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Overview 
This report presents the background, design and early findings of the Youth Employment Social 
Enterprises (YESE) project, a three-year pilot project that the BC Centre for Employment Excellence 
(CfEE) is delivering in partnership with the Community Social Planning Council of Greater Victoria (CSPC) 
to evaluate an innovative approach to connecting WorkBC youth clients in the Vancouver and Victoria 
regions to employment opportunities with local employment social enterprises (ESEs). 

In this report, we document the history, design, and development of the YESE project since its launch in 
February 2016. We then provide an overview of the initial group of employment social enterprises and 
WorkBC Centres that are partnering to recruit and employ youth participants, and some early lessons 
that have emerged from connecting both sectors together in such a manner. We also provide some 
insights into the role that the employment social enterprises sector can play in supporting workforce 
development more broadly, based on our sector analysis as well as input from experts and the social 
enterprise community itself. It is our intention that lessons learned from our initial successes and 
challenges will not only lead to improvements in the YESE model over its three-year implementation, 
but more importantly, provide an important contribution to the broader conversation about the role 
that employment social enterprises can play in supporting the career objectives of youth (and other 
client populations) who face significant barriers to employment. 

The Role of ESEs in Supporting Youth with Barriers to 

Employment 
In 2014, CfEE undertook a research project, Understanding Current Employment Programming and 
Services for BC Youth, that involved the publication of a series of reports that documented some of the 
key labour market issues facing BC youth and identified potential solutions for addressing them.1 These 
issues include, but are not restricted to, barriered and vulnerable youth lacking relevant work 
experience and the soft, or essential, skills that they need to develop to find and keep a job. While the 
research describes how many youth are motivated to find employment – and in many cases see it as a 
key contributor to improving their well-being – connections with meaningful, paid employment, and 
with caring adult mentors can prove critical for youth to make progress towards their career goals. 
However, such opportunities are rarely available to them from mainstream employers. 

In their report that motivates this project, CSPC examined the potential of ESEs to address this gap. ESEs 
are a type of social enterprise which offers market-valued products or services and employs individuals 
facing barriers to employment through either ongoing employment or temporary employment that 
helps them transition to other work. As such, they are gaining wide recognition for their role in 
supporting people with multiple barriers to find and maintain employment as they can represent a 
useful point of entry for offering meaningful work to barriered job seekers in order to expose them to 

                                                      
1 See www.cfeebc.org/research-innovation/youth-employment to view the individual studies and summary report 
produced through this project. 

http://www.cfeebc.org/research-innovation/youth-employment
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real-life work experiences while providing additional supports and training opportunities to support 
their transition into the labour market.  

CSPC documents how ESE placements can serve as an approach to mitigating the impeding factors of 
entry into the labour market and fulfill a number of policy objectives by acting as a stepping stone for 
fostering career pathways to skill development, such as through formal education, training or 
mentorship opportunities, leading eventually to mainstream employment outcome. As transitional 
employment, placements in ESEs can enable job seekers who are new or returning to the labour market 
the opportunity to gain real skills and experience while receiving a competitive wage, supporting the 
development of skilled workers in areas where there is economic demand. As youth learn to navigate 
the world of work within this environment they are able to build skills of value to the labour market, 
including the soft skills that employer’s value. Furthermore, success in such placements, including the 
receipt of a regular wage, not only reduces their demand on other services and supports, but can help 
youth with barriers to employment overcome any motivational or personal barriers to engaging in 
development of their own careers.  

Design of the YESE Pilot Project  
This project builds on the lessons learned from the above-mentioned research studies, case studies as 
well as a limited number of forming partnerships between WorkBC Centres and social enterprises to 
provide a rigorous evaluation of the relative effectiveness of short-term employment social enterprise 
placements in combination with wraparound supports for youth with barriers. These early models 
provided the team with a starting point for developing formal partnerships between WorkBC Centres 
and ESEs to provide on-the-job employment readiness and essential skills training in a real work 
environment that youth may prefer over traditional training or employment service delivery options.  

By referring youth who are actively being supported by an employment agency such as WorkBC, this 
project represents an innovative approach to understanding the role of ESE placements when offered 
within the context of formal employment supports and services. If deemed successful, such placements 
could be offered as a standard referral option for WorkBC or other employment service clients who are 
in a position to work but could benefit from working for an employer who can provide them with a 
relatively safe environment while being more tolerant to any setbacks they may encounter enroute to 
success. As such, the ESE placements offer participating youth an opportunity to gain valuable 
experience and learn the necessary skills to succeed in the workplace, either with the ESE in a long-term 
employment position or with a mainstream employer. 

The project involves establishing partnerships between WorkBC Centres, employment social enterprises, 
and employers to generate short-term paid work placements that are in-line with local labour market 
needs. Eligible youth accessing partnering WorkBC Centres are being referred to an employment social 
enterprise for a short-term work placement of six months or more in duration—a length that was 
determined through consultation with prospective WorkBC and ESE partners to ensure that the 
opportunity provides a significant amount of work experience while not overtaxing the HR capacity of 
the social enterprise to hire and train high volumes of youth participants. Upon completion of the work 
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placement, youth will be interviewed by partnering employers—either identified by WorkBC or the CfEE 
through its existing network of employer partners—to fill any suitable positions as they become 
available.  

