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ABSTRACT 

This research inquiry asked, “How can the District of Mission involve leaders in private industry 

in creating strategies to develop the local workforce and economy?” An action research approach 

was used to engage local employers and employment service providers in an inquiry in the 

District of Mission. This study drew upon literature on entrepreneurial leadership, job creation, 

social capital, and knowledge transfer. Two qualitative methods, in-depth interviews and a 

conversation café, were used to uncover the essential factors and conditions that facilitate 

entrepreneurial leadership and workforce development on a regional basis. These findings were 

triangulated against the experiences of exemplar entrepreneurs. The findings revealed that 

effective leaders cultivate a culture of high performance and that systems integration and 

personal relationships are key to entrepreneurial leadership and workforce development. The 

recommendations enable people from diverse backgrounds to identify shared concerns and 

common interests to support community economic development. 

Keywords: entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial leadership, small business development, 

regional economic development, workforce development, new entrepreneur 
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CHAPTER ONE: FOCUS AND FRAMING 

Development of a skilled regional workforce and productive labour market requires 

partnerships between business, education, and government. This research inquiry sought to 

understand how harnessing input from small, locally embedded business owners can enhance 

civic leadership in ways that contribute to local sustainability, higher quality of life, and 

economic growth (Torbert et al., 1998; Warner, 2009). The focus was on leadership at the 

juncture where three systems converge: private industry, education, and economic development. 

The District of Mission, specifically the Economic Development Select Committee (EDC), was 

the sponsor of this research (herein referred to as sponsor or organization). 

The purpose of government, whether federal, provincial, or municipal, is to serve citizens 

(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2003; Frug, 1999; Lyson & Tolbert, 1993; Warner, 2009). Administrative 

decentralization, commonly referred to in Canada as divestiture, “involves making decisions 

closer to the end beneficiary to increase diversity and responsiveness” (Warner, 2009, p. 134). 

Over the past 20 years this trend has been adopted by federal and provincial agencies, including 

Transport Canada (airport authorities; www.tc.gc.ca/eng/menu.htm), Fisheries and Oceans 

Canada (harbour authorities; www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/index-eng.htm), and Western Economic 

Diversification (community futures development corporations; www.wd.gc.ca/eng/home.asp), as 

well as the federal, provincial, and municipal hybrid, WorkBC (www.workbc.ca), that recently 

replaced Service Canada’s Community Employment Resource Centres. Similarly, a trend among 

municipalities is divesture of tourism and economic development decision-making to 

autonomous entities that operate on behalf of or at arm’s length from city hall.  
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This breed of organization contrasts sharply with more familiar examples of 

privatization, such as the Insurance Corporation of British Columbia (www.icbc.com) or the BC 

Ferry Corporation (www.bcferries.com). In these public utility companies, efficiency and 

bargaining power are key. These high-profile organizations naturally concentrate power by 

providing public services and utilities to high-demand markets (Davies, 2007; Warner & Bel, 

2008) and “tend toward monopoly” (Warner, 2009, p. 135).  

The central research question supporting this inquiry asks, “How can the District of 

Mission involve leaders in private industry in creating strategies to develop the local workforce 

and economy?” In response to my request for feedback on this question, the economic 

development officer for the District of Mission, Mr. Stacey Crawford, stated, “I really like the 

intent of this question. It clearly achieves what I would love to accomplish locally, which is to 

connect local industry with education and vice versa” (S. Crawford, personal communication, 

October 7, 2011). Three subquestions have been identified to help deepen the inquiry:  

1. What is working well in terms of skills development in the workplace?  

2. Where is the greatest opportunity for improvement?  

3. How can the Economic Development Committee (EDC) support employers to forge 

better skills development partnerships within the community?  

Significance of the Inquiry 

An economic development strategy commissioned in 2002 helped the district to clarify 

what is important for Mission’s development (S. Crawford, personal communication, August 17, 

2011). It also revealed gaps between the community’s ideal future vision and its current reality. 

One priority identified through this process was meeting future employment needs (S. Crawford, 
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personal communication, August 17, 2011); specifically, identifying current and future 

educational requirements that are in high demand by employers, today and in the future. This 

inquiry has given voice to the unique perspectives and needs of employers, ensuring future 

development plans and programs initiated within the District satisfy these needs. Additionally, 

the insights, findings, and recommendations emerging from this inquiry will inform the decision-

making of the EDC and provide strategic guidance to the mayor and council. 

In comparison to other regions in British Columbia, Mission has a higher proportion of 

young families with children at home, fewer seniors and visible minorities, lower income levels, 

higher youth unemployment (age 15–24), lower education levels, and higher rates of crime (BC 

Stats, 2011). These and other statistics provide baseline indicators to measure the community’s 

social and economic vital signs over the long term. According to Loury (2006), access to job 

search, employability, and skills development resources are substantially affected by one’s social 

location. It is conceivable that this project will inspire structural changes among educational 

institutions and employment service providers, changes that facilitate network development, 

challenge norms, and build social trust, leading to improved coordination of services that benefit 

people in Mission.  

Through this inquiry, local employers, industry associations, business leaders, 

employment service providers, educators, and entrepreneurial visionaries were invited into an 

impartial process that enabled them to provide input into what is working in terms of job 

readiness and employment and what is not working as well as they would like. Together, 

stakeholders determined how Mission could transcend common workplace challenges in ways 

that capitalize on the community’s strengths and strategic opportunities. This was good news for 
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small and medium sized business owners, as participation in the process itself revealed 

actual and potential resources embedded within networks of relationships within the community. 

The longer-term benefit to employers will be the attraction and retention of talent and improved 

access to resources to support talent development. Improved labour market connectivity at a 

relationship level should enhance the development of people, performance, and profit (see Figure 

1). 

 

Figure 1. Three systems converge in the labour market. 



Crossing the Development Chasm 13 

The focal point of this inquiry is the juncture where three complex systems 

converge: public education, economic development, and private industry. The intersection is 

depicted by a three-dimensional triangle labeled “P3 Labour Market” in the centre of Figure 1. 

The centre of this triangle represents the local labour market, where leaders from all three 

systems share a common interest in developing a workforce that is “strong, capable and 

committed” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 21). Research findings will inform the sponsor’s ability 

to complement existing educational programs at both the secondary and post-secondary level. 

Timely and relevant input from employers and stakeholders will enhance post-secondary 

education development with both resident and nonresident public and private institutions. 

Without such input, the education system would continue to create generalized solutions that 

may not fit the needs and wants of local employers, who struggle to achieve their skills 

development needs and expectations. 

Organizational Context 

The District of Mission is a British Columbia municipality with a population of 

approximately 40,000 people (BC Stats, 2011). In 2002 the District created the EDC (S. 

Crawford, personal communication, August 17, 2011). In 2003, the committee was provided with 

operating funds and delegated as the primary group to oversee the city’s economic development 

activities (District of Mission, 2012). According to the economic development officer, the EDC 

is responsible for implementing strategy as a means to facilitate socioeconomic growth 

throughout the region. The EDC is comprised of business owners, municipal managers, and 

community leaders. Council individually appoints each committee member for a 2-year term (S. 

Crawford, personal communication, August 17, 2011).  
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The purpose of the EDC is to provide city council and economic development 

staff with guidance and recommendations on matters relating to the attraction, expansion, and 

retention of business in Mission while remaining consistent with the council’s economic, social, 

and environmental community development objectives. The EDC provides insight and guidance 

to the full-time economic development officer (the research sponsor) in identifying target sectors 

and actively assists in fostering and promoting a positive community image, an enhanced quality 

of life, and a healthy business environment for existing businesses (District of Mission, 2012).  

The economic development staff acknowledge that more foundational work is required to 

define the community’s unique identity and determine what value propositions are offered to 

residents, job seekers, and employers in Mission (S. Crawford, personal communication, August 

17, 2011). As researcher, I see a distinctive opportunity to assist my sponsor to facilitate 

meaningful dialogue among stakeholders that may be key to defining the community’s identity in 

a manner that is consistent with the entrepreneurial activities that will continue to drive social 

and economic growth in the district. The reciprocal relationship of consultant/researcher and 

client/sponsor in this body of work (Block, 2011) enabled the learning of everyone involved and 

will leave a legacy of collaborative leadership, positive growth, and organizational change. 

“Leaders enable others to act not by hording the power they have but by giving it away” 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 21). Conversations with Michelle Favero, Mission Chamber of 

Commerce executive, have confirmed the spirit of collaboration that is flourishing in Mission. 

Located in the same building as the EDC, the chamber formed a task force in 2012 to develop 

curriculum to encourage local citizens to expand their leadership skills. Each session in the four-

part series was well attended, drawing 70–90 participants. The chamber exceeded its expectation 
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of educating 25 community leaders from January to April 2012; more than 40 people 

completed all four sessions in the series. Topics included (a) self-identifying why to be a leader, 

(b) the power of influence by leading from values, (c) ethical decision-making, and (d) managing 

transition and change (M. Favero, personal communication, April 12, 2012). Higher than 

expected participation rates are a promising sign that citizens of Mission are open to learning 

new skills and ready to expand their leadership capacities.  

This thesis enabled the District of Mission, and the business leaders who are its 

customers, to experience what Block (2009) referred to as “authentic citizenship” (p. 55) within 

the context of citizens holding one another accountable for the well-being of the community. 

When research respondents are able to reconcile the ideal future vision for the community with 

the vision and mission of their own organizations, the resulting alignment will enable them to co-

create a bright and prosperous future for all citizens of Mission. 

Systems Analysis of the Inquiry 

The labour market illustrated in Figure 1 associates people with the education system. 

This includes secondary, post-secondary, public, and private institutions serving the needs and 

interests of people of all ages and cultures. Performance is associated with the social and 

economic impacts of private industry. This system contributes to job creation through startups, 

small and medium sized enterprises positioned for growth, immigrant entrepreneurs investing 

and starting businesses in Canada, the self-employed, youth entrepreneurs, and corporate training 

programs to develop internal capacities. Profit, typically associated with business, is associated 

with economic development activities that benefit the community as a whole. Labour market 

development programs, business retention and expansion activities, economic gardening 
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initiatives, industrial transition, and business attraction are included here. The EDC is a 

catalyst of systems integration and convergence to encourage a healthy and prosperous local 

labour market.  

Metaphorically, the “development chasm” I refer to in my title represents the profound 

difference among people on two different levels. In terms of workplace performance and skills 

gap, the chasm represents the opportunity cost of undeveloped talent, untapped sources of 

creativity and human capital. Releasing these natural energy reserves is important to the 

community’s social and economic future. Reference to crossing the chasm also infers a need to 

cultivate strength-based relationships between the private and public sector; reconciliation of 

divergent opinions on education and workforce development.  

According to Hodge and Greve (2009), public-private partnership (PPP or P3) is a term 

that loosely describes relationships between public and private entities. Few such relationships 

constitute a partnership in the legal sense. The term is most often used when private and public 

entities have combined their expertise and experience to finance public projects. The intention of 

the agreement is to accomplish the goals of the public sector by providing a tangible profit 

incentive to private sector participants. For the purpose of this inquiry, the term has been re-

contextualized to describe investment in entrepreneurial social capital, rather than infrastructure. 

Investments in human network development are expected to stimulate growth and connectivity in 

the labour market. The theory is that educational investments in people will enhance the 

performance of private sector businesses. Improved performance among small and medium sized 

businesses creates the base for economic prosperity.  
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The Cynefin Framework (Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 72) distinguishes five 

operative contexts through which appropriate leadership decisions and actions can be identified. 

The first two, simple and complicated, assume the universe is ordered, sequential, and logical. In 

these domains, the prevailing perception is that a right answer exists and solutions are a matter of 

correctly identifying cause and effect. Such is not the case within the third and fourth domains of 

complex and chaotic environments. In these contexts, the underlying assumption is that the 

universe is unpredictable and nonlinear. Relationships cannot be distilled to predictable cause 

and effect. Opportunities for action and effective resolutions are identified through the 

emergence of patterns over time. The fifth context, disorder, is particularly difficult to recognize 

as “multiple perspectives jostle for prominence [and] factional leaders argue with one another” 

(Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 72). The Cynefin Framework is relevant to the P3 labour market, 

which is in the domain of complex, and often times chaotic, when impacted by changing political 

and global trends.  

Each complex system—education, economic development, and private enterprise—offers 

dynamic examples of systems archetypes. In particular, the education system and private 

industry are each comprised of many organizations, independently operating toward specific 

goals and adjusting their activities and programming in response to delayed feedback. Senge 

(2006) referred to this structure as a balancing process with delay (p. 389). At a macro level, 

these systems are interrelated and complex.  

According to Bolman and Deal (2008), systems can be viewed through a variety of 

system lenses. The authors offered five system lenses through which I examined the systems 

operating within the Mission labour market (the centre triangle in Figure 1); namely, (a) ideology 
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and belief system lens, (b) rational and irrational information processing lens, (c) 

interpersonal and social dynamics lens, (d) process and value creation lens, and (e) context lens. 

The framework of system lenses added clarity by distinguishing how each of the complex 

systems under observation could be perceived and experienced by private sector stakeholders, 

educators, and economic developers. In order to answer the central research question, it was 

necessary to consider each of these five system lenses with an aim “to help participants see the 

totality of the system of which they have been a part” (Oshry, 2007, p. 51).  

Shifting the burden (Senge, 2006, p. 391) is a systems archetype that describes the 

dynamic between the education system, which offers skill building and education to current and 

future workers, and the private industry that employs those workers. Based on feedback from 

employers, adjustments may be applied to educational programs as a solution to correct skills 

gaps identified in the workplace. Systems delay is often the focus of criticism from employers, 

who seek real-time solutions to the human challenges they encounter in the workplace each day. 

Economic development symbolizes the cumulative effect of both the education system 

and private industry. As such, the EDC can be viewed as an outside intervener, a servant leader 

or impartial facilitator. The organization does not create jobs, nor does it deliver education and 

training. The intention is to help leaders in education and private industry not only to resolve 

problems but, perhaps more important, to create new opportunities that benefit the community as 

a whole. Senge (2006) referred to this case as shifting the burden to the intervener (p. 393). The 

pitfall in this structure is for the intervener to be so effective and successful in its role that 

“people within the system never learn how to deal with the problems themselves” (Senge, 2006, 

p. 393). The objective of this project was to reveal theoretical and practical insights that could 
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prevent this dependency from occurring. The small yet proactive community of 

Mission is an excellent “practice field” (Senge, 2006, p. 301) for P3 collaboration as I have 

defined it. 

One of the primary benefits for leaders who were involved in this process was helping to 

ensure they do not fall “victim [to] one of the most common afflictions of leaders: seeing an 

incomplete or distorted picture as a result of overlooking or misinterpreting important signals” 

(Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 4). This is critical, as results produced in one system impact 

performance in another system. Success is a function of learning how to maintain a focus on 

skills development while navigating a complex, interrelated, multi-stakeholder environment. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

In today’s dynamic marketplace, economic developers play a key role in implementing 

strategy as a means to encourage job creation and economic growth. External agencies provide 

education, training, employment services, and program funding. Entrepreneurs and employers 

create jobs and generate capital. The EDC is positioned as a change catalyst and community 

organizer within this dynamic, complex system. As an organization, the EDC is accountable for 

ensuring diverse assets, interests, intellectual capital, and systems work in harmony. The role is 

much like a facilitator who advocates for welcoming, inclusive, and fair processes that “balance 

participation and improve productivity while establishing a safe psychological space in which all 

group members [can] fully participate” (Kaner, Lind, Toldi, Fisk, & Berger, 2007, p. xiv). The 

key difference is the EDC must facilitate disparate stakeholder interests at the community level 

in an effort to “balance civic concerns with market realities” (Warner, 2009, p. 133). 

It takes leaders working together to effectively develop a shared vision for the 

community and the kind of operational partnerships that give rise to a skilled and productive 

workforce. The development process itself is an opportunity to learn, grow, create, and inspire 

others. The work then is not simply to identify educational programs and skills development 

curriculum. Block (2009) asserted it is to inspire a sense of emotional ownership and 

accountability among all of the community’s citizens.  

In planning this inquiry, I elected to study the leadership potential of the entrepreneurs 

who create employment opportunities in order to understand how job creation and economic 

prosperity are ideally supported. To this end, the literature review has helped me to understand 

the unique style and characteristics of entrepreneurial leaders, learn about the creation of social 
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capital as a means to stimulate the exchange of tacit knowledge, and identify the 

environmental conditions necessary to foster these dynamic interactions within a targeted 

industry or regional community.  

Entrepreneurial Leadership  

Throughout my career I have met employers and entrepreneurs who participate in 

industry advisory boards in service of educational or economic development needs in their 

community. Some feel their contributions make a difference. Others describe the experience as a 

meaningless political gesture on the part of the agency that invited their participation. According 

to Block (2011), engagement holds power that is independent of the content or quality of the 

recommendations or plan. The quality of the human interaction must be a match for the business 

decisions reached in order for implementation to occur. “The nature, tone, and structure of how 

we come together is the sampling device people use to determine the credibility of the strategy” 

(Block, 2011, p. 262). Who are these entrepreneurial leaders? What attracts them to participate in 

community decision-making processes? What constrains their participation? What strengths do 

entrepreneurs bring to the decision-making table? What, if any, are the pitfalls to private sector 

participation in public sector processes?  

Fernald, Solomon, and Tarabishy (2005) described entrepreneurial leaders as the 

“innovators, paradigm pioneers, and visionaries [who] are confronted with the issue of 

developing leadership qualities in order to grow their businesses and to transform them to a level 

of professionalism” (p. 1). Entrepreneurial leaders operate in “highly turbulent and competitive 

environments” (Bagheri & Lope Pihie, 2011, p. 886; see also Gupta, MacMillan, & Surie, 2004). 

Aldrich and Austen (1986, as cited in Fernald et al., 2005) and Krackhardt (1995, as cited in 
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Fernald et al., 2005) noted that either the organization or the people define research on 

entrepreneurship. To be clear, this literature review examined the leadership practices of the 

people. It is important to note that entrepreneurial leadership is applicable to any organizational 

situation and is not isolated to startups. Among researchers who study entrepreneurs, there is 

strong agreement on two assertions: 1) entrepreneurs think differently in their orientation toward 

change and long- term effectiveness, and 2) the uncertainty facing societies and economies today 

would benefit from entrepreneurs’ constructionist approach to charting new territory (Bagheri & 

Lope Pihie, 2011; Fernald et al., 2005; Marshall, 2010; McKone-Sweet, Greenberg, & Wilson, 

2011; Yukl, 2010). Beyond that, the constructs and theories related to entrepreneurial leadership 

development, motivation, skills, styles, values, morals, ethics, power, and followership are 

diverse and highly fragmented.  

Fernald et al. (2005) noted that “models of the entrepreneur are almost as plentiful as the 

number of researchers studying entrepreneurs” (p. 2). I have attempted to narrow my focus to 

aspects of these people as thinkers and opinion leaders, a perspective that may be useful in 

cultivating a culture of innovation and performance in the District of Mission. In particular, I am 

studying a new breed of entrepreneur: men and women whose entrepreneurial activities shape 

social, environmental, and economic opportunities (McKone-Sweet et al., 2011). Throughout 

this paper, I refer to this subset of entrepreneurial leader as the New Entrepreneur. 

Collaboration is an essential ingredient when facing uncertainty. According to Baker 

(2003), “The key to building long-lasting collaborative relationships with others is reciprocity—

we are helped because we help others” (p. 13). The theme of reciprocity is resonant with 

transformative leadership theory (Kouzes & Posner, 2007; Lencioni, 2005; Senge, 2006), which 
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mobilizes the energy and resources among followers to reform organizations by raising 

consciousness, rather than by making incremental changes. Transformative leadership shares 

many of the constructionist characteristics of entrepreneurial leadership. Transformative and 

authentic leadership should be considered a style guide for the EDC and any other individual or 

organization with a mandate or desire to collaborate with entrepreneurial leaders.  

A new paradigm of entrepreneurial leadership 

Although several schools of thought exist on what constitutes entrepreneurial leadership, 

there is some agreement when looking at the combination of psychological traits and 

management and leadership skills. Fernald et al (2005) identified entrepreneurial activities as (a) 

opportunity seeking, (b) goal oriented, (c) highly independent, (d) risk-taking, and (e) innovative. 

Similar to what is characteristic of all types of leaders, the motivation to lead appears to come 

from within. Many early researchers believed entrepreneurs are born. Many of today’s academics 

agree that entrepreneurs are made (Bagheri & Lope Pihie, 2011; Fernald et al., 2005; Goleman, 

Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002; Marshall, 2010; McKone-Sweet et al., 2011). Although there are 

situations and circumstances from one’s upbringing that may influence development, I am 

decidedly of the mindset that entrepreneurs are made, based on the evidence provided above as 

well as personal experience. 

Greenberg, McKone-Sweet, and Wilson (2011) identified three principles that define the 

decision-making logic and worldview of New Entrepreneurs. The first principle isolates their 

unique way of thinking and propensity for action as “cognitive ambidexterity” (Greenberg et al., 

2011, p. 339). They are able to switch back and forth between a more traditional and analytical 

prediction logic and a future-oriented, non-linear creation logic. Prediction logic, goal–oriented 
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thinking in which the result is clearly identifiable, serves entrepreneurs well when 

linear decisions are being made in a data rich environment. Predictive decision-making is 

effective in the simple and complicated domain (Snowden & Boone, 2007). Creative logic, an 

improvisational approach that is contingent on whatever resources are readily available, serves 

when ambiguity and uncertainty are high and decisions are made in a complex or chaotic 

environment. In this context, the entrepreneur works to create the future through action and 

experimentation. Once action has been taken and a result has been produced, the entrepreneur 

switches back to prediction logic to reflect on the outcome and assess performance before 

committing to the next action. One approach is linear; the other is nonlinear. The New 

Entrepreneur effectively applies both in order to accomplish an intended result. A high 

functioning application of cognitive ambidexterity appears to be context dependent. 

Behind this different way of thinking exists a “fundamentally different worldview of 

business and society” (Greenberg et al., 2011, p. 339), which is the second principle defining the 

New Entrepreneur. It is founded on a solid value base that Greenberg et al. (2011) referred to as 

“Social, Environmental, Economic Responsibility, and Sustainability (SEERS)” (p. 339). 

Evidence of this worldview can be found in multiple disciplines of academic literature, popular 

business publications, and private sector business modeling alike. Entrepreneurial behaviour 

consistent with this worldview is emergent from a rapidly growing market segment and social 

movement defined by ecologists and cultural anthropologists as “cultural creatives” (Kettles, 

2009). Even major corporations, such as Control Data Corporation, run by William C. Norris, 

has stated that its basic business strategy is to find means for converting social problems into 

business opportunities (Worthy, 1983, p. 124).  
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The third principle that defines the New Entrepreneur is self and social 

awareness (SSA). This new breed of entrepreneurial leader holds a grand dream for making a 

difference in the world and has an insightful sense of purpose and identity. These leaders know 

where they are going, have clearly defined values, and are insightfully straight with themselves 

about their strengths, limitations, and emotional trigger points. Perhaps most important, these 

leaders are able to synthesize conflicting ideologies and ambiguous information to take bold 

action in whatever direction they see will benefit themselves, their business, and society as a 

whole (Greenberg et al., 2011, p. 339).  

