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The usually media-shy billionaire 
founders of Vista Equity 
Partners — CEO and Chairman 
Robert Smith, right, and 
President Brian Sheth — have been 
a lot of noise the past few months. Smith 
has taken a leading role in helping Vista 
portfolio companies respond to the pandemic, visualizing 
Covid data and offering free software, and has used his 
position to advocate for racial equity. Sheth, through his 
Sheth Sangreal Foundation, pledged up to $500,000 in 
matching funds to pay for supply kits at the Boy & Girls 
Clubs of the Austin Area and pledged a $1 million matching 
grant to All Together ATX.

Kurt Wilkin, co-founder of recruiting firm 
HireBetter, looked outside his own business 
and industry after the pandemic hit. He has 
organized numerous Zoom meetings on 
a variety of hot-button topics — from the 
Paycheck Protection Program to human 
resources in the time of Covid to health 
and safety protocols — that other business 
owners could attend to learn how to 
navigate this new normal. Several credited 
Wilkin with helping them avoid layoffs or 
pivot nimbly in response to this massive 
economic disruption.

National Instruments CEO Eric Starkloff 
got an early view of the pandemic 
because of the engineering testing 
company’s operations in China, where NI 
has hundreds of employees.

So NI was ready in the spring to 
respond, announcing in April the 
donation of $2.5 million for Covid-19 
relief efforts. That included a $1 million 
matching grant for the All Together ATX 
fund as well as $1.5 million for nonprofits 
around the globe.

It also made its online engineering 
courses free in April to help deal with 
the engineering problems spawned by 
the coronavirus crisis. And NI shifted 
resources so that it could help its clients 
making critical equipment like ventilators 
and personal protective equipment.
NI engineers also used their expertise to 
help out in the community, for example 
Brian MacCleery, a chief engineer at NI, 
worked with a local anesthesiologist to 
design an intubation frame — a device 
that can protect health care workers 
when they intubate patients — that was 
used at St. David’s Medical Center in 
Austin.
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How can a coffee shop known for its 
cafe culture survive during the age 
of social distancing? Adaptability 
and collaboration have been key at 
Mozart’s Coffee Roasters on Lake 
Austin Boulevard, led by Ken and 
Stacey Leonard. In less than 12 hours 
in mid-March, the team removed 
all tables from the cafe, pivotiong 
to a contactless business model. 
Then they teamed with other local 
businesses to spread the love and 
give people a reason to venture 
outside their homes. First was a 
collaboration with famed restaurant 
Black’s BBQ, headed by pitmaster 
Kent Black — the Black n’ Brew 
initiative sold more than 5,000 
pounds of drive-thru brisket in 60 

days and served more than 
2,500 first responders 
for free. Next came a 
partnership with local 
designer Linda Asaf to 
create face masks for 
customers in Austin and 
across the nation, with 
more than 45,000 masks 
sold and an additional 
9,000 donated to health 
care facilities. Then, on Easter 
weekend, Mozart’s hosted a 
drive-thru crawfish boil for 
those in need, giving away 
more than 3,000 pounds of the 
crustaceans. And the company never 
laid off any employees as it diversified 
its revenue with e-commerce.
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Ridership plummeted on Capital 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s 
public transit network in March, and 
sales tax — the agency’s primary funding 
source — also took a nosedive. President 
and CEO Randy Clarke focused on 
maintaning service while also providing 
hundreds of thousands of masks to staff 
and customers, as well as thousands of 
gloves and hundreds of gallons of hand 
sanitizer. But expenses still needed to be 

cut — capital projects were put on hold 
and merit pay increases were frozen. 
Despite its financial troubles, Capital 
Metro joined with H-E-B and the Central 
Texas Food Bank to deliver meal boxes to 
the homebound. 

The partners have delivered more than 
620,000 meals to date.
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In the Austin area, Hispanics have been 
hit hard by Covid, accounting for a 
disproportionately high rate of 
cases. Univision Austin, led by 
President Christine Escobar, 
provided Spanish speakers with 
critical information that they 
could not get from other media 
outlets. That obviously meant 
timely medical info but also 
included employment, food and 
housing assistance. Univision 
leaned on the city to put out 
announcements in Spanish, and also 
worked with partners to set up sites for 
free Covid-19 testing and PPE distribution. 
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Austin Lighthouse is an organization that employs blind and visually impaired Central 
Texans, a population that could be especially vulnerable to the economic downturn. 
But CEO Jim Meehan has kept all 450 employees at work, stepping up production for 
the nonprofit’s largest client, the U.S. Department of Defense.
The Lighthouse also repurposed equipment used to repair military uniforms into 
making masks for other nonprofits and schools, donating hundreds of masks to 
organizations such as the SAFE Alliance, Family Eldercare and Children’s Advocacy 
Centers of Texas.


