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Reasons for the recent growth of social enterprises

There are four major reasons social enterprise is gaining in popularity 
among non-pro�ts and charities in recent years: the understanding 
that there are some needs the market will never meet on its own; the 
opportunity to advance mission-related goals; diminished and changing 
nature of government funding; and the promise of social enterprise as a 
vehicle for social innovation.

Diminished government funding	

Non-pro�ts and charities continue to be faced with the pressure to 
diversify or raise their own revenues due to signi�cant changes in the 
government�s role in providing social and other services. Changes 
include cutbacks to funding, demands for greater accountability, and the 
devolution of public services to the private sector. Government funding 
programs are becoming increasingly oversubscribed and more di�cult 
to access, especially for newer or emerging non-pro�ts.

Where government at all levels has withdrawn from providing many 
community and social services, some non-pro�t organizations have 
stepped in to �ll the gaps. An example of this is a women�s resource 
centre that has started a property management company in order to 
generate revenue for the organization�s charitable purposes. 

Government funding relationships with non-pro�ts have also shifted 
as services have been devolved. Some non-pro�ts are now contracted 
by government, in the same way that some private corporations are, to 
undertake service delivery. 

For the non-pro�t in this situation, it is a step into the world of social 
enterprise, preparing proposals in response to tenders, negotiating 
and ful�lling contracts, with the government as customer. It requires an 
entrepreneurial bent and �nancial planning systems, from which some 
non-pro�ts have scaled limited government contracts into full-�edged 
social enterprises.

Meeting needs the marketplace does not �ll

Non-pro�ts understand that there are needs that the market will never 
meet on its own. More and more non-pro�t organizations are creating 
revenue-generating businesses that provide social bene�t in areas where 
the market has not responded.

In the �eld of community economic development (CED), the greatest 
incentive has been to provide employment and training for individuals 
who face signi�cant barriers to participating in the workforce.

Training programs that provide supportive work environments have 
learned to capitalize on clients� need to enter the labour market by 
operating as businesses. These businesses can generate work experience 
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and will sometimes provide less costly goods and services for a 
disadvantaged community. Two examples are a cafeteria that trains 
street-involved youth to prepare low-cost meals for people with chronic 
health issues and a woodworking studio that sells goods created in a 
supportive work environment.

Increasingly, social enterprises are emerging as totally new non-pro�t 
organizations  that are created out of community advocacy e�orts 
to meet needs that are not being addressed in the marketplace. For 
instance, social co-operatives are initiated by communities to provide 
meaningful employment for persons with disabilities. And new 
environmental social enterprises such as market gardens, tree nurseries, 
and car- and bike-sharing co-operatives have arisen out of the work 
of community volunteers. Many environmental activities that are now 
considered mainstream activities were originally developed by or as 
innovative social enterprises.

Potential to further the organization�s mission

Non-pro�ts are becoming increasingly aware that social enterprise o�ers 
another approach to advancing their organization�s mission.

A social enterprise can meet the needs of clients and their community 
and at the same time, the organization�s clients can gain a valuable 
set of skills. This type of enterprise may o�er services that increase 
the organization�s ability to deliver on its mission, or sell items that 
promote the organization�s mission. Examples include social enterprises 
that provide professional and consulting services to existing and new 
markets, such as translation services, counselling, communications 
services, disability awareness, and fee-for-service home care. A speci�c 
illustration is a community group that opens a dental clinic to provide 
treatment but also functions as a preventative health centre for children 
and their families. As the clinic markets its services, it simultaneously 
improves awareness of the importance of prevention, and teaches dental 
hygiene skills. Non-pro�t housing providers are already in the business of 
being landlords. Recently, more housing providers have been exploring 
ways to further their mission by creating jobs for their tenants that they 
would ordinarily contract out to private providers. Examples of this are 
grounds keeping, painting, cleaning, and food services. Often these 
enterprises start as employment programs within non-pro�t housing and 
evolve to full-blown enterprises with a broader community clientele.

Arts and culture organizations often rely on revenue generating activities 
to increase their self-su�ciency and address their mandate. They operate 
revenue-generating performance spaces, galleries, and concert halls 
as a primary way to achieve their mission of promoting the arts. They 
may also commercialize products (for example, sell art) even when their 
primary activities are focused on education and training programs. 
Increasingly the promotion of creative industry and the arts as social 
enterprises is being employed as a strategy for neighbourhood or 
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regional development. 

In sum, Canadian non-pro�t organizations have been looking for and 
have found new ways to replace or adapt to diminishing and changing 
government funding, to meet needs that the marketplace has not �lled, 
and to meet their clients� needs in creative ways.

Inner City Renovation 
The biggest reward you can get in starting a social enterprise is to see 
the change you�re making to people�s lives. We�ve paid more than $1.4 
million in wages and bene�ts since start-up. If you can imagine the 
di�erence that makes to households � that is just huge. And imagine 
the di�erence to people�s self-esteem and their personal relationships. 
Think about having a health plan, social networks, and social supports.

Every month, we have social activities. This month we�re going to a ball 
game, bowling, to play billiards, and on retreats. When someone is sick, 
there is support. It�s a real community, and people know they�re part of 
something that�s bigger than just the individual and the job. One of our 
employees had a heart attack coming to work and died on the spot. 
He was 32 years old. And everyone in the company came to his funeral. 
We had an Aboriginal service, with an elder, where we talked about 
our relationship with the man who died and received something of 
his to remember him by. I received his tool belt. We�ve created a caring 
community where people support one another.