The placements are being offered to participating youth as one component of WorkBC case-managed 
services and supports. Youth have the opportunity to build skills during their placements by accessing 
employment supports for which they may be eligible through WorkBC case-managed service delivery, 
such as employment readiness workshops, self-marketing, and job search supports. The project 
represents an opportunity to establish a formal interface between WorkBC supports and the ESE 
placements that can potentially represent an integrated approach that places youth in the most 
appropriate ESE placements based on their career interests and life circumstances while providing them 
with vocational and soft skills training and mentorship in order to position them for a smoother 
transition into permanent employment. The nature of the wraparound supports are a key part of the 
implementation learning process, as the project team works closely with WorkBC to determine the best 
suite of supports and resources are necessary to prepare youth for placements and support participants 
and their ESE employers during the placement process.  

During the early stages of implementation, the team has been consulting with the project partners on 
how the project can facilitate seamless transitions into opportunities with partnering employers, such as 
hosting a hiring fair involving a pool of employers who are ready to hire for each cohort of participants 
at the end of their placement. While some participants may be offered permanent employment with the 
project’s social enterprise partners, we expect that a number of youth will be in a position to pursue 
mainstream opportunities after the six-month period comes to an end. The team is also consulting with 
WorkBC partners on how to ensure that the project conforms to existing WorkBC rules in order to 
ensure that participating youth can retain eligibility for further supports and services post-placement. 

Recruiting Opportunity Youth for ESE Placements 
The project is targeting at-risk or “opportunity youth,” which can include young, jobless youth from a 
variety of backgrounds and circumstances, including youth dealing with housing instability, Aboriginal 
youth, youth exiting foster care, and youth with disabilities (including mental health issues)—a 
demographic that is often characterized as facing “unique challenges in finding their place in the 
workforce.”2 These youth may be placed at a distance from the labour market due to barriers such as 
work inexperience, disability, language, discrimination, mental illness, addictions or housing insecurity. 
Consequently, building a career pathway to productive employment can seem daunting and they may 
need to focus instead on progressing gradually to achieve milestones, such as establishing connection 
with and trust of others outside their circle, establishing self-awareness and career goals, testing out 
existing skill sets and building new ones, understanding the personal benefits of working and 
establishing clear motivations to continue.  

                                                      
2 B.C.’S Skills for Jobs Blueprint: Re-Engineering Education and Training (www.workbc.ca/getmedia/4c54646a-93fa-4566-
b148-f43a3f27b240/Booklet_BCsBlueprint_web_140428.pdf.aspx)  

http://www.workbc.ca/getmedia/4c54646a-93fa-4566-b148-f43a3f27b240/Booklet_BCsBlueprint_web_140428.pdf.aspx
http://www.workbc.ca/getmedia/4c54646a-93fa-4566-b148-f43a3f27b240/Booklet_BCsBlueprint_web_140428.pdf.aspx
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The project engages WorkBC and ESE representatives to define the eligibility criteria for participants to 
ensure that the pilot is only offered to youth clients with demonstrated barriers to employment and for 
whom an ESE placement is a realistic possibility with only minimal training or preparation. WorkBC 
representatives were also involved in designing the intake process to mitigate any risks participants may 
face. For instance, the project is taking into consideration participants’ Income Assistance and disability 
benefit eligibility, respective earnings exemptions and housing supports as it will affect their decisions 
regarding taking on and continuing paid work placements. A number of options have been considered 
for addressing this issue, including capping the number of hours and duration of the placements.  

The project team worked closely with WorkBC staff to develop an intake process to recruit youth clients 
who would benefit the most from supportive work placements in ESEs to create two randomly assigned 

groups: one group that is offered 
ESE placements in the ESEs (the 
program group), and a second that 
is not offered a placement but is 
eligible to receive the existing suite 
of WorkBC services and supports for 
which they are eligible (the 
comparison group). By utilizing a 
randomly-selected comparison 
group of eligible youth, the project is 
be able to provide a rigorous 
assessment of the relative 
effectiveness of the ESE model. All 
participating youth are being 
followed for 12 months by survey 
and administrative data (where 
possible) to assess their labour 
market outcomes (career 
development/training milestones, 
securing and maintaining 
employment, reductions in benefit 

receipt and increases in employment earnings). 

Design considerations for the detection of impacts suggest a large sample is required relative to the size 
of the social enterprise sector. In order to be able to detect an impact on key outcomes with a high 
degree of precision, at this stage we anticipate requiring at minimum 75 youth to receive ESE 
placements, with a comparison group of equal or greater numbers of youth who, despite not being 
eligible for immediate referrals to an ESE placement, will continue receive the existing range of services 
and supports offered and/or coordinated through WorkBC. Based on consultations with stakeholders, 
we are recruiting youth participants in a series of cohorts to align with social enterprise partners’ and 
employer partners’ hiring cycles. 
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The Evaluation Design 
The intent of this demonstration project is two-fold. First, the project is examining how to generate 
work placements in BC employment social enterprises that provide a setting for youth facing significant 
employment barriers to develop their career potential, as guided by the following research question: 

How can employment service providers, employers, community groups, social entrepreneurs and 
others partner together to facilitate transitional ESE placements for barriered young job seekers?  

Second, the project will conduct a comprehensive evaluation of the effectiveness of the model across a 
range of outcomes, including employment, skills development and job retention, broadly framed as: 

 Do transitional placements in ESEs lead to improved outcomes for at-risk youth compared to
 conventional service delivery and referral options available through WorkBC employment service 
 centres? 