The decisions and actions of the New Entrepreneur “engage social, environmental, and 

economic value creation simultaneously rather than sequentially” (Greenberg et al., 2011, p. 

339). The SSA mindset that defines the New Entrepreneur contrasts sharply from how 

researchers, governments, and even traditional entrepreneurs have historically perceived private 

sector business leaders. Relevant scholarly literature published within the last 5 years is 

consistent with business publications. Nearly every well-respected thought leader in business, 

including popular nonacademic bestselling authors such as Michael E. Gerber (2008), are 

focusing their full attention on the development of the New Entrepreneur. Traditional minded, 

hierarchical, and bureaucratic business leaders appear to be adapting marketing and 

communication strategies and tactics to honour the SEERS worldview by re-engineering 

products and services to appeal to this powerful socioeconomic trend, either directly or 

indirectly. 

Cultivating decisively different minds 

Marshall (2010) has attributed cognitive flexibility to “deep learning that is holistic, 
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inclusive and relational” (p. 50) and has referred to “decidedly different both/and 

minds” (p. 50). Inexplicable insights, intuition, and unconscious promptings are commonly 

associated with an entrepreneurial mindset. There is a strong correlation in the literature between 

the deep seated learning of the New Entrepreneur and the deep and resilient learning associated 

with scientific and mathematical discovery and artistic creation, which are “hardly the result 

solely of rational considerations” (Gardner, 1993, p. 390).  

The New Entrepreneur’s disparate ways of knowing are attributed to the integration of 

real life experiences dealing with big ideas, questions, ambiguities, polarities, and dichotomies 

that enable an awareness and a genuine understanding to emerge that is wise, creative, and 

innovative (Marshall, 2010, p. 50). To develop the full range of his or her potential, the New 

Entrepreneur must ground his or her learning in personal meaning and purpose (Bagheri & Lope 

Pihie, 2011; Fernald et al., 2005; Marshall, 2010). The adaptive expertise of an entrepreneurial 

mindset integrates and validates powerful opposite or contradictory tendencies, such as intellect 

and imagination; information and relationships; research, hypothesis testing, and experimental 

design against prototyping, simulation, problem-solving, and storytelling; observation and 

evidence-based truth against improvisation and experiential truth; analytical measurement and 

aesthetic insight; observation and intuition; reason and passion; curiosity and skepticism against 

the power of wonder and awe; and finally, the powerful integration of technical expertise and 

wisdom (Marshall, 2010). This multifaceted learning is demonstrated through cognitive 

ambidexterity.  

Knowledge is defined in literature as having two distinct branches: tacit and explicit 

(Beesley & Cooper, 2008; Cabrera & Cabrera, 2002; Ciborra & Andreu, 2001; Haynes, 2005). 
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Explicit knowledge is the facts, concepts, and frameworks that are easily 

communicated to others. These are ordered facts having a simple or complicated cause and effect 

relationship. Explicit knowledge is gained through sensing, categorizing, analyzing, and 

responding (Snowden & Boone, 2007). In contrast, Cabrera and Cabrera (2002) defined tacit 

knowledge as “hard-to-communicate skills, know-how or practical knowledge (e.g. being able to 

ride a bicycle, sell a financial product or build excellent automobiles)” (p. 690). One cannot learn 

to ride a bicycle by any means other than attempting to actually ride one, repeatedly, until 

learning is accomplished. Likewise, there may be no apparent relationship between decision-

making variables in an unordered, complex, or chaotic environment, yet an entrepreneur will 

sense his or her way through the unknown in pursuit of a dream. Tactic knowledge is gained 

through related experiences of pattern recognition, action, probing, sensing, and responding 

(Snowden & Boone, 2007, p. 72).  

Entrepreneurs tend to be results-oriented, high performers. Goleman et al. (2002) called 

this the “pacesetting” (p. 72) style and categorized it as a dissonant style of leadership. Although 

an entrepreneur’s creativity, passion, and tenacity may have a positive impact on product 

development, sales growth, profitability, and shareholder returns, during startup, these same 

attributes can have an undermining effect on team performance in times of growth. There is a 

strong correlation between entrepreneurs and Goleman’s (2004) “pacesetter dissonant leadership 

style. Many entrepreneurs tend to be unclear about guidelines—expecting people to just know 

what to do” (p. 72) since that may be precisely how they learned themselves. Once the 

organization grows beyond the entrepreneur’s own ability to manage, many entrepreneurial 

leaders have difficulty communicating and collaborating effectively within the team they 
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themselves created. The literature suggests that this idiosyncrasy may relate to the 

entrepreneur’s repository of tacit knowledge. Entrepreneurs who have difficulty conveying what 

they know to others may struggle with delegation, jump to action when others falter, be quick to 

judge poor performance, and deal with issues of trust unfairly, fearing that others cannot perform 

as well as they can. They key is to step away from the doing of it to be an observer of the 

invisible dynamics at play in terms of interactions, relationships, and impacts on people, like 

driving a wedge into the automatic machinery to make it stop. It is in the space of stillness that a 

genuine understanding emerges that is wise, creative, and innovative (Marshall, 2010).  

Beesley and Cooper (2008) asserted that knowledge management occurs at the 

intersection of cognition, communication, and social contingencies. Wheatley (2006) posited that 

today, more than any other time in history, people, organizations, communities, and nations are 

forced to take action and make decisions in a complex, chaotic, and disordered environment. The 

talents, intellect, and tacit knowledge held in reserve among individuals and social contingencies 

are key to creating a social and economic future that is markedly different from the top-down, 

hierarchical management structures leaders created in the past 100 years. “Social contingencies 

encompass concerns such as relationship building, trust, social structures, status, leadership, 

power, and politics” (Beesley & Cooper, 2008, p. 55). Literature from multiple disciplines points 

to trust as a critical factor in unlocking social contingencies in leadership and learning (Baker, 

2003; Block, 2009, 2011; Ciborra & Andreu, 2001; Dressler, 2010; Kouzes & Posner, 2007; 

Lencioni, 2005; McEvily, Perrone, & Zaheer, 2003; Senge, 2006; Willem & Buelens, 2007; 

Yukl, 2010).  

People from all walks of life are more willing to share tacit knowledge with people they 
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trust or communicate their know-how in a safe psychological space and trusting 

environment. If the environment has not been well prepared to facilitate a deep level of trust and 

authenticity, it will be a void space with busy, distracted people, driving personal agendas, rather 

than people who listen and grow from one another. The right environment is not about 

equilibrium. Wheatley (2006) said, “To stay viable, open systems maintain a state of non-

equilibrium, keeping themselves off balance so that the system can change and grow” (p. 78). 

Positive feedback is fundamental to people’s ability to change and adapt in a fulfilling 

manner, but it can also lead to entropy if it is not balanced with a truthful reality. Once the vision 

for the future has been established, the structures put in place must be designed to accommodate 

feedback loops. “Negative or regulatory feedback helps keep a system on track” (Wheatley, 

2006, p. 78) by identifying opportunities for course correction through process improvement. In 

this manner, “information is used to help the system achieve its predetermined outcomes” 

(Wheatley, 2006, p. 78).  

Job Creation 

The role of the EDC is similar to that of a policy governance board. Members are policy 

makers and stewards of the community, not operational decision-makers. The mechanics of 

business development and the operation of employment service programs fall outside the 

organization’s jurisdiction. Yet the EDC, by virtue of its mandate, is accountable for outcomes of 

job creation and economic growth. The role and methods chosen to actualize the vision and 

mission of the EDC are critical to community engagement and outcomes of positive change.  

Consensus among researchers is that entrepreneurial firms are both fast growing and 

network based (Anderson & Park, 2007; Cope, Jack, & Rose, 2007; Patel, Fiet, & Sohl, 2011; 
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Robichaud, LeBrasseur, & Nagarajan, 2010). My research on entrepreneurial 

leadership inspired me to examine the role of social capital and social networks in business 

development as a means to reveal insights that may build relational bridges across multiple 

systems (Fernald et al., 2005).  

Link to economic development 

Recent studies in Germany, Austria, Australia, Denmark, and the United States 

(Bogliacino & Vivarelli, 2012; Böheim, Stiglbauer, & Winter-Ebmer, 2009; Dencker, Gruber, & 

Shah, 2009) have examined the link between job creation and entrepreneurship and have 

revealed revolutionary insights that may influence public policy development. In Denmark, 

Malchow-Møller, Schjerning, and Sorensen (2011) were able to collate disparate labour market 

databases to establish four distinct subsets of “new establishments” (p. 18) and quantify the 

impact each subset had on employment over a 25-year period. The four subsets are (a) new 

employers, (b) newly self-employed, (c) new firms, and (d) truly new firms. The first two subsets 

examine the entrepreneurial activities of individuals. New employers describe individuals who 

were self-employed without employees’ one-year prior whose establishments now employ 

others. Newly self-employed describes individuals who were not self-employed one year prior 

who now own a new establishment. The final two subsets collate organizational data. A new firm 

is defined as an establishment in the legal sense and is declared new upon registration of the 

entity. In contrast, the truly new firm has never been (a) run by another owner, (b) under another 

form of ownership structure, (c) under the umbrella of another firm, or (d) owned by an owner 

who already runs another personally owned firm. This distinction is important, because although 

a firm may be new in the legal sense, it may not be new in a practical or economic sense due to 
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its affiliation with an existing enterprise. A new firm may be the outcome of a 

corporate restructuring or takeover (Malchow-Møller et al., 2011, pp. 19–20). Discernment of 

these data subsets is significant because it helps overcome a criticism of studies that look only at 

small firms: exaggeration of the importance of entrepreneurial activity. This study allowed 

researchers to separate “firm birth” from “self-employment.” 

From their analysis of 17,186 new establishments, Malchow-Møller et al. (2011) were 

able to attribute one third of all new jobs created to new establishments in general, and 25% from 

“truly new” subsets: truly new firms and newly self-employed. Their research indicated that new 

firms are responsible for creating 87–90% of these “truly new” jobs. The study further 

determined that newly self-employed and new employers “have a clear negative effect on the 

average wage level, revealing that these create mostly low-wage jobs” (Malchow-Møller et al., 

2011, p. 31). In contrast, truly new firms neither decreased nor increased the average wage level.  

Böheim et al. (2009) studied the dynamics of simultaneous creation and destruction of 

jobs resulting from entrepreneurial activity as well as the cyclical determinants of job creation. 

They discovered the survival time of a typical job created by a new firm is consistently greater 

than the survival time of a job created by an old firm (Böheim et al., 2009, p. 18). The authors 

asserted that jobs created by new firms last nearly 50% longer than jobs created through the 

expansion of existing companies.  

Empirical data confirm that research and development (R&D) expenditures are closely 

linked with product innovation, while innovative investments (automation, new equipment, and 

certain applications of technology) are related to process innovation (Bogliacino & Vivarelli, 

2012; Conte & Vivarelli, 2005; Parisi, Schiantarelli, & Sembenelli, 2006). This is noteworthy 
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from a public policy perspective in that process innovation has been shown to result in 

job loss, while product innovation has been directly attributed to job creation. “R&D is mainly 

devoted to the promotion of new prototypes, the introduction of entirely new products, or the 

radical differentiation of existing products” (Bogliacino & Vivarelli, 2012, p. 97). R&D activity 

is a veritable playground for decisively different minds and is the lifeblood of entrepreneurship.  

According to Dencker et al. (2009), connections can be made between job creation and 

the breadth of knowledge and leadership capacity of the founder. Their analysis, based on 451 

newly founded firms, investigated the individual and opportunity-level factors influencing job 

creation. They found that although the founder’s human capital characteristics affected job 

creation, more human capital is not always better for the economy. Founders possessing a greater 

breadth of knowledge (jacks-of-all-trades) were able to perform more of the tasks and duties 

themselves and therefore run the organization with fewer employees. In contrast, founders with 

prior leadership experience created higher rates of employment. Dencker et al. showed that prior 

experience in managing employees enhances an entrepreneur’s ability to engage new employees 

in the vision of the company and to delegate effectively. Findings reaffirmed that founders who 

were unemployed prior to starting their business created fewer jobs than the general population 

of entrepreneurs (Böheim et al., 2009; Malchow-Møller et al., 2011). The connections between 

human capital and leadership experience were deemed to be robust and the findings were 

consistent regardless of the types of jobs created (Dencker et al., 2009).  

McMahon (2011) provided a good summation in his observation that jobs created by the 

political process add overhead for the real producers in the economy. Instead of trying to 

micromanage or control the job creation process, the author suggested that government’s 
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function “should be to ensure an environment conducive to productive enterprise” 

(McMahon, 2011, p. 13), suggesting this will “lead to general prosperity” (McMahon, 2011, p. 

13). Theoretical constructs on organization size, bootstrapping, new versus old organizations, 

and self- employment versus business development were important considerations to inform my 

analysis on job creation (Bogliacino & Vivarelli, 2012; Böheim et al., 2009; Dencker et al., 

2009; Malchow-Møller et al., 2011; Patel et al., 2011). 

Gender distinctions 

Industry Canada’s Credit Conditions Survey (2010, as cited in Industry Canada, 2012), 

distinguished three types of small business ownership based on gender: female majority owned, 

(17.1% of total businesses), equal partnerships between male and female owners (9.3%), and 

male majority owned (73.6%). British Columbia had the highest distribution of female-owned 

businesses in Canada, with 28% of businesses share structures 50% or greater held by women. 

Accommodation and food services industries had the highest share of female majority-owned 

businesses. Agriculture and primary industries had the highest share of businesses majority 

owned by men.  

Recent studies have analyzed a variety of factors pertaining to gender and entrepreneurial 

activities in developed and developing countries. The highest activity level among female 

entrepreneurs was primarily distributed throughout North, Central, and South America, with 

Canada approximately tenth out of 44 countries (Kobeissi, 2010; Ma Sanchez Canizares & 

Garcia, 2010). Kobeissi (2010) examined gender initiative per 100 adults and found that 6.07 

Canadian women were likely to start businesses. In terms of business longevity, Canada’s female 
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to male ratio is 60.83, which implies that those who do start businesses have a greater 

likelihood of success.  

Despite increasing numbers of female entrepreneurs on the world stage, research has 

shown that Canadian women are two times less likely to start a business than men. The ventures 

they do start exhibit slower growth and remain smaller in size than companies started by their 

male counterparts (Robichaud et al., 2010). Research focused on entrepreneurial characteristics 

has long shown that entrepreneurs are risk takers, problem solvers, and innovators, but 

Robichaud et al. (2010) explained entrepreneurial behaviour as the “relationship between an 

individual and the social environment” (p. 2). Important external factors include role models, 

education, work experience, culture, and environment. While men are more likely to strive for 

monetary considerations that allow the business to take flight quickly, research has shown that 

women seeking nonfinancial goals, such as “independence and work–family balance” 

(Robichaud et al., 2010, p. 4), may be deeply conflicted in entrepreneurial endeavours. 

The literature indicates that entrepreneurial motivation is an important predictor of small 

and medium enterprise performance. While it is easy to focus on personality traits and gender 

characteristics to explain limited growth in female-owned businesses, the relationship to 

motivation is untenable. Women pursue goals such as personal growth and control over their 

destinies (Robichaud et al., 2010, p. 4). In Robichaud et al.’s (2010) study, which examined the 

push/pull dynamic that is reflective of the distinction between one’s motivation being 

opportunity seeking (OP) or necessity driven (NE), no difference was found in the proportion of 

males and females across the OP and NE categories. It is important to note that “the necessity 

group tended to lack the necessary skills to start up a business . . . and had a lower propensity to 
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perceive business opportunities in the next six months” (Robichaud et al., 2010, p. 6). 

In fact, necessity-driven entrepreneurs were older (>45), less educated, and less likely to know 

an entrepreneur personally. Opportunity-seeking entrepreneurs were younger, had higher 

expectations in terms of job creation, and reported higher income levels (Robichaud et al., 2010, 

p. 8).  

Some theorists have posited that stereotypical gender roles are adopted by men and 

women to gain social acceptance (Furst & Reeves, 2008). To that end, men tend to be more 

achievement oriented and women are more likely to exhibit affiliation and nurturing tendencies. 

The literature has suggested that women may offer a female leadership advantage in turbulent 

economic environments, largely due to their willingness to try novel approaches and to take risks 

that defy conventional wisdom (Furst & Reeves, 2008). Women also tend to develop complex 

skills through diverse life and career experiences and are more prone to outperform expectations 

to prevent criticism and stereotyping. These are interesting dynamics that suggest untapped 

reserves of entrepreneurial social capital may lie dormant in our midst.  

Although policy advancements toward equality and gender empowerment may afford 

Canadian women equal access to opportunities, many women are reluctant to take advantage of 

those opportunities, even though statistically the rewards are favourable. Kobeissi (2010) found 

that “the way a person thinks has a significant impact on the propensity to engage in 

entrepreneurial activities” (p. 6). To that end, cultural conditioning has the greatest impact on 

steering women toward or away from entrepreneurship. To illustrate the extent of cultural 

influence, it was interesting to note that 39/100 women in Peru were likely to start businesses in 

comparison to Canada’s 6.07 (Ma Sanchez Canizares & Garcia, 2010). Additionally, family 
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culture appears to influence entrepreneurial intention, as those with prior entrepreneurs 

in the family are more likely to start a business. The taxonomy of entrepreneurial attributes 

among university students “find a higher proportion of men with attitudes of self-confidence and 

leadership skills” (Ma Sanchez Canizares & Garcia, 2010, p. 771), which may explain the gender 

gap.  

Social capital 

The EDC’s intention is to rise above current socioeconomic conditions by engaging the 

community in the co-creation of a compelling new future. Doing so requires partnership, but 

partnership alone is insufficient. The conditions of satisfaction cultivated through meaningful 

engagement and a transparent process will help the EDC in “convening others in a way that helps 

them discover and mobilize shared wisdom and energy” (Dressler, 2010, p. xvi). How can the 

EDC lead and inspire multiple stakeholder groups across disparate social, political, and structural 

boundaries? Are there environmental conditions that inspire collective performance? What are 

the barriers to collective performance? How can disparate groups measure, and agree upon, 

public value creation? 

Bolman and Deal (2008) suggested that multi-frame thinking can deepen the 

understanding of organizations and communities by helping to synthesize diverse perspectives 

about what is and what should be happening (p. 19). Ernst and Chrobot-Mason (2011) coined the 

phrase “boundary spanning” (p. 219). The term suggests better connectivity and integration of 

systems to help groups and organizations achieve results that far exceed anything they could 

achieve individually. There is a caveat, however. This expanded outcome is possible only “when 
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safety, respect, trust, community, interdependence, and reinvention characterize the 

interactions between groups” (Ernst & Chrobot-Mason, 2011, p. 219).  

According to Hansen and Triantafillou (2011), “Several influential social and political 

scientists have consolidated the understanding that economic concerns are not to be regarded as 

at odds with social concerns” (p. 206). The links between job creation and entrepreneurship, and 

entrepreneurship and economic innovation and competitiveness, have never been so clear. The 

caveat for holding both social and economic concerns in balance is to ensure “economic and 

social policies are designed correctly” (Hansen & Triantafillou, 2011, p. 206). This suggests a 

collaborative approach to leadership is warranted to ensure the local labour market functions 

effectively.  

Social capital is a broad term that looks at the norms and social networks that “generate 

shared understandings, trust and reciprocity” (Dinda, 2008, p. 2020). These are the conditions 

that inspire cooperation and collective action in pursuit of mutual benefit, efficiency, and 

economic prosperity. By definition, social capital is a pool of goodwill that is governed through a 

set of informal rules or behaviour norms that arise from shared values (Anderson & Park, 2007, 

p. 245). These consensual norms unite members of a group in ways that permit cooperation and 

action. It is important to distinguish that resources necessary for action are embedded in social 

networks, rather than individuals, but access to these resources is through individuals (Cope et 

al., 2007). Social capital contributes to economic growth by cultivating trust and cooperation 

between private industry, non-government agencies, and the government. In this regard, rich 

resources for social development and economic prosperity would be seated in the P3 labour 

market triangle shown in Figure 1. Social capital greases the wheels and allows the labour 
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market to turn smoothly to perpetuate job creation, workforce development, and 

economic prosperity (Dinda, 2008, p. 2022). It can be difficult to maintain over time and under 

conditions of uncertainty (Dinda, 2008; Patel et al., 2011; Tiedens & Linton, 2001). 

There is a dark side to social capital in that it is based on trust and shared understanding. 

The pitfall is that non-heterogeneous groups can easily form exclusive rather than inclusive 

networks (Cope et al., 2007). “This especially applies to formal organizations such as chambers 

of commerce, universities, and government agencies” (Cope et al., 2007, p. 215), which are 

conservative, stability-seeking environments. Network building is a dynamic process that is 

dependent on the capabilities of the network and of the reputation of the entrepreneurs where 

links to transaction costs are coveted by the network. Social capital can erode quickly when 

relationships of trust break down or collaborators “free-ride on goodwill” (Cope et al., 2007, p. 

215). Individuals can also break trust by withholding information perceived to cause a 

disturbance in the social system (Wheatley, 2006, p. 79). When the feedback loop is impeded, so 

too are the energy and creativity that flow through the social network from the individuals who 

are part of it at that point in time (Wheatley, 2006, p. 79). It can never be forgotten that 

disruption is an essential ingredient to facilitate growth.  

Research has indicated that many businesses suffer the “liabilities of smallness and 

newness” (Patel et al., 2011, p. 422). Cope et al. (2007) asserted, “If entrepreneurship is a socio-

economic process whereby economic actions are conditioned . . . by social relations, then 

understanding the impact of the social context on the entrepreneur becomes increasingly 

important” (p. 216). Patel et al. (2011) conducted research on bootstrapping that showed that 

limited scalability in business may come at a high social and economic price to the business 
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owner and the community. If the business fails to take flight before concerns about 

legitimacy undermine both owner and stakeholder confidence, the momentum and energy gain 

out of the starting gate will begin to diminish like the trajectory of an inverted U. Benchmarks to 

assess continual growth may include measuring employee growth in years three, four, and five; 

product development; and continuous business process improvement. To avoid entropy, it is 

critical for the entrepreneur to establish social conduits to the outer world and create structures to 

ensure the environment is conducive to creating, indefinitely (Wheatley, 2006). This awareness 

and foundational groundwork need to be constructed within the shortest amount of time possible. 

Otherwise, the effectiveness of the enterprise crests, begins “missing windows of opportunity” 

(Patel et al., 2011, p. 424), and starts to consume the resources that have already been gathered 

instead of generating new resources. 

There are two types of resource alignments that may be activated through social capital 

networks. Complementary resource alignment among networks is synergistic in that the members 

contribute different resources that enhance the win/win opportunities that can be created. 