This is what social enterprise is all about, these are things that are hard 
to quantify, and even harder to talk about.  -Marty Donkervoort

The Cleaning Solution
There is a sheer abundance of non-monetary rewards that I receive 
from day to day: the beaming smile when a new employee slips on a 
company shirt, the strenght of the connectedness employees feel for 
their job sites, the unwavering loyalty to the company, the appreciation 
for work and for performance feedback.   -Shaugn Schwartz

Social enterprise as a vehicle for social innovation

In the same way that communities, governments, and for-pro�ts have 
looked to non-pro�ts to address some of our most pressing social 
problems, social enterprise is now seen as a promising vehicle for 
social innovation. The growth of social enterprise around the world 
has provided the opportunity for non-pro�ts to create new integrative 
approaches to environmental sustainability and to health and social care 
through social enterprise. 

A new generation of social entrepreneurs who want to be part of the 
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not focus on for-pro�t businesses or for-pro�t co-operatives, even if they 
achieve a social purpose.

Non-pro�t enterprise: Throughout the guide, we use the terms social 
enterprise and non-pro�t enterprise interchangeably. Both refer to an 
enterprise that is operated by a non-pro�t. Social enterprises and non-
pro�t enterprises are both de�ned by the fact that they are businesses 
(or ventures or enterprises).

Business, venture, enterprise: This guide uses these three terms 
interchangeably. A business (venture/enterprise) involves producing 
and/or selling goods and services, for a direct market exchange of 
monetary value, on a regular, continuing basis.

Blended value: Value that consists of a blend of economic, social, and 
environmental components. While non-pro�ts are generally thought to 
be responsible for generating social and environmental value and for-
pro�ts for generating economic value, in fact both types of organizations 
generate all three value sets, in di�erent proportions.

Social entrepreneur: Any person, in any sector, who uses 
entrepreneurial principles and earned-income strategies to pursue 
sustainable solutions to social problems. Social entrepreneurs di�er from 
traditional entrepreneurs in two important ways:

While there is no research that can 
provide a de�nitive answer to this 
question, the Canadian Revenue 
Agency (CRA) does collect statistics 
on how charitable organizations 
generate revenue. In addition, in 
2002, CRA asked organizations to 
report revenue from three di�erent 
sources. Two of these sources 
were government and fundraising. 
The third source was a category 
that encompassed market-driven 
activities. These activities included 
charging fees, receiving revenue 
from the rental of assets or sale of 
services and performances, and 
selling hard and soft property.

On the third source, market methods, 
Canadian charitable organizations 
reported generating gross revenues 
of $27.9 billion in 2002. To put this 
�gure in context, the reported gross 

revenues of charitable organizations 
for market-driven activities in 
Canada represented over 2.8 percent 
of Canada�s 2002 gross domestic 
product.

In total, charitable organizations 
reported 43,795 instances of revenue 
generation through these activities. 
The most prevalent activities across 
Canada included the following:

Type of activity

Rental of halls and equipment 7,678
Education, courses, seminars, 
conferences

5,363

Food, cafeteria services, meals, 
catering

4,417

Bookstores, publications, tapes 4,061
Shelter, rooms, housing 3,645
Artistic performances, theatre, 
concerts, exhibitions

2,933

How many social enterprises are there?
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board members with new skills.

Will our organization earn revenue and become independent of 
other funding sources as a result of starting a social enterprise?

Possibly. Social enterprises vary in the amount of revenue that they 
earn. Like any small business, they are unlikely to earn a pro�t in the �rst 
three to �ve years of operation. In fact, in the early years, they are likely 
to require a signi�cant investment of time, energy, and money, as they 
become more e�cient, and the product or service builds credibility and a 
market. Also, just like other businesses, social enterprises must continue 
to reinvest in the business to stay relevant and to grow.

As they become more successful and known in the marketplace, 
social enterprises can bring in anywhere from 5 to 100 percent of an 
organization�s revenue. Thus, in some cases, an enterprise will earn only 
part of the revenues required for it to achieve its goals. This is particularly 
true for enterprises that provide training and work for persons needing 
employment supports. For these, funding from government and 
foundations will almost always be needed to o�set the costs of training 
and special workers� accommodations that private workplaces do not 
generally provide. Ultimately, you will have to decide whether the social 
bene�ts are worth the e�ort of fundraising or generating the additional 
revenue through other sources.

Chapter 5 discusses the importance of developing realistic �nancial 
projections as a key component of your business plan.

Should our proposed business be integrated into, or separated from, 
our charitable activities?

The answer to this question depends on many other issues and needs to 
be addressed from several perspectives, including the legal implications, 
as discussed in Chapter 7. Many enterprises are run as a division of a 
non-pro�t, without separate incorporation and governance. At the most 
basic level, start by separating the enterprise�s �nancial record-keeping 
from that of other programs or departments in your organization. This 
will enable you to track the business�s �nancial progress and make more 
timely business decisions.

At a structural level (separate sta�, separate buildings, etc.), arguments 
can be made either way in the abstract, but in your real case you will �nd 
that there will be many factors to take into consideration.

Reasons for starting a social enterprise

There are many di�erent reasons why non-pro�ts think about starting 
a social enterprise. They range from purely �nancial to purely mission-
based. Most often, they�re some combination, a blend of the two. In the 
course of using this Guide, you will have an opportunity to articulate your 
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reasons for wanting to start a social enterprise and to assess them in a 
grounded and realistic way.

Check to see if any of the following are similar to the reasons why your 
organization is considering running a business:

We have purchased, been given, or fostered an asset that would 
allow us to look at generating revenues. It represents a great 
opportunity for us.

A non-pro�t may have a unique asset such as a lodge, a heritage house, 
or a new community centre. Given the physical asset, the non-pro�t has 
the opportunity to examine whether it could generate revenues through 
new social enterprises that would be housed within the space or through 
rental of the space.