The outcomes from the project are being tracked through a mixed-methods approach, including 
surveys, partner administrative data, interviews and focus groups involving youth participants, social 
enterprise and employer partners. Due to the innovative nature of the project, as well as the work 
involved in developing and accessing the impact of ESE placements over a sufficient period of time, the 
three-year time frame is divided into three phases:  

 Phase 1 Developmental Phase: The development phase ran from February to September 2016 
and involved preparing the research instruments and tools necessary to implement the pilot and 
undertake the evaluation of the participant study. The research component of this first phase 
was designed to address the following preliminary set of research questions:  
 What are the criteria for determining whether an ESE provides relevant experience and skills 

for barriered youth? 
 How do ESE placements work within the context of WorkBC? What processes and supports to 

the WorkBC Centres need to put in place to support youth pre-, during, and post-placement? 
 What role do employers play in identifying and/or creating ESE opportunities? Do the ESEs 

serve to enhance the bottom line of employers by supporting their business processes? 
 How to engage community partners in creating further ESE opportunities? 
 

 Phase 2 Participant Study Implementation: The implementation phase of the project will last 
approximately 27 months, during which time WorkBC youth clients are actively recruited to 
participate in the study and program group participants are referred to ESE work placements and 
post-placement interviews. Pre-, during, and post-placement, participating youth will be offered 
training supports such as employment readiness and retention training, workplace experience 
and on-the-job essential skills training, and post-placement supports, as is offered through their 
local WorkBC Centres and ESE employers. 
 
The second phase of the project is focusing on evaluating the impact the ESE approach on a 
range of employment-related outcomes for barriered youth. These outcomes include: 
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 Overall participation rates in ESE placements in comparison with other employment-related 
services and supports; 

 Assessments of youth’s employability skills pre- and post-placement; 
 Youth’s longer-term employment rates post-ESE placement; 
 Youth’s satisfaction with the ESE model in meeting their needs. 
 
This phase of the project is providing important lessons regarding the establishment of formal 
partnerships between ESEs and WorkBC Centres—many of whom have never worked together 
before—for the purposes of facilitating placement opportunities for participating youth. While 
the Developmental Phase of the project provided the framework for the project’s design and 
delivery, the project team is in constant contact with project partners to learn about the 
effectiveness of the project’s design and delivery, enabling the team to make any necessary 
adjustments to such areas as participant recruitment, referrals, supports and site selection. 
  

 Phase 3 Project Analysis and Dissemination: The final analysis and dissemination phase will be 
approximately 3 months and will involve preparing and analyzing the project date, drafting a 
final report, and disseminating the research findings through conference presentations, online 
webinars, and other stakeholder meetings. 

In addition to these key questions, the project is also providing an opportunity to address a number of 
secondary, non-experimental questions, including: 

 Do the skills that youth acquire through the ESE placement prepare them adequately for longer-
term employment opportunities? 

 Do employers demonstrate greater capacity for hiring barriered youth as a result of partnering in 
the ESE placement process? 

 Are there any observed community effects as a result of the partnerships and employment 
opportunities created through the pilot (particularly among smaller, closer-knit communities 
involved in the pilot)? 

 Are there other groups of job seekers who would benefit from this approach? 
 What can be learned from the role of the CfEE, acting as an intermediary organization bridging 

employment service providers and employment social enterprises to facilitate placement 
opportunities for youth? 

Expected Outcomes 
The participant study—the main component of the evaluation—examines outcomes at the individual 
level for young job seekers who are recruited for ESE placements. It relies on pre-post measures of 
youth using administrative data combined with surveys at three points in time; baseline, post-placement 
(or six months from random assignment for comparison group members), and one year post-random 
assignment. The surveys capture a range of outcomes for youth, focusing on their employment status, 
skill development, attitudes towards work, and confidence and willingness to pursue further career 
opportunities, among other measures. The project team has engaged project partners in order to gain 
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access to administrative records that could complement the survey data, including WorkBC client data, 
which could be shared with the research team with the informed consent of participants. While this 
data may not be available for all participants, it will provide a longer-term perspective on participant 
behaviour pre- and post-intervention.  

The surveys utilize a set of validated measures that examine youth participants’ psychometric outcomes, 
particularly in the areas of personal wellbeing and development; intermediate behaviours include 
indicators related to career competency and employment behaviours. The project is also examining 
employment outcomes related to participants’ employment status, job fit, and skills development, to 
determine any immediate effects on participants’ career growth.   

The outcomes, as highlighted in the logic model in Appendix A, will provide important insights into the 
type and intensity of wrap-around supports for youth job seekers that could be provided through a 
partnership between ESEs and WorkBC Centres or other employment service providers in order to 
prepare them for long-term employment, either within the social enterprise sector or with mainstream 
employers.  

Engaging the Employment Social Enterprise Sector 
This project builds on previous research on the potential contribution of the employment social 
enterprises sector to supporting the workforce development needs of opportunity youth.3 While we do 
not know the exact number of ESEs currently operating in BC, the 2014 British Columbia Social 
Enterprise Sector Survey Report notes that the number of social enterprises in general as grown 
dramatically in the province over the past few years, with at least 744 confirmed operating in 2014.4 To 
identify prospective social enterprise partners, CSPC conducted a comprehensive scan of ESE’s serving 
youth in BC, identifying 59 potential social enterprises, of which 31 had a focus on youth.  

