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Abstract: A case study of the Fraser Valley Centre for Social Enterprise was made in 
order to gain insight into what is required to assure ongoing technical assistance resources 
for developing social enterprises. The study concludes, first, that a provider of such 
services will require financial support quite apart from fees that may be earned by the 
services. Aside from dedicated, flexible, and capable staff and a favourable 
organizational and community context, a centre will also need access to pre-tested 
resource materials and some support from other experienced social enterprise developers. 
A full year of preliminary community-based public education, networking, and marketing 
of the idea of social enterprise is likely necessary before a prospective client base can be 
developed. In the end, even a highly qualified provider will struggle against challenging 
odds without a positive public and policy environment that recognizes the significant 
contribution that social enterprises can and should make to the overall national economy. 
 
 

The Fraser Valley Centre for Social Enterprise (hereafter the Centre) in Abbotsford, B.C., 
is a project sponsored by Community Futures South Fraser (CF) and operated within its 
organizational framework. It evolved out of the CF’s division for Community Economic 
Development (CED). In contrast to most Community Futures in British Columbia or 
elsewhere in the nation, the South Fraser CF views CED as a necessary counterpart to the 
traditional Community Futures program (technical assistance and loan financing for local 
entrepreneurs in rural/small town areas).  
 
Thus some five years ago, with enthusiastic support from the general manager, the CF 
board authorized creating a specific division of the organization to carry out CED 
activities. However, this resulted in budgeting only for one half-time staff member, who 
would also have half-time duties in the business counseling division. The CED division, 
in time, came to promote and secure funds for such projects as a local farmers’ market 
and an arts marketing co-operative of prison inmates. It might be noted here that nine of 
the ten federal correctional institutions in B.C. are located throughout the Fraser Valley 
region, and so they represent a significant economic feature of the region (which is more 
or less the entire area southeast of Vancouver and its suburbs to the U.S. border).  
 
In 2004, the Canadian Prime Minister announced his government’s commitment to 
fostering the social economy generally and social enterprise (SE) in particular, through its 
federal Social Economy Initiative (SEI). While bureaucratic processes delayed the 
government from offering direct funding through its economic development agencies 
except in Quebec, these could use their CED budgets for such purposes. As it happened, 
the CF’s specialist for CED, Stacey Corriveau, had taken a two-day workshop on SE at 
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Simon Fraser University’s CED program that year, and the same year had attended the 
first national conference on SE. 
 
By the end of the year, she prepared a concept paper for Western Diversification (the 
federal agency responsible for B.C. and three other provinces), in which she envisioned 
opening the Centre. When that received a favourable reception at WD, she submitted an 
application by the CF for support for the Centre as a function of its CED division.* WD 
awarded $198,000 for an initial phase that was essentially a feasibility study (begun 
February 1, 2005, and completed in October 2005), as well as for an operational phase 
through March 2008. 
 
The Abbotsford-based CF was in fact the only one out of 33 CFs in British Columbia to 
apply for any grant monies at all to support fostering local SE activities (although the CF 
originally foresaw other regional SE assistance centers in B.C.). WD asked the Fraser 
Valley group to invite two other nearby CFs to participate in the Advisory Committee for 
the Centre since it planned to offer its services to the entire North and South Fraser 
Valley area, an extensive rural/small town region adjacent to its own immediate target 
area. Nevertheless, the operational grant was modest, amounting to only one-half the 
salary of a single staff member, plus some supportive expenses. The CF continued to 
underwrite Corriveau’s other half time out of its CED budget. Corriveau continued her 
work with the art cooperative, for example, and other broader CED concerns, but in 
actuality most of her efforts (including a lot of unpaid time) were focused on the Centre. 
 
However, within a few months after receiving the WD funds something happened that 
had actually been cited as a potential threat in the feasibility analysis – that the federal 
government could change and social economy support would completely cease. This 
indeed happened, with the result that projections for Centre revenue through fee-for-
service consulting to social enterprises were no longer reasonable since projected 
program funds for technical assistance now would never roll out from the SEI. Moreover, 
it became clear that neither WD nor any other federal agency would thereafter entertain 
proposals for support of anything related to the social economy.  
 
The Centre is now nearing the end of its core funding, but Corriveau insists that even 
without further funding she will continue the work, no matter what. She had been the first 
CED division staff person for the CF, coming from the business advisory division of CF. 
She has received certification for “Small Business Counseling” and for “CED 
Professionals”. In 1996, she started (and still operates) her own successful business 
bookkeeping service. And before becoming a CF staff member she had been a member of 
the CF board, representing the Abbotsford business sector. Her initial instincts when she 
was asked to take on the CED responsibility were, she reports, not to shift her work from 

                                                 
* In concept, the Centre was originally to have been a joint project of the CF and the B.C. Mennonite 
Central Committee’s Employment and Community Development division. The early support of a partner 
was helpful in the feasibility phase, but soon after that the MCC dropped its participation, on the ground of 
competing demands upon its time. This meant that all the responsibility fell to the one CF staff person, 
Corriveau. 
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traditional business development, and she resisted the assignment. But, she says, now she 
would wish to do nothing else, and she is particularly committed to the task of promoting 
social enterprise development. It is something that is more challenging, she thinks, and 
provides more opportunity for innovation and sectoral impacts than the more 
conventional work with traditional businesses. 
 