For years, museums and art galleries have used some of their space 
to operate gift stores to support their services, promote local artists, 
and generate revenue. Recently, more non-pro�ts are looking at the 
feasibility of purchasing their buildings and using rental income for 
unused space to o�set their mortgages/operating costs. Some of these 
enterprise ideas include creating a media centre that would rent space 
to independent �lmmakers, or renting storefront space to another non-
pro�t or business in the community.

Assets can be more than physical property. They can also include 
human assets such as sta� experience and expertise or clients� skills; or 
intellectual property such as an innovative service approach, data-base, 
proprietary software, or a product that grows out of a project.

We want to diversify our funding. We think that running a business 
can provide us with an unrestricted source of revenue. This could 
help us with some of our core administrative expenses.

True, social enterprises can provide non-pro�ts with the opportunity to 
diversify their sources of revenue. However, social enterprises are not 
likely to be the solution to �nancial problems in the organization. For 
one, in the initial years, a social enterprise requires a non-pro�t to invest 
signi�cant time, money, and sta� resources to ensure its success, long 
before any surplus is generated. An organization interested in starting 
a social enterprise should anticipate that the business will not start 
generating pro�ts for three to �ve years after it is launched. It is a long-
term strategy for a non-pro�t, not a short-term solution. Beyond that, 
many mission-based social enterprises simply aim for breakeven. 

We currently operate free programs/services for low-income clients 
in the community and want to see if we can sell these services/
programs to new markets.

If you have programs or services that you o�er to the community as part 
of your charitable or community mandate and have developed sta� 

�I believe that social 
entrepreneurship will 
be the driving force in 

the world over the next 
100 years, the single 
biggest movement 

that�s going to change 
the way we live.�

- Je� Skoll, founder 
of e-bay and a 

philanthropist in 
the �eld of social 

enterprise.
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expertise and the organizational capacity to deliver them well, it is a 
logical next step to look at whether there is a further market that will pay 
for these services.

These potential customers might include the general public, 
government, the business community, or other non-pro�ts. The key is to 
think of these skills and experiences as organizational assets, and to be 
realistic about potential new markets.

Some examples include: counselling services in a specialized area of 
expertise; interpretation and translation services in many languages; 
cross-cultural, diversity, and disability awareness training; con�ict 
mediation; or community nursing services.

Chapter 4 discusses an approach to identifying a business venture that 
can come from what your organization is currently doing.

We already provide some fee-for-service programs in the 
community. We want to examine whether these programs can 
generate more revenue if we operate them in a more business-like 
manner.

Many organizations are already charging a fee-for-service for programs/
services. They see the potential to increase marketing these services, 
develop a more pro�table business model, or expand/extend their 
services. For some non-pro�ts this has involved an informal operation, 
and with dedicated attention and planning, their initiatives may have the 
potential to generate more signi�cant revenue.

Examples of successful fee-for-service programs include interpretation/
translation, GIS mapping services, and consulting in emerging areas such 
as non-pro�t social auditing, municipal tax shifting, smart growth, or 
skills accreditation.

We want to provide employment opportunities to the clients we 
serve.

Many non-pro�ts work with individuals who have a di�cult time �nding 
or keeping a traditional job. A social enterprise could provide �exible 
part-time or full-time employment opportunities to your clients who 
have been excluded from a mainstream work environment.

A social enterprise can provide meaningful work to individuals with 
multiple barriers because it can o�er support, on-the-job training, 
counselling, or �exible hours. For example, mental health consumers 
can work for a landscaping business that provides part-time work and 
a therapeutic work environment of gardening and being outdoors. 
Newcomers can gain valuable Canadian work experience while earning 
income, and receiving language training, credentials assessments, and 
access to child minding. Aboriginal street youth can work in a restaurant 
that also provides them with the support they need to make life changes, 
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such as �nding stable housing and reconnecting with family members.

Some non-pro�ts are placing their own clients in work that they would 
otherwise contract for, such as landscaping, painting, or food services, 
and this can be a �rst step in social enterprise development. 

We already have a mandate to provide training and skill 
development to the community. A social enterprise could provide an 
opportunity for people to gain practical experience and skills that 
can be used to �nd regular employment.

Many non-pro�ts want to combine the running of the social enterprise 
with training opportunities for the clients who they work with.

The jobs are not meant to provide part-time or full-time employment but 
rather training that will help clients make the transition into the general 
work force. Examples of this might be a thrift store that helps individuals 
learn retail skills and then helps them �nd employment based on the 
skills they have developed. Non-pro�ts have started printing businesses 
to prepare persons with disabilities for mainstream work, co�ee kiosks 
to train young people in �barista skills,� or restaurants and catering 
businesses to develop serving, hosting, food preparation, or baking skills.

The goal of these social enterprises is to operate training and skill 
development programs in the context of a real-life business  to combine 
the skills with practical on-the-job experience. These enterprises work 
closely with the business community, and sometimes trade unions, to 
�nd potential employers interested in hiring graduates, and they help 
the trainees with placement.

We operate within a geographical area that is economically 
depressed. The low-income people in the community need jobs, but 
we cannot attract conventional businesses to this neighbourhood.

In Winnipeg, community economic development organizations have 
supported social enterprise development as a way to provide needed 
services in the community, generate jobs, and revitalize the community. 
Walking in the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver, you can see a number 
of social enterprises: restaurants and cafes, a small grocery store, two 
dental clinics, a catering company, an employment agency, a bicycle 
rental and repair shop, and a bottle return depot. All provide jobs and/
or services for local residents; and many such initiatives have opened up 
storefronts that were previously boarded up.

Social enterprise can be an approach not only to city, but also to rural 
revitalization. In rural areas a �cottage industry� social enterprise model 
has been applied successfully to create signi�cant social and economic 
impact. For example, a rural non-pro�t in Trail, BC, is creating meaningful 
jobs and integrated employment for persons with disabilities, while 
o�ering needed services to the community, through the development 
and co-ordination of multiple small-scale business enterprises.
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We have identi�ed a need in the community for a certain service, 
and we think that we are the best organization to provide it.