The project team developed a set of criteria to guide the selection of ESEs to approach to be project 
partners. The criteria focused on identifying ESE characteristics that would give the team confidence 
that the social enterprise could foster sustainable placements and provide an optimal level of supports 
to the project’s youth participants, including: 

 Target Demographic – history working with a local population of youth with defined barriers to 
employment; 

 Ability to offer at minimum six-month placements; 
 5-8 years in operation, demonstrating some stability to the operation; 
 Linking Enterprise – employment opportunities with the ESE offer a pathway to long-term 

employment in the local labour market; 
 Employment success rate of 70% or greater; 
 Annual Revenue or $400,000 or higher; 

                                                      
3 See www.cfeebc.org/news_item/study-youth-social-enterprise for the background research study motivating this 
demonstration project. 
4 www.sess.ca/english/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/BC-Final-Report-2-1.pdf 

http://www.cfeebc.org/news_item/study-youth-social-enterprise
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 Opportunity for participating youth to gain industry-recognized certification and paid work 
experience; 

 Established recruitment process (if possible, with existing connections to a local WorkBC Centre); 
 Establish metrics to measure business performance and participant outcomes. 
 Established relationships with other employers, potentially linking youth participants to other 

opportunities in the community. 

The ESEs who met these criteria were considered ‘ideal sites’ and were drawn from a combination of 
characteristics relating to factors attributed to ESE success with NEET (Not in Employment, Education or 
Training) youth as well as factors related to having a successful business model. The team used the 
information gleaned from the scan as well as key informant recommendations to identify the first set of 
prospective partners to approach, with the objective to add further sites over time. Of the 31 
prospective sites, a short list of 15 appeared to be well aligned to the project. Two of the short listed 
sites were eliminated from the original list as the placements they offer were for 6 months or less, 
resulting in 13 sites being contacted for potential participation. Several ESEs declined to participate as 
they felt they did not have the time or capacity to be a part of the project and one site had too few 
hiring opportunities to be viable. Based on this initial response from ESEs as well as a recognition of the 
fact that the majority of ESEs are small businesses, often with fewer than 20 full time employers, the 
team decided to re-examine its selection criteria to ensure that the resulting number of ESE partners 
could provide an adequate number and variety of hiring opportunities for participants.  

Prior to contacting prospective ESE partners, CSPC developed a tiered approach to establishing 
partnerships with interested ESEs, which include the following steps:  

1. Sending the ESE an information package, which includes information about the project goals, 
timelines and activities. This information includes information on the process for submitting job 
postings and the project’s referral process for youth placements. 

2. Asking the ESE to complete a profile survey, which collects contact and descriptive information 
about the enterprise, including hiring capacity and key considerations for suitability as a project 
site. Whenever possible, this is conducted in person and at the enterprise’s primary place of 
business. CSPC, in consultation with the CfEE project team, relies on the results of this survey to 
determine whether an ESE is a suitable prospective partner. 

3. Suitable sites are sent a Project Partnership Agreement to review and sign—in some cases this 
requires the enterprise getting board approval to sign. Both the enterprise and the CfEE sign the 
agreement. 

4. Once the partnership agreement is signed, the ESE completes an online employment support 
survey detailing what the enterprise offers in terms of (a) wrap around supports and (b) 
employee skill baseline requirements and development. This survey informs the project team 
about the extent to which the enterprise will be in a position to support participants, as well as 
the criteria it will be using to screen new employees. 

Following this process of engagement, the project team has signed agreements with and is actively 
recruiting for 5 social enterprises in Vancouver and is in discussion with an expanding list of enterprises 
who are in the process of considering participating in the project (see Appendix B for current list of 
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signed and prospective partners). These enterprises include a café, catering company, as well as street-
cleaning and junk removal services. As most enterprises had limited referral relationships with WorkBC, 
a tour of several participating sites was organized for Work BC Case Managers in October 2016. The 
purpose of the tour was to give an introduction to the work environment of ESEs and to facilitate 
connections between the ESE and WorkBC sites and staff. This understanding is expected to support 
WorkBC staff in making more effective referrals as well as provide a better understanding of the range 
of supports that WorkBC can offer both job seekers and employers during the hiring and employment 
process. 

The project team has will also be introducing the use of the SECAT (Social Enterprise Capacity 
Assessment Tool) tool to provide our social enterprise partners – and project researchers – important 
insights into their business capacity. The SECAT tool was developed by the Ontario-based Social 
Purchasing Project (SPP) initially as a means of assessing social enterprises readiness to bid on contracts 
through the 2015 Pan Am and Para Pan Games. Built from a tool used by McKenzie Financial, the 
resulting tool is a tailored examination for assessing the current and potential business capacity of a 
social enterprise. The SECAT provides a means of creating a detailed business profile of participating 
sites but also generates key recommendations of areas for improvement for the enterprise to focus in 
on. SPP has kindly permitted CSPC to utilize the tool to support our project partners as a benefit to the 
enterprise for engaging in the pilot. Upon project signing, CSPC staff offer to meet with the ESE to 
complete the SECAT and to share the results back to the ESE as well as the research team.  

Early Observations and Findings from the Project to Date 
Progress to Date 

To date, the project team has established partnerships with five WorkBC Centres in the Vancouver 
region to begin recruiting and referring youth to ESE placements. In total, 15 youth (9 program and 6 
comparison) have been recruited to participate in the pilot. Among program group participants, three 
have withdrawn from the study and the remaining youth are at various stages of the referral process.  

