
Jordan MacDonald
MSc. Candidate in Capacity Development and 
Extension
University of Guelph

EXPLORING 
EMPLOYMENT 
SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISE

This report offers an overview of the 
Employment Social Enterprise Project 
as developed by Ecotrust Canada’s 

North Coast Innovation Lab and Hecate Strait 
Employment Development Society. This 
document reviews the activities undertaken 
by the Project Coordinator over their eight-
month term including an introduction 
to the Employment Social Enterprise 
Project, program evolution, outcomes 
and deliverables, lessons learned, and the 
meaning of this work to the local community. 

The North Coast Innovation Lab (NCIL) is a 
place-based social innovation lab managed 

by Ecotrust Canada. The NCIL seeks to engage 
in grounded partnerships and initiatives that 
create tangible projects to promote a resilient 
community and increase overall well-being in 
Prince Rupert. 

To actualize its mission in Prince Rupert, 
the NCIL works to create community-based 
internships with partner organizations. These 
eight month paid internships aim to support 
the partner organizations to undertake 
innovative projects by employing post-
secondary students in related fields of study 
to explore, learn, and provide additional 
capacity. 

Introduction

Project Coordinator
Employment Social Enterprise Project
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Context
Building on Cohort 1

Hecate Strait Employment Development 
Society (HSEDS) is a non-profit community 
organization that assists residents in 
the North Coast region achieve their 
employment, training, and settlement goals. 
The organization seeks to be a catalyst in 
the communities it serves — supporting 
individuals involved in a changing economy. 

To actualize its mission HSEDS undertakes 
several distinct, yet related activities. These 
include:

• WorkBC Employment Service Centre

• HSEDS Training Centre

• Hecate Strait Settlement Centre

HSEDS was a key partner in the development 
of the Trading Coast Conference and Market 
initiative supported by Ecotrust Canada and 
Community Futures of the Pacific Northwest. 
This one-day capacity-building market and 
associated conference sought to further 
develop the entrepreneurial capabilities of 

artisans and crafters in Prince Rupert. 

The Trading Coast initiative was a product 
of Kara’s enhancing co-working, information 
sharing, and resource sharing research 
activities. As a member of Kara’s advisory 
committee, it was a natural progression for 
HSEDS to continue to partner with the NCIL 
in Cohort 2 to spur entrepreneurship, and 
intrapreneurship, within HSEDS in support of 
the broader community.

Hecate Strait Employment Development Society

The Employment Social Enterprise Project 
emerged as an opportunity to be addressed 
by an NCIL project coordinator in Cohort 2.

Cohort 1 project coordinators had worked 
in summer  2018 to complete community 
research projects on “Enhancing co-working, 
information sharing, and resource sharing in 
Prince Rupert,” completed by Kara Herbert 
and, “Growing the local economy for fish and 
marine products in Prince Rupert,” completed 
by Rabia Ahmed. 

The Employment Social Enterprise Project 
emerged as a result of the work completed 

by Kara both in theme and partnership 
development. Kara’s work focused on building 
the entrepreneurial and home-based business 
community in Prince Rupert by developing 
human capital, increasing peer support, and 
network creation. This project sought to learn 
more about the entrepreneurial community 
in Prince Rupert as it exists, and the ways 
the city’s entrepreneurial community can 
be developed. The Employment Social 
Enterprise Project sought to leverage the 
findings and relationships formed as a result 
of Kara’s work in the project’s development 
process.  

In the initial phase of the project the 
coordinator sought to gain an understanding 
of the programs, services, and system in 
which HSEDS operates. In establishing the 
foundation for the upcoming months, the 
Project Coordinator sought out already 
known information about social enterprises 
and employment social enterprises in British 
Columbia and throughout the rest of Canada. 
This included learning about the different 
types of employment social enterprises, 
the types of businesses they operate, and 
the fit these initiatives have with their host 
organizations. 

Once an initial understanding of 

employment social enterprises was gathered 
the Project Coordinator sought to learn 
firsthand experiences of those who work in 
the field and those whom the project will 
impact. This included telephone interviews 
with managers of several employment social 
enterprises in Canada working in the areas of 
food service, construction, maintenance, and 
retail sales. Personal interviews were held 
with HSEDS staff members and members 
of the organization’s board of directors. 
Speaking with these individuals highlighted 
the unique opportunities Prince Rupert 
offers when creating an employment social 
enterprise. 

Employment Social Enterprise Project

Phase 1: Initial Exploration (January - March 2019)

In an effort to enrich the services HSEDS offers 
to the public, the organization has considered 
the creation of an employment social enterprise 
(ESE). 