One day, you may realize that there are no businesses providing a 
particular needed service in your community. Before proceeding too far, 
though, it is important to take a step back and make sure that the service 
is not only needed, but is a business in the sense that someone would 
pay for what it will o�er. If it is a new idea that has not yet been tried, 
your market research and feasibility assessment will be critical. Examples 
include a dental clinic that operates to serve low-income families on a 
reduced-fee dental plan, a temp agency operating in a growing rural 
region, and a green construction co-operative.

We have heard about a successful social enterprise in another 
part of Canada, and we think that given our mandate, potential 
partnerships, and volunteers, we can make it work in our 
community.

De�nitely, there are hundreds of successful enterprises run by non-
pro�ts across the country, and many more examples in the US and the 
UK, and you may want to replicate one in your own town. A familiar 
not-for-pro�t example is Habitat for Humanity, which has been very 
successful in replicating their ReStores across the country. (ReStores 
are social enterprises that sell recycled building materials and generate 
pro�ts for Habitat�s work in building a�ordable housing). Through 
strong partnerships with corporations such as Home Depot, Habitat 
for Humanity has opened 32 stores in communities across Canada. The 
stores operate with committed volunteers and a strong brand name that 
is identi�able across the country.

When you are looking for a business idea for social enterprise, it is 
helpful to look at the models already tried and tested and to directly 
contact those that interest you to learn whether their service approach 
is portable and replicable. Co-operatives have long used this approach 
of replicating successful models in a variety of sectors including housing, 
childcare, and social care. And social franchising, while not yet popular 
in Canada, has become a route to the development of some social 
enterprises in the UK and US.  

Organizational bene�ts resulting from social enterprise

While your organization may have a speci�c reason or motivation for 
wanting to start a social enterprise, it may also realize a number of other 
bene�ts as a result of developing and operating a social enterprise. This 
section takes a look at these possible bene�ts.

Enhanced organizational capacity

Many organizations that have developed and operated enterprises 
report that the experience has contributed to building capacity within 
their organizations:
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Conclusion

We hope this chapter has provided a broad survey of the �eld which will 
serve as a helpful orientation for the more speci�c chapters that follow.  
You will �nd in the later chapters the kinds of detail that will make a 
truly practical di�erence in exploring the potential for you in seriously 
considering and ultimately launching a social enterprise.
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Chapter 2. The Social Enterprise 
Development Path

There are many approaches to developing a non-pro�t enterprise and 
many starting points for this process. This chapter presents a common 
set of enterprise development stages and brie�y discusses the key 
elements and goals you can achieve at each stage. You should know that, 
in reality, your process may not necessarily be so linear. Opportunities 
and challenges will arise that require you to improvise, accomplish some 
tasks before others, and take measured risks. Ultimately, your ability 
to work through these unforeseen circumstances will depend on the 
strength of your vision, and how well your vision is communicated to 
your partners and allies.

The process of building and operating a sound business is di�cult 
enough. Passion and commitment are what get any business idea o� 
the ground. In the non-pro�t world, where participants are already 
motivated to making the world a better place, entrepreneurial zeal will 
help you stay up later at night, make one more phone call, and motivate 
others. This energy can be sustained by an individual, but more often 
it requires the support of a team of dedicated advocates. Either way 
it should not be reckless. Passion for achieving your goal needs to be 
matched and informed by a grounded planning process. In fact, your 
commitment to a clear process for developing the enterprise idea is key 
to managing the business once it gets o� the ground.

To stress again, the path of social enterprise development moves 
through a succession of necessary phases, from clarifying your vision 
and objectives to mastering the challenge of growth and change in your 
business. 

Phases of the Social Enterprise Development Path  
1. Your vision and objectives
2. Idea generation/opportunity identi�cation
3. Pre-feasibility analysis
4. Feasibility study
5. Business planning/capacity building/legal context
6. Launch preparation
7. Start-up
8. Performance measurement
9. Growth/reinvestment, adaptation, and evolution
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Summer Street Industries
For 18 years Summer Street has focused on creating viable businesses 
as part of our overall strategy. We�ve been involved in a number 
of endeavors but our most successful and enduring are mail and 
packaging services, catering and most recently trophies and awards. 
Our businesses have played a major role in in�uencing perceptions and 
lowering barriers and are key to building our brand in the community.

Any business has to deliver consistent, quality products and services 
to succeed. We�re no di�erent and in addition, our personal outcomes-
based philosophy means that we also have to address the goals and 
aspirations of the people we serve.     - Bob Bennett

Ever Green Environmental
Since undertaking the transition to a social enterprise model, Ever 
Green has empowered individuals who face signi�cant workplace 
challenges � owing to health, literacy, numeracy and other work 
skills and life skills challenges - to achieve and maintain employment. 
In fact, some 44 employees have maintained and extended their 
employment, a remarkable achievement for a population for whom 
the ability to sustain employment is measured in weeks or months 
rather than years. A number of employees have been able to move 
into supervisory positions, and several employees were enabled to 
move into employment in the private sector. Ever Green�s success has 
allowed us to draw in employees who had completed pre-employment 
development with other community-based organizations. Employees 
have increased their work place productivity, advancing their capability 
from 80,000 units daily to 125,000 units daily, an increase of almost 56 
percent.

In most �supportive� programs, participant success is measured by 
participant engagement in the program, and an acceptable level of 
performance of tasks. The measures are highly individualized, and the 
standards of performance set fairly low. In Ever Green�s case we enable 
employment engagement through the creation of a �exible work 
schedule empowering individuals to extend their work hours over time 
� from 8 hours to 16 hours to 24 hours and ultimately up to 40 hours 
weekly.