WorkBC Engagement 

As the project implementation continues, the project team meets regularly with WorkBC case managers 
and senior leaders to address any recruitment challenges and share insights into how the project can 
better align with client needs as well as WorkBC process. These discussions take the form of one-on-one 
conversations as well as presentations by YESE team members to WorkBC Centre teams at their 
location. Some of the adjustments have included: 

 Focusing participant eligibility criteria – Based on Case Manager feedback, the project is now 
placing greater emphasis on specialized cohorts to engage in placements and specific 
considerations for those populations (e.g. those who face multiple barriers to employment).  

 Refining the role of case managers in recruiting participants – As this project is offering what is 
often a new approach within the context of WorkBC services, the project team has worked with 
Centre staff to develop a client workflow to map how case managers will support youth 
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participants, identify any training that they may require, and identify appropriate wraparound 
supports at each step of the process—including, where possible, specialized workshops that can 
be developed for YESE participants. 

 Adjusting referral flow and project operations – The team has improved protocols for the referral 
process, including changing the information session material to ensure clients have a better 
understanding of the pilot and developing more streamlined random assignment procedures to 
ensure participants who enroll in the pilot can receive real-time notification of their status. 

Due to low take-up among WorkBC clients at this stage of the project, the team is continuing to engage 
WorkBC Centres to identify opportunities for improving recruitment messaging, screening in clients who 
are committed to pursuing ESE placements, and identifying any additional supports that may be 
required to ensure that clients feel supported and prepared to begin their ESE placement (see “Next 
Steps” for other approaches the team is considering to expand recruitment).  

ESE Engagement 

This project has offered an important opportunity to connect WorkBC and employment social 
enterprises, two sectors with complementary—and at times overlapping—mandates to identify how 
best to support youth with barriers to employment and who are ready and committed to working in the 
supported environment that an ESE can offer. While we are pleased with commitment and enthusiasm 
among the ESEs that have agreed to partner on the project—particularly among enterprises in the 
Lower Mainland of BC, there have been a number of challenges that the team has had to address in the 
process of engaging the sector.   

 The sector is very loosely organized with no formal representative body, or collective voice. This 
has made it difficult to connect to ESEs at a regional or collective level, requiring the team to rely 
on local networks to establish individual relationships with each prospective ESE partner. 
However, there are some strong and growing local networks of ESEs that either share common 
business or social interests and, given the nature of the sector, it is not surprising that there is a 
great deal of collaboration and relationship building at the local level. 

 Identifying ESEs that can offer youth participants a large number and variety of placements is a 
challenge. While we have a number of participating sites that are very enthusiastic partners and 
are actively recruiting through the project, the project’s current placement offerings represent a 
limited range of opportunities and work schedules, limiting the appeal of the placements to 
WorkBC clients. 

 While a number of prospective ESE sites have expressed interest in the project and have 
completed some steps of the site profile and referral process, it has been a challenge to get 
them to complete agreements and begin recruitment. A number of our ESE partners have 
communicated to us that while they wish to support their social mission to hire disadvantaged 
groups, they also need to attend to their business needs. Therefore, identifying a recruitment 
need the project can help fill appears to be a strong catalyst for participation and there has been 
a substantial interest in both the SECAT and metrics that measure social impact on employees. 

 Project recruitment has also been affected by our ESE partners’ seasonal hiring and fluctuating 
business needs. Several ESE sites will only be able hire as new business is secured, making hiring 
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projections difficult to predict for the project. In addition to our active search for a greater 
diversity of ESE partners, we are working with our existing partners to identify potential 
opportunities to address upcoming needs through such approaches as job fairs or cohort-based 
recruitment, where for instance, we could work with the Vancouver network of WorkBC Centres 
to identify candidates for upcoming opportunities. 

 Many of ESEs do not target demographic groups that align well with WorkBC. For instance, a 
number of ESEs employ youth but do not recruit specifically based on age. Many ESEs have a 
mission to recruit local residents, particularly those located in Vancouver’s downtown eastside 
area (DTES). While the alignment with the WorkBC referral process has posed some challenges, 
our ESE partners have indicated that a partnership with WorkBC is enticing for them—
particularly in the form of additional supports that WorkBC can provide to support the candidate 
(such as pre-employment training, equipment purchases or wage subsidies). 

 Most ESEs recruit employees through their own network of community partners and other 
programs or services operated by their parent organizations. Very few have much experience, if 
any, recruiting and hiring through WorkBC, or have cited negative experiences accepting WorkBC 
clients. Despite these challenges, ESE sites remain positive that project participation offers a 
means for stronger and more effective relationships with WorkBC organizations and a chance to 
learn from one another.  

 Across the social enterprise sector, there is a strong emphasis on the value of part-time work as 
starting point for people to being to work to the fullest extent of their ability. While this may at 
times be driven by limited HR capacity in the sector, the high number of part-time work 
placements has limited the appeal of the pilot for some WorkBC clients who are seeking full-time 
positions. As a result, we have been working with the WorkBC case managers to ensure that they 
are recruiting clients who are aware and committed to the benefits of the placements in terms 
of achieving their long-term employment objectives. 

Insights from Our ESE Partners 
Through our engagement with ESEs to act as partners on the project, we repeatedly heard from the 
social enterprises that they face considerable challenges in employing and supporting job seekers—
youth in particular—who face significant barriers to employment in a financially sustainable manner. 
Based on our informal conversations, we held a forum involving our ESE partners to gather their insights 
and perspectives on the sector as well as the unique contribution it is making to workforce 
development. We also wanted to explore their experiences and past connections with WorkBC to 
inform the any improvements in the project’s referral process as well as identify any gaps in service 
delivery that will need to be addressed. The following section highlights key insights gleaned from the 
team’s background research and conversations with ESEs and sector stakeholders. 