Supplementary resources involve cost sharing measures and economies of scale, which can 

mitigate risk and increase market power. Patel et al. (2011) found that resources raised through 

strategic alliances further expand access to resources raised through social networks. Sustained 

growth is attributed to the alliances providing access to external resources and thereby expanding 

the circle of influence in a non-linear fashion that would not otherwise be achieved. Think of 

social capital as the well of abundance having an infinite supply of resources. As long as the 

social network remains authentically engaged and connected, pursuing the work of the heart, and 

keeps churning and refreshing itself, the available resources will never dry up.  
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Knowledge Transfer 

Now is a good time to recap the building blocks I have examined to this point. Business 

is a vehicle to fulfill whatever is important to its creator. In a pristine environment, a business 

model would be considered a tool to fulfill one’s life purpose. Social capital is the rocket fuel 

that enables the business to achieve lift off and maintain velocity over time. It adds power 

beyond anything the entrepreneur could otherwise achieve. Explicit knowledge, being the easy-

to-communicate, quantifiable facts, restricts people’s focus, and by extension what is taught, to 

the mechanics of business. Yet business people know the success of the enterprise is largely a 

function of the entrepreneur and his or her tactic knowledge, the hard-to-communicate know-

how that is demonstrated through actions and high performance.  

Argote, Ingram, Levine, and Moreland (2000) defined knowledge management (KM) as 

“the process through which one unit is affected by the experience of another” (p. 3). Within the 

context of community economic development, KM is essential to growth. According to Beesley 

and Cooper (2008), KM is central to creating “environments that support the activities needed to 

foster innovation” (p. 48), and therefore it affects workforce development and economic growth. 

KM is a huge field of study, riddled with controversy. For the purpose of this inquiry, I have 

focused on knowledge transfer as it applies to the local community. 

Kamhawi (2010) defined KM as “a set of activities that can be deliberately and/or 

systematically used to direct knowledge resources, inherent in all the organization [sic] business 

processes, to create strategic value for the organization” (p. 170). In today’s knowledge-based 

economy, the survival of an entity is linked to its ability to transfer knowledge effectively from 
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one unit to another. In this context, the EDC is a facilitator of knowledge transfer, not 

simply within the organization, but throughout the community.  

A business entity is comprised of tangible assets, most of which depreciate in value over 

time. Knowledge is an intangible asset that maintains its value, and more commonly increases in 

value through its application in the world (Kamhawi, 2010). Knowledge is fundamentally linked 

to organizational performance. Knowledge is also the EDC’s core product. Dissemination of 

information and knowledge is its main activity. Willem and Buelens (2007) suggested this is 

“characteristic of most public sector organizations” (p. 582), not-for-profits, and government 

divestiture models. Yet there is a significant difference between the EDC’s knowledge 

dissemination activities and the practical and experience-based transfer of know-how that 

enables local businesses, and their respective workforces, to perform various operations. Tacit 

knowledge is embedded in individuals’ cognition and behaviour and is intensely personal 

(Beesley & Cooper, 2008; Willem & Buelens, 2007). In this regard, knowledge is viewed as an 

activity that occurs “within and among individuals” (Beesley & Cooper, 2008, p. 49), whereas 

data and information are “objects” (Beesley & Cooper, 2008, p. 49). In answering the primary 

research question, the EDC will understand and hold the potential to facilitate the region’s 

economic growth by harnessing the core competencies (tacit knowledge) of local entrepreneurs 

to contribute to organizational competitiveness across any systems that encompass labour market 

development.  

Boundary spanning 

Enlightened leaders see the development chasm not as a problem to solve, but as an 

opportunity for creation, contribution, and growth. People who have not yet experienced 
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transformation may view personal and relational barriers as “obstacles to productive 

human interactions” (Ernst & Chrobot-Mason, 2011, p. 81). Ernst and Chrobot-Mason’s (2011) 

research revealed five identity and relationship boundaries that individuals and groups identify 

themselves by, and in so doing develop “strong emotions such as loyalty, pride, respect and 

trust” (p. 82). The five boundaries are (a) geographic distribution over a large region, as is the 

case in Mission; (b) demographic classifications such as gender, race, education, or ideology; (c) 

stakeholder groups such as service providers, boards of directors, advocacy groups, and 

government departments; (d) horizontal boundaries that separate people by departmental 

function and areas of expertise; and (e) vertical boundaries that define people by their span of 

control, seniority, and organizational hierarchy, and by whether they are internal staff or 

contractors. I have already discussed how trust can promote unity or foster division.  

Ernst and Chrobot-Mason (2011) developed a “boundary spanning model” (p. 84) that 

leaders traverse to facilitate intergroup collaboration. A spiral is used to illustrate the progression 

of conversations and actions that begin at the “great divide” (Ernst & Chrobot-Mason, 2011, p. 

84) and expand outwardly until the group comes together to achieve the “Nexus Effect” (Ernst & 

Chrobot-Mason, 2011, p. 84). Striving for this level of performance will hold strong appeal for 

local business leaders because it involves “groups working together to create new possibilities 

and achieve inspired results well beyond what they could do on their own” (Ernst & Chrobot-

Mason, 2011, p. 84). 

A key leadership challenge for the EDC is managing the emotional tensions of 

conflicting interests within the community, as well as creative tensions that arise when creating 

new possibilities while not fully knowing how others will receive the plans or execute them. 
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Such is the conundrum I refer to as crossing the chasm. To understand how to navigate 

this gap, I defer to a growing body of research on paradox theory (Smith & Lewis, 2011, as cited 

in Smith, Besharov, Wessels, & Chertok, 2012), to mitigate the risk of “becoming mired in 

intractable conflict between members representing the social and commercial sides” (p. 464) of 

the same issue. Wheatley (2006) asserted it simply does not work to ask people to sign on to a 

plan after the fact, “no matter how brilliant or correct the plan is” (p. 68). If people have not been 

involved or effectively represented, the best laid plan will fail. 

Block (2011) asserted that the intention of an outside party, such as a consultant or 

teacher, or in this case the EDC, is to help community stakeholders to build trust with one 

another. In this inquiry, the EDC as sponsor served “as a third party in a discovery mode” 

(Block, 2011, p. 287). The challenge, Block (2011) claimed, is in creating a safe environment for 

deliberations, for stakeholders to identify how they can make small structural modifications 

internally that will benefit both the internal performance of their business and the community 

collective.  

“Competing demands can evoke defensive reactions among organizational leaders, who 

often seek to avoid rather than confront tension” (Smith et al., 2012, p. 465). Understanding is 

deepened and objections are overcome through participation in the process, which addresses the 

difficult conversations head on. In doing so the plan comes alive: people can commit themselves 

to it because it holds meaning for them (Wheatley, 2006, pp. 68–69). Participants are also able to 

explain and defend the plan with their respective constituents. Research has suggested that the 

“juxtaposition of such tensions can be a source of organizational success . . . when the 

integration of opposing forces can encourage novel, creative solutions that ultimately enable 
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long-term organizational sustainability” (Smith et al., 2012, p. 466). By virtue of the 

community’s involvement in this process, knowledge is transferred to other organizations 

through organizational leaders who are better able to recognize the unique contributions of 

diverse perspectives in their organization and begin seeking synergies between them. 

In summary, the propensity for job creation and workforce development are influenced 

by a wide array of psychological and nonpsychological factors, including demographics, 

training, experience, and relational considerations. A common denominator is people’s search for 

independence and the desire to control their own future. Culture and the facilitation of meaning-

making hold great promise for people who feel frustrated by their inability to achieve their 

desired level of success in a traditional career path, face discrimination, or perceive their 

capability exceeds their limited wage-labour skills. In Chapter 3 I present the approach and 

methodology I used to understand how these factors impact entrepreneurial leadership and 

workforce development within the District of Mission.  
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CHAPTER THREE: INQUIRY APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY 

Inquiry Approach 

Action research is a powerful problem-solving approach that engages both researcher and 

the target community in working together to resolve everyday problems (Coghlan & Brannick, 

2010; Glesne, 2011; Stringer, 2007; Torbert et al., 2004). The fundamental intention of action 

research is to engage the target community and inspire action, solve a problem, or initiate change 

(Glesne, 2011, p. 15). This inquiry was designed to determine how the District of Mission could 

involve leaders in private industry in creating strategies to develop the local workforce and 

economy. The literature has suggested a conversational approach to action research is a highly 

motivating methodology and is likely to hold greater appeal to entrepreneurial participants than 

traditional quantitative research methods, which have failed to produce the systemic change that 

meets their expectation for producing tangible results (Torbert et al., 2004, p. 31).  

By engaging local business leaders and entrepreneurs in important conversations, this 

action research project has supported entrepreneurs “in formulating solutions to problems they 

confront in their community and organizational lives” (Stringer, 2007, p. 34). The findings have 

revealed gaps in skills, knowledge, and underutilized resources, and have inspired greater 

awareness of individual and collective development potential among participants. Similarly, the 

data have illuminated the wants and needs of entrepreneurs. This facilitates local service 

providers, educators, and the EDC to address workforce development issues in a different way. 

According to Stringer (2007), this is possible because action research helps people to understand 

the “how” of things, rather than the “what” of the circumstances that community leaders are 

trying to change (p. 19). Everyone wins when influencers and decision-makers are better 
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equipped to resolve problems and improve labour market connectivity from a variety 

of perspectives.  

In addition to being highly interactive, action research is an iterative methodology 

consisting of spiraling learning loops. Each loop involves looking, acting, and thinking (Stringer, 

2007, p. 8). Data are collected during the look phase, where the topic is thoughtfully described 

and defined. The think phase involves the analysis and interpretation of the information gathered. 

It is the act phase that gives rise to the recommendations, reporting, implementation, and 

evaluation. The scope of this project fulfills one learning loop, with a primary focus on private 

industry. 

The central research question was designed to focus attention on how the District of 

Mission can involve local entrepreneurial leaders in creating development strategies. Ripples of 

change and new possibilities are expected to radiate throughout the community as new 

knowledge is generated. My research sponsor is interested in learning how to support the kind of 

social change that produces economic outcomes among disparate sociopolitical systems 

(Coghlan & Brannick, 2010, p. 44). Although I have spent nearly two decades working with 

public sector colleagues in the field of economic development, I hold an epistemological 

perspective of entrepreneurship that is markedly different than my public sector colleagues.  

Since the age of 18, when I created my first business, I have considered myself to be an 

entrepreneur. Even when engaged as an employee or manager in the workplace, I viewed my 

employment status as a temporary hiatus on a learning journey that was moving me toward my 

next entrepreneurial venture. Research has suggested that my ways of knowing about 

entrepreneurship predispose my way of being in the workplace (Billett, 2009; Marshall, 2010) 
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and affect my emotional predisposition and everyday decision-making. Billett (2009) 

defined personal epistemologies as individuals’ ways of knowing, acting, and interacting with 

the social and physical world that arise from their early experiences and current capacities. These 

deeply held beliefs and perceptions help individuals make meaning of their experiences and 

shape their understanding of the world. People’s present circumstances define their responses to 

physical experiences and shape their social interactions, learning opportunities, and work 

activities. The opportunity of this research project was to draw upon my personal epistemology 

to design a qualitative research inquiry that would enable my sponsor to better understand how 

entrepreneurs in Mission perceive the local labour market and the roles they play within it.  

As an entrepreneur, I believe individuals create reality, and therefore I embrace a 

phenomenological, hermeneutic view that “there is no single knowable external reality” 

(Coghlan & Brannick, 2010, p. 42). I view every successful business as a creation. In order to 

invite and unleash the authentic expression of entrepreneurial strength, action orientation, and 

creative capability within this inquiry, I employed qualitative methods that were inspired by 

appreciative inquiry. What appealed to me, as both researcher and entrepreneur, was that 

appreciative inquiry values the best in people and affirms strengths, successes, and optimal 

human capacity (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2007). It “takes the idea of the social construction of 

reality to its positive extreme” (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2007, pp. 74–75). As an action 

researcher, I aimed to affect large-system change by inspiring opportunity and gratitude within 

the community (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2007). 

Glesne (2011) defined ethnography as a qualitative methodology that seeks to “interpret 

people’s constructions of reality and identify uniqueness and patterns in their perspectives and 
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behaviours” (p. 19). In the interpretivist tradition, ethnography helps researchers to 

understand people using culture as the theoretical framework. Inquiring into the entrepreneurial 

perspective on labour market issues has enabled stakeholders to discern a shared experience of 

engagement and meaning making among disparate stakeholder groups, and it will allow them to 

continue to make improvements over time. Each point of contact and conversation with 

stakeholders was an opportunity to build upon the positive energy that already exists within 

Mission. To accomplish this, I practiced what Scharmer (2007) called generative or 

transformative listening. I listened with an open will, attentive to opportunity to find common 

ground and identify emerging possibilities. I listened in ways that helped me and the participants 

to widen our perspectives and see ourselves as part of the system (Scharmer, 2007). In this way, I 

facilitated sponsor and stakeholders to explore new ideals in labour market development and 

workplace skills building. It was important that my leadership behaviour was consistent with the 

current practices of the sponsor.  

Research is an investigative process by which knowledge is expanded in a systematic 

way. Entrepreneurs “often suffer deep-seated feelings of frustration” (Stringer, 2007, p. 22) with 

quantitative research methods (that seek to predict and measure cause and effect) that fail to 

account for the complexity and multitude of factors that impinge on their lives and businesses 

and produce a result. I aimed to gain knowledge through a qualitative study, which attempted to 

understand the meaning people, in this case entrepreneurs, bring to today’s labour market issues 

(Glesne, 2011; Stringer, 2007). In this manner, the inquiry team came to understand the meaning 

of workplace challenges from the perspective of the employers experiencing the phenomenon—

those who are intended to benefit from the community’s programs and services. Focusing on 
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employers’ lived experiences, their daily actions, and the meaning they make of these 

events enabled both me and the sponsor to “construct effective solutions to the problem(s)” 

(Stringer, 2007, p. 20).  

Two qualitative research methods jump-started the change process: semi-structured 

interviews and a conversation café. I theorized that knowledge gained through mixed methods 

would gradually expand the social consciousness of entrepreneurial leaders, educators, and 

municipal governance. Ongoing collaboration with the EDC, and better connectivity within the 

community as a whole, will reveal new systems and structures to empower entrepreneurs, 

business leaders, economic developers, educators, and future generations to construct strength-

based businesses and value-centric economies (Barrett, 2012).  

Project Participants and Stakeholders 

I sought two distinct groups of entrepreneurs to participate in this inquiry, in addition to 

the research advisory team. 

Local employers 

One participant group was comprised of local employers, community-minded leaders 

willing to invest 3 hours of their time to participate in a conversation café. Feedback from the 

District of Mission’s business retention and expansion program activities helped me to identify 

potential employers to invite to the conversation café. Sixty potential participants were 

identified. Twelve business owners participated in this large group data-gathering technique; 11 

men and one woman. Those who expressed interest and were available on the scheduled date 

received a welcome letter (see Appendix A) and were asked to provide informed consent (see 

Appendix B) prior to commencement. 



Crossing the Development Chasm 50 

Exemplary entrepreneurs 

The second participant group was exemplary entrepreneurs who fit a profile I created. I 

invited a few business associates I knew who ran larger companies to identify entrepreneurs from 

their networks; specifically, business leaders who inspired them (see Appendix C). This helped 

me to begin the process of identifying exemplary entrepreneurs who met my criteria. I recruited 

participants from outside the community whose profit-oriented businesses were involved with 

industries of interest to the EDC, namely manufacturing and technology. These individuals were 

engaged in system-changing actions that resulted in job creation. My criterion for scalability was 

defined by a minimum complement of 15 staff. The only geographic consideration was that they 

be Canadian entrepreneurs. It was not a requirement that they currently own or manage the 

company, only that they had started it initially and ran the day-to-day operations to the peak staff 

limit identified. Additionally, routine investment in worker development had to be part of the 

organization’s culture. To this end, I interviewed six business leaders living outside of the 

geographic boundaries of the District of Mission. 

As shown in Table 1, I interviewed three men (M) and three women (W), all of whom 

had created a workforce size between 18 and 580 employees. I interviewed two entrepreneurs 

from the manufacturing sector (1M, 1F), two entrepreneurs from the technology sector (1M, 1F), 

one serial entrepreneur who has created a wide variety of companies in many different sectors 

(1M), and one entrepreneur in the private education sector (1F). Prior to the scheduled interview, 

participants were asked to provide their informed consent (see Appendix D).  

Had the conversation café not preceded the interviews, I may not have given any 

consideration to gender when recruiting participants. I decided to interview an equal number of 
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men and women after noticing a gender imbalance among participants of the 

conversation café (11 M, 1F). This research curiosity was inspired by the data.  
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Table 1 

Summary Profile of In-Depth Interview Participants  

Exemplary 

entrepreneur identifier Industry Gender Size of workforce 

SL* Manufacturing M 420 

DC* Mixed/multiples M 580 

RE* Technology M 250 

CM Technology F 18 

TK* Manufacturing F 420 

MS Private Education F 74 

Note. *Indicates entrepreneur has successfully started two or more businesses. 

Research advisory team 

Supporting me in identifying and selecting research participants was my research 

advisory team. This was a task-oriented group I formed in the community of Mission. My 

sponsor, and members of the EDC, were key influencers and were instrumental in 

recommending local stakeholders to serve as participants (see Appendix E for the letter of 

invitation). The research advisory team was comprised of six not-for-profit organizational 

leaders, local service providers who were well connected in the community and had a vested 

interest in the social and economic well-being of the community. This multi-stakeholder group 

provided expertise, system navigation, and community contacts. Each member signed an 

informed consent (see Appendix F). Two young female entrepreneurs were added to the research 

advisory team when the in-depth interview data showed significant gender differences between 

male and female exemplar entrepreneurs. 
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As members of the research advisory team, the two young female entrepreneurs 

were invited to review the interview transcripts with all identifying information removed. Their 

involvement in the analysis proved highly beneficial to the inquiry. Their level of enthusiasm 

toward participation, along with the insights and epiphanies they gained and shared from the 

experience, were unexpected. Their dynamic exchange sent me back to the literature to examine 

further the topic of knowledge transfer.  

Inquiry Methodology 

Data collection tools 

The literature on action research has asserted that choosing an appropriate combination of 

methods to support an inquiry must consider the purpose of the research, the type of knowledge 

to be produced, and the researcher’s orientation about the nature of reality (Coghlan & Brannick, 

2010; Glesne, 2011; Stringer, 2007). It is critical that the data be reliable and verifiable, and the 

findings be seen as credible and replicable. To this end, there were two primary reasons for me to 

use multiple methods in this inquiry. The first was to mitigate the risk of human error when 

interpreting the data. The second was to be alert to competing versions of reality shared by 

participants, especially when words and actions are incongruent. There is nothing wrong and 

nothing to judge; it was simply a social condition for me to be aware of. Multiple methods—in-

depth interviews, conversation café, and a data analysis focus group—helped me crystallize and 

triangulate the data by positioning me in such a way as to examine the situation from the 

perspective of community interactions and through intimate reflection of entrepreneurial leaders 

(Glesne, 2011, p. 47).  



Crossing the Development Chasm 54 

To find out how the District of Mission could involve leaders in private 

industry in creating strategies that are meaningful to them, I needed to understand how these 

leaders constructed and shared meaning (Glesne, 2011). To achieve this level of understanding, I 

chose a conversation café and in-depth interviews as distinctive methods to support me in 

answering these and other important questions. I also invited members of my research advisory 

team to provide informed consent to allow their feedback and insights to form part of the data; 

all members agreed (see Appendix G). 

Conversation café 

A conversation café is a practical method to increase a local community’s capacity to 

take action toward the achievement of a common goal: workforce development (Brown, Homer, 

& Isaacs, 2007). At my event, employers’ needs, wants, and perspectives were explored. As 

researcher, I felt it was important to explore the domain of know-how and tacit knowledge 

(Beesley & Cooper, 2008; Cabrera & Cabrera, 2002) with respect to entrepreneurial leadership 

and workforce development. This was in sharp contrast to traditional research on explicit 

knowledge, the concepts and facts that are easily communicated, such as the mechanics of 

business (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2002, p. 690).  

Brown et al. (2007) described a conversation café as an unfolding and sequentially 

building group dialogue that can happen over a short span of time. The conversation café 

appealed to my sponsor, because it was an opportunity for the EDC and local businesses to drill 

deeper into concerns raised about employee recruitment, retention, workplace training, skills 

development, and generational differences in the workplace (S. Crawford, personal 

communication, October 16, 2012).  
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Brown et al. (2007) suggested seven design principles essential to realizing the 

maximum benefit from a conversation café: (a) creating the context through clarity of purpose, 

intention, and process; (b) preparing a welcoming environment and safe psychological space that 

puts participants at ease; (c) posing powerful, engaging questions that matter and are worthy of 

participants’ time; (d) encouraging full and open participation from everyone; (e) intentionally 

inviting a diverse range of perspectives into the room while keeping the focus on common goals 

and questions; (f) supporting participants in deep listening, pattern identification, and harvesting 

valuable insights while honouring individual views and contributions; and (g) making the 

collective wisdom and insights presented by the group visible and actionable. The first six design 

principles were achieved without question. The seventh was also achieved and will continue to 

expand as participants reflect and share what they learned from one another. 

Using these seven principles, I facilitated a 3-hour conversation that engaged participants 

emotionally and connected them deeply to the challenge and opportunity of seeking resolution to 

recurring issues and common concerns local employers experience in the workplace. Research 

has suggested a conversation café could help local business owners develop a collective capacity 

to shape their future by engaging in conversations that matter (Brown et al., 2007, p. 180). I 

posed questions (see Appendix H) for which answers were unknown and allowed the participants 

to create their desired response individually, on sticky notes, and collectively, through group 

dialogue. The presence of local employment service providers as table hosts enriched the 

conversation and helped to clarify assumptions in real time. Without this opportunity for 

collaborative action, this reflective dialogue among peers would not have occurred.  
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This 3-hour process engaged the collective intelligence of local business 

owners in considering what is possible in terms of skills development in the workplace. I aimed 

to expand leadership capacity by encouraging local employers to discover what is already 

working well locally, make powerful requests, and determine what catalysts could potentially 

elevate their performance. By design, the conversational process revealed opportunities that 

emerge from “a deeper living network pattern” (Brown et al., 2007, p. 180). 

In-depth interviews  

In-depth interviews are a qualitative approach that allowed me to explore the perspective-

shifting experiences that motivated my participants to become entrepreneurs and to understand 

the pivotal moments that shaped them to become organizational leaders as their enterprises grew 

in relation to the market they served. I was searching for patterns and connections to inform 

future educational program development through data collected from top performers in private 

industry.  