In summary: Even with a highly committed director and full support from the CF, the 
Centre would appear to represent a very iffy proposition. From the beginning, the Centre 
chose to be responsible for contributing to the development of a region far greater than 
the CF’s own target area that it was already familiar with. It also projected that it would 
become self-sustaining by the end of its grant (as its feasibility study had suggested was 
possible through the sale of its services and other support) and promised to show its 
effectiveness by helping to launch a minimum of five social enterprises. The resources to 
carry out these responsibilities (and more general SE promotion responsibilities) were, 
however, limited to the efforts of the one CF staff person. These three features of the 
Centre’s beginning are key to deciphering one answer to the question that has animated 
this case study: Namely, what does it take to make an enduring and effective technical 
assistance program for fostering social enterprise development? 
 
The Impetus for This Study 
 
In recent years, many non-profit organizations that have provided essential community 
services have become increasingly vulnerable financially since there is less and less 
government support. As that trend continues, many non-profits (NPs), in order to 
continue high quality work (or even to survive), must diversify their revenue sources, 
potentially through the mechanism of social enterprises. In addition, some core services 
will have to continue to be organized as new social enterprises, since neither the private 
nor the public sectors is willing to do the job. There is no doubt that social enterprise as 
such can help fill the large, well-recognized gap in the financing and availability of 
needed community services, by combining a market perspective with community goals. 
There is sufficient evidence of that by now.* This raises the general question: how can 
social enterprises be promoted more systematically and effectively and at an increasing 
scale? And that question leads to the specific issue for this report: how to provide 
adequate and sustained technical assistance for social enterprise development. 
 
The case study was requested as a part of an on-going program of SE promotion by the 
Centre for Community Enterprise (CCE) that has been underwritten by the federal Rural 
Secretariat. The aim of CCE’s Rural Secretariat ‘Development Wheel’ project is to 
promote effective technical assistance for social enterprises through modeling the training 
and enabling of regionally based, regionally focused groups to provide a proven technical 
                                                 
* See, for example, a report on one Canadian SE that has been in operation since 1983: Anne-Marie Mottet, 
“A Day in the Life of Le Boulot Vers,” Making Waves (2004) 15,4:31-36. For a searching view of the 
prospect for SEs, see Marty Donkervoort, “Success without Succession: Reflections on the Building and 
Sustaining of Social Enterprise,” Making Waves (2006) 17,3:20-24. Two long-term examples from the U.S. 
employ hundreds of workers and exhibit higher than industry wages: Sherman Kreiner, “Sectoral Strategies 
in CED,” Making Waves (2003) 14,3: 4-10. However, no ‘industry-wide’ evaluation study has been 
conducted. 
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assistance (TA) approach / curriculum, known as the Development Wheel. To date, such 
training activities have been carried on in francophone Ontario and Newfoundland, as 
well as British Columbia. There is also recent interest in the curriculum from 
organizations in Nunavut. 
 
In British Columbia, CCE initially wanted to establish partnerships with three regionally 
based agencies: two Community Futures groups and a Skills Centre. The goal was to 
fully equip the three geographically dispersed groups to act as regional technical 
assistance resources for assisting potential or existing social enterprises. The project 
would involve, for example, training the staff to work with non-profits, delivering 
preliminary workshops for their regions, and providing assistance in developing strategies 
for publicizing the promotional workshops that the agencies themselves would deliver, 
and passing on the results of research conducted by CCE and others. But in short order it 
became evident that the day-to-day demands on agency staff members did not allow two 
of the organizations to maintain a commitment to the extra work that this implied. Only 
one of the three, the South Fraser CF remained active with CCE. It had, after all, 
specifically established the Centre to focus on social enterprises before it began a 
relationship with CCE. (The Skills Centre had hoped to get funds for SE development 
work, but by the time it applied for them at WD, the government had changed and would 
not countenance support for social enterprises.) 
 
From Corriveau’s point of view, what CCE offered to the Centre was a pre-designed and 
practical training curriculum that could provide skills for NP staff exploring the potential 
of a social enterprise. She jumped at the prospect of being trained in the use of the 
Development Wheel. Corriveau herself stresses the importance of having the 
Development Wheel manuals and curriculum available to her. She notes that anyone who 
seeks to establish a regional TA center and recognizes that business counseling tasks are 
quite specialized for working with non-profit community groups will save time and gain 
great benefit from using the established techniques. In short, it is not necessary to re-
invent the Development Wheel. 
 
Mission and Goals of the FVCSE (the “Centre”) 
 
“The vision of the Fraser Valley Centre for Social Enterprise is of communities (of both 
geography and interest) that are vibrant and inclusive, and engaged in pursuing their own 
economic, social, and environmental sustainability by embracing change and community 
capacity building, and creating a culture of abundance and collaboration.”  
 
