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Donna Allie looms large, even though she can’t be a more than a couple of inches above five feet tall. true, in physical terms, most people can look 

   down on her. But when it comes to career accomplishments, she stands 10 feet tall. 

allie thinks of herself as an “accidental entrepreneur” – an unlikely leader who today runs a business that employs more than 700 people and records annual sales in 

the $17 million range.

allie is the founder and the president of team Clean inc., one of the largest minority- and woman-owned businesses in philadelphia. from her modest beginning as a 

one-woman house cleaner, allie has grown her business into a leading commercial janitorial service provider in the philadelphia area, holding prime and sub contracts 

with many of the city’s most prominent commercial offices, educational institutions, government buildings and sports and entertainment venues. 

as she whips through team Clean’s corporate offices in philadelphia’s navy Yard, allie is a whirlwind of unbridled energy, yet she is immediately disarming. Her hand-

shake is firm, yet comforting, and her smile is inviting – the kind of smile that your favorite aunt bestows upon you. You can’t help coming away from a meeting with 

allie hoping that you made a friend. 
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mother faced with substantial challenges,” recalls Allie.
With no partner to help her raise her child, Allie confronted every college stu-

dent’s worst nightmare: no job, no apparent future and fast-evaporating dreams.
“I felt that I was dispensable,” she says. “I came back home and felt that I had 

become an embarrassment to my family.”
But Allie is a self-described “hustler” who has always been willing to do whatever 

needed to be done to make an honest dollar – including leafing through the daily 
newspaper’s classified ads. 

“I started cleaning houses,” she recalls about her life’s bottom-line reality. “Hey, 
I had a daughter to feed, and I didn’t want her to starve. Nor did I want anyone else 
taking care of her.”

She succinctly emphasizes her determination: “My daughter is mine!”
That was in 1983. Things would swiftly take off in the next two years. 

        GrowtH of a Business  
Her love for her daughter – and the steps she felt she needed to take to provide 

for her – proved a life-changing experience for Allie. “I first saw what I was doing 
as a survival tactic, and I was first blessed by my own grandmother, who toiled as a 
domestic worker, and she put in long days to help my mother and me. She worked 
hard, and I respected that. She taught me well, and what she taught me came back to 
bless me at a period in my life when I most needed help.”

Allie set to work in tony Main 
Line residences, cleaning the houses 
of wealthy clients and proving to be 
quite good as what she did.

In fact, she was too good. “I 
began receiving so many requests 
that I couldn’t keep up with all of the 
work. I could no longer do it alone,” 
she recalls.

          desperate Measures  
As an African-American woman who’s often had to butt foreheads with male-

dominated unions, Allie has endured many hard-won fights on her way to success. 
So perhaps it’s only fitting that she pronounces her last name the same way that Mu-
hammad Ali pronounces his. “Basically, I began the business because I found myself 
at a desperate point in my life, and I needed to come out fighting,” Allie says. 

Seated behind her desk, Allie describes herself as “locked in my own little world 
here.” But visible evidence belies that assessment. Pictures placed on the desk and 
shelves indicate the high-level friendships and acquaintanceships she’s fostered. One 
photo shows her embracing U.S. President Barack Obama. Other photos reveal 
her buddying up with former presidents Bill Clinton and George H.W. Bush and 
vice presidents Al Gore and Joseph Biden. She’s been places, seen things and made 
important friends.

Allie’s office is also bedecked with numerous awards, but one gets the impres-
sion that if the office needed to be redecorated for functionality, those plaques would 
be the first thing to go – and that Allie wouldn’t even mind. But there’s at least one 
award that instills Allie with justifiable pride. The Philadelphia Phillies honored her 
with the first-ever Most Valuable Diverse Business Partner, an award she received on 
Jackie Robinson Day at Citizens Bank Park in April 2007.

If you look out Allie’s office window, you can see the enormous Citizens Bank 
Park over her shoulder. It’s a view that reminds Allie just how far she’s come since the 
days before she signed a milestone contract with the Phillies more than 20 years ago. 

The year was 1980, and Allie had just graduated from Wilberforce University. 
Like many of her contemporaries, Allie was an idealistic student. She earned a degree 
in sociology, specifically geared toward vocational rehabilitation, and she hoped she 
would emerge from the academic setting with credentials that would allow her to 
make a difference. 