Interviews helped me to gain a deeper, more intimate understanding of epistemologies 

leading to entrepreneurial action. In-depth interviews were a powerful research tool because they 

exceed the limitations of getting answers to questions or testing a hypothesis. In-depth interviews 

allowed the respondents to describe their situation or circumstance in their own words (Stringer, 

2007, p. 69). As researcher, in-depth interviews allowed me to explore and understand the 

meaning making and thoughts of these extraordinary entrepreneurs in ways that helped me 

interpret the workplace issues being investigated in Mission (Stringer, 2007). This research tool 

enabled me to immerse myself in the complexity of the entrepreneurs’ thoughts, feelings, and 
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actions (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010; Stringer, 2007). It was invaluable to compare and 

contrast the experiences of exemplars to that of local employers.  

I used semi-structured interview questions (see Appendix I). I identified primary, open-

ended questions that I knew I would ask. I was also prepared to ask depth-probing questions to 

pursue points of interest. I wanted to go beneath the usual response to find out how respondents 

thought, felt, and made meaning of their experiences (Glesne, 2011, p. 134). The depth-probing 

questions and subquestions listed in Appendix I formed an outline to guide and deepen the 

informal conversation. All questions revealed pivotal learning experiences and illuminated 

assumptions interviewees held of their staff and of themselves.  

Powerful, thought-provoking questions engaged the participants at an emotional level to 

generate engagement energy. This helped both respondent and researcher to focus and forward 

our assumptions (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010; Stringer, 2007). Responses to reflective and 

thought-provoking questions provided insight into the hard-to-communicate skills, practical 

knowledge, know-how, and meaning making of each exemplary entrepreneur. This method of 

data gathering deepened my understanding of entrepreneurial behaviour, motivations, ideals, 

ideology, and developmental insights and catalysts. The interviews produced 105 pages of 

narrative-rich data as the conversations explored each respondent’s personal experience in 

business. 

In summary, the research activities were designed to examine the issue of entrepreneurial 

leadership and organizational workforce development from the perspective of people represented 

in each of the three systems that converge to form the local labour market: private industry, 

government, and non-government service providers (see Table 2).  
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Table 2 

Overview of Data Gathering Activities and Participation  

Data-collection 

method 

No. of 

participants 

Perspective 

captured 

Gender 

M/F Functional role 

Conversation 

café 

12 Local 

employers 

11/1 Assess current status, including 

wants and needs, of locals. 

Data analysis 

focus group 

5 Local service 

providers 

2/3 Interpret café data through the 

lens of those who provide 

workforce development supports. 

In-depth 

interviews 

6 Exemplar 

entrepreneurs 

3/3 Understand pivotal moments and 

challenges in leadership 

development throughout the 

growth of a successful business. 

Data analysis 

dyad 

2 Youth 

entrepreneurs 

0/2 Interpret café and interview data 

and observe learning and 

meaning making through youth 

entrepreneur lens.  

 

The data contributions of all participants have remained confidential throughout every 

stage of this inquiry. With the exception of the in-depth interviews, which were conducted by 

telephone, every participant had the opportunity to share insights and ideas both verbally and in 

writing. The members of the research advisory team, who served as table hosts at the 

conversation café, were invited to assist with employer data summarization. However, the local 

employers who generated the data were present when service providers presented their summary, 

enabling employers to provide further input and clarification, as needed. Finally, the young 

entrepreneur members of the research advisory team participated in comparing and contrasting 

locally gathered data against data collected from exemplars. 
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Inquiry conduct 

Conversation café  

The conversation café was held at the Best Western Hotel on Lougheed Highway on 

Friday, January 18, 2013. Local employers were greeted at the door by a volunteer who 

registered their attendance and prepared a name tag. At the registration table participants 

received a welcome letter (see Appendix A) and two copies of an informed consent form (see 

Appendix B): one to sign for my records, the other to retain for their own benefit. Prior to 

commencement, the registration volunteer confirmed receipt of 100% of the informed consent 

forms.  

The conference room was prepared with a welcome sign and a presentation easel 

containing the labour market drawing (see Figure 1) at the front of the room, food and beverages 

against the entrance wall, and three empty flip charts across a table at the back of the room. Four 

round tables with white linen table cloths were situated at the centre of the room. Three tables 

were reserved for local employers; the fourth table was reserved for members of the research 

advisory team. At the centre of each table was a shallow dish of cinnamon hearts, a decorative 

bag containing sticky note pads, and scattered confetti thank you cards that read: 

We know it took something for you to clear your calendar to be with us today. We are 

grateful that you did. Thank you for sharing your challenges, frustrations, opportunities, 

and ideas with us. We are blessed to have leaders like you in our community. We will 

continue to do our very best to support your development. 

During the conversation café, employers were divided into three groups of four and 

seated at the tables, café style. Although the table conversations were fluid and free flowing, my 

research advisory team and I prepared an agenda to guide the activities (see Appendix J), which 

took 3 hours. Prompted by the predetermined questions (see Appendix H), participants reflected 
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on their own experiences, engaged in dialogue to explore local issues of importance to 

them, and reflected on their current reality in contrast to ideals, expectations, and what may be 

possible. Individual reflections were captured on sticky notes. Group data were synthesized on 

flip charts positioned at each table. Employers sat together and shared experiences and solution-

oriented ideas (Weisbord & Janoff, 2007, p. 321). After 15 to 20 minutes, participants were 

invited to move to another table, where they began a new dialogue on a new topic with their 

peers. 

Members of the research advisory team served as table hosts at this event. The host is a 

witness and also the keeper of the conversation. Hosts effectively relayed the essence of the 

previous group’s dialogue to the incoming group as participants moved from one table to the 

next. Each host was responsible to clarify the question, provide a definition of community and 

workforce development, and maintain the flow of the conversation (Brown et al., 2007). The 

continuity provided by table hosts allowed for cross-pollination of ideas and identified 

opportunities for action. By design, hosts were employment service providers, and they were 

therefore able to contribute local knowledge and specialized expertise to the solutions-oriented 

conversation employers were engaging in. Members of the research advisory team benefited 

from receiving employer insights and perspectives in a solution-oriented environment. 

Employers benefited by learning about programs and services that are available in the 

community to help them. Both groups appreciated the personal interaction that the event 

afforded. 

Having recorded their individual ideas on sticky notes, employers were assisted by table 

hosts to summarize their group dialogue on flip chart paper. Each group summarized the 
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cumulative dialogue generated from one particular table question and presented their 

findings to the entire group. The service providers delivered the presentation summaries for each 

table. This enabled the employers to listen for content and accuracy and provide clarification, as 

required. I retained all the table notes and flipcharts. These data were used to verify conclusions 

and inform the analysis in partnership with the research advisory team. 

The conversation café is an important qualitative research tool and was a critical juncture 

in this inquiry: it achieved the objective, which was to establish a sense of ownership of the 

issues and build grassroots commitment among local business leaders and service providers. This 

peer interaction tapped the collective intelligence of private sector leaders, an essential step in 

rooting them to the central research question. Involving service providers in this process gave 

employers a clearer understanding of the services that are available. As well, it clarified 

employer needs and the expectations they had of service providers. By the end of the event, 

business cards had been exchanged and the seeds of change had been planted for private sector 

participation in future programs, services, and events designed to bridge systemic gaps in 

Mission’s labour market.  

In-depth interviews 

I chose in-depth interviews for the exemplary entrepreneurs because of the ontological 

perspective this method provides. The purpose was to explore and understand how the human 

mind works and the resulting behaviour. In-depth interviews allowed me to engage participants 

in a deeper reflection of meaning making by assessing the thoughts, ideas, and memories that 

arose in their own language. By using mixed methods and contrasting participant groups, I could 
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compare and contrast the perceptions of exemplars to that of local employers 

(Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2005).  

Once suitable candidates had been identified, I extended a letter of invitation (see 

Appendix K) to the potential participants and allowed them to self-identify based on size of 

workforce, availability, and willingness to participate. I received eight willing volunteers for a 

study involving six. Volunteers were prescreened to confirm the business had been scaled 

beyond 15 employees. One female volunteer was deemed ineligible due to the size of her 

workforce reaching only 11 employees. In terms of the remaining candidates, I accepted 

participants into the study in the order in which they volunteered for the interview. Consistent 

with my research proposal, I conducted six interviews in total.  

Data gathering was conducted by telephone between February 24 and April 4, 2013. 

Participants enjoyed the comforts of their own home or office, where they joined me in a 

telephone conference room that was equipped with digital recording capabilities. Interviewees 

received the interview questions in advance to prepare.  

Each semi-structured interview began with a set of overarching questions to inquire into 

different aspects of the participant’s business and personal experience. Each participant was 

allowed the freedom to direct the conversation, as he or she felt appropriate. I asked six primary 

questions to explore broad topics such as pivotal moments that inspired startup, how staff were 

trained and developed, and the impacts of growth, as well as leadership and organizational 

development issues (see Appendix I). I also asked what advice they would offer to regional 

economic development agencies wishing to involve private industry in creating economic and 
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workforce development strategies. My decision to probe deeper or refine my question 

was guided by the feedback I received from the interviewee. 

Throughout the interviews I embraced the verbatim principle by using terms and 

formulating concepts based on language used by the participants themselves as I asked each 

person the interview questions (Stringer, 2007, p. 99). I anticipated each response would take 10 

minutes and budgeted a 30-minute contingency into my request for 60–90 minutes of the 

participant’s time. The shortest interview was completed in 30 minutes (including the 

subquestions). The longest took 1 hour 20 minutes. Most interviews were slightly over 1 hour. 

The password-protected audio file was shared with a professional medical transcription firm, 

which transcribed the interview data verbatim in preparation for analysis. 

During the proposal stage of this project, it was my intention to conduct in-depth 

interviews before hosting the conversation café. I expected insights learned from the exemplars 

would inform the design of the agenda and research questions for the conversation café. In 

reality, the order was reversed due to time constraints. Nevertheless, it was serendipitous that the 

data-gathering sequence changed to encourage greater participation by the service providers at 

the planning stage. It was they who helped inform agenda design. We worked as a team to fine-

tune the research questions that would be asked at each table and to construct definitions of 

community and workforce development to serve as reminders throughout the event. 

Recommendations in Chapter 5 were powerfully influenced by the feedback from the exemplars. 

Data analysis focus group 

For the conversation café, members of the research advisory team assisted in designing 

the agenda (see Appendix J), fine-tuning the research questions (see Appendix H), and helping to 
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create a hospitable space for the conversation café to be hosted. During the event, 

research advisory team members served as table hosts. In this role they helped ensure integrity of 

data gathering and maintained rigor to support validation. As well, they helped to create 

conditions of satisfaction for the entrepreneurial participants during the event. The richness of 

their local knowledge supported me in reconciling key findings with community programs and 

support structures, both current and planned, and thereby enhanced the recommendations. The 

research advisory team met three times over the course of the inquiry: first, for a 3-hour planning 

session; second, for the data gathering event; and third, for the debrief and data analysis focus 

group. Representation was sought from secondary and post-secondary educators, employment 

service providers, the Mission Chamber of Commerce, and my organizational sponsor 

representing the EDC. Only the EDC and employment service providers actively participated.  

Data analysis 

Research is all about interpretation of data and is influenced to a certain degree by the 

subjectivity of the researcher (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010; Glesne, 2011; Stringer, 2007). 

Comparing and contrasting data from local employers and exemplary entrepreneurs outside the 

community afforded me insights into tacit characteristics, assumptions, unconscious behaviours, 

emergent cultural considerations, and predominant thought patterns (Haynes, 2005, p. 132). 

According to Glesne (2011), “Through dialogue and learning from each other, we more easily 

see and examine the lenses upon which we rely” (p. 274). At the end of this inquiry, stakeholders 

were left with rich, qualitative data that support a greater understanding of the community’s skill 

development needs and expectations. Like the legacy of a germinating seed, it is my hope that 

future iterations of action research will reveal insights that address “structural emancipatory 
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issues relating to education, social exclusion and power and control [the political 

systems that safeguard public policy]” (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010, p. 44). 

Every aspect of the inquiry design, including the supporting documentation, was 

informed by the literature on qualitative investigative processes, from identifying and inviting 

participants, to organizing and facilitating meetings, to creating the café, agenda, and procedures 

(Brown et al., 2007; Coghlan & Brannick, 2010; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2007; Glesne, 2011; 

Merriam, 2009; Stringer, 2007). My personal observation of body language and reflections were 

also relevant. To remain grounded, Stringer (2007) said researchers can “minimize the 

propensity to conceptualize events through their own interpretive lenses” (p. 99) by applying the 

verbatim principle, which draws upon the words and concepts raised by the participants 

themselves.  

Stringer (2007) said that when people recount their experiences, they convey a wide 

range of interrelated thoughts and ideas and often change direction. Glesne (2011) noted it is 

critical that researchers distill these descriptive fragments of experiences into discrete ideas and 

concepts that can be further refined. I reviewed the field notes and interview transcriptions at the 

conclusion of each activity to ensure information was both complete and accurately reflected 

(Glesne, 2011, p. 187). I thoroughly analyzed the two stands of data separately looking for 

patterns and themes before attempting to consolidate my analysis (Glesne, 2011, pp. 187–188).  

I began reviewing the interview data by noting the page length, duration, and transitions 

that marked a new theme (Bernard & Ryan, 2010, p. 58). A word analysis revealed some 

recurring word choices, including the absence of some words in some interviews (Bernard & 

Ryan, 2010, p. 56). I extracted linguistic metaphors and examined repetition, emphasis, and 
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emotionally descriptive words that suggested the participants’ needs were, or were not, 

being met (Bernard & Ryan, 2010, p. 60). I coded and indexed the data to stratify text strings and 

phrases into similar classifications and like categories of meaning and word association (Bernard 

& Ryan, 2010; Glesne, 2011).  

Through iterative cycles of analysis, common theoretical themes and descriptive ideas 

began to emerge (Glesne, 2011, p. 188). I am a visual learner, so one of the most valuable 

experiences was to prepared mind maps and visual models, display them on my walls, and stand 

back to compare and contrast data strands holistically to identify commonalities, patterns, and 

gaps (Bernard & Ryan, 2010; Glesne, 2011). At every juncture I examined connections to the 

literature for evidence-based interpretation. As I immersed myself in the data, I searched for 

recurring patterns. Preliminary analysis allowed me to develop a coding scheme to facilitate 

further sublimation of themes to expand my literature review (Glesne, 2011, p. 191).  

With respect to the in-depth interviews, Thomas (2006) suggested an inductive approach 

to data analysis that “allows the research findings to emerge from the frequent, dominant, or 

significant themes inherent in raw data” (p. 238). This resonated with my constructivist nature. 

Seidman (2005) cautioned that large volumes of data are generated, particularly from interviews, 

and that researchers must remain cognizant of the seemingly miniscule segments of data, such as 

a single word, that describe “a feeling or phenomenon” (Merriam, 2009, p. 177). The message is 

consistent: everything counts (Glesne, 2011; Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2005).  

The first step in analysis was the transcription, ensuring the data were clean, accurate, 

and consistently formatted. I read each transcript in its entirety twice to gain a “sense of the 

interview as a whole before breaking it into parts” (Creswell, 2003, p. 143). I examined word 
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count for repetition and continuity. I was also attentive to word choice as an indicator 

that emotional needs were, or were not, being met. I developed a coding system as I examined 

strings of text and metaphors and watched for emergent patterns, themes, and categories to help 

me make sense of the data (Creswell, 2003; Glesne, 2011; Merriam, 2009). I was particularly 

interested in understanding the perspective-shifting experiences of my interview participants; I 

had “to listen and observe carefully, empathetically, and compassionately” (Glesne, 2011, p. 

274).  

To draw comparisons between the two data strands, I created visual models and 

summaries using mind maps and segmented data into themes (Bernard & Ryan, 2010; Glesne, 

2011). For example, I compared local employers with exemplars to distinguish what worked well 

and what was not working well. I ran a similar comparison to observe locus of control for each 

group to see where systems with others (employees, suppliers, training providers, etc.) were well 

integrated or creating unfulfilled expectations. I also compared and contrasted the interview data 

by gender and size of workforce. My most insightful visual models examined beneficial in-house 

systems integrations, such as appreciation incentives, network recruiting, and job-specific 

training, against beneficial external integrations, such as safety training, student practicums, and 

ESL supports. This allowed me to identify the absence of integration (misalignment or lack of 

internal resources) as a common denominator among all the areas that were not working 

(Bernard & Ryan, 2010).  

The research advisory team played an important dual role in relation to each data strand. 

Local services providers assisted with the research activities of the conversation café and 

returned one week later to debrief their experiences as table hosts and observers and engage in 
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theme identification at a data analysis focus group. Two young female entrepreneurs, 

who I dubbed my data analysis dyad, engaged in reflective dialogue to identify themes and 

patterns in the interview transcriptions. These transcriptions identified participants only by 

gender, industry, and size of workforce. Insights gained from exemplars helped me and my team 

to interpret data, draw conclusions, and formulate recommendations about local workforce issues 

(Glesne, 2011, p. 47) that will be valuable and meaningful to local business leaders in Mission. 

Ethical Issues 

As researcher of this systematic investigation, my commitment was to exemplify 

professional conduct consistent with the guidelines established by my sponsoring organization, 

Royal Roads University (2007), and the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for 

Research Involving Humans (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and 

Engineering Research Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

of Canada [Tri-Council], 2010). I upheld the highest ethical standards, and protected and showed 

respect toward all participants, while engaging in this inquiry that will benefit the District of 

Mission and other communities (Tri-Council, 2010, p. 7). More specifically, I upheld the Tri-

Council’s (2010) three core principles of “Respect for Persons, Concern for Welfare and Justice” 

(p. 8). 

Respect for persons 

Participants in this inquiry were employers: successful entrepreneurs and business owners 

who have created employment opportunities for others. Members of the research advisory team 

were local service providers and young entrepreneurs. Each person’s participation was 

discretionary and voluntary. I honoured each individual’s decision-making autonomy through 
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clear and open communication. The written invitations clarified the intention of the 

research; explained what the conversation was about; specified the date, time, and location of the 

proposed activity; and addressed the issue of confidentiality.  

Likewise, the consent forms allowed participants to communicate their understanding of 

the issues, affirm their desire to contribute through active participation, and register their 

agreement to have the deliberations recorded, transcribed, and ultimately be published. The 

subject of informed consent was revisited at the commencement of each data-gathering 

conversation. Executed consent forms were collected from all participants prior to convening.  

Although confidentiality and privacy cannot be assured in a group environment, 

quotations selected for publication remain anonymous and privacy has been respected. I 

reviewed the confidentiality and participation agreements publicly and reminded participants to 

respect the confidential nature of the process before we began. No participants chose to withdraw 

from the study, though all were reassured of their ability to do so at any time, without prejudice 

or political ramification. Should withdrawal have occurred during the interview process, the 

notes and transcriptions taken during the interview would have been isolated and withdrawn 

from the study. As an external consultant, I held no position of power over any stakeholders or 

participants in this inquiry. Therefore, I had no political influence over the process or conflict of 

interest in the findings or outcomes.  

People invited to participate in individual or large group data gathering were capable and 

able adults; all were leaders in their community. The information they provided was qualitative 

in nature and personally subjective. Each participant had full control over what information he or 
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she shared. The invitation and informed consent forms explained how the thesis would 

be published and disseminated through journals, white papers, or trade publications.  

Concern for welfare 

Participant welfare was safeguarded through the privacy and control of information, in 

accordance with Tri-Council (2010) requirements. All electronic storage devices and paper 

records were stored in a locked cabinet in my home office. Electronic records were password 

protected and stored on my personal computer with a duplicate copy retained on a backup 

device. I was the sole user of this equipment, which was operated on a secure, password-

encrypted network. None of the records contained personally identifying information about the 

participants.  

On the matter of welfare and social participation, this inquiry did open up a dialogue 

about vulnerable populations and those with limited opportunity and capacity within the 

workplace. However, these populations were not directly engaged in the inquiry. The methods 

focused on positive outcomes and took a forward-looking view of what factors are considered 

essential to success. At the local level, participants were identified and invited to attend the 

conversation café as a follow-up to their earlier participation in the District of Mission’s BR&E 

program.  

Justice 

The Tri-Council (2010) requirements for respect of the research participant’s autonomy 

were achieved by providing explicit details regarding the research activities (see Appendices A 

through K). All invitations disclosed that participation was purely voluntary with no 

compensation offered. All participants were advised of their right to decline the invitation and 
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were made aware of the opportunity to withdraw from the process at any time, without 

penalty or political consequence. Comfort breaks were built into the agenda of the conversation 

café. None of the participants chose to withdraw during the break or leave the session early. Had 

anyone done so, remaining participants would have been asked to maintain strict confidence with 

respect to their colleague’s decision.  

Every effort was made to identify a demographically diverse participant pool, using 

participants with different backgrounds and experiences. I openly disclosed a preference for 

selecting interview candidates who were both capable and willing to verbalize their thoughts and 

share personal accounts of their stories. Interview candidates must also have been engaged in 

system-changing actions through the creation of an enterprise that employed 15 or more staff. 

Information collected during the conversation café was not individually identifiable. Identities of 

the interview candidates were concealed through coding. The methodologies, methods, tools, and 

protocols of this research project were ethically considerate of each participant’s need for 

personal respect, social welfare, and public justice. Those who willingly participated were co-

creators of a bright new future. 

In Chapter 3 I introduced the qualitative research methods and data collection tools to 

support a mixed-methods approach. This allowed me to engage divergent participant groups in 

research activities that were fundamentally constructed differently. I also reviewed ethical 

considerations governing the identification and recruitment of participants, including the 

supporting documentation that enabled participants to provide their informed consent. In Chapter 

4 I distinguish how these methods produced separate strands of data that were later woven 

together to form conclusions. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: INQUIRY PROJECT RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter I present the results from the research project in two strands to show the 

similarities, differences, and themes of the data collected from each distinct participant group 

using different data collection methods. Local employers participated in a conversation café. 

Entrepreneurs outside the community, who had successfully scaled a business in a manner that 

resulted in job creation, participated in in-depth interviews. This provided a more detailed and 

personal account of the challenges and pivotal moments in their personal development and 

evolution as leaders, as well as the development of the businesses they created with the people 

they led. The research advisory team was similarly segmented. Local service providers assisted 

with the planning, execution, and analysis of the conversation café. Youth entrepreneurs who had 

not yet scaled a business beyond a workforce of one to three seasonal employees assisted with 

the analysis of the interview transcriptions. Entrepreneurs who participated in the in-depth 

interviews are referred to as exemplars to distinguish them from the local employers who 

attended the conversation café. This name in no way infers the absence of exemplary 

entrepreneurs at the local level or as participants of the conversation café.  

The central research question supporting this inquiry asked, “How can the District of 

Mission involve leaders in private industry in creating strategies to develop the local workforce 

and economy?” Three subquestions were identified to help deepen the inquiry:  

1. What is working well in terms of skills development in the workplace?  

2. Where is the greatest opportunity for improvement?  

3. How can the Economic Development Committee (EDC) support employers to forge 

better skills development partnerships within the community?  
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Participant insights and summarization of data presented in this chapter were 

sourced from sticky notes and flip charts generated from individual reflection and group 

summary exercises from the conversation café (CC), data analysis focus group field notes (FG), 

in-depth interview transcriptions, and observation field notes from the youth entrepreneurs. 