No more specific “Mission Statement” was developed, but the grant application laid out a 
set of goals that included: aiding non-profit organizations to become more self-reliant 
financially; promoting local buy-in of the social enterprise approach (this was particularly 
focused on the business sector, as potentially offering mentoring aid and investment to 
social enterprises); community improvements in poverty and its associated ills (via 
strengthening the local non-profits that serve those at risk); positioning the Centre to 
expand its functions in SE; sharing resources and assisting other communities to create 
their own SE centres; and finally, helping to launch five social enterprises.  
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According to Corriveau, within the context of the CF itself, the Centre was viewed as a 
project to be spun off eventually (as other CED projects like the farmers’ market were 
spun off). Thus the Centre was not seen as an integral part of the CF, though, 
interestingly enough, such projects are seen as potential job creation opportunities for CF 
staff, in the sense that the CF is always looking for ways to underwrite its staff expenses. 
Herb Thiessen, general manager of the CF, notes that although the Centre became a 
specific project under Corriveau’s initiative, the CF board had in any case been 
concerned about the financial struggle that local NPs were having and saw support for 
them as a meaningful goal for the CF. At this point the CF considers social enterprises to 
be as eligible for credit or equity investments as the local conventional businesses. 
Thiessen believes, moreover, that despite the lack of government support for the social 
economy, the CF’s WD contract will continue to include the freedom to work with social 
enterprises. 
 
Promotion and Networking 
 
As the Centre moved into its operational phase, it engaged in a range of general 
developmental activities. Among these was establishing and maintaining a website on 
social enterprise, which is used nationwide and even by others outside Canada, and is 
now among the most developed in the field.* The Centre also built a database of contacts, 
all of whom receive a regular E-Bulletin on SE. Corriveau carried out a range of public 
information activities, speaking in various venues in B.C. and elsewhere. She spent much 
time with traditional businesspeople, including fellow leaders / members of the 
Abbotsford Chamber of Commerce, in an effort to enlist the local business sector in the 
initiative, especially to be able to aid and mentor social enterprises. She reports that her 
efforts have not paid off well at all, despite the aid of the entrepreneur on her Advisory 
Committee who has pioneered for-profit collaboration with a non-profit social enterprise. 
Both she and members of her Advisory Committee explain (and complain) that the local 
business sector is extremely conservative. While Corriveau’s fellow businesspeople 
would listen to her politely, they were never convinced that helping to create social 
enterprises was a task for them. Looking back on it, she feels she spent too much time 
trying to involve people who could not be recruited for any of what she saw as the three 
key roles they might play as mentors, investors, or part owners. 
 
Nevertheless, within the Development Wheel approach, such work is highlighted as 
necessary attention to the local context of any TA organization or program or individual 
workshop. It is seen as fundamental to legitimizing the social enterprise idea and creating 
and maintaining the demand for TA, but it is also, of course, directly related to the growth 
of the social economy in general. And Corriveau, for the Centre, did not neglect that 
function, even though it would apparently have only long-term and hard-to-see results.  
 

                                                 
* Until very recently, a Canadian Google search yielded the Centre as the top-ranked selection for “social 
enterprise.” It was overtaken by ENP in December 2007. The Centre now holds the second position in the 
nation.  
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Among other promotional activities, Corriveau attended many networking functions in 
the Valley and elsewhere. She made presentations to individual non-profits, as well as to 
more general groups. The Centre (Corriveau and her steering committee) secured several 
government and private sources to support a successful Fraser Valley conference on the 
social economy; and, as part of her broader CED responsibilities, she has vigorously 
supported two new local social economy projects, Imagine Abbotsford and Vibrant 
Abbotsford. In addition, she chairs a working group for Abbotsford neighborhood 
associations.  
 
As to relationships with local non-profits, the Centre urged the local non-profit 
organizations to share their challenges concerning both the basic idea and the detailed 
tasks of launching a social enterprise. Corriveau found, however, that the “Munch and 
Mutter” monthly networking meetings she convened, petered out for lack of attendance. 
She traces this to what she sees as over-stretched NP staff, and it worries her that the lack 
of their staff time will also interfere with starting and running any social enterprise they 
might try to support.  
 
As of now, she sees the non-profit landscape as inhabited by two sorts of groups. One 
includes the larger well-established organizations, and the other is comprised of smaller 
struggling organizations. The latter were the special focus of her attention, since they 
clearly were the most vulnerable to financial stress and thus could benefit most from a 
supportive revenue stream from a social business. These indeed were the main 
participants of the key promotional device, public workshops on the Development Wheel 
approach. The first of these attracted about 60 people, and Corriveau took the time to 
follow up with the participants to see how she might be useful, trying to get them to move 
on the idea of social enterprise as a financial and service support. This, she discovered, 
was a time-consuming yet necessary and preliminary step to any likelihood of providing 
specific assistance on exploring a particular SE prospect. 
 
Corriveau continues to participate in the R&D efforts of CCE. She is a member of CCE’s 
advisory committee for the Rural Secretariat project, and she shares experience and 
perspectives with others who are convened by CCE for meetings to review SE issues. 
Currently she believes that research should concentrate on finding ways to measure and 
demonstrate the impact of social enterprises; on how to use the model of the UK 
approach (including a separate legal structure) for social enterprises; and, especially, on 
sharing lessons learned by those in the field generally. 
 