A social enterprise is a business that seeks 
to maximize social or environmental value for 
the community it serves rather than strictly 
maximizing profits for a select group of 
shareholders. 

An employment social enterprise specifically 
seeks to create social value through its hiring 

practices. This often includes hiring individuals 
that experience barriers to employment or 
require assistance transitioning into work or 
to new forms of work. HSEDS is exploring the 
potential for an employment social enterprise 
in Prince Rupert wherein training staff could 
use the space as a functioning training area, 
offer job shadowing and experiential learning 
activities, and the potential to hire previously 
trained individuals to work in the venture 
as they continue their job search and attain 
employment in the broader labour market. 

Project road map

Phase 2: Imagining potential (April - May 2019)
When imagining potential, findings from 

research activities were transformed into 
a set of three potential employment social 
enterprise models. These models were: retail, 
food service, and trades space/workshop. 
The Project Cooridinator also developed 
three examples of how HSEDS could pilot 
these items. Retail was then selected as an 
employment social enterprise pathway to 
explore for the remainder of the project. 

In preparing to pilot a retail space, a re-
creation of the Trading Coast Market, which 
had taken place in 2018, was proposed. The 
intention of the proposed 2019 market was to 
test community interest in locally produced 
items and emulate a retail environment. 
A training program was also developed 
to support this market, and to integrate 
elements of an employment social enterprise 
into the pilot.
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Experience the Coast training program 
intended to train participants in tourism, 
customer service, and event planning skills. 
Tasks completed as learning activities would 
support the development of the market and 
provide valuable hands-on learning for the 

participants. The project coordinator was 
heavily involved in the development of both 
the Trading Coast Market and the Experience 
the Coast training program along with other 
members of the HSEDS training staff.

In mid-July it was determined that there 
was not enough interest in the Experience 
the Coast training program in the summer 
months. As a result, the program was 
postponed until a later date. The Trading 
Coast Store was open July 31, August 7, 
August 10, and August 17 between the hours 
of 10:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. On two of these 
days Prince Rupert played host to two cruise 
ships with 1,134 combined passengers.

By the end of the pilot, 13 vendors from 
Prince Rupert contributed items to the store 
for sale. Over 394 customers visited the store 
during its opening hours and enjoyed the 
many hand-crafted items of pottery, jewelry, 
home décor, and clothing. The pilot store 
experienced few operational challenges and 
offered key insights into the operation of a 
consignment retail store. 

An evaluation of the pilot has shown how 
the ESE could be branded to acknowledge its 

mission and vision, and the potential training 
opportunities and organizational needs that 
would be required should an ESE, or other 
experiential activities, become a part of future 
training programs. Relevant findings from the 
evaluation will be shared with HSEDS, NCIL, 
and stakeholders in the community.  

In late May an opportunity arose to operate 
a consignment store rather than run a one-
day market. The store would sell the items 
produced by local artisans, craftspeople, 
and local entrepreneurs. Participants in the 
Experience the Coast training program would 
work to manage the day to day operations 
of the store including marketing activities, 
inventory management, and working shifts 
in the store. An evaluation process was 
developed for the Experience the Coast 
training program, which would gather key 
insights from program participants while 
allowing these individuals the opportunity to 

reflect on their learning.

The decision to operate a store in the 
HSEDS/St. John’s Ambulance shared space 
was finalized in June. The Trading Coast 
Store would operate for four days in July and 
August. Experience the Coast participants 
would organize and manage the store each 
operating day. To prepare for the operation 
of the store, potential vendors needed to be 
engaged and encouraged to sell their items 
on consignment. Participants of the previous 
year’s Trading Coast Market were called and 
invited to participate. 

Phase 3: Developing a Model (May - July 2019)

Phase 4:  Gathering Insights (July - August 2019)

This project has resulted in a number of 
tangible and intangible outcomes useful 
within HSEDS, the NCIL, and the Prince Rupert 
community at large.

Employment Social Enterprise Project 
Tangible outcomes:

• Employment social enterprise 
exploration pathways: offers potential 
business models to explore and insights 
into the development of an employment 
social enterprise.

• Experience the Coast training program: 
Worked with a team of HSEDS staff 
to develop a group training program 
emphasizing customer experience, 
tourism, and working in retail. 

• Trading Coast Store Pilot Project: 
Worked with a team of HSEDS staff to 
plan, organize, and operate the pilot 
initiative.