Members of the research advisory team played a dual role in that they also signed informed 

consent agreements to allow their comments and contributions to be admissible as data. All 

interview quotations have been individually coded to protect participant anonymity and 

confidentiality. The coding system is covered in detail below. Quotations from all other 

participants are identifiable only by their method or role of involvement (CC, FG). 

I compared and contrasted the patterns and themes that emerged from both strands of 

data. I present a summary of findings and themes for each strand, using CC for the conversation 

café and II for the in-depth interviews. I also present five conclusions resulting from the 

consolidation of data. This chapter concludes with a discussion about the scope and limitations 

of the inquiry.  

Study Findings 

Strand 1: Conversation café 

The conversation café was designed to find out what is and is not working locally in 

terms of workforce development. My aim was to understand what employers thought the 

external community could do to support them. In turn, these insights would enable the EDC to 

understand how best to involve local employers in creating strategies to develop the local 

workforce and economy. Thirteen people registered and 12 participated; 11 males and one 

female.  
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To provide clarity and context for the participants, I defined workforce 

development as policies and programs related to learning for work, including youth vocational 

training, adult training and retraining, and related employment initiatives. Community was 

described as the experience of belonging or feelings of relatedness that foster a shared sense of 

ownership and accountability among a group of people (Block, 2009). Local service providers 

participated in scripting these definitions at a planning session and shared the definitions in their 

role as table hosts at the start of the table topic discussions at the conversation café.  

Key perceptual data from conversation café employers (CC) and service providers (FG) 

have been deconstructed and reassembled into a coherent pattern to provide a clear, objective 

view of the opportunities that are available to create better alignment. Theme 1 explores what is 

working well in terms of workforce development. Theme 2 examines what is not working or 

what is missing that would make a difference for employers. Themes 3 through 5 follow this 

broad outline and summarize data pertaining to what the external community might do to support 

local employers, including third-party workforce training needs, employer services in support of 

workforce development, and the need for open, two-way communication and personal 

interaction. 

CC Theme 1: Relationships are central to effective workforce development 

Participants cited current economic conditions as antecedent to workforce development. 

Their comments were predominantly favourable. References were made to federal, provincial, 

and municipal programming. The “cost of money” resulting from “low interest rates” made 

investments in workforce development possible. Closer to home, it was felt that the local 

political climate, identified as relationships with the EDC and City Council, were favourable and 
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that residential housing development “keeps us busy” (CC). Provincial infrastructure 

projects were thought to provide stimulus to support job creation and retention, including the 

2010 Olympics, which participants said “was great for business” (CC). 

With respect to recruiting and retention, participants claimed that “local workers are 

available” (CC) and suggested that a “variety of types of workers are available for different 

needs” (CC). The caveat was that there are “not enough of them” (CC). The most effective 

recruiting strategy was cited to be “word of mouth,” as it provides “good results getting the right 

people” (CC). Retention was a hot topic of discussion at every table. Some employers 

demonstrated strong employee retention, including “second generation” (CC) employees, while 

others struggled to keep good people. Specific advantages were attributed to different types of 

workers. Some said “younger workers bring technology skills” (CC). Others had success in 

hiring immigrant workers, suggesting the key to success is “being patient, having confidence in 

them” and “providing ESL training” (CC).  

In terms of training, employers said that “on-the-job training for specific jobs works 

well” (CC). Tangible results, such as “increased safety ratings, decreased fatalities, and WCB 

rate reductions for employers” were attributed to “first aid and Worksafe BC training” being 

widely “available in the area” (CC). The leadership of local employers was evidenced by internal 

incentive programs that reward employees “with a dinner of appreciation monthly for a safe 

work month” (CC). One participant said, “We have almost 2,200 days [of] no lost time” (CC) in 

terms of workplace accidents. Indications of leadership and commitment to safety were well 

evidenced. Several participants said they had “taken advantage of [student] practicums” and 

participated in local training programs and government incentive programs “to hire employees,” 
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including “younger workers” (CC). Another aspect of training that was working well 

was “product knowledge training [delivered] by suppliers” (CC), sometimes through use of 

incentives. Feedback on university trades programs was positive, with an observation that 

graduates “are knowledgeable and well educated” (CC). Mentoring was a common theme across 

all training discussions.  

Several mechanisms were also mentioned to promote accountability in the workplace. 

Some employers talked about “taking time to reinforce positive and negative [behaviour through 

feedback loops]” (CC) with the aim to “empower” staff to make good decisions. Employers said 

they were “taking the lead in showing appreciation to their employees [by] giving employees 

responsibility and holding them accountable” (CC) for producing results. To help clarify 

expectations for staff, some employers had “started to develop an in-house manual,” showing 

employees “how-to, where to, etc.” (CC). Flexibility was evidenced through the existence of 

“split shifts” that allow people to “work when they want if it fits with the business” (CC).  

CC Theme 2: Seven challenges to overcome in workforce development 

Employers identified three internal, skills-related issues, and four broad external issues 

that remain problematic. I begin by presenting the internal issues. 

Internal issues 

First, although they were grateful that younger workers brought technology competencies 

into the workplace, this was noted to have a dark side. Many observed a “preoccupation” with 

technology, whereby performance was negatively impacted by the “employees’ inability to focus 

on the task at hand” due to smart phones and other technological distractions (CC).  
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Second, some participants noted that younger workers have soft skills and 

attitudinal issues that are difficult to address. Employers observed a trend among workers to 

enter the workplace with a “sense of entitlement . . . expecting to be paid extra for a job well 

done” (CC). One participant observed “students coming out of [local college] without interest in 

pursuing employment,” as if they didn’t “really want to work” or lacked an innate “feeling of 

responsibility” (CC). This was attributed in part to a lack of understanding about “business 

etiquette [and] how to behave in a professional office” (CC). Participants did not understand how 

to inspire “reliability, good work ethic, commitment to safety, [and] excellence in attitude” (CC) 

in younger workers. These discussions ranged from young experienced students to professional 

“welders, mechanics and operators” (CC). They felt the workforce was missing “pride in work” 

and a genuine concern for “safety, teamwork and community” (CC).  

Finally, employers perceived prerequisite and job readiness skills that should be taught in 

schools were lacking. Examples included “financial literacy [and] basic computer skills [such as] 

Word, Excel and PowerPoint” (CC). Although trades school graduates had proven to be 

knowledgeable, employers said the “education system is geared towards university degrees with 

no (or little) focus on trades skills” (CC).  

External issues 

Four external influences were determined to be problematic as well, the first being 

transportation. The geographic area of Mission is vast and yields a low-density population. 

Employers said, “Transit in the GVRD [Greater Vancouver Regional District] is geared toward 

people working downtown” (CC) or in outlying communities such as Surrey and Langley. Public 

transportation routes do not support employees living outside of the downtown core, nor do they 
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permit travel to workplaces in outlying parts of the city, making it difficult for 

employees to get to and from work.  

The second external influence was communications, particularly among external 

agencies, that resulted in communication gaps or service interruptions. Employers said the 

community needed robust communications infrastructure, cellular and broadband, to maintain 

better connections between employer, employees, customers, and suppliers. Another example of 

poor communication was information about the availability of programs and services in the 

community, which was held in contrast to the perspective that “most businesses are not taking 

advantage of resources” (CC) due to lack of awareness. Service providers echoed this sentiment 

by saying “information about our programs and services is not getting through” (FG). Employers 

were concerned that untapped resources for recruiting workers may exist locally, and they desire 

to close this gap.  

A third example of external influence was referred to as “worker poaching” (CC) by large 

companies such as “Finning” (CC) and oilpatch communities such as “Fort McMurray” (CC). 

Participants felt strongly that “large shops should train newbies” (CC) instead of poaching 

locally trained workers as a shortcut strategy to avoid investing in workforce development 

training. Local employers felt strongly that they could not compete with oilpatch wages. 

Last, employers observed a systemic disconnect between the EDC’s mandate to 

encourage business growth, municipal zoning by-laws that imposed time of day restrictions on 

business operations, and provincial infrastructure contracts that require vendors to provide 24-

hour services. This was cited as an example of a no-win situation for employers and a potential 

barrier to growth that ultimately impacts the success of the business and the workers employed 
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by it. Participants perceived this as “conflict between municipal and provincial 

jurisdictions” (CC) and cited it as a “big problem [for employers] operationally” (CC). In 

situations like this, participants said they look to “local government as having a heart for 

businesses and [offering] a helping attitude” (CC). When jurisdictional issues remain unresolved, 

employers perceive the recurring problem as “bureaucrats unwilling to be decisive” (CC). This 

specific example of conflict inspired a powerful dialogue about holistic systems and systems-

thinking among the research advisory team and made important contributions to the outcomes of 

this research project.  

CC Theme 3: Third party soft skills training in a reality-based environment 

Employers deemed on-the-job training to be effective, yet specific areas were identified 

where “third party training” (CC) solutions may be warranted. There was some discussion 

whether third party training could be supervised on-site through “mentoring, student practicum 

and volunteer” (CC) work, or delivered at “a facility we could require new employees to attend 

that teach the basics” (CC). In either case, employers clearly stated they were looking for a more 

“personal touch,” suggesting they needed “help [to] find/figure out mutually beneficial 

relationships” (CC). In some cases support was needed to “train older, more experienced workers 

with computer skills” or provide “safety, communication skills, ethics, or new employee 

orientation” training (CC).  

Employers defined a good employee as “90% attitude and 10% what you know” (CC). 

Service providers interpreted the former as “soft skills” (FG). In their role as table hosts, service 

providers repeatedly heard that “workforce attitude and work ethics need to improve” (FG). In 

presenting their ideas, employers said they wanted “personal contact” with “people who work for 
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the service industry” (CC) to help them with “basic workplace relational skills” and 

provide basic training that addresses “work ethics [and the] culture at work in certain industries” 

(CC). Much of the focus was on “training new employees, mostly in trades, welding and repair” 

vocations (CC). One service provider summarized that employers were asking for “training, 

training, training: ethics, culture, technical communication, mentoring [and] apprenticeship 

programs” (FG). This included “basic training on professional conduct, [personal] appearance, 

and dressing for success” (CC). I observed it was difficult for many employers to articulate how 

the external community could help them address the intangible human issues they faced in the 

workplace. In the absence of sufficient language they asked service providers to “listen to the 

need” and emphasized the “need to connect with local business” (CC). 

Service providers observed that resolving workforce development issues and meeting 

employer expectations could be problematic, as “government job search services have changed” 

(FG). “They [employers] are used to going to Manpower” (FG). “They are looking to us for 

qualified people with good resumes” (FG). “Employers don’t understand. They don’t like it” 

(FG). Another noted how the “personal touch has been removed” from service delivery (FG). 

The system is now “just paper” (FG) and “employers don’t like it” (FG).  

CC Theme 4: Employer support services are needed to support workforce development 

Where information and skills gaps were identified, participants requested employer 

services and employer training. Having been introduced to a variety of service providers in their 

community, many employers were eager to “know where agencies are located” (CC). After 

facilitating table conversations at the conversation café, one service provider noted a “one-stop 

shop for employers” (FG) was needed, adding employers needed to understand “where are the 
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workforce resources and what can they do for [them]?” (FG). Employers reminisced 

about the job bank that Human Resources and Skills Development Canada used to maintain in 

the Employment Insurance offices. Participants wondered if there is “a database of workers 

available” (CC) today, suggesting, “Maybe employers need to know if it is” (CC). They also 

wondered if there is a “web page to post employment ads” (CC).  

Another workforce development issue identified was that of a cultural disconnect for 

Aboriginal workers. “The First Nations community has the largest unemployment rate. Where 

are they?” (FG). “They don’t know how to cope” with the “cultural differences” in the 

workplace, such as “name calling, stereotyping and the resulting labeling” (FG) that occurs, for 

example, on a construction job site. Workplace examples were cited, and observations shared, 

that these behaviours might not be intended to be malicious or disrespectful. The person 

speaking, for example a foreman, may not be aware of the emotional impact his words have on 

others when he “identifies groups of people as Indians or Mexicans” (FG). Situations were 

identified where a new worker on a job site took such derogatory comments to heart, as a direct 

personal slight. “Conflict resolution, negotiation, and communication skills” (FG) were 

identified as skills training strategies to mitigate harm and promote better coping skills for 

employers and employees in the workplace. Employers also identified a need for “cultural 

awareness” (CC). This was a valuable example for the research advisory team to examine, as it 

was relevant to other forms of intended or unintended discrimination of workers and job seekers 

based on culture, physical appearance, gender, mobility impairment, or developmental disability.  

Table hosts observed, “Service providers must assist with solving the [deeper] issues” 

(FG). Employers requested additional services such as the pre-screening of applicants by service 
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providers, which would help employers with limited internal capacities when “hiring 

new employees” (CC). Aptitude testing and screening were suggested as two ways service 

providers could help employers find “employees with certain aptitudes versus skills that are 

specific to one job” (CC). Requests for computer training were not limited to older workers. 

Some employers said they wanted to know “what to watch for” (CC) in terms of social media, 

email, and Internet etiquette. Likewise, for issues pertaining to young workers, one employer 

suggested teaching employers “new cultural norms” (CC) to help employers understand “non-

achievement or delayed achievement” (Turner, 2005, p. 17) of life goals by today’s youth.  

The diversity of needs, wants, and suggestions raised by employers identified the 

“opportunity for employment service providers to create awareness of services and do proactive 

outreach” (FG). In this regard, employers suggested that “service providers need to get the word 

out about programs” (CC), whether that be through “posters, training, or advertising” (CC). 

Service providers said there was a need for an “awareness strategy” connecting “service 

providers [and the broader] community to employers” (FG).  

Some service providers have the resources for “case managers to walk with clients 

through the job search process” (FG). With advances in technology, “government funders 

believe clients are self-serving,” (FG) which limits resources available to support clients. “In 

reality most [clients] are not [self-serving]” (FG). Perception issues among employers were also 

cited as a problem. One service provider was told at the conversation café, “The people we hire 

would not come to your centre” (CC), whereas in reality “vice presidents and other downsized 

professionals are served” (FG) at that location.  
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CC Theme 5: Need for open, two-way communication and personal 

interaction 

The data show that employers received value “connecting with other employers” (CC) at 

the conversation café. Likewise, service providers saw a “need to share resources, efficiency and 

cohesiveness” (FG) among themselves. Collectively, opportunities were identified for two-way 

information sharing. Service providers recognized that “information about our programs is not 

getting out” (FG). Employers expanded the bigger picture view of the conversation to include a 

request for “clarity of regulations [and] political awareness” (CC) on matters of importance to 

the business community, including feedback loops to ensure obstacles are minimized so “work 

can happen” (CC). 

The research advisory team was “impressed by who showed [up]” (FG) at the 

conversation café event. The geographic representation of participating businesses included 

“Mission, Abbotsford, and Maple Ridge,” which was “indicative of need” (FG). Service 

providers had “expected retailers and professionals; the same people who typically show up at 

public networking events” (FG). The familiar faces were conspicuous by their absence. Some of 

the community’s largest employers attended, “indicated very specifically what their training 

needs were, and asked for help” (FG). Everyone agreed that the “personal connection helped 

solidify relationships and added credibility” (FG). Even though resources may not be currently 

available, service providers recognized an opportunity to develop and submit “specialized 

employment proposals to HRSDC [Human Resources and Skills Development Canada] for job 

creation partnerships and labour market strategy agreements that are sector-specific” (FG). 
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Future programs must recognize the “disconnect between what they [employers] think 

they need and what they actually express or do. The job is different” (FG) than employers say it 

will be. 

The research advisory team noted many examples of system disconnect. “Employers 

operate within a system. Service providers operate within a system. The systems are misaligned” 

(FG). People on both sides of the issue are negatively impacted. “We hear what they [employers] 

are saying, yet we can’t go there. Our services are mandated by our funders” (FG). “In the past 

we’ve tried fee for service” (FG) with little success.  

Likewise, employers repeatedly communicated their need to be heard and a desire for the 

value of their industries to be recognized and understood. Some participants wanted to share 

“knowledge about what we do” (CC) to solve everyday problems in the community, while others 

wanted to educate the public on the “good attributes” (CC) of their industry. “Where possible, 

encourage positive perception of industry” (CC). One method suggested for doing so was to have 

employers “share industry knowledge in school system presentations” (CC). Employers felt 

strongly that an opportunity is being missed to connect with children’s interests “at the most 

basic level” (CC) to demonstrate the connection between “doing stuff with things” (CC) such as 

building blocks, remote control cars, and puzzles, and showing how childhood interests correlate 

to trades and important workplace skills. The conversation café highlighted the District of 

Mission’s “community personality” (CC). Clearly, the people on both sides of the workforce 

development chasm displayed a genuine desire and commitment to provide value and “show 

others what living and working here is really like” (CC). 
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Strand 2: In-depth interviews with exemplary entrepreneurs 

I interviewed six entrepreneurs from outside the local community who had started a 

business and scaled it to employ 15 or more employees. In this section of my report, these 

participants are cited using their initials; numbers in parentheses following the initials indicates 

the size of their workforce. Each had created new jobs in a new firm. Their entrepreneurial 

actions impacted many different systems at the local level or expanded the business operations 

beyond the local level. Their entrepreneurial action was consistent with the literature on job 

creation (Bogliacino & Vivarelli, 2012; Böheim et al., 2009; Dencker et al., 2009), which has 

been shown to drive local economies.  

My objective was to find out what inspired the entrepreneurs to start their businesses and 

to gain a clearer understanding of the challenges they faced in scaling the business, developing 

themselves as leaders, and developing the people in their workforce. Their insights, experiences, 

and perceptions were relevant to local employers because the reflections on their personal 

success essentially challenges established equilibriums with the possibility of rethinking local 

structures, developing new systems, and reinventing relationships, not as concepts or academic 

theories, but in a pragmatic, business-savvy sense.  

I recruited participants from outside Mission to ensure they could speak openly and 

freely, without a concern for their accidental identification through the characteristics and 

activities of their businesses. Outside geography also provided a level of assurance that each 

entrepreneur could speak freely with no social or political ramifications. This strategy served the 

Mission EDC in a similar manner: the interview participants had nothing to gain and nothing to 

lose—economically, politically, or socially—by engaging in this research project. The 

http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.royalroads.ca/science/article/pii/S0165176509001621


Crossing the Development Chasm 86 

entrepreneurs’ homes and head offices are or were located in British Columbia and 

Alberta. For several participants, their business operations and staff complement spanned the 

globe.  

The Mission EDC has prioritized manufacturing and technology among its top industry 

sectors for future development. I intentionally mirrored the EDC’s development goals in 

selecting interview candidates from these industries. I included an entrepreneur in private 

education as this sector seemed relevant and valuable considering the discussion about workforce 

development in the conversation café was largely focused on career training. It is important to 

note that the entrepreneur selected in the education industry classification was not in direct or 

indirect competition with local educators or employment service providers. It is noteworthy that 

four out of six participants, 67%, had successfully started and scaled two or more businesses. 

Employment figures represent only the largest of these ventures. This may indicate a higher 

propensity for entrepreneurial activity. As for the serial entrepreneur with operations spanning 

multiple industries, it seemed to me that involving and nurturing that level of entrepreneurial 

activity would be an economic developer’s dream come true due to the entrepreneur’s capacity to 

create jobs and generate economic prosperity for the community.  

Summary biographies and pivotal moments that inspired entrepreneurship  

Interview quotations are individually cited and coded to protect participant anonymity 

and confidentiality. Participants are identified by their initials and introduced, initially, by the 

number of jobs created by the largest business they developed.  
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DC (580) 

DC has started a variety of businesses across several industries including an international 

chain of volume-based consumer retail goods, multiple technology companies, and business 

consulting firms, among others. The largest single enterprise grew to 580 employees.  

The pivotal moment in DC’s life, that inspired his entrepreneurial action, was his 

mother’s diagnosis of terminal cancer and her “high risk, high reward” battle at all costs to 

“survive to protect my brother and I from my father.” Against advice from medical doctors, 

DC’s mother underwent radical, invasive surgery and demonstrated a commitment to “risk it all” 

for the chance to see her children grow up. According to DC, “That became my definition of an 

entrepreneur.”  

During daily hospital visits, the two created  

a life plan for 30 years [of age]. We planned everything from the house I would have and 

where it would be, possibly the type of company, and the type of person I would be, and 

how I would grow up, and how I would mentor other people because of the way she was 

mentoring me.  

Reciprocity was a key theme in their planning: “to have that, you want others to have 

what they want.” Despite having been labeled with learning disabilities, such as dyslexia and 

attention deficit disorder (ADD), DC achieved significant career accomplishments by age 19 

because “there are many things I wanted to do in life.” His mother’s cancer “taught me a very 

valuable lesson about pain and passion, focus, belief, [and] want for an outcome, but never 

knowing if you will get it, but doing everything possible down many paths to try to achieve it.” 

The verbal expression of a mother’s love, and raw passion for living, inspired the son’s 

production of more than 580 jobs.  
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CM (18) 

“I designed and developed some software for [a large oil company in Calgary] that 

helped their IT department manage their work.” One of the senior managers in that company 

spoke about it at an IT conference. After the presentation, other people approached the manager 

about buying it. “Of course, they weren’t in the software business,” she noted. At the time, she 

was working for a Canadian consulting company in Montreal. When CM approached the 

founders about this emergent opportunity, they were not interested in pursuing product 

development due to their consulting focus. She said,  

But I couldn’t, you know, walk away. It was a really interesting opportunity to do 

something else, because a lot of IT people just write systems, and then the company uses 

the system where it has been developed. But they never have a chance to see it grow, to 

become more useful than it was in the first place, and these other companies were asking 

to have it. 

Today, CM’s company employs IT staff throughout a globally distributed network of 

home offices in British Columbia, Warsaw, Stockholm, Sweden, Alberta, and many others. 

Public acknowledgement of a job well done led to the creation of 18 sustainable jobs, after CM’s 

employer and client noted above declined the entrepreneurial opportunity on the basis that the 

product innovation was inconsistent with their existing business models.  

SL (420) 

SL considered himself entrepreneurial from the age of 14 when he entered the workforce. 

As a young man he was managing restaurants:  

I looked at the owner who owned three or four [restaurants] and then looked at the way 

he dealt with his employees, and I looked at the amount of money . . . the maximum that 

you could make, and I started to take a look at the rest of the environment. 

Surprisingly the young man who “grew up in the hotel industry” started a garment and 

manufacturing business simply because “I was just really on a quest. I just knew there was 
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something out there.” He bumped into a friend after not having seen her for several 

years and explained that he was on a quest. She told SL she had started making socks and invited 

him to consider selling them at $5 per pair and retain $2 to $3 for himself. SL said, “Well, okay, 

how do I sell 50,000 pairs?” SL’s first contract far exceeded the home-based manufacturing 

capacity of his new partner. So he recruited another partner who always had the intention of 

owning a factory. Eventually three factories were established, with locations in Vancouver and 

Asia. Motivation to direct his earning potential created 420 jobs and three manufacturing 

facilities. 