Training and Technical Assistance for SE 
 
As for the task of providing specific technical assistance to the non-profits, she now 
confesses, “I was naïve. I thought that technical assistance for social enterprises would be 
as straight forward as helping traditional entrepreneurs. It would be just what we were 
already doing [in the Community Futures], but with a different client.” So it seemed 
reasonable to her from her other business development counseling experience, that she 
could help launch five social ventures within the timeframe of the grant.  
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She says that she soon came to recognize that there are a host of differences in the tasks 
of social enterprise development compared to standard business development. These are 
generally associated with the basic nature of a non-profit organization. Most particular is 
the necessary major shift in perspective for the non-profit’s decision-makers to recognize 
that making a profit (and other aspects of running a business) can be acceptable for a non-
profit organization. About half of the potential clients that Corriveau encountered actually 
believed that it was illegal for their group to generate a surplus. Shifting the language 
(and thinking) from ‘surplus’ to ‘profit’ is only one example of the culture shift required.  
 
Comments from members of the Centre’s Advisory Committee and from clients of the 
Centre align with Corriveau’s as to the complexity of social enterprise counseling and 
therefore the extra demands on any business counselor. In an interview, one client, the 
director of a non-profit, recommended that a place like the Centre should have a staff 
person devoted just to working with board members to help them understand the social 
enterprise approach and help them shift their perspective so that an enterprise becomes a 
reasonable vision. The respondents for this study (including a client board member 
interviewee) see NP board members as a major target for SE training, while their staff 
persons may be more readily able to make the shift (even if with considerable time and 
effort). A comment from the client board member was especially enlightening: She noted 
that she and colleagues who had attended a distant workshop with other NP leaders from 
other communities got turned on, but could not transfer their excitement to their 
colleagues when they got home. She said that a workshop just for the organization would 
have worked (one finally did), and thereafter it would have been helpful for a few to 
participate in a more broadly attended workshop to compare notes with other NPs. 
 
Meanwhile, the Centre has been listed by Enterprising Non-Profits (ENP) as one of only 
a few high quality TA providers in British Columbia. ENP is an organization that offers 
preliminary technical assistance and awards grants for technical assistance for social 
enterprise development, and it had discovered that NPs were wasting their money on 
consultant work from sources that were not helpful enough – for example, only looking at 
the business elements and not how they would accomplish social goals. So ENP sought to 
steer its grantees toward experienced and effective TA providers.  
 
However, even the possibility of an ENP grant for technical assistance was not enough to 
speed up the creation of a social business. Here, recognizing the segmentation of the non-
profit scene is critical, Corriveau says. On the one hand, it is the smaller groups that need 
the most attention, but they are less likely to follow through on the tasks they need to do, 
mostly because they are over-stretched and under-resourced for their basic duties 
anyway. On the other hand, when the larger organizations decide to explore the social 
enterprise option (and that can be pretty much on their own without Corriveau’s urging), 
they are relatively easy to work with. In one instance, a larger group simply sought to 
establish a profitable business without any real relationship to its mission. They 
commissioned a feasibility study on their business idea and paid for it with ENP grant 
funds. The result was a decision not to enter the business for which the organization 
really had no expertise; and Corriveau recommended that they could enhance their 
finances better simply by prudent investment of their reserves. But smaller, cash-strapped 
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groups did not seem able to find the time even to apply for a grant to cover the costs of a 
feasibility study. Corriveau found herself preparing grant proposals on their behalf. 
 
The Centre (that is, Corriveau, for of course she was the only staff member) provided 
some preliminary (unpaid) services to perhaps 30 potential clients among the smaller (or 
newly organized) groups, with almost no results. For two of these she has written and 
successfully shopped a grant proposal to cover costs of a feasibility study – each of them 
for enterprises combined with services for ex-prison inmates. Like all the clients 
interviewed for this study, they express high praise for the aid they have received, but the 
process of helping one of them to get to this point has taken over a year. Corriveau muses 
that she could have completed a gratis feasibility study for this client in the time that it 
took her to secure a grant (after three proposals) to perform feasibility work.  
 
One of the relatively small groups, the local John Howard Society, is working on the idea 
of a business that would promote and market arts/crafts wood products of ex-prisoners. 
This idea mirrors a social venture that Corriveau herself (pre-Centre) had been helping 
inmates to launch – a marketing co-operative that sells art objects made in the prisons.* 
Although Corriveau procured ENP funding for a feasibility study for the Society, its 
director is struggling to find the time to provide some essential elements for it, and so 
progress has been slow. In contrast, another larger group, serving the developmentally 
disabled, submitted a successful grant application to ENP with the Centre’s assistance, 
then provided needed staff time and data for the full feasibility study that Corriveau has 
completed for them. 
 
Corriveau says that she is just now (late 2007) reaping the effects of her developmental 
work (essentially begun with her feasibility study for the Centre in early 2005). She is 
beginning to get client inquiries from among the larger NPs. But she estimates that she 
probably wasted the equivalent of six months full time (not including plenty of unpaid 
time) on many struggling NPs who were not really equipped to use the SE approach. “I 
took too much of a social service perspective,” because they were indeed needy 
organizations. Now she believes that the Centre’s major contribution will be with more 
established NPs who can use her help more readily (and in many instances might have 
taken the social enterprise path even without the Centre’s presence, seeking TA from 
other sources, such as a businessperson contact). At the same time, she ventures that she 
could not have started the Centre without spending a good deal of time in pro bono work, 
as a promotional and credibility-building device. And importantly, a technical assistance 
program will always entail a great deal of free work if it expects to do anything useful 
with the smaller organizations, which, after all, cannot be ignored in any basic effort to 
promote social enterprise development. That essential preliminary work must usually 
focus on helping any NP to assess its own readiness and identify potential venture 
opportunities for exploration. Corriveau notes though that one must set boundaries 
around the amount of effort devoted to the smaller groups, maybe even declining to 
provide much assistance at all. She compares this to the situation in which an inquiring 

                                                 
* See Stacey Corriveau, “A Passion for Renewal: Cooperation and Commerce within Prison Walls,” 
Making Waves (2007) 18, 2:5-8. http://www.centreforsocialenterprise.com/f/A_Passion_for_Renewal.pdf 
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entrepreneur asks for help but cannot afford the fee for a business license: if they cannot 
afford the $120 business license, they likely should not be in business in the first place. 
 