By taking this approach, we have been able to empower almost 46 
percent of these employees to reach full-time hours (40 hrs per week), 
while another 34 percent of these employees work at least half-time 
hours (20 hrs per week).    - Mike Wadden

�Ever Green�s success 
can be attributed 
to our blending 
of �supportive 
employment� 

and �competitive� 
employment practices.�

- Mike Wadden, President
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Phase 4: Feasibility study

At this point, carrying out a full feasibility study will give you a chance to 
take a sober second look at a business idea. With the information you get 
from your feasibility study, you will be in a position to decide whether 
or not the idea is worth any additional investment of time, resources, 
and energy. The full feasibility study will also help you de�ne the risks 
involved and start thinking about how to reduce or address them. The 
study will lead to a business plan summary which will help you test 
people�s enthusiasm for the concept and possibly introduce the business 
idea to potential investors.  The tasks for this feasibility study phase are 
also described in detail in Chapter 4.

Phase 5: Business planning

Once your organization has decided that the business idea is sound, that 
the necessary major investment is worth making, and that it is the right 
�t with your organization, you will need to guide the implementation 
process with a serious and detailed plan. The business plan will identify 
how you will create your products or deliver your services, the skills you 
will need, the marketing channels you will use, and other technical issues 
such as pricing, governance, �nancing, and legal issues.  The work in this 
phase is described in Chapter 5.

On the �nancial side, the business plan is used to convince investors 
or funders, showing how and when your enterprise will stop receiving 
subsidies and start generating pro�ts (if this is indicated in your plan) 
and how those pro�ts will be reinvested. You will learn about building 
�nancial projections into your business plan in Chapter 5.

In your business plan, you will have to investigate your organization�s 
position in relation to the enterprise. This means making sure that your 
planning won�t be wasted due to legal barriers. For example, if you are a 
charitable organization, you will likely want to maintain your charitable 
registration, and Chapter 7 discusses the relevant charity laws and 
policies in Canada and presents several options for organizing your 
enterprise in relation to your non-pro�t so as to protect your charitable 
status.  Or, for example, if your business requires legal permits or special 
forms of liability insurance, you will have to ensure that these issues are 
addressed as well.

Phase 6:  Launch  preparation 

This Guide does not cover speci�cs issues related to preparing to launch. 
However, once all your planning and preparation is �nished, you will 
be set to implement your plan. This will include �nding funding and/or 
investments and loans for the start-up phase, building the case for your 
products or services, and making sure that everything else is aligned for 
start-up.
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Phase 7:  Start-up

While this Guide does not give you strategies for start-up, your business 
plan should describe most of the issues that need to be addressed, 
as well as a plan for addressing them. Other issues will arise, but your 
preparations should be solid enough at this point to ensure that nothing 
will take you o� course. Start-up will be the most exhilarating (and 
sometimes the most exhausting) part of your work so far.

Phase 8: Performance measurement

All along the way of your enterprise operation you will need to measure 
your performance on several levels. Chapter 6 discusses the importance 
of planning your evaluation strategy before you start your enterprise. If 
you begin with your vision for the social or environmental impact of your 
business and with a set of clear objectives, you will be able to identify 
measurable progress indicators and you will be able to develop a way to 
collect and report on the information you have gathered throughout the 
business development process.

Phase 9: Growth/reinvestment, adaptation, and evolution

These areas are beyond the scope of this Guide (but, we hope, not 
beyond your grasp!). As with any other business, failure is a risk, and the 
time required to succeed in business (however you de�ne that success) 
will probably be longer than you originally anticipated. If you reach this 
phase, you will see that many of the planning processes for growing and 
achieving scale are quite similar to the initial business planning process. 

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have reviewed all the phases in bringing a social 
enterprise to life.  Now you can move on into the other chapters in 
this Guide for detailed practical information on each of these essential 
phases. 
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COMPARING THE FOR-PROFIT AND THE NON-PROFIT *

For-pro�t Business Approach Non-pro�t Organization Approach
Primary goal is to make pro�t Primary goal is to ful�ll social mission
Culture of (and need for) quick 
decision-making

Culture of slow decision-making with 
multiple layers, including board

Expected to invest in 
infrastructure such as technology 
& business management

Expected to apply bulk of �nancial 
resources to direct services and 
programs to clients or community

Must achieve �nancial goals as 
priority

Must achieve social and �nancial goals 
concurrently

Focus on what customers want Focus on what clients or community 
want and need

*Adapted from Eko Nomos Social Enterprise Workshop series

Non-pro�t organizations that operate social enterprises are accountable 
to multiple stakeholders - clients and community members, funders and 
investors, and customers. The rules governing private enterprise may 
seem simple in comparison. What is important to realize is that there are 
high transaction costs in managing these multiple accountabilities and 
bottom lines, and the process can lead to tensions around mission focus. 
For some non-pro�ts the transaction costs, or the capacities required to 
keep focused, will be too high to proceed with social enterprise.  

Organizations that manage to implement a business will face additional 
challenges in maintaining or growing that business. A continual cultural 
shift needs to take place, towards becoming more entrepreneurial; and 
there are additional pressures on the organization in terms of sta�ng, 
�nancing, and maintaining existing programs and services.

Any organization that wants to develop an enterprise must be sure it 
is ready to undertake these challenges. After doing an organizational 
assessment, many non-pro�ts will decide not to proceed with their social 
enterprise idea at that time. They may take steps to get ready, or simply 
take a pass. This is not a failure but an informed decision that will save 
them from mission drift and expending unnecessary resources.  

