore boss Thomas noted, Itzkowitz has the energy to take on a remarkable array

of projects.

“I actually had a board member that told me if I was going to stay here, I couldn’t run at this pace

because I will burn myself out,” Itzkowitz says, smiling. “It’s the only pace I know. I just look and

there’s just so much out there to do, and Goodwill can be such an important part of the solution.

“And I can’t get there fast enough.”

SELF PORTRAIT

Brian Itzkowitz

DATE AND PLACE OF BIRTH June 2, 1965, Brooklyn, N.Y.

ARE YOU RELATED TO THE SQUARE DEAL PAWN SHOP FAMILY? To the best of my knowledge, I am

not. But that’s the No. 1 question I get asked.

MY GUILTY PLEASURE IS We have two little kids, so any excuse we have to visit an ice cream shop

or the Purple Cow, we do it under the auspices of “the kids want to go.”
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MY WORST JOB GROWING UP? I worked for Butler Aviation. The cool part is I was the guy who

backed in the airplanes and pushed them away from the gate. The worst part of the job is we did

lavatory service, we hooked up the hose and dumped the blue stuff. It was a great job to make me

stay in college.

MY FIRST CAR WAS A 1975 Dodge Dart Swinger.

ANOTHER NONPROFIT ORGANIZATION I ADMIRE

We have a 12-year-old with autism and we’re very engaged with Autism Speaks. I think Autism

Speaks has done a phenomenal job about branding and getting the word out. Also, anyone doing

anything to help people out of poverty — I think that’s great work.

MY FAVORITE FOOD I CAN’T GET IN LITTLE ROCK IS Crab cakes. We lived in Maryland all my

formative years, and I met my wife there. When we go back, the first thing we get is crab cakes.

MY TYPICAL NIGHT OUT Always, food is involved. We love trying new restaurants. We enjoy The

Rep and have been to a couple of concerts. We actually wind up going to a lot of other nonprofit

and charity things.

DOG OR CAT PERSON? Dog. We’ve got a 2 1/2-yearold mutt-ish. She’s a cute little orange and white

dog. Absolutely a water dog; anytime she’s near the water, whether you want her to or not, she’s

in the water.

ONE WORD TO SUM ME UP Blessed.
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