Public Policy Activities 
 
The early disappearance of federal interest in SE activities (including the SEI) propelled 
Corriveau into an additional field of effort. To her it was obvious that the Centre had to 
engage more strenuously in policy-oriented activities, building toward creating an 
accepting and supportive environment, especially in relevant federal agencies that could 
offer grants and other supports to non-profits. One specific policy problem stood out: 
Canadian law actually does not countenance the creation and management of a for-profit 
business by a registered charity, even though Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) has taken 
the point of view that non-profits can maintain their charitable status if their businesses 
are an integral part of their charitable missions. In short, then, despite CRA, any social 
enterprise is likely to be vulnerable if, for some reason (perhaps a fear of competition by 
just one firm in the local private sector), it is challenged in court. Addressing that issue, 
Sid Gould, a businessperson serving on the Centre’s Advisory Committee, produced a 
research paper for the Centre and presented it at social enterprise conferences; it sought to 
design a special legal structure for social enterprises, which could be enacted by 
Parliament to clarify the situation. The model is based on that of the so-called 
Community Interest Companies in the UK.* 
 
Other government policy issues also arose in the Centre’s work. One projected SE co-op 
was intended to serve the sponsoring NP’s developmentally disabled clients, but to 
employ them at the legal minimum wage would likely not be feasible. So the NP needed 
to side step that ordinary requirement for conventional employment. Corriveau argues 
that as a co-op however, members are self-employed, and as such, are not bound to BC 
Employment Standards regulations for minimum wage, but rather share in the profits of 
the co-op. She notes that realistically, the venture must accept lesser productivity and 
spend more on training for each worker member. Currently, marginalized people are 
working for free, or being fired after a three year stint in a ‘training business’ scenario: 
the NP seeks to find a more long-term employment solution that pays workers 
consistently. At this point, the lower wage is an integral feature of its feasibility study; 
and the NP intends to convene deeper talks within the sector during the business plan 
stage.  
 
Another policy problem arose from the lack of legal clarity about the tax status of a non-
profit cooperative whose enterprise is a social venture versus a for-profit cooperative 
organized for its members’ financial benefit. When the economic activity has a social 
purpose (as in aiding ex-offenders to re-integrate into the outside society), will a non-
profit co-op be taxed on its business revenue? This is, of course, related to the wider 
problem of the legal status / tax implications of any social enterprise. 
 

                                                 
* Sid Gould, “Social Enterprise and Business Structures in Canada,” www.centreforsocialenterprise.com. 
For the UK model, see www.cicregulator.gov.uk/  
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Of course, the wider policy issue for the Centre is simply regaining general federal 
support for SE activities, as a part of a national environment for strengthening the social 
economy. This, Corriveau has posited, would require a nation-wide network of people 
who would provide the political impetus for that change. She has sought to position the 
Centre as a tool for organizing such a network of social entrepreneurs and, as a base for 
this, to expand the Centre’s activities far outside of B.C. The Centre’s website already 
provides a tool; it is visited by interested people throughout the country and outside it as 
well. However, she has felt that her other efforts in this broader venue have been 
discouraged by others in B.C. who felt that such a specialized approach was premature or 
untenable, especially given the fact that the Canadian CED Network already includes 
those interested in SE and, furthermore, had been in fact integrally involved in designing 
the original federal SE and social economy program. Taking on the wider organizational 
tasks of creating a unified force for social enterprise development remains a challenging 
part of her job. 
 
Centre Sustainability 
 
It is true that two very powerful B.C. credit unions (Coast Capital and VanCity) are 
generous throughout the province in financial support for a range of social economy 
initiatives, including especially grants to non-profits to pay for their technical assistance 
contracts. For example, VanCity is one of eight underwriters of the activities of 
Enterprising Non-Profits. But the limited private dollars available from these and other 
sources cannot sustain the level of activity that had been anticipated and required by non-
profits and those generally promoting social enterprise, including the Centre itself. In 
short, the Centre is now faced with an unsustainable task, without even the low level of 
funding that it has managed on so far.  
 
The Centre had, after all, been conceived from the beginning as something more than 
simply a regional source of technical assistance to NPs. The original proposal to WD said 
that the Centre “will foster and advance the culture of social enterprise and the social 
economy through fostering a community of knowledge sharing, education, advocacy, and 
business modeling.” And it would be “a leading resource for information, assisting other 
Centres to develop.” Given the collapse in the policy environment (and with the strong 
encouragement of her Advisory Committee), Corriveau has moved to expand the 
Centre’s corollary aims and vision to meet the new conditions, exploring how to conceive 
itself as more than a regional center, but rather as an influential player in the national 
social enterprise scene, especially on the national policy front – and thereby deserving 
and seeking broader support. 
 