But her Carter-era idealism smacked head-on with the Reagan administration’s 
cutbacks to social programs. On top of dwindling job prospects, Allie found herself 
facing a more personal challenge as well. “By the time I graduated, I was an unwed 

“ What she did to get this  
business going stripped a lot of 
skin from her back.  
But she remains standing.”

David Rivers, CEO, Team Clean
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And that’s where the seeds of Team Clean began. Allie acquired the services of 
relatives as well as women who had emigrated from Liberia. “They all needed work, 
and I could provide it for them. And we worked very well together,” says Allie, de-
scribing her simple yet efficient business model. “I coupled them into teams, and I’d 
drive them where they needed to go. That meant transporting them around town in 
my small, beat-up station wagon.”

Allie didn’t think of her work in terms of a business, even though she was 
performing quality control. “I’d go back to where I dropped them off and made sure 
their work was satisfactory,” she says. “I’d pay them and then go about the work I had 
to do myself.”

She also had a basic recruitment plan in place: “I put up notices in the local 
churches and supermarkets. At this point, I was interested in finding dependable 
people. They had to be hard-working and honest. After all, I was taking them into 
peoples’ homes.”

In only a couple of years, her informal company was cleaning about 55 houses a 
week. “We were rocking and rolling,” Allie laughs, still seeming surprised about how 
things turned out. When she talks about the early days and how her business began, 
she sounds like someone who has spotted a flower sprouting up from inner-city 
concrete cracks, amazed at what she found growing in a hardscrabble environment. 
“The only thing I knew was that I needed to make money so that I could feed my 
daughter,” says Allie.

However, Allie also realized 
that she was not just nurturing 
her daughter; she was nurtur-
ing the needs of women like 
herself. “I was providing work 
for women faced with situations 
not dissimilar from mine,” she 
says. “And I was grateful to be 
able to provide it for them.” 

Her church connections 
led to her first commercial 
contract. In 1985, a man from 
her church gave her a job lead. He told Allie that the Upper Main Line YMCA was 
looking for a commercial cleaning contractor. Allie pursued the lead and got the job. 

Because of Allie’s diligence – and the reputation that she garnered – her personal 
and business narrative soon shifted into high gear. But even at this point, she still 
didn’t think of what she was doing as a business. “I was still just hustling to make 
some money for myself and my daughter, I felt,” she says. 

A friend placed it in perspective for her. “She told me that I was essentially oper-
ating a business,” remembers Allie. “And she suggested that I check out a Philadel-
phia-based program that was designed to help women and minorities in business.”

“ Right from the start, I wanted 
to find jobs for the people who 
were unmarried, unemployed 
and even homeless. These are 
the people who are underserved in 
our nation’s population.”

Donna Allie, president, Team Clean

After registering with the program, Allie’s growing enterprise became certified as a 
minority- and woman-owned business, making it eligible for city work. With her cre-
dentials in order and commercial cleaning under her belt, Allie had laid the ground-
work for what would become a transformational meeting for Team Clean when, in 
1987, she was contacted by a Baltimore-based business called Harry M. Stevens.

       MovinG up to tHe MaJor LeaGues          
In the late ’80s, Harry M. Stevens was a leading provider of professional services, 

including custodial services – a company that would eventually become part of 
Aramark. “At the time, Harry M. Stevens specialized in food and cleaning for large 
sports venues,” describes Allie. “They gained a major contract with Veterans Stadium 
in Philadelphia. They found me through the business program, and they asked me 
if I’d be interested in participating with them as their minority and women-owned 
business partner.”

Despite the fact that she still considered herself to be a small-scale cleaner, Allie 
found the opportunity to join the big leagues intriguing, and she entertained the of-
fer – even if she wasn’t yet totally committed.

A man named Roland Hayden – “I can never forget that name,” says Allie – 
invited her to Veterans Stadium, the South Broad Street sports venue where the 
Philadelphia Phillies and Philadelphia Eagles played. He wanted to show her the type 
of housekeeping and cleaning services required. “He gave me a tour of the facility, 
and I remember seeing the Eagles football team down on the field, going through a 
practice,” Allie says. “He showed me what needed to be done. He also told me that 
I’d need about 150 people to work in the evening and the early-morning hours. He 
described the kind of payroll this would entail, which was huge.”