While it is possible to identify the broad characteristics of ESEs, the sector represents a great deal of 
variety in terms of social missions and business models. The majority of ESEs trace their roots to both 
filling a gap that exists in the labour market as well as recognizing the therapeutic value of the work in a 
time of transition or recovery where work represents the means of achieving wellness or self-sufficiency 
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rather than being the end goal. Many ESEs have a mandate work with populations who face significant 
challenges to full time labour market attachment for years to come, and there is a large and growing 
number of ESEs that employ people with disabilities, and many that employ people who are in a stage of 
transition from experiences like homelessness or addiction.  

Most ESEs operate in industries, like food services, where labour costs are high and profit margins are 
low, and where employee training and productivity issues can directly affect the business’ bottom line. 
As a result, many ESEs—whether newly established or long-standing—that do not have core funding or 
access to other financial supports have shifted from employing job seekers in transitional employment 
placements to hiring employers for longer-term employment. The ESEs recognize that employees may 
still transition to other work, but this is often based on individual preference and readiness, and not due 
to the ESE’s HR practices. 

Our ESE-sector stakeholders attribute this shift in approach to a more financially sustainable and 
market-driven business model. Like any business, the retention of productive trained employees has a 
financial impact and ESEs need to balance their social mission with the impact of hiring and supporting 
new employees on their bottom line. The majority of ESEs who continue to operate cohort style 
enterprises are only able to do so financially with reliance on a mix of grant revenue as well as sales 
revenue, while the growing trend is that ESEs that are entirely dependent on sales revenue will typically 
have longer-term employees, lower turnover and less frequent hiring.  

During the forum, the ESE representatives noted that they find that their organizations are able to 
employ individuals who face challenges to securing mainstream employment and are able to provide a 
diversity of work experiences, foster community connections and support job seekers to gain confidence 
and skills. This approach provides the foundation for people with significant barriers to employment to 
access meaningful opportunities that foster their success in the labour market while making 
contributions to the labour force. For ESEs, providing secure employment is not necessarily the end goal 
but rather part of a larger process of wellbeing for individuals who are least likely to secure employment 
with a mainstream employer.  

When asked about their history and experiences working with WorkBC, ESE representatives noted that 
while they share an overlapping agenda of supporting job seekers with barriers to employment, as a 
group they had little to no experience connecting with WorkBC to recruit from their client pool. The 
ESEs expressed an interest in working closer with WorkBC, as they can help not only in connecting job 
seekers with supportive employment opportunities, but they would be interested in accessing WorkBC 
supports that would enhance their capacity and resources. 

However, a number of ESEs noted that they have limited awareness about the types of supports that 
WorkBC offers clients, the eligibility criteria and restrictions they should be aware of. When asked how 
WorkBC could make better connections to local social enterprises, the ESEs suggested that it would be 
helpful for WorkBC to streamline communications with busy social enterprise staff by having dedicated 
WorkBC case managers and job developers develop partnerships and facilitate ongoing communication, 
as well as fostering communities of practice involving WorkBC and social enterprises to share resources, 
knowledge and best practices around supporting particular groups of job seekers in the labour market.   
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To address what we observed as a key gap in knowledge, the YESE project team organized an 
information session (in-person and online) which provided a comprehensive understanding of how the 
ESEs and their current or prospective employees may be able to benefit from the resources, training and 
other supports available through WorkBC. Our intention was not only enable ESEs to understand what 
supports may be available to their business and employees, but rather to spark conversations between 
ESE and WorkBC personnel about how the two organizations could work more closely to support young 
job seekers’ success during and after their transitions. In addition to site tours, the team will continue to 
plan additional events to ensure that the project continues to connect our WorkBC and ESE partners to 
facilitate information sharing on an ongoing basis throughout the project. 

Next Steps 
As the project enters its second year, the project team will work closely to work with our partners to 
identify further opportunities to connect opportunity youth to employment social enterprise 
placements in the Lower Mainland and in the Greater Victoria region. This work includes identifying new 
employment social enterprise partners who are actively recruiting employees and can provide a range 
of exciting employment opportunities that will be of interest to WorkBC youth clients. It also includes 
connecting with other youth through new WorkBC and non-WorkBC recruitment sources who could 
benefit from a social enterprise placements; these youth could include, for instance, young job seekers 
with particular barriers, such as youth with disabilities, youth with Autism Spectrum Disorders, or street-
involved youth who may be referred to employment social enterprises by other community agencies. To 
this end, the team is currently exploring partnership opportunities with other agencies to add additional 
recruitment streams that have the potential to expand the participant base and enrich the research 
study.
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Appendix A: YESE Evaluation Logic Model 
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Appendix B: ESE Partners 
 

Partner Sites 
Partner sites are employment social enterprises that can offer suitable placements for the project and 
have demonstrated participation. The current list includes sites that are fully participating as well as 
those who are in the process of participating in the project. 
 
Enterprise Name: MP Maintenance 
 
Enterprise Profile: MP Maintenance is operated by Mission Possible; a charity that provides assistance 
to those experiencing homelessness and poverty including a number of enterprises that help “people 
renew a sense of dignity and purpose through meaningful work.” MP Maintenance is a full service 
property maintenance company that employs DTES residents.  Employees are hired through the 
Mission Possible Employment Readiness Program, which also provides Job Coaching assistance to 
secure next step employment. In 2011, MP Maintenance was named Best Emerging Social Enterprise in 
Canada by the Trico Foundation. 
 