All this aside, the Centre is still faced with the fact that its basic operational funding 
expires in a few months. The CF, according to its general manager, Herb Thiessen, can 
continue to provide the half-time slot from its CED division work that would underwrite 
the Centre’s activities, but it can do no more than that within its own budgetary 
limitations. He remains supportive of the idea of the Centre and encourages Corriveau to 
continue to explore means to establish the Centre as a significant actor in the field.  
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Corriveau herself feels frustrated in this task because she has existing commitments to the 
clients with whom she is currently working, which prevent her from finding other ‘core’ 
funding. Still, she concedes that even were clients in general able to pay for TA from the 
Centre, with her other Centre and CF responsibilities, she estimates that she would be 
unable to provide substantive help to more than three clients a year, with revenues from 
$5000 to $15,000 per client – simply not enough to maintain the Centre – and even that 
level of consistent revenue is not secure today. She estimates that only about half of the 
Centre’s expenses could be met by fee-for-service operations. The other half will always 
have to be grant-supported, unless perhaps the Centre diversifies its work and scales it up 
significantly. It might be noted that by far the largest single return earned by the Centre 
was from organizing and managing a conference on SE. 
 
Corriveau’s plan for the immediate future is to use some of the fees so far generated to 
hire a well-connected CED consultant to design and carry out a fund-raising campaign. 
That arrangement has been consummated, but of course the results are unsure. Other 
resources, in the persons of Advisory Committee members, might be channels to 
financial support, but so far this has not worked out. In short, the Centre remains very 
vulnerable, despite Corriveau’s commitment. 
 
The national need for the kind of assistance that Corriveau provides cannot depend upon 
such individual decisions and motivation. It is true that throughout Canada, social 
enterprises have arisen and still continue from time to time to be launched by dedicated 
social organization leaders or ‘champions’, even without systematic help from established 
and specialized regional TA providers. It is also true that some TA has been provided on 
a limited basis for some though not all such initiatives. The TA may come from a friendly 
businessperson or from foundation or other funding of a few specialists in different 
settings – like CCE or independent consultants or university-based consultants, etc., some 
of whom will be able to provide at least some pro bono help. Note though that when that 
help is not regionally available, it entails travel expenses, which is an additional obstacle. 
The result is that in all too many instances, technical support is so limited that many a 
social enterprise will never take shape, or may be aborted, or doomed to an early failure.* 
Such difficulties and failures are not usually publicized for understandable reasons. 
 
Analytical Reflection  
 
Confronting the question of how such centres can be sustained, Corriveau came up with a 
specific analysis and ‘wish list’. Of course, there is the issue of a reasonable financial 
foundation that would permit not only basic services but also some freedom from having 
to exercise an extreme scarcity perspective to deny such service, but Corriveau stresses 
creating and using ways to measure or otherwise assess the quality and effectiveness of 
services so that they can attract more support. She also recommends the use of electronic 
resources, such as video-conferencing, remote workshops, and website literature and 
materials, all as a means of reducing the costs of geography. In her assessment she also 

                                                 
* The exception to this picture is one sector of social enterprises, the co-operatives, which have a range of 
established regional and national sources of support for development. That is not to say that new co-ops 
will always be successful or that the available support is extensive enough. 



The Development Wheel Project 
www.cedworks.com 

12

included the need for more engaged practitioners as well as local recognition of the value 
of the service.  
 
More broadly, she singled out, on the one hand, a better understanding of the field and the 
meaning of businesslike operations on the part of the non-profits and, on the other hand, a 
market for social enterprises inherent in a disposition for social procurement, in both 
governments and conventional businesses. A variety of conditions that put social 
enterprises on the map would be necessary, she felt, such as a public recognition 
(especially by the business sector) of the meaning of social enterprise and of the 
implications of social return on investment. Part of the public recognition would be the 
inclusion of social enterprise as an element in formal business training curricula. 
 
Conclusions 
 
In more general terms, drawing from Corriveau’s analysis and the general experience of 
the Centre, what does this case tell us is necessary for the provision of the essential 
technical assistance for SE development at an accessible regional level? The case at hand 
is highly limited for that purpose. The Centre, after all, is still in an early stage, having 
been in operation in a strict sense only for slightly more than two years, and that with 
only one staff member who was not even full-time. In the most concrete terms, then, its 
record may not seem fruitful: no social enterprises have yet been launched with its help; 
only three non-profit agencies have had the Centre complete feasibility studies for them; 
and two other feasibility studies are on-going. However, the process by which this record 
has arisen allows some significant conclusions. 
 
Certainly there must be the leader who is trained, competent, dedicated; but that leader 
will need to have associated colleagues in her/his organization to share and manage the 
work. Obviously one part-time person cannot do everything, or at least not indefinitely. 
In short, then, there must be a dependable and adequate source of substantial operational 
financing for regional TA provision. WD can take satisfaction that its innovative grant for 
the Centre has borne fruit by documenting this while at the same time having established 
a Centre process that may well have some long-term effects. Corriveau believes that there 
will be at least three new local social businesses in operation by another year, fostered by 
the Centre. 
 