Hayden asked Allie if she could handle it. As Allie recalls, she looked him straight 
in the eye and said, “Yes. No problem.”

But there was a problem. Allie – who had only a small staff at the time – wasn’t 
entirely convinced she wanted the job. And during the interview, she was more 
focused on the pile of work already waiting for her on the other side of the conversa-
tion. “I just wanted to get myself out of the conversation and get back to my jobs,” 
Allie recalls. 

“You sure you can handle it?” Hayden asked again.
Sure, Allie replied, still focusing on picking up her workers in her little station 

wagon. 
Following the interview, Allie went back to her work and didn’t give the offer 

much thought. But a month later, Hayden called back, offering her the contract. And 
she accepted, all the while thinking, “Uh-oh, what have I just gotten myself into?” 

Not wanting to miss a big opportunity, Allie did a little bit more hustling. One of 
Allie’s employees lived in a South Philadelphia housing project and, as such, knew a 
lot of people who needed work. “I need about 150 people to make this happen, and 
I’m looking at a payroll of about $15,000 each week,” Allie remembered describing 

A DeCorATeD enTrePreneur  
for her business acumen and philanthropy, team Clean’s founder and president donna allie has been recognized with multiple  
accolades and awards, including smartCeo’s Brava! women Business achievement award in 2010. 

in 1994, the african american Chamber of Commerce honored allie with their entrepreneurial spirit award, and in 1995 she received the Business acumen award from the national 
association of negro Business and professional women. in 1997 allie was named one of pennsylvania’s 50 Best women in Business. also in 1997, allie and team Clean received the 
special recognition award for excellence of service from the pennsylvania Convention Center. in 2001, she was selected by the u.s. small Business administration as the “district 
Minority small Business person of the Year.” the Business Center at new Covenant Campus honored allie in 2006 with their Harriet  
tubman trailblazer award. in addition, allie has received the 62nd national freedom day Community service award, the City of  
philadelphia’s supply, service and equipment award, and the Main Line Martin Luther King Jr. association’s Business Leadership award.

Most recently, the Cradle of Liberty Council, Boy scouts of america honored allie with the 2009 whitney M. Young, Jr. service award. allie was recently selected as one of the 
inaugural award winners for Minority Business Leaders by the Philadelphia Business Journal. she has also received an award as one of the philadelphia region’s 2008 women 
of distinction by the philadelphia chapter of the national association of women Business owners and the Philadelphia Business Journal. on June 4, allie and team Clean were 
honored by the urban League of philadelphia with their 2011 spirit of innovation award during the urban League’s empowerment week Gala black-tie dinner.   

throughout the history of her company, allie has remained committed to community service. she is an active board member of a number of non-profit organizations, including the 
african-american Chamber of Commerce, the philadelphia workforce investment Board and the universal Charter school.



for her employee.
“I can get you the people 

easily,” the friend responded. 
“But the payroll, I can’t help 
you with that.”

With the necessary 150 
people lined up, Allie went 
back to Hayden for a cash ad-
vance. Coupled with a $5,000 
bank loan, she now had her 
payroll problem under control. 

There’s an old baseball 
saying: “Life begins on opening 
day.” With her newly minted 
Veterans Stadium contract, 
the sentiment applied to Team 
Clean, as well. But with the 
new beginning came new chal-
lenges. “I needed to master how 
to clean up after events that 
take place in large venues,” says 
Allie.

How?
“I learned on the fly,” she says.
As in her housecleaning days, Allie proved to be a fast learner, and soon her work 

with Veterans Stadium led to further opportunities. “With the help of the minority 
program, I learned how to engage in the bidding process. The program taught me 
how to bid on large commercial projects. And I learned how to build a team, one that 
includes managers – project managers and operational managers,” she says. 

Team Clean soon inked contracts with the Electric Factory – the oldest concert 
venue in Philadelphia – and did the cleanup for Lollapalooza ‘94, which took place 
in Franklin Delano Roosevelt Park. “We developed a strong reputation as a company 
that could handle the clean-up after large events,” she says. “Any big event that came 
to town, people would ask my company to handle it.”