MS (74) 

MS grew up in an entrepreneurial family. “My father was basically the town barber,” she 

said. “It was very usual for me that you would start your own business rather than go work for 

someone else.” During her second job after university, MS felt “there were things that I could do 

that I thought would make a difference and were better than what I saw the other manager [was] 

doing. And so, I always would think, . . . ‘I could do this on my own.’” 

Eventually a mentor entered her life:  

When I met [her] 20 years ago, she was in her 60s then, and she really built an amazing 

educational business with integrity, and [she] did it at the time when not very many 

women did those kinds of things. So she inspired me to do it.  

Two years after starting a business providing career training on government contracts, “I 

had to decide either to close it because government wasn’t doing those kinds of contracts any 

more, or to take the full leap . . . into becoming a registered and accredited private post-

secondary institution. We took the full leap.” Family norms and a positive role model planted a 

seed. Withdrawal of government funding was the catalyst that caused the entrepreneurial seed to 

germinate. The outcome of MS’s entrepreneurial activity was 75 sustainable jobs and a new 
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model for education delivery in a specialized field. After only two years of operation, 

these jobs were moved into the open market and were no longer put at risk by government 

contract renewal.  

RE (250) 

RE claimed he always had an entrepreneurial bug. He had about 20 people reporting to 

him as a middle manager in a company founded by ex-IBM executives. He had never worked for 

IBM. He alluded to his workplace having “a sort of a culture. . . . You learn certain ways of 

doing things, and you learn certain ways of communicating that go beyond language.” RE 

observed that people who were ex-IBM tended to do better than people who were not ex-IBM:  

One day, in our office, the office manager hired somebody. I don’t even really remember 

what his role was. I think it was a salesman. He was ex-IBM and he was, in my opinion, 

useless. I watched him go rocketing up to the ranks from below me to way up above me, 

and he did this because he was extremely good at managing his boss and because he was 

ex-IBM. It was one day when the company announced that he was going to be promoted 

to some job or other that I finally said, “That’s not a job I particularly wanted.” This 

wasn’t just jealousy, but I said, “I’m not going anywhere in this company.” I’ve 

obviously gone as far as I’m going to go, and I’ve always sort of wanted to start my own 

business. Maybe this is the time to do it. So, I gave my notice. 

 

A personal commitment to remedy a perceived workplace injustice, through the 

application of systems thinking, inspired the creation of 250 new jobs. 

At the very beginning of his entrepreneurial journey, RE said, “I just . . . I sold air.” It 

was never his intention to do the consulting himself. Within one year, RE had six employees 

working for him. When the “bottom fell out of oil prices” in 1986, companies starting cancelling 

contracts, and he shrunk back to one employee. RE understood the culture of the IT department 

and the “culture of the big company.” He noticed a lot of the young guys were working on the 

new personal computers (PCs). “So what I did was kind of bridge the gap.” He essentially 
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showed them “how to work within the corporate environment.” This was easy at the 

time, because the big mainframe-based companies didn’t understand PC technology, the tools 

they were using, or the new programming languages. RE was able to claim, “I do, and I 

understand your culture,” which was sufficient to differentiate his young company from other 

technology-consulting competitors in the marketplace. RE’s subsequent retirement, after selling 

this business, produced a second business and 11 more jobs. 

TK (420) 

TK says she struggled in school until “that one person [a sewing teacher] believed in me 

and changed my life. Then I got an A in sewing and that was it.” She worked as a designer for a 

large outdoor recreational equipment store. In her spare time, she would gather with friends in 

the basement of her home sewing race tights for athletic teams. One night she and her friends 

worked until 3:00 am to get an order out for participants of a morning race. “Everyone inspired 

me,” she said. She realized, “Wow, I can do this all day long. It was “probably the funnest  [sic], 

hardest thing I’ve ever done and I knew at that moment that I would . . . love to run a business 

with people.”  

The decision to start was the easy part. Then TK realized she had a big learning curve: 

Everything I took on, you know, for me was new, like everything. It was my first time 

ever to cut anything, it was the very first time I had to buy machines, it was the first time 

I ever had to do payroll, it was the first time I ever had to go get a bank loan, you know, it 

was the first time. . . . We ran out of work, and [I] still had to work and had to pay people. 

I mean, it’s unbelievable, but everything was a first time. [When we landed our first big 

order] it was the first time I ever had more business than I could take care of. So, 

everything was a challenge and everything was brand new. I had no history to go on. 

Every time I struggled with something, I kept saying to myself, “This is good, because 

one day I’ll be able to help someone else who’s going to struggle with this.” So, things 

are very different now. Now, I spend a ton of time working with people that have 

businesses.  
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Someone taking the time to express belief in another’s ability sparked passion 

for a craft. The desire to connect with people in a meaningful way inspired the creation of a 

business that ultimately created sustainable employment for 420 people. 

In the next section I present a series of themes that are common among the interview 

exemplars. I have drawn direct quotes from my participants as some of the theme titles.  

II Theme 1: “What I am is a believer in people.”  

Consistent in the data across all interviews was the entrepreneur’s emphasis on people 

and the reciprocity that is nurtured in relationship. Word choice and frequency of occurrence 

throughout the transcripts are provided in Table 3. With the exception of TK, who had male 

equity partners, the size of workforce developed by men was significantly larger than the 

businesses created by women. This anomaly, and the literature on gender differences, may 

explain the 11:1 male to female gender ratio among local employers who participated in the 

conversation café.  
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Table 3 

Occurrences of Word Choice During In-Depth Interviews  

Word Choice by 

Exemplars 

SL 

(420) 

M 

DC 

(580) 

M 

RE 

(250) 

M 

CM 

(18) 

F 

TK 

(420) 

F 

MS 

(74) 

F 

No. of 

Occurrences 

Team, people, family 62 59 74 128 61 22 406 

Mentor, teach, learn, 

coach, train 

23 25 26 203 28 18 332 

Environment, culture, 

ecosystem 

40 26 23 4 14 0 107 

Money, profit, 

investment 

39 4 14 15 12 1 85 

Manage 7 7 28 5 5 10 62 

Lead 0 6 9 1 19 11 46 

Success 16 14 12 0 0 0 42 

System 8 12 5 12 1 1 39 

Performance, result, 

outcome 

8 21 1 1 0 1 32 

Luck, chance, fate 7 0 0 5 0 0 12 

Values  4 3 0 2 1 1 11 

Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate number of people employed by each exemplar. M = Male; 

F = Female.  

 

The data from 105 transcription pages show that exemplary entrepreneurs hold their staff 

in high regard and spend a great deal of their time and attention developing their people, 

nurturing relationships, and cultivating a culture of high performance. DC stated,  

I was fortunate to understand it from my mother. It’s not just about planning, and 

honestly, I’m not a big business plan writer or anything, but what I am is a believer in 

people. I spent more than 80% of my time working with them as a possibility of the 

future.  

DC used a racecar metaphor to describe the dynamic:  



Crossing the Development Chasm 94 

I could have them so passionate and excited about their life. It was like revving 

up a car at the starting line. The wheels are spinning, the engine is racing, and the green 

light goes off and that car goes flying down the track, but all of it is [prepared] ahead of 

time. It is how they tuned that motor, how they set it up, and everything that had to 

happen. That race down the runway is simply the result of everything that was done and 

checked and researched prior to that. If those people get up out of bed in the morning and 

want to do something, then all I have to do is put them on the raceway and give them 

everything they need, including an understanding of why they want to get to the other 

end. The process of getting to the other end is my win. Them arriving at the other end is 

their win. We both had a win–win experience. (DC) 

Similarly, TK used a marathon training metaphor when speaking about performance, 

which is consistent with her industry and personal interests. SL used a professional hockey team 

metaphor in the context of a team environment that calls for each member to rise to an expected 

performance standard from his or her personal desire and commitment to perform. SL also spoke 

of a Ferrari sports car when discussing the rigorous fine-tuning and attention to detail that is 

necessary in achieving high performance.  

TK’s comments about staff further demonstrate the relative importance of employees in 

relationship to clients: “My intention was always about people, developing people, developing 

great business, developing great customers—long-term customers, long-term employees.” This 

people-centric focus did eventually impact her business partnership in a personal values clash:  

Mine was always about the people and his [her partner’s] was always about making 

money. You know, sometimes it costs money to develop people. Sometimes it costs 

money to develop customers. Sometimes you have to be willing to be responsible. 

Sometimes it actually costs you money to keep a customer. We had very different views 

on that, and you know, [we] really couldn’t align on that. (TK) 

TK’s partnership eventually dissolved and the two partners went in separate directions.  

When addressing the challenges associated with growth, I appreciated the candor of SL, 

who confided,  
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It took something for me to start trusting the people to take care of [the work] 

like I could. A lot of times, it was actually taken care of a lot better than I did because 

they just saw things differently.  

Similarly, MS observed the biggest challenge of growing was “being able to delegate and 

then trust the people that you delegate to.” In what she described to be her “biggest learning 

curve,” she discovered that  

staff may not manage in the same way that I do but that doesn’t mean it’s the wrong way 

to manage. There are many ways to get the job done and you can’t pigeonhole everyone 

into being the manager that you think . . . you know, to being your twin, in other words. 

(MS) 

Delegation and trust were recurring themes of the personal leadership challenges 

participants faced while growing their businesses. The entrepreneurs reported they “really had to 

stretch” (MS) themselves. A shift of responsibility occurred at a certain point in the 

organization’s development, whereby the entrepreneurs acknowledged that they were no longer 

managing the day-to-day activities. Instead, their “job was to make everybody feel important and 

special and contributing to the overall goodness of the business” (MS). DC added it was the 

staff’s job to create the systems needed to propel the business forward, as staff had a more 

detailed understanding of the work, and what support structures were needed, than he did. DC’s 

attention was on the future he was creating. Staff were developing structures to sustain the 

organization and get the work done in the present. 

The data suggest the law of diminishing returns may apply to the emphasis placed on 

people. It was interesting to note through a word count analysis that CM made significantly 

greater mention of team, people, and family than the other participants. The same is also true for 

her emphasis on mentoring, teaching, learning, coaching, and training. Yet, she had the smallest 

workforce. She described her conundrum this way: 
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So, I think [IT] is different than a lot of other companies, because . . . IT 

specialists are a bunch of prima donnas. They’re all very, very smart, . . . usually way 

above average. But they’re also extremely picky about who they will actually trust to 

produce part of the code for a system that they all take ownership for. So, in a regular 

business where everybody is doing kind of a compartmental job and you don’t really 

affect someone else if you’re not entirely doing your part of the job, in IT, because all of 

the pieces of the system fit together, if you’ve got some guy that’s doing the database 

stuff and another guy doing network stuff and it all doesn’t work together the way that 

it’s supposed to, and the system doesn’t work properly, and you’re starting to point 

fingers about, you know, things that have gone wrong, then that can be an incredible 

stressor in a company. So with this particular group of people that I ended up working 

with over the years, it got to be easier, over the years, for them to bring in instead of me 

hiring other people. They would find the other people that they wanted to work with and 

then, I basically just paid them. (CM) 

One of the questions I asked participants was, “If I asked your employees why they stay 

with you, or why they leave, what do you think they would say?” All six entrepreneurs (100%) 

suggested employees were personally fulfilled in some way. CM said that IT people stay 

“because of the joys of work and the people that they get to work with who are very, very good 

people.” “They’d say it was a fun place to work” (RE). After qualifying that “most people don’t 

know why they do what they do,” DC suggested staff would reflect years later in a counseling 

session and say, “This person I worked for empowered me to look into my life, understand why I 

was the person I was, and helped me let go of the things that weren’t working for me” (DC). SL 

said, “They would tell you they love the system because they could be so well trained . . . [they 

were] given a chance . . . [and] they got paid better than anybody else.” “Because they know 

there’s a future for them to grow” (TK). “I always gave them the opportunity to challenge 

themselves and grow as much as was possible” (MS). 

I noted contrasts in the participants’ explanations for staff departure. CM said IT people 

“care about the work that they’re doing and so the work comes first, the company is secondary” 

(CM). She also confided that, “The guys who have left were basically forced out by the others 
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because they couldn’t work with them” (CM). TK said people would leave “because 

they grew so much [personally] that they really got clear on what’s important to them and what 

they wanted in their life. They moved on to do what was really authentic for them.” Similarly, 

MS said, “they wanted to grow in other ways and they couldn’t find it in the organization that I 

had.” Linguistic analysis indicated all participants received personal fulfillment themselves for 

having contributed to the success of another—even when employee growth was incompatible 

with company goals and the employee left the organization (Bernard & Ryan, 2010, pp. 60–61). 

This was common across all interviews. 

II Theme 2: “Just-in-time training.”  

The data highlighted that trust and credibility are critical to entrepreneurial learning. “I 

wouldn’t hire a running coach who never ran a marathon. That’d be crazy” (TK). Likewise, TK 

said she’s interested in learning from “someone who’s been in business; someone who’s ran a 

business, been in business, lost a business, raised money, got a bank loan, done payroll, fired an 

employee, hired an employee, you know, people that have been through it.” The entrepreneurs 

identified a trainer to be a peer who has successfully built a business, a subject matter expert in a 

field of expertise, or a retired entrepreneur who has moved on to create his or her next great 

thing. RE was an annual guest lecturer at the University of Calgary each year:  

Even the stuff that’s taught to people who are ostensibly learning to be entrepreneurs 

tends to be big company management. That’s what all the books have been written about, 

and that’s what all the sort of formal training and everything is. (RE) 

SL asserted, “There is only so much you can learn out of a book,” emphasizing the value 

of “street smarts” (SL) in teaching and learning about business and entrepreneurship. The 

remainder of this section highlights various approaches and resources exemplars used to self-

direct their learning. 
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Two of six entrepreneurs (33%) cited specific role models or mentors having 

directly influenced or inspired their entrepreneurial leadership journey. In addition to his mother, 

DC named Albert Einstein, Nikola Tesla, Thomas Edison, Michelangelo, Steve Jobs, and Bill 

Gates. DC spoke highly of business authors Daniel Pink and Michael E. Gerber. MS mentioned 

her father, who was a business owner, and a woman who had created a well-respected, private 

educational institution. CM mentioned how much she would have valued having known another 

female entrepreneur, but “IT is 90% men.” Peer networks, such as the “Chamber of Commerce” 

(MS), the “President’s Team [a learning group comprised of owners with larger, well-established 

companies]” (CM, RE), and a semi-annual IT conference (CM) were important sources of 

learning through peer networks. In the absence of a mentor, TK stated specifically, “I’ve been 

coached, always had a business coach brought in” (TK). SL said, “There is no education in my 

estimation that can replace, in manufacturing, practical experience.” He said of a book on the 

theory of constraints, called The Goal, by Goldratt (1992), “Very, very, very, very, very sleek” 

(SL). All six entrepreneurs (100%) endeared one or more peers whose subject matter and 

credibility inspired their learning. RE named it “just-in-time learning.”  

So many people who purport to offer training for entrepreneurs in fact try to offer 

everything all at once upfront. And then . . . by the time I got to where some of those 

things mattered, I’d forgotten what it was they taught me. (RE)  

None felt there was any better way to obtain “raw true entrepreneurial management 

training” (RE) than through practical, peer-oriented learning. 

The data show that these entrepreneurs encouraged learning and development among 

their teams in much the same way they had learned themselves. They “coached,” “mentored,” 

“encouraged,” and “empowered” their people to develop themselves (SL, CM, TK, MS, DC, & 

RE). All participants (100%) expressed a personal interest, if not a strong sense of moral and 
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ethical obligation, to share their knowledge and personal experiences with others. TK 

said, “Leaders train themselves to be leaders and then give their leadership away; give it away 

but hold others [accountable],” suggesting that everyone is a leader already (TK, DC).  

II Theme 3: “A healthy ecosystem survives many, many things.”  

Word choice emphasis was on people, team, and family, yet five out of six participants 

(83%) spoke of people within the context of cultivating an “environment” (SL, DC, RE, CM, 

TK), “culture” (SL, DC, RE), or “ecosystem” (DC). This was most notable among men, who 

gave the environment prominent consideration: 

A healthy ecosystem survives many, many things. It can be attacked, it can be moved. If 

you’re inside of a healthy ecosystem, you have an opportunity to thrive, and what we are 

not creating is ecosystems in our businesses, we’re creating the one-off, a thousand times 

over. That’s why they all fail. That’s why there’s no profit, because we’re not doing 

anything to make it really survivable. 

 The organization is a collaborative or a group of many people. But those many 

people have to understand that what they are really doing is managing the culture; they’re 

managing the growth, the opportunity, by understanding what the company is. Some say, 

“This is a crappy company”; others say, “It’s a good company.” What does that mean? It 

means one company cares about what goes on inside it and the other doesn’t. They may 

both make widgets, and they may both be successful for a while, but I can assure you at 

the end of the day, the company that is in constant business process improvement is the 

survivor over X amount of time. (DC) 

To further distill the entrepreneurs’ construct of environment, SL said reciprocity was 

essential to creating a high performance environment: “And from a corporate culture point of 

view, it’s not what can you do for me [the employer], but what can I do for you [the employee].” 

He referred to this as an “accountability conversation” (SL) and elaborated, “I think the 

environment called [employees] to perform in a specific way, because I don’t think that I can 

actually teach someone to be accountable 100%” (SL). He went on to say:  

I think there are just too many aspects of their lives [employees] that they’re taking into 

account. If my environment dictates how they have to operate, then I think the level of 

overall accountability in the company gets managed to that level [of performance]. . . . 
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That’s what I mean by my accountability. I can’t let slippage be anywhere. If I 

think that that person is responsible, [if I sit back and say,] “Let them do it,” there’s a 

moment of weakness there. That’s where a leader gets beaten up. I can’t point a finger [at 

them] and say, “That was your job, you did not do your job.” I’d have to say, “Where was 

I?” that I let that slip such that that person was allowed to get away with it? (SL) 

I believe this quote by SL is significant. In this statement SL reveals an internal locus of 

control, meaning that he perceives that deficiencies in his team’s performance derive primarily 

from his own actions or inaction. His language use suggests he is 100% accountable for ensuring 

the work gets done and the environment is managed to a predefined standard of excellence. 

TK provided insight into the environment being cultivated through language and 

correlated it to being the same way she teaches her children: “Anything is possible.” “I mostly 

just manage their language” (TK). When they say, “Mom, I can’t do that.” She says, “What? 

You can do anything, that’s why you did anything [to this point in your life]. No, I don’t step 

over that stuff” (TK). She extended the conversation into business this way: 

I develop them into who they are, . . . that anything’s possible and they can do it. So it 

would be the same for employees and businesses. I even manage my own speaking. You 

know, language creates everything. Developing an environment of possibility, an 

environment of development and growth and confidence, is the most important thing. 

People rarely work on the environment. They work on the task. They work on growing 

the business. They work on the business name. You know, they work on how much 

money they’re going to make. They don’t work on the environment, which is everything. 

(TK) 

II Theme 4: Gender presented several distinctive differences 

The conversation café drew one female participant. Her role as leader was that of a 

community coordinator with no staff in comparison to male attendees who employed between 1 

and 100 employees. By design the interview participants were half male and half female. In 

recruiting participants for this project, it is noteworthy that I could easily identify female 

executives, and many female startup entrepreneurs, but few who had scaled the business to 15 or 
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more employees. With the exception of TK (420 staff), who had male business 

partners, the female-owned companies recommended to me as potential interview candidates 

employed significantly fewer numbers of people. I had not anticipated this gender difference. 

Once again the field data inspired further research and analysis of academic literature.  

During each of the interviews, men spoke of “success” (SL, DC, RE) between 12 and 16 

times, for a total of 42 mentions. The word “success” did not appear in any of the women’s 

transcripts, not even once. Participants spoke of “performance,” “results,” or “outcomes” 32 

times in total. DC, who employed 580 employees in the largest of his many companies, 

accounted for 66% of the references to performance. SL, who employed 420 staff, accounted for 

25% of the mentions, for a total of 91% of the mentions coming from two participants. Women 

weighed in at 67% of the conversation about leading and leadership (31:15), whereas men placed 

the same level of emphasis on management (42:20 or 67%) instead.  

Another interesting consideration discovered through data analysis is that male 

participants primarily spoke of management in the context of the “environment,” “culture,” or 

“ecosystem,” rather than resources or people. Of a total of 107 occurrences, men addressed the 

issue of culture in 89 mentions (83%). These figures are drawn from 105 pages of data 

transcripts; 57 pages generated by men, 48 pages by women. The shortest interview was 

conducted with MS (35 minutes), who I would describe as laser focused in response to the 

predetermined questions. I did not feel MS’s decisiveness was driven by a sense of rush to 

complete the interview. On the contrary, MS generated four additional pages of data in response 

to my asking if there was anything else I should know about workforce development or 
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entrepreneurial leadership. The other five interviews ranged from 55 to 80 minutes; 

the average was 79 minutes. 

II Theme 5: Systems-thinking was used to “Bridge the gap.”  

A consistent pattern that ran throughout the data collected was systems thinking. Systems 

integration emerged as a meta-theme. Systems engineering and systems integration was evident 

throughout the data as strategies for approaching everything, from product development, to 

training solutions, employee engagement, problem solving, and market development. Whether 

systems terminology was injected into the conversation explicitly (CM, SL, DC), or simply 

demonstrated through actions (TK, RE, MS), the data show these exemplars see the world 

through a systems thinking lens. It is as invisible as the air they breathe, yet it is evident through 

their decision-making processes and bold actions.  

SL, who was on a “quest” for a new opportunity, created an explosion of new business 

and job creation when he combined his new partner’s desire to sew socks for athletic teams with 

his desire to earn more money by asking, “How can I sell 50,000 pairs?” When he arranged an 

appointment with a well-known wholesale buyer, he discovered “she wasn’t looking for socks. 

She was looking for sweatshirts made out of fleece” (SL). His response was to integrate disparate 

systems—his partner’s sewing abilities and his potential client’s need—to develop a new product 

line. “To this day, I don’t even know whether it was 12,000 or 30,000. The amount was so huge, 

it seemed like 100,000 at the time” (SL). The order far exceeded the capacity of the home-based 

business. So he sourced an outside affiliate whose dream was to own a factory. By integrating 

these systems, the business scaled exponentially. The data show a similar pattern for RE, who 

“sold air” when he resigned from his job. He combined the cultural considerations of corporate 
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business with a new invention that corporate business was not interested in, and 

“these young guys” who were operating the new PC technology, and innovated a leading-edge 

technology-consulting firm that grew to employ 250 people. In his mind, he just “bridged the 

gap” (RE).  