Rationale for participation: 

• Interest increased social impact and business performance metrics. 
• Interest in stronger working relationship with WorkBC sites 
• Expanding recruitment of potential employees 

 
Project Status 

• Completed all agreements, surveys (profile, wrap around supports, skill development) 
• Actively posting/recruiting through the project 

  Several participants hired 
 

 
Enterprise Name: CleanStartBC 
 
Enterprise Profile: CleanStartBC is a wholly owned for-profit subsidiary of the Simpson Society who 
provides social employment for people with barriers to employment in Vancouver’s Downtown 
Eastside and Metro Vancouver. CleanStartBC BC provides quality professional junk removal services 
while also offering employment opportunities to people who have barriers to employment, such as 
poverty and disability. The enterprise provides housing and property clean-up, hoarding clean-ups, 
junk removal, extreme cleaning and pest control preparation. Many of their customers are social 
housing providers, and many of their employees are social housing residents. CleanStartBC is also 
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notable for having won one of the largest BC Housing contracts awarded with recognition of social 
impact. 
 
Rationale for participation: 

• Generally supportive of project goals and highlighting the effectiveness of social 
enterprise 

• Strong interest in tools to measure social impact (of jobs on the lives and well-being of 
employees)  

• Strong interest in SECAT tool and advancing tools and knowledge about business 
performance of social enterprises. 

 
Project Status 

• Completed all agreements, surveys (profile, wrap around supports, skill development) 
• Actively posting/recruiting through the project 

  One project participant hired and working for several months 
• Have assisted in recruiting other potential sites 

  Participated in meeting around WorkBC supports 

  Expressed interest in exploring a more established WorkBC relationship 
 
Enterprise Name: Potluck Café 
 
Enterprise Profile: Potluck Café & Catering is operated by the Potluck Café Society to create jobs for 
DTES residents with barriers to traditional employment and earn revenue to support its community 
programs. Catering operations make up Potluck’s primary business operation. The Café also operates a 
community meal program providing free and low cost meals to DTES residents. Potluck has an 
extensive kitchen and employs residents in its food services operations in a variety of positions ranging 
from casual to full time. Employment at the café serves multiple purposes including skills training and 
transition to other employment though as well as social inclusion and income supplementation for 
seniors and people with disabilities. The Potluck Café Society is also active in other employment 
focused activities including KnackWorks which utilizes digital badges to recognize job related skills and 
proficiencies. 
 
Rationale for participation: 

• Committed to increased employment opportunities  
• Interest in finding greater connection between social enterprises and WorkBC at local 

and provincial level 
• Interest in SECAT tool  

 
Project Status 

• Completed all agreements, surveys (profile, wrap around supports, skill development) 
• Participated in referral process training, tour and policy discussion 
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  To date Potluck has not yet identified suitable hiring  

  Participated in meeting around WorkBC supports 
 
Enterprise Name: Atira Property Management 
 
Enterprise Profile: Atira Property Management Inc. was created in 2002 as a wholly-owned for-profit 
subsidiary of Atira Women's Resource Society. All profits earned by the property management 
company are donated to Atira Women's Resource Society to support its social profit activities. Atira 
Property Management Inc. also employs more than 250 staff with significant barriers to employment, 
one of the largest Canadian employers of people who are marginalized. 
 
Rationale for participation: 

• Generally supportive of project goals and research on social enterprise sector 
• Interest in SECAT tool and advancing knowledge about business performance of social 

enterprises 
 
Project Status 

• Completed Profile Survey. Other surveys pending. 
• Participated in referral process training  

  Participated in meeting around WorkBC supports 

  Expressed interest in exploring a more established WorkBC relationship 
• No posting thus far though HR director has indicated significant hiring needs in the near 

future 
 
Enterprise Name: Hope Café 
 
Enterprise Profile: Hope Café is a Blenz franchise operated by CMHA in North Vancouver and located 
within the Hope Centre. The café employs a small number of individuals who have experienced mental 
health challenges. The Café is notable in terms of having one of the strongest business performances of 
similar sized Blenz franchises that is attributed in to strong employee retention and productivity. 
 
Rationale for participation: 

• Generally supportive of project goals and highlighting the effectiveness of social 
enterprise 

• Interest in expanding recruitment and stronger connection with WorkBC  
 
Project Status 

• Contacted in late September and have been enthusiastic about participation 
• Reviewing project materials and participation within governance  
• Participated in Oct 20 policy discussion 

  Project staff continue to follow up 
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Enterprise Name: Skookum Cafe 
 
Enterprise Profile: Skookum is a café and catering operation run by the Pacific Centre Family Services 
Association in the Capital Region of Vancouver Island. It is a youth specific enterprise that provides 
three annual cohorts of 10 vulnerable youth with skills training and unpaid work experience. The 
training is delivered with connection to a local WorkBC agency.  A relatively new enterprise that has 
focused more on helping youth overcome social isolation, Skookum is increasing focus on connection 
to jobs. 
 
Rationale for Participation 

  Interest in research goals and policy discussion to enable greater support for social 
 enterprise sector 

• Interest in increased knowledge within WorkBC agencies around social enterprise.  
• Interest in impact and outcome measurement for youth participants 

 
Project Status 

  Skookum expressed early interest in the project but was considered less suitable due to 
 limited next step employment and the duration of the cohort.  