Financing. Still, the first requirement for sustainable technical assistance for social 
enterprise development is continuing financial support for the competent organizations 
doing that work. The funding may be totally direct, or it may be partially indirect through 
awarding dollars to the potential clients to pay for their technical assistance contracts. 
(The issue of capital availability for the social business is another matter, somewhat 
tangential here.*) As far as governments as a source of financing is concerned, the wide 
range of motivations and fields that characterize the social enterprise picture suggests that 

                                                 
* See, e.g., “Guide to Financing for Social Enterprise” (www.smallbusinessbc/ca/pdf/guidetofinance). To 
reiterate, the CF does, in fact, have an investment fund available to provide credit and/or equity for social 
enterprises in its region. It does not differentiate between traditional business and social enterprise in its 
loan portfolio.  
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a similarly wide range of government agencies with different missions should ultimately 
be involved. After all, social enterprises range from waste recycling to housing to 
consumer facilities in marginal regions to a full range of supportive services for any 
number of different groupings of special needs citizens. Obviously, such concerns spread 
across a wide swath of government agencies and their missions.  
 
When considering financing, it is important to recognize that the price and cost of 
technical assistance will have to include the usual administrative overhead of any 
consulting firm. As with all businesses, that overhead will include not just offices, 
computers, and paper clips, but the associated and necessary expenses of networking, 
self-evaluation, lobbying, marketing, training staff, and the like. These additional items 
may not find sympathy in the usual (government or private foundation) funders of non-
profits and their initiatives, especially because of a common general aversion to 
recognizing that social enterprises, despite their social goals, have ordinary business 
needs - but that leads into the next requirement for sustainable TA. 
 
Public education. Dependable financial support will arise only from a generally informed 
and friendly environment. This is the second essential element for increasing the scale of 
social enterprise formation and its technical advisory services. The very idea of a social 
business is not strongly embedded in the general culture, particularly among related 
business or even among NPs who would benefit. The special structures and needs of SE 
are simply not widely recognized and understood. Without that broad recognition and 
understanding, it is easier for policy-makers, especially in the government, to ignore or 
downgrade what the social economy can do for the overall economy and society (even 
though in some well documented circumstances* it is already contributing); and therefore 
it is not hard to understand why financial support is very limited. Corriveau’s efforts, in 
line with the Development Wheel approach, illustrate some of the tactics for public 
education activities. 
 
It will be necessary to concentrate special attention on the business sector, both nationally 
and locally. But if non-profits have a hard time reconciling the demands of a profit-
making perspective, so too the for-profits have a hard time recognizing what non-profits 
are doing (and are capable of doing) in the business world (and may claim ‘unfair 
competition’ objections). This sort of education and bridge-building involves undertaking 
difficult campaigns, as Corriveau has discovered. 
 
Networking. Public education must begin with the efforts of social enterprise developers 
themselves. But individual efforts must be combined, and partnerships forged. Social 
entrepreneurs and their collaborators may for the time being continue this task nationally 
within the context of CCEDNet as the closest possible and strongest ally, but eventually it 
is likely that a group specialized to deal with issues of the individual enterprise will be 
needed, as the prime concerns of place-based development (CED in the most general 
sense) are different.  

                                                 
* A paper by Mike Lewis offers statistics from a 20-year project in Montreal and in Quebec generally. See 
his “Constructing a Sustainable Future,” a working paper from the B.C./Alberta Social Economy Research 
Alliance, August 2007. 
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A national social enterprise network can focus on national issues (such as the problem of 
the SE legal structure), but local and regional networks will also find plenty of work to do 
– for example, undertaking joint marketing and purchasing, exploring the potential of 
purchasing portals, etc. People will need to find ways to learn from and strengthen each 
other, as well as to conduct public educational activities with the local business sector, 
etc. If Corriveau’s attempts (with the monthly “Munch and Mutter” dinners / evening 
dessert events) to get NPs to build helpful relationships among themselves failed when 
people simply did not continue to show up, it suggests a demand for creativity in 
networking efforts with time-pressed NPs. In short, the sorts of skills needed for a 
successful TA program are not limited to business counseling. 
 
Culture change in the non-profit sector. Assisting community organizations to recognize 
the potentials of more business-like thinking and operating is a part of self-education for 
those non-profits. Even if they do not start social businesses, this can be helpful for more 
efficient and effective operations, but it is fundamental to the social enterprise approach. 
It is, of course, one of the tasks of the TA provider to help non-profits understand this, 
but it is also something that the non-profit world must confront with its own resources. A 
successful TA provider will manage to do this work with its clients, but that is a long 
drawn-out process with individual NPs and thus costly. How much easier would that task 
be if there were more sophistication within the non-profit sector? The Imagine projects 
(linking businesses and non-profits in community improvement efforts) throughout 
Canada may be an effective tool for this purpose. But the various national associations of 
charitable organizations should conduct their own educational programs. Imagine 
projects would help to jump-start that sort of activity. 
 
Marketing. If Corriveau is correct in her analysis of the segmentation of the non-profit 
sector, technical assistance services will have to be marketed, in the first instance, to the 
more established NPs, as having a base capacity for launching and managing a social 
enterprise. They will at least be able to finance a feasibility study of their ideas or to find 
grant monies for that purpose. Those NPs of lesser strength, however, include some that 
can ultimately benefit from a centre’s assistance, but that will necessarily extend over a 
longer period of time and involve a lot of preliminary pro bono work. The introductory 
Development Wheel workshop can be used to qualify potential clients and especially to 
spread the word about the social enterprise approach, but some of the clients and potential 
clients will still require much more attention than others, and without compensation for 
many of the tasks required. In any case, it is safe to assume that at this juncture in Canada 
any technical assistance centre may need at least as much as a year of preliminary 
groundwork to publicize the potential of social enterprises for the non-profit sector before 
it will find even a few clients that are prepared to move effectively. A good deal of that 
preliminary work might be focused on publicizing the process to organizations that will 
not in the end be able to make good use of the centre’s services.  
 