CM applied systems thinking to train and develop herself and her staff in the field of 

contract law. In doing so, she expanded the knowledge base of her growing company at a critical 

stage of development. She was negotiating client contracts with major chartered banks, 

international insurance companies, and oil and gas conglomerates. She said, “It was costing us a 

fortune to have a lawyer go through all those contracts” (CM). So she created an alliance with 

one particular lawyer, which enabled her to learn “all the terminology from the lawyer” over a 

period of time “to the point where, most of the contracts . . . I could do myself” (CM). “So, at the 

same time, [the lawyer] was actually learning about technology-specific intellectual property 

from us. In terms of his law practice, “[he] understood more about the software business” (CM) 

than his competition. “So it was beneficial to him as well . . . because other software and IT 

companies . . . ended up using [his] services” (CM). CM’s systems thinking created multiple 

outcomes. By integrating contract law with IT, one firm created a specialized IT niche for a law 

practice, while the other developed internal knowledge capacities in contract law involving 

intellectual property. “It was a really valuable learning experience” (CM). MS used a similar 

approach in her business to educate herself through relationships with “subject matter experts in 

the area that I needed” (MS).  

Win–win examples of systems integration were prevalent in each entrepreneur’s 

reflection of how he or she trained and motivated staff as well. MS provided a clear example: 
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We would sit down at least three times a year to go over what [staff’s] goals 

were and put together a plan for their development. What I did was, I always gave a piece 

for them for the thing that they wanted to learn just out of personal interest, whether I 

thought they needed to know it or not. And then the other section of it was training that I 

wanted them to take and that I felt they needed for their job. So, they may not have felt 

that they needed the training I suggested, but they were willing to do it because they were 

able to do the training that related to what they were interested in. 

This example demonstrates how MS used systems integration to encourage her staff to 

learn and grow in the direction that was important to her business by incorporating their personal 

and life goals into the plan. The same level of systems thinking and integration was woven 

throughout the responses of all six participants (100%). DC integrated life goals and lessons 

taught by his mother into business systems to create a multitude of businesses, one of which 

created employment for 580 others. TK applied systems thinking and integration to start her 

manufacturing business, as well as retain and develop her staff by incorporating each of their life 

goals into her plan and teaching her supervisors to do the same. Systems thinking enabled CM to 

invent a product that was so novel and effective, she grew a global enterprise in a male-

dominated industry and competed against the biggest names in the IT industry. SL applied 

systems thinking to solve a series of problems, until he owned three manufacturing plants in two 

continents, employing 420 people. RE used systems thinking to solve what he perceived as a 

workplace injustice to create how he would next earn his living.  

When I queried DC about the extraordinary teachings of his mother, and acknowledged 

that most family units would not and could not provide the visionary nurturing that he received 

as a young boy, he made a powerful assertion, that businesses—healthy business “ecosystems”—

have the potential to nurture all the people within them in ways most people are not getting at 

school, at work, or even at home.  
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My mother taught me that I must share this all the way through [my life], 

because her grandmother taught it to her and none of them were in business. I took it to a 

business level where in my family it was used as a way of living. The teachings that my 

mom, and my grandmother, and their grandmother taught them, helped build community. 

They weren’t corporations, they were people all doing individual work. So the stories 

were individual and the message was individual. Now, this is a living legacy that has 

been turned down in my family. I happen to get into technology and see that the world is 

changing, and as I told you earlier, everything [computer systems and human dynamics] 

is becoming invisible. We don’t even know why we do things anymore. If we don’t go 

back and see what started us as a society, a culture, a business, or anything that survived  

. . . [we lose] that rare ability of nurturing, and rite of passage, and myth and story. We 

have to look back hundreds of years ago. Everything was a rite of passage. Everything we 

did was a story about how the future goes. That was the culture. It didn’t live inside of an 

entity or an organization; the future lived in the people. What we have to do in business 

today, in a sense, is go back to the story and the myth and the culture so that we attach to 

it emotionally, like we attach to families and community. I’m trying to bridge that. I’m 

trying to say that we have to treat it in a way that we inspire the top, and we nurture the 

middle, that we bring it all back [the knowledge and wisdom] around the way the elders 

would bring it back to the young people. That part is lost, and shame on us, because it 

should have been formalized 200 or 500 years ago. We shouldn’t be talking about this in 

2013. (DC) 

I was intrigued by DC’s assertion that healthy businesses, as ecosystems, have the power 

to nourish people in ways that are not being satiated in homes, schools or workplaces. This 

implied that workforce development might in fact be a high leverage activity capable of affecting 

economic growth and social development in regional communities.  

“I am a creator,” DC said. He went on to say, 

I had the opportunity to have an early childhood effect with my mother that set me up on 

a path to use this ability that I had, to not take information and regurgitate it, to not take 

information and memorize it, but to take in experiences and create something that had 

never been created before. (DC)  

He further said: 

Much of the work that you can educate for is coming out of India and China. They 

graduate 80% of the engineers, the scientists, the computer programmers, the computer 

engineers, which is really a process of doing something in the most efficient way. But we 

are losing the one thing that we need as a society and a nation, and that’s creativity. 

Where are these educated people going to apply their knowledge? If we lose our capacity 

to create beautiful opportunity, then we’re going to end as a culture, as an economy, as a 



Crossing the Development Chasm 106 

civilization, because we’re going to create a world of doers. We need to create 

a world of creators and thinkers. (DC) 

In his commentary, DC brought to life, in living Technicolor, everything I had researched 

in the Chapter 2 literature review about “igniting and nurturing decidedly different minds, by 

design” (Marshall, 2010, p. 52) and “giving voice to values” (McKone-Sweet et al., 2011, p. 

337). DC, a serial entrepreneur in the purest economic form, appeared to be driven by a sense of 

purpose, personal vision, and attitudes about life. DC’s creative energy and deep reflection was 

palpable in our telephone conversation.  

II Theme 6: Paradoxical leadership  

Indigenous typology is a way to look for unfamiliar words or to look in unfamiliar ways 

to categorize observations and patterns into classification schemes (Bernard & Ryan, 2010, p. 

57). I have mentioned systems thinking and systems integration several times in this paper 

because it is familiar language to me. What I struggle to characterize as unfamiliar patterns 

among exemplars runs deep into paradoxical leadership and the effective management of 

conflicting demands, which all interview participants had demonstrated during their 

entrepreneurial journey. It is as if the exemplars looked to an entirely different part of the system 

than what is familiar or expected to produce their desired outcome. The outcome they had their 

attention on appears to be bigger than the result outsiders see and is unapparent to the untrained 

observer. For exemplars, it was not about jobs, or money, or widgets. In fact, if the desired result 

were to produce jobs, or money, or widgets, the exemplar would apply a subtle adjustment to an 

unexpected part of the holistic system to produce that result. As researcher, I found it difficult to 

articulate in words other than to say these exemplar entrepreneurs do have decisively different 
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minds and approach problem solving with courage and in ways that are not obvious at 

first glance.  

I identified nine key repetitions while distilling the data from the in-depth interviews that 

I think are worthy of mention as subthemes in this section. I believe it important to mention them 

briefly because I could almost feel the paradox in my participants’ storytelling when these 

words, phrases, or actions were described. The nine repetitions are (a) mentoring and learning in 

relationship with others; (b) reciprocity; (c) trust; (d) vision at a leadership level supported by 

lean structures to fulfill that vision being invented at a staff level; (e) opportunity for personal 

growth in directions that matter to each individual; (f) personal fulfillment for having contributed 

to another’s growth, even if that growth cost them a good employee; (g) credibility as an expert 

and confidence to spot high-leverage opportunities; (h) environment, specifically an environment 

to cultivate trust, reciprocity, and credibility through mastery of a competency; and (i) internal 

locus of control and deep sense of personal responsibility for things that go right and things that 

go wrong.  

In summary, I would describe the interviews with exemplars to have had a certain energy 

about them. I was left with an awareness of an invisible energy being present in the conversation 

that I would describe as emotionally compelling. Yet I perceived it to be the power that drives 

entrepreneurial action. It was a privilege to probe their ideas, thoughts, and memories. Even as 

researcher, I felt the urge to jump on board their train, wherever that train may be headed, for no 

other reason than to experience that creative energy in my life journey.  
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II Theme 7: Entrepreneurial leadership is an under-utilized resource 

Local employers and exemplars identified several ways their entrepreneurial leadership 

experience could be better utilized to contribute to the growth and development of others in the 

community. Not only did local employers want young people to connect what they learned in the 

classroom to job-related skills and future career opportunities, but also they perceived 

themselves as playing a key role in helping to make those connections. Local employers 

envisioned themselves making guest presentations to young children and young adults in 

schools. Some local employers were willing to host school tours on premise to demonstrate how 

classroom learning adds value to businesses, bolsters the community, and helps grow the local 

economy. Local employers and exemplars spoke of learning partnerships where academic 

learning was extended to the workplace through more work practicum and apprenticeship 

programs.  

Data from both strands revealed a need for soft skills training and attitudinal issues to be 

addressed in a workplace environment where hard skills are typically the focus. Where 100% of 

exemplars cited specific examples and strategies they used to align staffs’ personal goals and 

passions with the operational requirements of the organization, local employers self-identified 

areas where soft skills training, new employee orientation, cultural awareness, communication, 

and technological networking, delivered by a third party, would support workforce development. 

Moreover, they identified that third-party support would enhance their leadership abilities and 

organizational capacities and help them and their teams to develop skills in these areas. Where 

local employers identified soft skills gaps, the expertise and leadership of local service providers 
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was perceived as an under-utilized resource that would add considerable value to 

workforce development. 

Exemplars described youth as “young, new, brilliant and passionate” (DC) and felt 

strongly that seasoned veterans have the ability to “inspire change” (DC) in people of all ages 

who otherwise resist change. Exemplars expressed a desire to help “nourish” people in order to 

see them “flourish” (DC). They claim to have “knowledge, ability, time and feedback” to offer 

and “ideas that are not being used” (DC). DC specifically cited expediting startups, educating 

entrepreneurial peers, and supporting business growth as areas where the greatest contributions 

could be made. Exemplars consistently addressed the merits of forming a “circle of peers to 

support business growth” (RE), claiming that peer relationships in the business community 

“accelerate hyper-learning” (DC).  

DC said technology has created a new lifespan for business that has a distinct lifespan. 

Where the lifespan of a dog is accelerated 1:7 human years, DC suggested an Internet year is 

accelerated 1:100, which is greater than the average human lifespan. “In business, you need to be 

able to do in one year what you could do in a whole lifetime before the Internet” (DC). DC 

claimed, “Most successful people would love to share and bring other people possibility.” What 

is lacking in society today is a “bold, big education system that nurtures business owners” (DC). 

RE made the same observation and called peer training “raw, true, entrepreneurial training.”  

Economic development agencies, growth initiatives, and program delivery infrastructure 

were identified as barriers that prevent surplus entrepreneurial leadership capacities from being 

utilized in communities today. DC observed that economic development “agencies have the right 

intentions but use the wrong people. They hire internally and create staff positions instead of 
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involving entrepreneurs.” Similarly, RE observed that business incubators create staff 

positions that have “people who are not entrepreneurs” supporting entrepreneurial development. 

TK noted that what happens is agencies “over complicate everything. It’s really a lot easier than 

expected” when “results producers . . . with credibility and experience” (TK) are the champions 

(CM). SL countered this view by saying he had received good value from R&D programs that 

encouraged job creation through innovation. RE described a technology incubator that civic 

leaders purport to be a success by saying: 

I just came to the conclusion that this whole organization is a complete waste of money 

and a complete waste of time. A bunch of people running around trying to do good 

things, but not really helping anybody with anything. I look around and I see all these 

development agencies, and I think, “No, that’s not what tax money should be for.” What 

we should do is create an environment that is conducive to entrepreneurialism.   

In contrast to local employers, who envisioned themselves contributing practical 

examples to student learning outcomes, 100% of exemplars said their talents could best be 

utilized to support business growth (DC, RE, TK, SL), solve problems (CM, MS), and develop 

business and economic strategy (MS), because entrepreneurs “feed off each other creatively” 

(CM). MS identified entrepreneurs as playing a fundamental role in short- and long-term 

economic development planning, the development of sector-specific economic growth strategies, 

long-range regional development, and post-secondary education plans. MS also noted that 

“opportunity is not just coming and sitting on a meeting once a month and, you know, getting 

your name on the minutes.” Exemplars were interested in producing meaningful results by 

strategically investing their time to make incremental adjustments to key areas in the education 

or economic development system where they identified a change was needed.  

RE, who is also an angel investor, said of business startup and self-employment 

programs, “throwing government money at these people is not the right thing to do.” The pitfall, 
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he said, is that “new entrepreneurs whine a lot about having ‘no money,’ when what 

they really need is to be educated on the right skills” (RE). RE added, “Business training offers 

the wrong training. . . . They can’t raise money because they have a lousy idea, and they can’t 

convince people that have money to invest in it” (RE). DC said what would serve people with an 

under-developed idea better is to examine their “self-knowledge, fear, procrastination tendencies, 

emotional responses and avoidance strategies.” DC considered the right education for an 

entrepreneur to be developing a “dream, vision, and self-awareness” and allowing the staff to 

concentrate “on business process improvement” and “maintaining the culture” of the 

organization (DC). That way, the business entity provides employer and employees alike an 

equal “opportunity to look at your own life and development that life here [inside an 

environment that supports personal and business goals]” (TK).  

TK, who operated in the capital-intensive manufacturing industry, believed that 

government should support business capitalization. TK observed that although charities and 

nonprofit organizations do good work, “there’s so much more help [available to people] through 

business owners that have a vision” and are capable of creating and keeping “100, 200 or 300 

people employed [in] businesses that serve life” (TK). “What’s possible is more leaders, building 

leaders. What’s possible is small businesses doing business that serves life. . . . We certainly 

don’t need more mediocre businesses; there’s lots of them” (TK). Instead, TK recommended 

capital loans be supplemented by peer mentorship in the areas of “leadership” and “financial 

management.” 

In summary, the data presented different views in terms of entrepreneurial leadership 

capacity. MS was of the mind that “entrepreneurs are born, not made,” whereas TK, RE, DC, and 
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SL looked at leadership in general terms and suggested “every human being is 

innately a leader” (TK), and that entrepreneurial leaders develop in an “environment of sharing” 

(DC) where “real knowledge is transferred [to developing leaders] in real time” (DC). TK said, 

“Leaders develop by others believing in them.”  

Study Conclusions 

The conclusions formed in this section were consolidated from two strands of data: (a) 

local employers and (b) exemplar entrepreneurs outside the community. I drew upon what I 

learned from the exemplars to formulate conclusions that I believe are relevant and actionable at 

a local level. There are five conclusions, which I present in detail in the following sections:   

1. The environment of trust must be prepared and made safe by design; 

2. Effective systems integration is key to workforce development; 

3. Effective leaders cultivate a culture of high performance;   

4. In business, as in life, one size does not fit all; and, 

5. Surplus entrepreneurial leadership capacity is readily available. 

Conclusion 1: The environment must be prepared and made safe by design 

The environment must be prepared and made safe in order to encourage a solution-

oriented dialogue in the local community. Confidentiality and organizational anonymity were 

important in this study on a local level but exemplars routinely communicated at the start of the 

interview that the “exorbitant amount of paperwork” (RE) ensuring anonymity and 

confidentiality to satisfy rigorous ethics guidelines was “unnecessary” (RE). I was grateful that I 

had decided to recruit participants who did not live or work in Mission. Local participants may 

not have been as candid with their responses. This conclusion is drawn from the fact that local 
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participants scrutinized the participant agreements with care and declined to allow 

photographs to be taken at the conversation café.  

This research project attracted “different faces” (FG), individuals other than those who 

typically participate in public processes and public events in Mission. Participants described the 

event as a “positive exchange of ideas” (CC) and hoped that “we will be able to use the services 

mentioned” (CC). Employers and service providers agreed that “personal communications are 

lost” (FG, CC) in the exchange of labour market resources and identified they “want change to 

happen” (FG, CC). Service providers observed how important personal interaction is to 

employers. The need and willingness to engage in a multi-stakeholder dialogue was 

demonstrated by all.   

Conclusion 2: Effective systems integration is key to workforce development 

Some forms of integrated training and communication networks appear to be supporting 

workforce development well. Where systems are misaligned, needs and expectations are not 

being met. Public services that have invited employer participation into the planning and design 

of skills training for the workplace appear to meet employer expectations. In fact, many have 

been categorized under CC Theme 1: Relationships are central to effective workforce 

development. Such programs include trades training (post-secondary education), ESL 

(immigrant services), and accident prevention and workplace safety (Worksafe BC). There is 

also much goodwill in terms of economic stimulus at the provincial level and in relationships 

with city council and the EDC.  

Similarly, the data indicate systems integration is working well with respect to suppliers 

helping to deliver job-specific training, recruiting that is conducted through peer networks by 
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word of mouth, and even recruitment of second generation employees through current 

or retired workers. These are all examples of integrated, win–win relationships, where the needs 

of the organization overlap with the wants of another. The data show some local employers were 

benefiting from the mutual satisfaction of personal wants and business needs in terms of 

providing flexible work schedules and creating a “culture” (CC) of appreciation by offering time 

off and dinners when company goals were achieved. These in-house development strategies are 

consistent with the practices described by exemplary entrepreneurs, which may indicate the 

presence of one or more local exemplars at the conversation café. 

By comparing and contrasting what is and is not working locally with attitudes and 

perceptions of exemplars, I was able to isolate six key areas of focus where local employers are 

likely receptive to program supports offered by external service providers.  

Inter-generational integration would help employers understand how the technological 

capabilities of young workers could be utilized in ways that help the organization meet its goals. 

In so doing, young and inexperienced workers would feel validated and acknowledged for their 

contributions, which may mitigate some of the attitudinal and attention span issues identified by 

employers. Having an external service provider help to orient older workers to new technologies, 

and orient younger workers and new recruits to performance standards, effective 

communications, and appearance expectations (social conventions categorized as business 

etiquette), would equate to having an intermediary, thereby reducing the positional perspective of 

us versus them. Data from exemplary entrepreneurs indicated these interventions would be 

necessary only during the transition period for employees or until internal capacities were 

developed. 
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Moving closer to the educational source, employers were eager to fill 

knowledge gaps through age-appropriate correlations between learned concepts and learning 

activities in the K–12 education system being made relevant to career choices and specific 

industries as adults. This was discussed in terms of employers visiting schools or opening their 

doors to promote student learning opportunities.  

The same was true for creating practical and applied learning opportunities at the post-

secondary level through the availability of apprenticeship programs and workplace practicums. 

Where such programs already exist, availability of programming needs to reach more of the 

employers who can provide practical, on-the-job experience.  

At the regulatory and governance level, employers would value external support in terms 

of advocating for better systems alignment on front-end services, such as procurement activities, 

and back-end services, such as bylaw enforcement. This includes better alignment between 

municipal, provincial, and federal authorities. Data suggest that troubleshooting regulatory issues 

distracts employers from focusing on important workforce development issues.  

Public acknowledgement and appreciation of the value employers contribute to the local 

community was identified as a strategy to help close knowledge and perception gaps among 

current and future generations of workers and employers. In being acknowledged, employers 

may be inspired to acknowledge the contributions of staff. These small, incremental actions can 

inspire cultural transformation. 

Conclusion 3: Effective leaders cultivate a culture of high performance  

Exemplars noted occasional “fit” issues but made no mention of employee motivation or 

retention being a leadership challenge. The data showed exemplars hired for heart, passion, and 
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attitude, rather than job-specific skills or experience. They then enacted whatever 

strategies were necessary to deliver training in the manner that would satisfy the employee’s 

personal goals while forwarding the company’s operational objectives. The emphasis was on 

shifting people’s points of view rather than managing their actions. Recruitment was conducted 

through internal and external networks that were differentiated by direct personal contact and 

high trust. In retrospect, CM observed that hiring activities that were pursued outside the high 

trust network had been “a mistake.” If other employers had a shared experience, this meaning 

making may affect employer attitude toward external service providers. 

Inferences drawn from the data suggest these peer networks filtered recommendations to 

let through only those referrals that peers felt would best serve the interests of the organization. 

The employers’ focus on the organization conflicts with the focus of service providers, whose 

mandate requires them to serve the interests of the job seeker fairly and equitably. The data 

suggest that local employers are open to creating employment opportunities for people who may 

struggle to secure employment for various reasons; however, this is unlikely to occur, 

successfully, in the absence of personal contact with a service provider. Relationships of open 

communication and trust are important to facilitate better labour market connectivity. The 

availability of service providers to act as intermediaries and third-party employment coaches 

during the critical on boarding and orientation process for new staff holds great promise and 

potential benefit for employers, service providers, and job seekers alike.  

With respect to younger workers, RE said that oftentimes when younger workers would 

quit in pursuit of an opportunity with another company, many would return a year or two later 

stating, “Gosh, I never realized either how nice it is to work here or how crappy it is to work 
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somewhere else.” A worker who returns to an exemplary company translates into a 

retention issue for a company that is less desirable to work for.  

RE noted that external resources, on a wide variety of topics, were brought “in-house” 

after the company grew to employ 150 employees. Before the company grew to that size, 

employees went outside the organization for training. These subject-specific learning 

opportunities were made available through lunch-and-learn programs. It was also noteworthy 

that technology was fully embraced by the exemplars. The emphasis was on what technology 

could do for their people and how it was used to enhance staff performance, and was not looked 

at as a solution unto itself. Even the IT exemplars (three of six participants) maintained a people-

first orientation.  

With respect to training older workers on new technology, SL presented the only mention 

of staff having difficulty with the introduction of new technology or systems. He attributed the 

situation to a worker not fully understanding a specific technique or some element in the 

manufacturing process. The situation was remedied by assigning one or more individuals outside 

of the manufacturing process to help the employee achieve a level of mastery before returning 

him or her to the production line. Technological issues may be problematic for local employers 

when the internal technical capacities are lacking to provide supplemental training supports, or if 

human dynamics are such that teaching and learning are made difficult by an unhealthy 

workplace culture. Merging generations in the workplace was viewed by exemplars to be 

beneficial. 
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Conclusion 4: In business, as in life, one size does not fit all 

Idiosyncrasies were prevalent, not only among participant groups involved in this 

research project, but also within the subgroups that each group is involved with on a daily basis. 

The data clearly show that one size does not fit all. Exemplars suggested that holding a clear 

vision of the future, one that is bigger than making money or selling widgets, helps people rise 

above the daily minutia to provide clear guidelines that will be understood and well received by 

all.  

The data show that generalizations among local business owners cannot be made 

responsibly. Male and female business owners make meaning of their experiences and 

understand their world differently. Each industry sector operates by a different set of needs, 

standards, and ideals. Epistemologies among IT workers are significantly different than 

manufacturing employees. Educational background, ethnicity, age, gender, aptitudes, and skills 

sets, among other factors, must all be carefully considered, and assumptions tested, prior to 

launching the next great solution.  

The research advisory team noted significant differences between themselves, as 

employment service providers, and the employers who attended the conversation café. Risk 

tolerance, personal values, and learning motives shape and mold people’s emotional responses 

differently. Managing diverse points of view or conflicting demands can occur as overwhelming, 

if not impossible. In hosting the conversation café, stakeholders all learned that taking time to 

listen and understand one another’s intention and sense of purpose is a direct access to 

innovation, sustainable solutions, and personal fulfillment. My interactions with employers, 

service providers, and exemplars left me with positive feelings about the potential to move into 
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the dichotomy to harness the competencies, passions, and interests of diverse groups 

to foster sustainable solutions in regional workforce development.  