  Skookum staff have received up to date project materials 

  Project staff will visit the site on March 2nd to review suitability 
 

Potential Sites 
Potential sites are enterprises that have been identified as having employment that may be suitable for 
project placements. Recruitment and further assessment may be in progress, waiting a more 
convenient time, or pending anticipated hiring. These sites include: 
 
Enterprise Name: Hives for Humanity 
 
Enterprise Profile: Urban Bee Keeping enterprise managing over 100 hives in the DTES. Hives for 
Humanity retails honey, candles, salves, balms and tinctures. The enterprise trains and mentors in 
beekeeping, generating funds through a Neighbourhood Honey program and operating a therapeutic 
mentoring program. 
 
Rationale for Participation 

 Interest in recruitment of youth 

 Interest in stronger relationship with WorkBC 
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Project Status 

 Provided with project materials 

 Attended Feb 2017 WorkBC supports meeting 

 Following up with WorkBC project partner 

 Project Staff following up to confirm participation 
 
Enterprise Name: Sole Food Farms  
 
Enterprise Profile:  Extensive urban farming enterprise employing people struggling with poverty and 
addictions. Sole Food Farms utilizes unused swaths of urban areas in the DTES and uses these for 
growing high quality produces. 
 
Rationale for Participation 

 Generally supportive of goals and objectives 

 Interest in recruiting at risk youth 

 Interest in SECAT and WorkBC support 
 
Project Status 

 Project Materials have been provided and an initial conversation suggests high suitability 

 Enterprise is currently reviewing participation at leadership level 
 
Enterprise Name: ReBuild 
 
Enterprise Profile: ReBuild offers construction, renovation and restoration services while providing jobs 
to people with Barriers. Rebuild works closely with CleanStartBC and Green Frog Pest Control. ReBuild 
is an early stage enterprise so has had limited hiring opportunities to date. 
 
Rationale for Participation 

 Interest in social outcome metrics and measuring skill development 

 Interest in project goals and policy impact 

 Support for recruitment and WorkBC supports for new hires 
 
Project Status 

 Project Materials have been provided and enterprise is keen to participate when they 
secure adequate business for new hires 

 Partnership agreement and profile surveys to be completed when hiring needs are 
imminent. 

 Site receives regular communication about project activities. 
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Enterprise Name: Green Frog Pest Control 
 
Enterprise Profile: Pest control company owned by Simpson Society, co-located with and working in 
conjunction with CleanStartBC. CleanStartBC has been an enthusiastic partner site and has indicated 
they would like to see Green Frog participate when they have ability to take on new employees. As this 
is a start-up enterprise, this is largely dependent on securing sufficient business. 
 
Rationale for Participation 

 Generally supportive of project goals and highlighting the effectiveness of social enterprise 

 Strong interest in tools to measure social impact (of jobs on the lives and well-being of 
employees)  

 Strong interest in SECAT tool and advancing tools and knowledge about business 
performance of social enterprises. 

 
Project Status 

 Clean Start BC indicating the Green Frog falls under the signed partnership agreement.  

 Full profile surveys are pending and will be carried out when Green Frog has the ability to 
post hiring opportunities. 

 Project staff receive period updates from Clean Start BC  
 
Enterprise Name: East Van Roasters 
 
Enterprise Profile: East Van Roasters is a social enterprise operated by the Portland Hotel Society 
(PHS). The enterprise consists of a café, coffee roasting and wholesale, and artisan chocolate milling 
and production. Delivery of coffee and chocolate is contracted to another PHS enterprise generating 
additional employment. East Van Roasters employs DTES residents as casual peer workers, as well as 
part time and full time employees. The enterprise trains and employees residents in a range of skills 
rotating through coffee roasting, café and barista training, with a small number moving on to the more 
skilled chocolate milling and production. 
 
Rationale for participation: 

• Interest in research goals and policy discussion to enable greater support for social 
enterprise sector 

• Interest in increased knowledge within WorkBC agencies around social enterprise.  
• Interest in SECAT tool 

 
Project Status 

• Initial survey completed but partnership agreement pending Board approval 

  Primary contact has not returned communication so this may suggest they do not see 
 participation as viable. 
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Enterprise Name: Cleaning Solution 
 
Enterprise Profile: Commercial cleaning and janitorial services in the Lower Mainland. The Cleaning 
Solution uses environmentally friendly green cleaning methods and provides employment for people 
who have experienced mental illness. Established in 2004, the Cleaning Solution has grown to be one 
of Vancouver’s most successful social enterprises. 
 
Rationale for Participation 

 Interest in policy and goals 

 Interest in WorkBC supports 
 
Project Status 

 Project Materials have been provided 

 General Manager has connected project staff to HR Manager for follow up March 2, 2017 
 
 

Prospective Sites 
 
Prospective sites are enterprises that have been identified as having employment that may be suitable 
for project placements. Initial communication and assessment may be in progress, awaiting a more 
convenient time, or organizational decision to participate. These sites include: 
 

• Hives for Humanity: Utilizes mentorship-based programming to create flexible 
opportunities for people to engage in apiculture (beekeeping) 

• Tradeworks: Carpentry-training social enterprise 
• Aunt Leah’s Thrift Store – Thrift store providing retail work experience and customer 

service training 
• CoCo Café – Café providing training and long term flexible work to youth with 

development disabilities 

  Starworks Packaging and Assembly – Enterprise that provides commercial packaging and 
 product assembly services. 

  Atria Property Management – Atira Housing’s Property Management Company 
 
Other potential sites include three Vancouver-based B-Corporations currently under further review for 
suitability in the project.  

 