Tools and curriculum. If Corriveau was “naïve,” as she said, then those who will be 
providing the TA will need more than a few days of specialized training. There are not 
already a lot of competent providers, as ENP discovered. Successful TA will depend 
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upon accessible resources for training established business counselors (and others) for 
work with non-profit community organizations. For Fraser Valley, the availability of 
CCE was crucial to getting necessary orientation, as were Corriveau’s own efforts to 
engage with non-profits and intentionally immerse herself in their culture.  
 
Capacity building support for TA providers will be required nationwide. Business schools 
and other training programs in community development must recognize and promulgate 
technical knowledge in the area of social enterprise development. 
 
In addition, the TA providers should use specialized teaching tools to orient their NP 
clients. Again through CCE, there was a curriculum already available. Its meaningfulness 
in other venues besides B.C. is being demonstrated. However, even though the 
Development Wheel materials have been in use for some years (as an organizational 
development tool) and have been tested in different provincial settings for community-
based business development, it is still true that in the course of the current Rural 
Secretariat project, they have been subject to revision for adaptation to different uses. 
That should always be expected. Different communities will engender tailored 
approaches. While a successful TA centre will need to base its work on the previous 
efforts of others, as with the Development Wheel materials and consultants, both TA 
providers and trainers of providers should consider the continued evolution of the 
techniques that help community organizations examine and use the option of social 
enterprise as a tool for social benefits. 
 
Choosing a regional provider organization. In the Rural Secretariat project and in general, 
the choice of Community Futures organizations as a system of potential providers has a 
clear rationale: There are already a lot of them around the country; they are already 
focused on serving rural/small town areas that need business development resources; their 
staffs include competent business counselors; full services are rarely available from other 
readily accessible sources; they are embedded in their communities and know their way 
around; they have associated investment funds for business development; and expansion 
of their mission to include social enterprise development ought not to be an impossible 
stretch. Having said this, one can nevertheless recognize that even CFs will have 
liabilities for this work. The levels of competence can vary a great deal; the perspectives 
of the staff and boards may not be readily expandable to include social enterprises; and 
their own business communities may not be friendly to the idea. 
 
This suggests that selecting an organization, even a CF, to equip as a potential provider, 
ought to be guided by an initial expression of strong interest from it (and, in the best case 
scenario, passion embodied in a specific ‘champion’, as is advised in social enterprise 
development itself). While strong general interest alone may suffice as in the case of the 
Fraser Valley Centre, some organizations will also see a strategic link between SE and 
their other specialized regional issues/goals, and this could be a meaningful criterion. In 
any case, any expression of interest should include the presentation of potential local 
resources (for example, aspects of a community history favorable to promoting social 
enterprise) that would augur a good chance of success. In the instance of the Centre, there 
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was already an organizational tradition of CED activity, and the executive and board 
were ready to support new initiatives.  
 
Note that regional providers need not be competent to handle all the technical assistance 
tasks. Any organization may have to call on local or more distant specialists for short-
term help. A readiness to do so will be another signal of provider capacity. 
 
Functional diversity. Working with clients means more than mentoring and helping them 
in the venture selection processes, feasibility studies, and business plans. As Corriveau 
discovered, besides these tasks, there are many other functions inherent in providing 
technical assistance to NPs. Not the least of these is informing them of how and where to 
get financial assistance in their social enterprise endeavors, sometimes actually writing 
proposals for preliminary financing. Clearly, conducting a fundamental orientation 
process to the whole world of business process and profit making will often be a key part 
of assistance. These and other tasks in work with clients are paralleled by the whole 
gamut of public education activities directed toward other sectors of society, including 
policy advocacy. Governments will not be the only policy targets for the TA provider. 
Policies in the private sector such as procurement and credit procedures affect the 
potential of the social enterprise and deserve attention. TA providers cannot separate 
themselves from their clients in this respect; they will have to join clients in advocacy 
activities. All this implies that a widely diverse set of functions must be accepted as part 
of the role of the technical assistance provider. 
 
In sum 
 
The Fraser Valley experience does not offer any sort of step-by-step direction for how 
regional centres can be established and maintained. As in any community-based 
initiative, each centre will undoubtedly be both handicapped and enabled by its local 
history and resources, both human and material. At the same time, the Centre certainly 
provides a basic insight into the requisites for successful regional promotion of social 
enterprise formation. These include dedicated leadership, a favourable organizational 
context, sufficient continued financial support beyond what any fees-for-service can 
provide, prepared staff, technical resources that are adaptable to the local setting together 
with supportive technical assistance to the centre itself, flexibility in addressing a wide 
ranging set of tasks, and a time perspective that allows for a substantial period of 
preliminary networking, public education, and promotion. The experience also suggests 
that a favourable government and private sector policy environment is, in the end, 
essential to a healthy system of such centres and their clients.  
 
        - December 2007 