• Training program and pilot store 
evaluation plan: Created an evaluation 
plan to be used to gain insights and key 
learnings from Experience the Coast and 
Trading Coast Store. 

• Community resources workshop: 
Created a workshop to explore various 
community organizations, programs, 

initiatives, and resources that are 
available to members of the community 
with WorkBC clients. Includes worksheets 
and facilitator guide.

• Community resources binder: Collection 
of information and handouts to be shared 
both with participants of the community 
resources workshop as well as any 
individuals accessing HSEDS services.

• Employment social enterprise 
community resource: Document 
overviews what an ESE is, potential 
impact on stakeholders, as well as a 
process other organizations may seek to 
follow to explore the potential an ESE 
may have for them. 

• Final reports: A final report for HSEDS 
overviewing the project process including 
all intermediate project deliverables. 
Final report prepared for NCIL.

• Employment Social Enterprise Project 
intangible outcomes: An increased 
enthusiasm within HSEDS with regard 
to the development of interactive 
and community-engaged experiential 
programming. Created excitement about 
the potential of an employment social 
enterprise aligned with the organization.

Project Outcomes
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Key Learnings

This project has only begun to determine 
the feasibility and potential impact of an ESE 
in Prince Rupert. Initial insights continue to 
build a case for the role an ESE could have in 
supporting the employability and job-specific 
skill development for Prince Rupert residents. 

There is a notion in Prince Rupert that 
many employers find it challenging to find 
employees to fill entry level positions in 

a number of areas. It is likely that many 
individuals would be interested filling these 
positions yet experience barriers, which limit 
their ability to transition directly into these 
positions. Employment social enterprises act 
as an intermediary in the labour market – 
helping train individuals to fill needed entry-
level job opportunities in the community that 
are presently understaffed. 

Potenial for an employment social enterprise in Prince Rupert

Flexibility and adaptation
Social innovation operates in a dynamic 

space while seeking to address complex 
social and environmental issues. When 
working in this space it is important to 
recognize that change will emerge from a 
process of iterations, pivots, and partnerships. 
Individuals and organizations working in 
this environment should ensure they have a 
willingness to manage expectations and be 
content working among many unknowns. 
Such a context requires the individual to be 
flexible and adaptable to their changing work 
environment and be prepared to reorient 
their approach as needed. Along with being 
accommodative to continuous change the 

individual and organization should aspire to 
maintain the original purpose of the project 
underway and ensure it remains within the 
scope as initially set out.

Build on the work others
As in any exploratory process it is important 

to incorporate, build, and advance the work 
and experience of others who work in a 
similar field. When exploring employment 
social enterprise activities, it is important to 
understand how similar organizations have 
addressed concerns in their communities. 
In many cases the challenges experienced 
by individuals and communities are similar. 
This indicates the potential for insights and 
experiences of organizations outside of 

Prince Rupert to have relevance here. The 
social sector is an exciting segment of society 
with a number of enthusiastic people who 
enjoy sharing their stories of success and 
challenges, and helping others achieve similar 
goals. Oftentimes, organizations conducting 
similar work welcome the opportunity to 
share key insights from their experiences that, 
when bridged with local data, can form the 
foundation of a successful pilot project. 

Social innovation 
operates in a dynamic 
space while seeking to 
address complex social 
and environmental 
issues.

“
Each organization has a diverse set of staff 

each with their own set of specific skills, 
abilities, and experience to draw from. 
When working in a new 
organization and context 
it is important to learn the 
skills and capacities each 
individual possess so 
they can be approached 
for guidance or help as 
necessary. It is important 
for an organization’s 
culture to promote 
knowledge sharing and collaboration. Such 
an environment works to share organizational 
history and memory with newcomers while 

allowing the newcomer to build on previous 
relationships and experiences. When working 
with dynamic situations it is important to work 

collaboratively with 
other members of the 
staff team. In doing so, 
additional perspectives 
and skill sets are 
offered and integrated 
into the solutions. 
This provides for a 
much more enriched 
approach to the 

challenge at hand while also instilling a sense 
of team cohesion leading to a productive work 
environment. 

Pilot initiatives are beneficial learning tools 
that have the potential to test assumptions and 
expose unexpected insights. The initial stages 
of this project involved in-depth research, 
opportunity recognition, and business 
modeling. Each of these methods of thinking 
through a potential initiative are based on 
their own set of assumptions. As well, there 
are some questions and areas of interest that 
cannot be addressed through these methods. 
This supports the importance of piloting an 
initiative. Piloting seeks to operate and test a 

scaled-down version of the potential project 
in the same conditions as the original. This 
is done to test underlying assumptions made 
in the development of the pilot and full-scale 
initiative while gathering key insights not 
possible without otherwise going through 
with the initiative. Other organizations, 
regardless of field of practice or organizational 
activities, would be wise to explore what a 
pilot activity could offer them as they seek to 
try new activities, process, or lines of business. 