Take some time to think about your own agency and examine its 
readiness. There are three main dimensions to consider: organizational 
readiness, social enterprise readiness, and business readiness. Begin by 
ensuring that your non-pro�t has already developed su�cient capacity 
to e�ectively plan, deliver, and evaluate your existing programs and 
services.

Basic organizational readiness

Eight important features of organizational development enable you to 
successfully plan and launch a social enterprise. By ensuring that your 
organization has built its capacity in these areas, you will be better 
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prepared to take on the challenges of starting a business.

1. Clear vision and mission statements

Your board and sta� must understand the values upon which your vision 
and mission statements are based.

The vision statement is what you want to be. It is written in broad 
general terms and is based on your agency�s stated values. The mission 
statement sets out what you want to do. It is stated as an activity, but it 
is not necessarily time-limited or completely achievable. It refers to your 
unique organizational niche.

2. Strategic plan

A speci�c strategic plan must have been adopted, by which your agency 
has identi�ed opportunities and threats and can respond and change the 
plan as situations arise. Thus the sta� and board of your organization 
will need to periodically review the plan.

Your strategic plan identi�es how you are going to accomplish your 
mission statement. It outlines your broad strategic goals, objectives, 
activities, resources needed to accomplish the activities (sta�, �nancial, 
etc.), timelines, and evaluation criteria.

One of our colleagues, Leslie Tamagi from the Vocational and 
Rehabilitation Research Institute (VRRI), has stressed answering this 
key question, Does your proposed venture �t with your strategic plan?  
She holds that a critical element to think about before engaging in a 
social enterprise is whether you have laid the groundwork with your 
stakeholders regarding your interest in pursuing a business venture. Is 
your board prepared to take on a business? Does becoming a business 
owner �t with the long-term goals and plans of the organization? Are 
you familiar with the risks and legal liabilities involved in owning and 
operating a business.

Embarking on a business venture requires not only a comprehensive 
business plan but a conscious decision that your agency is prepared to 
assume this major undertaking. Trying to operate a pro�table business 
will challenge every aspect of your organization, from your human 
resources policies and procedures to your accounting system. It is 
important that you carefully consider the potential bene�ts, challenges, 
and implications before embarking on such a considerable shift in your 
future.
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The Vocational and Rehabilitation Research Institute 
A critical element to think about before engaging in a social enterprise 
is whether you have laid the groundwork with your stakeholders 
regarding your interest in pursuing a business venture. Is your board 
prepared to take on a business? Does becoming a business owner �t 
with the long term goals and plans of the organization Are you familiar 
with the risks and legal liabilities involved in owning and operating a 
business? 

Embarking on a business venture requires not only a comprehensive 
business plan, but a conscious decision that your agency is prepared 
to assume this major undertaking. Trying to operate a pro�table 
business will challenge every aspect of your organization, from your 
human resources policies and procedures to your accounting system. 
It�s important that you carefully consider the potential bene�ts, 
challenges, and implications before embarking on such a considerable 
shift in your future.  - Leslie Tamagi

3. Internal change

Your organization must have the capacity to manage change in a positive 
manner.

To assess this, examine your recent experiences in planning and 
implementing internal change in response to external pressures or 
opportunities. If your organization truly values innovation and provides 
a forum for sta� input into planning and operations, you will be more 
likely to develop a creative business environment and an enterprise that 
is innovative and responsive to existing and new opportunities. Look at 
how your sta� have initiated and managed signi�cant new projects in 
the past.

4. Internal con�ict

Your organization must have the skill to manage internal con�ict.

This is important in operating a business within a non-pro�t structure, 
simply because you will be dealing with a di�erent (for-pro�t) 
perspective that con�icts with the non-pro�t culture. Looking at past 
experiences, examine whether your organization has the ability to deal 
constructively with con�ict and fosters a non-threatening atmosphere 
for communicating problems. When a business is operating and presents 
daily challenges, your organization will have to respond quickly to 
decisions. Managing con�ict and learning how to mediate and resolve 
concerns will facilitate e�ective decision-making.

Operating 24 hours 
a day, seven days a 

week, more than 30 
VRRI employees at the 

Calgary International 
Airport ensure that 

complementary 
baggage carts are 

strategically located to 
meet the demands of 

departing and arriving 
travelers.

With more than 
3,000 carts to 

manage,  baggage 
cart retrievers have 

developed an intricate 
system for collecting 

the carts from all over 
the airport terminals 

and parking lots, 
placing them when 
and where they are 

needed most.
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5. Financial management

Your non-pro�t needs to be clearly aware of its �nancial position and 
to have developed a likely �nancial scenario for the next two to three 
years that has de�ned the likely threats and opportunities and your 
organization�s intended responses to them.

No matter how small or large your social enterprise idea is, your ability to 
understand, plan, and manage �nances is fundamental to any business 
development and operation. For example, early on, you will need to 
know how much money you have just for investing in the study and 
development of the concept, as well as, ultimately, how to judge such 
things as whether your sales and cost projections for the enterprise 
are reasonable. These are capacities that are built on a good �nancial 
management track record for your organization in general.  This means 
that your overall �nancial �house� is in order: regular audits, ongoing 
contact with an accountant, internal or external skills to prepare budgets 
and develop cash �ow projections, regular �nancial statements that 
compare expenses to budgets and projections to understand variances, 
and incorporation of �nancial analysis into the non-pro�t�s overall 
planning process.

6. Cost-e�ectiveness

Closely related to �nancial management, cost-e�ectiveness must be 
considered when your organization evaluates its services and programs.

A business manager focuses on the �nancial bottom line and assesses 
how each element of the business a�ects costs. If your organization 
already has a practice of examining cost-e�ectiveness when evaluating 
its services and programs, you can more easily translate this experience 
into e�ectively managing the enterprise.

