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By STEPHANIE BEDOLLA Staff Reporter

John Brauer may have found his dream job 
as the new chief executive at New Horizons, 
the North Hills nonprofit that helps those 

with intellectual and developmental disabilities. 
During his career, Brauer has tried his hands at 
different businesses, from running a restaurant 
to managing his father-in-law’s construction 
business to eventually gaining 28 years of expe-
rience in nonprofit management. Brauer started 
off at UC Berkeley but during his last semester 
had to put his studies on hold to take over his 
father-in-laws construction business, from there 
he later went on to finish his Bachelor and 
Master’s degree at John F. Kennedy University. 
His journey into the nonprofit sector began with 
a nine-month internship during his master’s 
degree program at Las Trampas in Northern 
California, where he learned to help adults 
with developmental disabilities discover their 
capabilities. Prior to New Horizons, he served 
as chief executive of Union Station Homeless 
Services in Pasadena. Prior to that, he worked 
at NW Works Inc., a Virginia nonprofit serving 
those with intellectual disabilities. He also ran 
Community Vocational Enterprises, a nonprofit 
in San Francisco for the intellectually disabled. 
Brauer met with the Business Journal in his 
office at the New Horizons campus to talk about 
how he decided to switch to a nonprofit career, 
why he loves his job and the opportunity he sees 
at New Horizons.

Question: How would you describe 
yourself? 
Answer: A serial entrepreneur. I started 
working when I was 15 and worked for a 
restaurant for many years, did everything 
from bussing, cooking and waiting tables to 
eventually managing the restaurant. And I did 

that while I was in school. Then I opened a 
dental ad and then got into the construction 
business and then into non-profits. 

Why nonprofits?
Even though my degree is in clinical psychol-
ogy, I’ve always been a business guy. I’ve 
always liked to look at the restaurant business 
and see not only how do you provide good 
food and good service, but how do you make 
the business side of it work? So now taking 
those same principles and applying them to 
the non-profit field has been amazing. 

What motivates you? 
I’ve always been a people person. Success 
to me is watching other people succeed. And 
that’s everything from the clients we serve to 
the staff to the board but also the community. 

Can you give an example?
I’ve been very lucky in my career. I’ve been 
president of a chamber of commerce, so I’ve 
had opportunities to feel like I’ve had a wider 
impact in the community not only from my 
job – meaning helping people with disabilities 
and getting them connected – but just in gen-
eral being part of a bigger community. And I 
just love it. I find people fascinating and I love 
to help, and part of the fun for me everyday is 
to figure out what the next challenges are.

What was your previous job?
Last year I had the opportunity to work for a 
nonprofit here in Southern California called 
Union Station Homeless Services. It’s amaz-
ing, just a great organization. I was only there 
for a year but it was such a great opportunity 
for me. Working with folks with disabilities – 
it’s what I have done for the last 28 years and 
I’ve just found it’s something I’m good at and 

I love. Once you start working in the field it 
kind of gets in your skin and I’ve really missed 
it so when this opportunity came up to work 
for New Horizons, I feel really blessed that it 
was the right timing for them and for me.

What is New Horizons? 
New Horizons is an organization that works 
with folks with special needs, with intellec-
tual and developmental disabilities, and that 
tends to be folks that have autism, Asperger’s, 
or Down Syndrome. The kinds of services 
we provide here are anything from class-
room-style training to a program that helps 
people learn to ride the bus. We have a very 
big work service program and almost 400 
people working in the community right now. 
We want folks to be as community-based 
as possible, so we try to provide a whole 

range of services to help folks to live as inde-
pendently as they can. 

Why did you take this position?
I have been so blessed with two nonprofits 
where I previously spent a lot of time. They 
were life changing. I don’t know what to say 
about it other than it just brought me such 
joy. I saw both organizations thrive and grow 
and really become part of the community, so 
I wanted to really take my time, but I knew 
I wanted to get back into the disability field 
just because I missed it. I knew when I inter-
viewed at New Horizons, this is an organiza-
tion that walks its talk. They’ve really done 
some spectacular things, so I kind of feel in 
love with the organization. 

What are your plans for the campus?
We had drawings for a planned expansion that 
at this point we’re probably going to change. 
Now we are talking about reimagining the 
entire 7-acre campus. We want to make sure 
we are trying to create not just a building but 
our whole infrastructure on how we can best 
serve our clientele. We are taking about add-
ing potentially some residential, maybe some 
retail space. But it’s all to be determined.

What do you like about working with the 
disabled?
The first day I showed up (to my nine month 
internship) by the end of the day I realized that 
working with folks with disabilities is no differ-
ent then working with the general population. 
It’s just some folks have it a little more obvious 
and by the end of the first day I thought I loved 
this. My nine months went so fast and I thought 
at the end, “This was life changing for me. This 
is what I want to do for a living.” And if I had 
not had the exposure I wouldn’t know.
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Enthused: John Brauer, chief executive at New Horizons who calls himself a serial entrepreneur, with rendering of proposed building on nonprofit’s North Hills campus. 
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