Today, Team Clean maintains its relationship with the Phillies. It held the con-
tract with Veterans Stadium until it was demolished in 2004, and today, the company 
subcontracts the labor for the housekeeping of the new ballpark.

        it doesn’t CoMe easY 
Team Clean has grown to become one of the region’s leading commercial janitori-

al services, operating as prime contractor or subcontractor in a variety of facilities and 
markets. Services are comprehensive, including floor stripping and waxing, graffiti 
removal, escalator cleaning, carpet cleaning, lobby cleaning, dormitory and residence 
hall cleaning, windows, mirrors, power washing, laboratory, trash, recycling, outdoor 
maintenance and green cleaning solutions. Prestigious clients include Cheyney Uni-
versity, the National Constitution Center, and the Philadelphia Convention Center. 
(Read more about the convention center’s recent expansion on page 10.) 

But not everyone has been 
thrilled with Allie’s hard-earned 
success. In the contracting world, 
established entities don’t necessarily 
appreciate a newcomer interloping 
into their territories. Allie was forced 
to endure some harsh treatment, 
running up against hostile unions and 
the good-old-boy network. But she 
refused to let herself be intimidated. 

David Rivers, Team Clean’s CEO 
and Allie’s husband, observed what 
Allie went through. “What she did to 
get this business going stripped a lot 
of skin from her back,” he observes. “But she remains standing.”

Rivers pulls out a faux $5 bill. Where Abraham Lincoln’s face would be is Allie’s 
image, along with a sarcastic phrase, “In Donna We Don’t Trust.”

“A union printed that up and passed it around,” says Rivers. “We keep it here to 
remind us of how hard things used to be.”

But, he adds, “Now we’re all friends,” indicating how Allie’s forceful and friendly 
personality won over a firmly established industry network. 

“ We developed a strong 
reputation as a company 
that could handle the 
clean-up after large events. 
Any big event that came to 
town, people would ask my 
company to handle it.”

Donna Allie, president, Team Clean

Having grown from her first commercial  
client 26 years ago, allie envisions expanding 
team Clean with sites from Boston to dC.

Rivers brought a complimentary skill set to the Team Clean family. As Allie was 
building her own successful business, Rivers operated a hugely successful restaurant 
cleaning business. “David has been a big influence on me,” says Allie. “I think he has 
a lot more business sense than I do. He’s a little bit older, and I think he’s a lot wiser.”

Rivers and Allie see big plans for the company’s future. In five years, they’d like 
to see Team Clean working with customers from Boston to Washington, DC. “In 
10 years, I would like to see Team Clean still headquartered in Philadelphia but 
with over 3,000 men and women earning a working wage and improving their lives 
through their jobs at Team Clean, making a mark in Philadelphia and the Mid-
Atlantic region as a company that has made a positive impact on the lives of as many 
people as we can,” Allie says. 

“That’s the kind of ambition [Rivers] brings into the company,” says Allie. “He 

has brought a great deal to the business side of this organization. I think I bring 
compassion to the other side. For me, it’s about the employees.”

Compassion and empathy are two of Allie’s greatest strengths. Because of her per-
sonal experience, Allie sees herself in her employees. “Right from the start, I wanted 
to find jobs for the people who were unmarried, unemployed and even homeless.”

To that end, Team Clean has partnered with the Philadelphia Workforce Devel-
opment Corporation to bring over 100 new employees to the workforce out of the 
welfare system. In addition, Allie has partnered with the Philadelphia Workforce 
Investment Board and the City of Philadelphia to bring ex-offenders into the work-
force, with exceptional results. “These are the people who are underserved in our 
nation’s population,” Allie says. “Because of their situations, they are the people that 
want to work the hardest. They form the backbone of my company.”

Of all her accomplishments, Allie is proudest of the fact that she has been able 
to create jobs for hundreds of people who, like her, were down on their luck. “I have 
taken people off of welfare. And despite what some people might think, no one wants 
to depend on public assistance,” Allie says. 

In that way, Allie has been able to deploy the idealism and learning she gathered 
in college – but in a way that she never expected. The accidental entrepreneur who 
set out simply to provide for herself and her family ended up providing so much 
more to her employees and her community.  Ceo