7. Personnel

Your agency must have explicit personnel policies, with clear job 
descriptions and lines of responsibility and authority.  But more than 
that, it will have a culture that encourages sta� to be creative and to take 
risks.

Important evidence for a sound base in personnel will be a record of 
a stable sta�ng complement and low sta�-turnover. Also a healthy 
organization demonstrates that it values the contribution of sta� to 
achieving its overall results and impact in the community. Remember, 
when you begin a business, your sta� will be your key resource, both 
those who operate the business and those who provide your core 
services. 
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8. Learning organization

Your organization must be committed to ongoing learning.

This will be evident at both board and sta� levels.  As part of their 
introduction, board members will have gone through a speci�c process 
to learn about the organization and their role in achieving its mission. 
New sta�, too, receive speci�c orientation and further are encouraged to 
develop new skills and knowledge.

For your business to be successful, you will need to value learning. After 
all, sta� and board will ordinarily have a steep learning curve in planning 
and implementing the business. Knowing how your organization has 
learned from past program and organizational development will help 
you assess your readiness for taking on a new venture. Moreover, you will 
also need to know how to collect and respond to information about how 
well you are achieving your social and �nancial goals, including client, 
sta�, and customer satisfaction.  Has your organization operated with 
good information resources on its internal a�airs?

Summary

This list has highlighted eight signi�cant organizational behaviours and 
attitudes that can help you make the transition to an entrepreneurial 
approach. It is unlikely that your organization will excel in every area. 
However, you should be aware of the key issues (issues that will clearly 
inhibit your success) that need to be attended to before starting an 
enterprise. Where learning and capacity development is required you 
can map out an action plan and timeline for these inputs as part of your 
organizational readiness and development process and add to this 
as you go on to assess both social enterprise readiness and business 
readiness.

 

Centre Town Community Laundry Co-op 
If you�re going to do a community economic development social 
enterprise, it�s very, very important to have a strong board. It�s a lot of 
work and it takes the e�ort of the whole organization. We had a chair 
of the board from the beginning until last year, and she was very, very 
into the organization. She loved it and she was the force behind it. She 
was completely into it and put a lot of e�ort and hours of passion into 
it. In the beginning, you need that person. You need a strong treasurer. 
You need open-minded people who know what the organization does, 
not only through the monthly meetings.

Members of the board should have a link with the people who 
they serve; members should know them. They should know where 
the members are coming from, what their issues are.   -Marianela 
Santamaria

The Centre Town 
Community Laundry 

Co-op (CLC) is a not-
for-pro�t facility that 

provides a�ordable 
laundry services to 

low-income residents 
of Ottawa. Along 

with clean clothes, 
members enjoy a 

sense of community 
and a network of 

support.
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Social enterprise readiness

This section discusses four general areas of activity that your 
organization can enter into to ensure an easier transition towards a 
revenue-generating approach.

1. Understanding the concept of social enterprise

Board, management, and all other sta� should understand and be 
interested in the idea of a social enterprise for your organization.

The idea for a social enterprise may start in one person on the board or 
sta�, or maybe a department within your organization, but it is important 
that all on your board, management, and sta� come to understand 
what a social enterprise can accomplish and what the potential is for 
your organization and its clients. You do not want to move too far in the 
planning without getting the support of everyone in the organization for 
the concept of social enterprise.  

While a careful feasibility study will in the end be necessary, your board 
and sta�, in any case, must understand, in general terms, how feasible 
the social enterprise might be and what the risks and the challenges are. 
In any organization there is over time at least the possibility of signi�cant 
turnover in both board and sta�, so it is important that the concept of 
social enterprise is embedded throughout your organization. Visioning 
around social enterprise should involve sta�, board, and management, 
and even clients. Although the new business will be only one aspect 
of your programs and services, it will have a signi�cant impact on the 
overall organization and could a�ect the jobs of individual sta� members 
and the services that clients receive.  Some organizations establish a 
sta�/board enterprise development committee to oversee planning 
and implementing their business idea, rather than allocate the task to 
just one key person. Some organizations will send representatives to 
social enterprise workshops or conferences and ask them to report back 
at board and/or sta� meetings.  Only thereafter would an organization 
address the idea in detail.  The point here is that the organization 
has to support further developing the idea to see how it �ts with the 
organization and brings value to its mission.  

2. Outside buy-in

Outside stakeholders should be informed and supportive.

Although outsiders will not have decision-making authority on the 
business idea for your organization, they are important as donors, 
partners, government contractors, supporters of your work. So they too 
need to be brought into the picture.  Good business development means 
knowing when to bring in external input and/or to inform stakeholders 
who may have a role in helping move the process along.  As your idea 
develops to a point where you need to build external support or need 
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outside input, you must share it with others. After all, will your donors 
and funders continue to provide support if you start a business? By 
sharing your idea with others, you may also open up new opportunities 
for partnerships and allies, for funding, or even for investment in the 
enterprise. 

3. Potential competitors, potential allies

You must know the �eld of potential allies and competitors.

Look again at your programs and services in the community and then 
carefully identify current and potential allies and competitors. These 
could include other agencies, individuals, and, especially, private 
businesses. Stay current on what others are doing in your �eld, and look 
for partnerships with potential allies. Be clear about your own niche or 
special competencies that make your organization best suited to the 
business idea you will be pursuing. In doing so, you will be much more 
able to assess what you can bring to a partnership, and you will be more 
able to recognize how you can deal with the competition.

4. Setting aside resources

Sta� time will have to be speci�cally allocated for developing the 
enterprise, and both board and other sta� will have to be putting in extra 
e�ort.