Importance of pilots

Organizational knowledge sharing and internal collboration

It is important for 
an organization’s 
culture to promote 
knowledge sharing 
and collaboration. “
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Project Coordinator

For more information
Nathan Randall | Manager, North Coast Innovation Lab | nathan@ecotrust.ca 

Alexie Stephens | Coordinator, North Coast Innovation Lab | alexie@ecotrust.ca

515 3rd Ave W, Prince Rupert, BC | t: 250.624.4191 

Jordan MacDonald

Ecotrust Canada is an enterprising charity that works with rural, remote, 
and Indigenous communities toward building an economy that provides 

for a healthy and resiliant natural environment; sustainable and abundant 
energy, food, and housing; prosperous and meaningful livelihoods; and 

vibrant and inclusive cultures. We call this approach, building an economy 
that provides for life. Our on-the-ground work and systems approach is 

entrepreneurial, partnership-based and relentlessly practical.
Learn more at ecotrust.ca

Please visit the ecotrust.ca/innovation/north-coast-innovation-lab for updates

So what?

Implications for Hecate Strait Employment Development Society

HSEDS sought to reimagine its role in 
the community as not only providing 
employment-related services but also 
working to intervene in the current labour 
market through an intervention outside its 
normal scope of operations. This was not 
just a change for HSEDS but also speaks to 
the need for employment service centres to 
innovate upon their role in service delivery 
and explore additional avenues to impact 
their communities and the clients they serve. 

After re-envisioning the potential role of 
employment service centres in the community 
and exploring their options, HSEDS sought to 
apply its findings. This was tested through 
the development of the Experience the 
Coast training program and operation of the 
Trading Coast Store. Operating the Trading 
Coast Store offered key insights into how a 
training program and ESE could be combined 
to enrich the experience of clients accessing 
HSEDS services. The operation of the store 
was evaluated on a number of dimensions 

including the potential benefits to program 
participants, vendors offering their items for 
sale, and HSEDS’ expectations, among others. 

The learning gained through this testing 
phase will be applied most immediately in the 
implementation of group training activities 
such as Experience the Coast. When this 
program is offered next it will integrate many 
of the key learnings gathered through the 
operation of the store into its curriculum as 
well as have a more cohesive “fit” with the 
operation of a retail store. 

Over the long term, the experience and 
organizational knowledge created as a result 
of operating the Trading Coast Store will be 
integrated into future training programs, 
making them more experiential in nature. 
It is also likely that this process has worked 
to invigorate an innovative spirit within the 
organization, which could be harnessed to 
create new and exciting projects for Prince 
Rupert.

Implications for Prince Rupert

With respect to the community at large – this 
project has highlighted employment social 
enterprise as a tool to help bridge the gap 
between open entry level positions requiring 
new employees and individuals who require 
additional training and support in overcoming 
the barriers to employment. 

The Employment Social Enterprise (ESE) 
Project has laid the foundation for continued 
experimentation and piloting in this area to 
determine overall feasibility of an employment 
social enterprise in Prince Rupert and what a 
business model could look like. Once an ESE 

is staffed with training program participants or 
targeted employees a complete understanding 
of an ESE in Prince Rupert can be determined. 
The Employment Social Enterprise Project has 
created a strong foundation from which both 
HSEDS and the NCIL can continue to explore 
potential ESEs and other forms of social 
enterprise in Prince Rupert. 

The role of ESEs in Prince Rupert has yet to 
be fully realized — allowing any organization 
or individual to take advantage of this 
opportunity.

Jordan MacDonald is a MSc. Candidate 
in Capacity Development and Extension 
at the University of Guelph. Originally 
from Prince Edward Island, Jordan holds 
a Bachelor of Business Administration in 
entrepreneurship from St. Francis Xavier 
University in Antigonish, Nova Scotia. 
While in Nova Scotia he completed 
internships with the StFX Extension 
Department at both their Innovation 
and Enterprise Centre and Centre for 
Employment Innovation. Jordan’s 
previous studies and work experience 
gives him a unique perspective on social 
enterprise development in rural coastal 
communities, which he has put into 
practice while working with the NCIL.

http://ecotrust.ca