Social enterprises cannot be run o� the side of your desk (although 
they often start that way!). You will need to assign dedicated sta� time 
and adequate resources to plan for the enterprise. You may need as 
many as two people part-time to plan and develop the business idea. 
Even though you might eventually hire from outside the organization 
to launch the enterprise and operate it, sta� need to see that there 
is an initial role for them in the planning stage. Acknowledging sta� 
competencies and enabling them to develop their skills further through 
social enterprise development can be motivating and may reveal internal 
resources that will be critical to operational success. 

Now let us take a look strictly at business readiness.

Business readiness

Once your organization is ready to commit to an enterprise, you will 
need to ensure that you are building organizational capacity in the areas 
that are directly relevant to your business idea.  You will need an increase 
in �nancial and marketing acumen, analytical capacity (for business-
related decision-making), and so forth.  There are at least �ve types of 
skill resources you must have at hand.

Building Team 
Capacity 

�At the board level, 
we have to build the 
capacity of the team 
to be empowered to 
start the enterprise. 
If a problem comes 

up, they have to take 
action. You have to 
create the capacity 

to resolve problems. 
Training is very 

important, both for 
the board and with 

employees.� 

  -Carole Lachance,  
Le Bufacin
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1. Business experience

There must already be, or must be added, signi�cant business experience 
at both your board and sta� levels.

If your existing board does not have business expertise, look at recruiting 
someone with that experience to your board. You may need someone 
with speci�c experience in the industry or sector, or it may be business 
in general, an accountant, a lawyer, architect, or someone with sales and 
marketing experience. They should know that other board members will 
be counting on them for special advice, and when any new members 
join the board, make sure that they are aware of the enterprise and are 
committed to supporting this type of activity.

If you already have relationships with the business community, �nd 
ways to bring in those professionals early on in the planning process. 
An accountant can advise you about your �nancial position to take on 
the risk, while a lawyer can help you set up the structure to operate the 
business.

One best practice in social enterprise development is the creation and 
convening of a business advisory group, outside the board and sta�. This 
voluntary group need not be engaged in organizational governance, 
but can inform your sta� and directors on critical issues related to the 
industry, marketing, and product or service development and make 
important connections for you when you need them. 

2. Sta� champion for the initiative

The champion of the business will have the ability and authority to move 
the idea forward.

In any organization a new idea has its champion.  If there is not already 
an appropriate person to be the key mover and shaker, she or he must be 
found.  When assigning existing sta� to the enterprise, an organization 
must �nd someone who has the passion, and either knows business 
or is interested in learning more about social enterprise. Ideally the 
champion will have a small team of other devoted sta� members. You 
may ultimately hire someone external to manage the business, but it 
is important to designate a senior sta� person who, if not already well 
grounded, is willing to learn about enterprise development, and has the 
energy, leadership, and authority to drive the process forward.

3. Financial and information systems

Your organization must have a strong book-keeping and accounting 
system that can track your business venture separately from the �nances 
of your organization.

You will have to ensure that you can isolate the revenues and the costs in 
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Do This Agency Self-Assessment
Now that you have reviewed the readiness discussion we have provided, you can use the following 
assessment exercise to help you identify just how ready your organization is to start a business, or if you 
require further organizational development. It will help you to identify those areas of your organization 
that may need some planning work before you start your enterprise. You can also use this questionnaire to 
identify those areas of your organization that can help you build your business acumen as you develop the 
enterprise.  (If you are accessing this chapter online, you can download the questionnaire for separate use in 
the resource library at www.enterprisingnonpro�ts.ca).

AGENCY SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONNAIRE            

Basic organizational readiness                                                Points Weak to Strong

Does your organization... 1 2 3 Notes on how to improve

have its vision, mission, and goals articulated and supported by 
your board and sta�?
have a strategic plan that�s current and up-dated on a regular 
basis?
have experience in planning and implementing internal change?
have experience dealing with internal con�ict?
know its �nancial situation and have possible scenarios for the 
next 2 � 3 years? Have �nancial stability; e.g., for the past 3 years?
have diversi�ed funding?
have clearly de�ned lines of accountability and is results-
oriented?
have a demonstrated commitment to continual learning and 
innovation, and encourage sta� to take risks?
examine cost e�ectiveness in evaluating your activities?
Subtotal:

Social enterprise readiness                                                      Points Weak to Strong

1 2 3  Notes on how to improve

Does your idea �t with your organization�s competencies, assets, 
and strengths?
Is your board, management, and sta� interested in the concept of 
social enterprise? Do they understand social enterprise? Do they 
support further investigation of social enterprise?
Does the social enterprise idea �t with your mission? Is there a 
value �t?
Have you set aside sta� time for developing the enterprise? Are 
your sta� and board willing to put in extra e�ort?
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Do you have outside stakeholders (clients, members, donors, 
funders) and do they support social enterprise?
Do you know your potential allies or competitors? Have 
you thought about partnerships that would support your 
organization?
Subtotal:

Business readines                                                                           Points Weak to Strong

1 2 3 Notes on how to improve

Do you have business experience on your board or among sta�? 
Is there an internal champion?
Do you have strong book-keeping/accounting systems that can 
track your business venture?
Have you thought about how you can raise funds to plan and 
launch the enterprise?
Do your sta� have the necessary skills, or do you have an idea of 
how to build these skills?
Do you have the space or equipment that may be needed?
Do you have some capital to invest in the enterprise 
development?
Subtotal:
TOTAL:		

				  

How to assess your score:

21 to 30	 Low level of readiness. Lots of work to do.

31 to 49	 Medium level of readiness. Some signi�cant issues or key areas require attention.

50 to  63	 High level of readiness. Ready to go!

Even if your overall score is encouraging, take a look to see if there are some individual instances of only 1 
point (Weak) on a particular question.  You will need to pay some attention to strengthening the organization 
in that respect before going further in your plans.






































































































































