Conclusion 5: Surplus entrepreneurial leadership capacity is readily available 

It was evident through both stands of data that entrepreneurs possess surplus leadership 

capacity that could be utilized to create strategies to develop the local workforce and economy. 

The desire to contribute to the development of others beyond current levels was evident at the 

conversation café and during each interview. Local entrepreneurs made an immediate connection 

to practical learning and ensuring academic knowledge was made relevant to the workplace.  

Exemplars focused on the need to support their peers in getting businesses to their peak 

operating efficiency by showing new and developing entrepreneurs how to expand their 

entrepreneurial leadership capacity and develop an entrepreneurial environment for their staff—

in the shortest amount of time possible. The data show that, more important than money, 

exemplars believe entrepreneurs need to maximize their personal awareness, understand why 

they do the things they do, and understand the history and story of the business as a living 

ecosystem or culture. The mechanics of business, such as marketing, sales, and production, are 

important. Personal awareness, according to most exemplars, offered direct access to becoming a 

more effective leader, developing a successful workforce, and meeting economic goals.   

The data show capacity to be involved in economic growth strategies was significantly 

higher for exemplars, as their people are better equipped to take care of the operation of the 

business in their absence. Where exemplars envision their contributions having the most impact 

is on the court where business happens. Exemplars self-identified their strengths to be problem-

solving, developing a long-range vision and implementation strategies, entrepreneurial 



Crossing the Development Chasm 120 

leadership training, and creating an environment that is conducive to entrepreneurial 

leadership development. 

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry 

The research process has led to beneficial outcomes for all involved. There were four 

limitations identified in this study that are discussed in more detail below: (a) lack of business 

profiling; (b) segmentation by gender, which emerged through the data but was not anticipated at 

the outset; (c) lack of demographic profiling of participants; and (d) participant self-selection, 

which limited participation from educators. Data gathered are local and should not be 

generalized without verification.  

Twelve employers participated locally in the conversation café and six interviews were 

conducted with exemplars. To further enhance the outcomes, I could have created and 

administered a short survey among conversation café participants to establish a profile of their 

businesses and identify the pivotal moments in the creation of each business. This may have 

allowed me to draw further comparisons or contrasts to the exemplars.  

In terms of participation, the local sample included one female and 11 males. During the 

conversation café, no issues were specifically identified or attributed to gender, yet gender 

differences were identified through the literature and analysis of exemplar data with respect to 

size of workforce, motivation, and language distinctions. The interview questions were not 

designed to probe gender issues, but I was genuinely surprised by the differences that I 

identified. It raises the question of whether the local findings would have been different if the 

male-to-female ratio of participants had been more balanced.  
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Other demographic factors, such as education level and cultural background 

of the local employers and exemplars, were not considered in this study. A short survey could 

have been administered to collect demographic information on each participant at the outset of 

the project. This would have allowed me to prepare a quantitative summary of participants, draw 

upon further literature, and compare and contrast to exemplars.  

Although secondary and post-secondary educators were invited to participate, none did 

participate. The invitations were declined on the basis of lack of time, both in terms of the 

research timeline and the internal workload of potential participants. The post-secondary 

institution also indicated that the employer advisory board they maintain internally to support 

program development was sufficient for their program development needs. Local employers 

appreciated the opportunity to meet service providers face-to-face and indicated their desire to 

engage in similar dialogue with primary, secondary, and post-secondary educators.  

In this study, I selected exemplar entrepreneurs from a subsample of private industry 

leaders. Size of workforce was an important consideration in the selection of interview 

participants considered exemplar, yet workforce size alone would be insufficient to replicate the 

findings in this study. My focus was on entrepreneurs who tended to be opportunity seeking, 

innovative, and solution oriented. Unless this distinction is made during the process of selecting 

participants, it would be easy to end up with a corporate business sample, rather than 

entrepreneurial firms (Zaheer & Zaheer, 2006). Problem solving, innovation, and entrepreneurial 

activities that result in the creation of a business model drive job creation (Bogliacino & 

Vivarelli, 2012; Böheim et al., 2009). In contrast, corporate businesses with comparable numbers 

of staff have already solved their foundational problem, so future innovation is often perceived to 
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interfere with the business model, as I noted in the Chapter 2 literature review as well 

as the narrative capture of CM and RE’s experiences (Dencker et al., 2009). By the time many 

entrepreneurial ventures are scaled to the size of the businesses in this exemplar sample, an MBA 

or comparably trained CEO would have replaced many founders.  

Chapter Summary 

By asking questions locally about what is and is not working, I was able to understand 

the challenges and opportunities of Mission participants, both employers and service providers. 

Employers were somewhat reluctant to suggest what external resources might do to support them 

due to pragmatic concerns for who would do the work and how it would be funded. These are 

perceptive and valid concerns given that the EDC is an outside intervener, a servant leadership 

body with limited resources. In the EDC’s capacity as sponsor of this research, the organization 

is supporting public and private sector stakeholders to resolve systemic problems and create new 

opportunities that benefit the community as a whole. Local employers were open to working 

with third-party trainers to enhance workplace performance, particularly where they were 

experiencing staffing and training difficulties. Local employers were aware that they did not 

have the means internally for resolving some of the workplace issues that impacted their 

businesses. This is a positive indication of the employers’ willingness to expand their internal 

capacities and forge better skill development partnerships externally.  

By involving local service providers in the planning, execution, and analysis of the local 

conversation café event, they acquired first-hand knowledge of the needs, wants, and capacity 

gaps of local employers. New relationships were formed and individual follow-up meetings were 

scheduled between employers and service providers. The formation of these new relationships 
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was an expected outcome that was deliberately planned for in the design of this 

research project. What was unexpected was the metamorphosis that was induced, in terms of 

personal growth and business acumen, by involving young entrepreneurs in the data analysis 

process and identification of gender distinctions among exemplars. This is identified in the next 

chapter under opportunities for future research. 

I believe the fact that exemplars were not local added a deeper level of candor that 

enriched the data. By asking exemplars questions about pivotal moments in their leadership 

development and the growth of the business, I was able to glean insights into the nature of their 

relationships with staff and the external community. This showed what they valued, in terms of 

training, supports, interventions, and communications, at various stages of development. This 

knowledge, and specific insights and reflections shared by exemplar participants, helped inform 

the recommendations for the local community presented in Chapter 5.  

In terms of community economic growth and workforce development, the data indicated 

exemplars and local employers were both interested in creating strategies to develop the local 

workforce and economy. Local commitment was evidenced through employer participation at 

the conversation café, which required them to commit three hours of their time to participate. 

The fact that the event drew new faces into the conversation space was a strong indicator of the 

importance of the topic and also business owner commitment.  

As researcher I gauged commitment of the exemplars on the candidness of their sharing 

and the quality of data in response to the two final questions in the exemplar interview: (a) What 

advice do you have for regional economic development agencies that would like to involve 

leaders in private industry in creating strategies to develop the local workforce and economy? (b) 
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What else can you tell me that will help me to understand what is important to 

entrepreneurial leadership development or workforce development? In this regard, it was 

interesting to note that a significant portion of data, 39.5 pages or 38% of the total, was generated 

in response to these two questions. The exemplars’ willingness to contribute to the creation of 

meaningful strategies is evident throughout the recommendations they presented through the 

data.  

The goal of this project was to create useable knowledge that brings the social collectives 

of the labour market into better alignment. The data suggest this goal is achievable under the 

right environmental conditions.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: INQUIRY IMPLICATIONS 

The question guiding of this inquiry was, “How can the District of Mission involve 

leaders in private industry in creating strategies to develop the local workforce and economy?” 

Three subquestions were identified to help deepen the inquiry:  

1. What is working well in terms of skills development in the workplace?  

2. Where is the greatest opportunity for improvement?  

3. How can the Economic Development Committee (EDC) support employers to forge 

better skills development partnerships within the community?  

The objectives of this study were accomplished by using mixed methods to gather 

information and development ideas from local employers as well as exemplars from outside the 

community. Exemplars included entrepreneurs from manufacturing, technology, and education 

sectors; men and women with a proven track record for job creation and workforce development. 

In the course of this inquiry, I offer contributions to scholarship and present thoughts for future 

research that could add depth and breadth to academic literature on the topic of entrepreneurial 

leadership and workforce development.  

This inquiry revealed that workforce development needs and motivations differ by 

industry sector, organization size, and stage of growth. Personal nuances, such as owner gender, 

influence organization growth and development as well. My research revealed that opportunities 

do exist to involve entrepreneurial leaders in creating strategies to develop the local workforce 

and economy. Conclusions drawn in Chapter 4 were correlated to the literature outlined in 

Chapter 2 to formulate the series of recommendations I present in this chapter. These 
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recommendations are consistent with the input I received from all participant groups: 

local employers, service providers, and exemplars.   

Study Recommendations 

According to Patel et al. (2011), it is in the best interests of the EDC and the community 

to act quickly to build on the interest, momentum, and positive energy generated locally by the 

conversation café. Latent power does exist within the District of Mission in terms of creativity, 

innovation, and economic growth potential (Chen, 2007). Where network and relational gaps 

were identified, energy and resourcefulness are available for release. I liken workforce 

development to a giant turbine that is powered by “capacity generated by relationships” 

(Wheatley, 2006, p. 39). The following six recommendations emerged through the voices of the 

participants themselves. They are designed to help the EDC mobilize local assets, increase 

workforce development activities, and stimulate economic growth.  

1. Shift the focus of the conversation from economics to people. 

2. Reconvene a meeting among local research participants. 

3. Facilitate the building of collaborative relationships. 

4. Establish a more direct structural alignment to broker trust. 

5. Tweak the headline, translate the message, or pick up the phone. 

6. Apply for one or more Labour Market Partnership Agreements. 

Recommendation 1: Shift the focus of the conversation from economics to people 

Although the EDC cannot command local business leaders to focus on the development 

of their people, I recommend the EDC invite business owners to look at their businesses 

differently through each and every presentation the EDC publicly delivers. Workforce 
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development is a counter-intuitive approach to achieving desired outcomes of high 

performance and profitability of local businesses, as well as economic growth that benefits the 

community as a whole. Shifting the focus of the conversation to people will help employers to 

think differently about what is not working in their own businesses and help them to see how 

they can enroll staff, service providers, suppliers, and others as partners in creating sustainable 

solutions to recurring workplace problems.  

Labour market development requires leaders, both the EDC and local employers, to 

nurture relationships and cross-pollinate ideas across all parts of the system. In doing so, leaders 

can embrace systemic gaps and service inconsistencies as a means to seek collaborative 

partnerships, maximize availability of resources, and produce creative beneficial alternatives. 

When people are the focus, profitability and economic growth become the result (Smith et al., 

2012). As a result of this study, the EDC now has a deeper understanding of the challenges and 

aspirations of local employers and the approaches exemplars have used to achieve success. It is 

timely for the EDC to share its vision of what is possible for local employers by sharing evidence 

that suggests Mission’s most successful ventures were created by teams of people who integrated 

talent, energy, and skills to expand their capacity to innovate and service their clients’ needs 

(Chen, 2007). The depth of awareness the EDC has gained about local business operations is 

critical to enlist employers’ support in developing their people as priority number one. As the 

EDC shifts the focus of the conversation from economic strategy to creating conditions that 

support knowledge transfer, collaboration, and leadership development, so too will local leaders 

be inspired to shift the focus of their attention to the people side of their business.  
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Through this inquiry, local employers have asked to be acknowledged for the 

positive contributions they make to the community. The EDC already has a strong community 

presence within the Mission Chamber of Commerce, service clubs, industry associations, and 

other business advocacy groups. It is a natural next step for the EDC to begin to share the 

findings and showcase local employers through presentations and stories that demonstrate how 

local employers and service providers interacted with one another at the conversation café. 

Stories can be extrapolated from the data to show that employees, suppliers, educators, and 

employment service providers are valuable resources that can help local employers to produce 

specific, measurable results that are highly desirable to other business leaders. Human-interest 

stories are emotionally compelling and memorable, and can move others to take similar action. 

As the EDC continues to invest time in developing mutually beneficial relationships, steering the 

public conversation toward workforce development, the human side of business, will help others 

to see opportunities for collaborative problem-solving and entrepreneurial action in their 

businesses as well (Argote et al., 2000). Simple conversations that encourage people to mix 

things up a little can impact where their attention goes immediately following the interaction.  

In choosing to stories and examples to acknowledge, it is important to demonstrate the 

effectiveness of systems integration and win–win collaboration. Showcasing examples where 

two or more people with contrasting interests created mutual gain, such as employer–service 

provider, employer–supplier, or employer–employee, will inspire others to listen for 

opportunities where new connections can be made to serve their business operations. The EDC 

should begin with the anecdotes and human-interest stories made available through the body of 

knowledge generated from this study and consciously commit to collect more. Whether the topic 
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is seeded through storytelling, or by inviting guest presenters into the community, 

each presentation should be viewed as a conversation starter with a purpose. Over time, the EDC 

could develop a central repository of local storytelling, as well as before and after accounts of 

workplace transformations. Whenever possible, the EDC should ask employers to quantify the 

impact in terms of sales, marketing reach, cost reductions, time efficiencies, etc. Specific, 

measurable results speak volumes to pragmatic business leaders. 

Recommendation 2: Reconvene a meeting among local research participants 

Through involvement in this project, the Mission EDC has formulated a nucleus of 18 

knowledge experts offering divergent perspectives, experiences, and expertise on the topic of 

workforce development in Mission. I recommend the EDC convene a follow-up meeting to bring 

local research participants together for the purpose of sharing the results. Each of the participants 

has gained new insights through the reflective activities they participated in, but none has been 

exposed to the knowledge gained through the literature review or the perspectives that were 

contributed by the exemplars.  

It is both timely and important for the EDC to reconvene a meeting among this group. 

Business advocacy would continue to be the key topic of conversation. If the original group of 

employers is not interested in playing a leadership role in the implementation of the 

recommendations, it would be important for them to identify potential champions they trust to 

advocate on their behalf. The purpose of the meeting would be to (a) find out what, if anything, 

has changed for them since their participation in January; (b) share a summary of the research 

findings, conclusions, and recommendations; (c) facilitate an open dialogue where their reactions 

to the findings and feedback can be candidly discussed; (d) garner participant input with respect 
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to leveraging the recommendations of this study to develop an action plan that the 

local community can take ownership of; and (e) ceremoniously pass the baton from the 

researcher to community stakeholders, as local knowledge experts. In my role as researcher, I am 

prepared to support the EDC by attending this meeting or by facilitating the dialogue. My 

participation would be at the sole discretion of the EDC. 

McGehee (2001) suggested three characteristics that the EDC could bring to the table to 

stimulate further creation among this group: (a) leadership style that recognizes autonomy and 

emphasizes freedom among the stakeholders; (b) understanding that success is a function of 

creating the new, rather than replicating the old; and (c) communication style that values 

individual expression, collaborative work, and systems integration (p. 45). Sustainable solutions 

to recurring workplace challenges could be resolved through the combined knowledge and 

expertise of such a network. Participants should be reminded that innovative solutions and 

workplace transformations would emerge organically through inclusive conversations that 

involve participants with diverse interests and perspectives. To capitalize on the opportunity to 

develop meaningful structures, innovative solutions, and feedback loops, McGehee noted that 

“beginner’s mind is more valuable than expert’s mind” (2001, p. 51), as it engages a generative 

style of listening and sharing among participants (Scharmer, 2007). 

Recommendation 3: Facilitate the building of collaborative relationships 

While it is unlikely that the 18 local participants (service providers and employers) from 

this research project would share the desire to form a committee to continue this work, I 

recommend the EDC invite them to participate in the decision-making process on how to 

proceed. The original participants should also be canvassed to determine who else may be 
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interested in expanding the conversation. As an action item on the meeting agenda of 

Recommendation 2, each participant could be invited to look at what is needed and wanted by 

the organization that he or she represents. Based on those needs, participants would be asked to 

search their minds for the kinds of people, opportunities, strategic alliances, goodwill, 

relationships of trust, information, and participation agreements that would allow the work that 

has been started through this inquiry to take root, flourish, and grow to better serve the 

community (Ernst & Chrobot-Mason, 2011; McEvily et al., 2003). This group reflection would 

draw upon the power of formal and informal social networks to continue to attract resources for 

the development of entrepreneurial leadership, workforce development, and economic growth.  

Block (2011) noted that it can be a challenge to “connect people in common effort” (p. 

311). An intelligent team is developed through diversity of participation. The objective would be 

to bring together a group that is “rich with many interpretations . . . [so it can develop] a wiser 

sense of what is going on and what needs to be done” (Wheatley, 2006, p. 67). An important 

question to guide this reflection, based on the research findings, is, “Who else should be here?” 

(Wheatley, 2006, p. 66). Once people gather together, it is important for them to understand that 

“each is responsible for the learning of the whole, then each shares a deeper sense of purpose 

with all members” (Block, 2011, p. 311). These collaborative relationships are a safe haven from 

competition. “What happens in the room is everyone person’s business” (Block, 2011, p. 311), 

because each individual’s interdependence with the group is key to ensuring the effectiveness of 

whole.  

An organizing principle is “the logic by which work is coordinated and information is 

gathered, disseminated, and processed within and between organizations” (McEvily et al., 2003, 
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p. 92). The exemplar data in Chapter 4 show that local employers may not have an 

interest in ongoing participation through a committee structure. Employers and service providers 

have different needs, motives, and priorities. Cooperation in mixed motive situations is 

conditional on the trust that develops through repeated interactions among strategic alliances. 

Therefore, it is important that two-way communication structures that honour the operational 

needs of each participant also be considered an organizing principle. Success could be as simple 

as having the employment service providers create a consolidated menu of services available in 

the community and employers suggest the best ways to share the information with them and their 

colleagues.  

Continued participation in meetings may not be a realistic expectation or the wisest 

investment of resources. If employers see the benefit of playing a continued leadership role, it is 

important to understand their assumptions and perceptions of what that structure would look like. 

In presenting the opportunity of continued interaction and dialogue on the important topic of 

workforce development, it is important for all participants to recognize that when disparate 

groups share knowledge, it has been shown to foster innovation and stimulate economic growth 

(Beesley & Cooper, 2008; McEvily et al., 2003). How knowledge sharing is best achieved is a 

decision to be made by the participants themselves. 

The EDC’s role would be that of a facilitator of social and economic reform. In its 

leadership role as a central convener of a transformative process, the organization would offer 

participants the frameworks, tools, and feedback loops to help them be more “effective, powerful 

and productive” (Kaner et al., 2007, p. x) as architects of the community’s economic future. 

Through its mandate and functional accountabilities, the EDC has a vested interested in the 
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broader issues at hand and a political stake in the outcome, yet it holds no operational 

position or program delivery authorities. Block (2011) suggested, “The most powerful thing you 

[the EDC and other stakeholders] can do to have the leverage you are looking for and to build . . 

. commitment” (p. 37) is to authentically put into words what you are experiencing as you work 

together. If the EDC does not have the internal resources to facilitate this dynamic community 

dialogue, it could effectively delegate this responsibility to an external facilitator who is viewed 

by all participants to be “content neutral and a process advocate” (Kaner et al., 2007, p. xiv) 

while representing the EDC in this role. By being content neutral, the facilitator would listen for 

appropriate systems and effective structures to be put in place yet not advocate for a particular 

outcome (Kaner et al., 2007). 

Recommendation 4: Establish a more direct structural alignment to broker trust 

Subject to the community-driven solutions that are identified through implementation of 

Recommendations 2 and 3 above, I recommend the EDC establish an employer advisory board. 

Figure 2 depicts the existence of this board as a mechanism for collaborative leadership and a 

means to ensure employers can provide input and offer constructive feedback to employment 

service providers and educators with respect to labour force adjustments, training needs, and 

workforce development issues. Secondary and post-secondary educators declined the opportunity 

to participate in this research project, citing time constraints and the existence of an internal 

employer advisory board that serves their program development needs. However, the service 

providers who elected to participate described the experience as “invaluable” (FG). Employers 

identified a number of issues and suggestions pertaining to the education system, but were 

unable to share their experiences in person as a result of educators abstaining from the process.  
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Figure 2. The employer advisory board provides a structural alignment to broker trust.  

 

The data revealed that employment service providers have a direct contractual 

relationship with government through a Canada–BC Labour Market Agreement. A variety of the 

service agencies contracted to deliver job search and employability skills training to 

unemployed, under-employed, and multi-barrier job seekers participated in this study. Service 

providers reported that the terms and conditions of their service agreements often make it 

difficult to troubleshoot workplace challenges, support employees and employers as an 

intermediary during the probationary period of employment, or support new employee 

orientation and on-the-job training. The data show some employers face these and other 

challenges and would be open to third-party assistance. Service providers reported that the 
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underlying assumption of their service agreements is that employers are self-serving, 

which does not appear to be the case. The data do not substantiate the employers’ (a) awareness 

of service availability, (b) understanding of the structural configuration of the labour market and 

contractual obligations of employment service providers, or (c) ease of use and navigability of 

the system from multiple perspectives.   

Figure 3 shows how a more direct structural alignment would allow service providers, 

educators, and employers to share knowledge, support better decision making, and provide 

advocacy and support to service providers during the negotiation of labour market partnership 

agreements with funders. This configuration is a mechanism whereby “people who have little or 

no knowledge of each other can develop trust for each other relatively quickly when they share 

trust in a common third party” (McEvily et al., 2003, p. 94). Service provider A, B, and C are 

symbolic representations. In reality, each of the service providers should be represented at the 

collaborative leadership table along with representative(s) of both secondary and post-secondary 

education.  

Recommendation 5: Tweak the headline, translate the message, or pick up the 

phone 

Research has shown, and my findings confirm, that employers have their attention on 

practical, experience-based knowledge or know-how (Willem & Buelens, 2007). 

Compartmentalization of knowledge that has occurred between local service providers and 

employers is a natural and avoidable barrier. This gap prevents employers from benefiting from 

the expertise of service providers, and it prevents service providers from developing programs 

that benefit from employers’ operational experiences (Willem & Buelens, 2007).  
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The most economical means to penetrate the listening of another is to tweak 

the title, headline, or subject line of the communication that is being delivered, or establish 

personal contact. The program or opportunity being offered by service providers or the EDC 

must immediately be translated into the employer’s practical understanding of how the offering 

will enable the employer to perform specific operations more effectively or overcome specific 

challenges being encountered in the workplace. Tweaking the headline or translating the 

message is a little change that can make a big difference to the interpretation and response to the 

message. 

Recommendation 6: Apply for one or more Labour Market Partnership agreements 

This inquiry demonstrated that entrepreneurial zeal drives job creation and economic 

growth. Goleman et al. (2002) identified a leadership style they referred to as “pacesetting” (p. 

72), which is commonly associated with entrepreneurs. On the surface, pacesetting sounds 

admirable, because “the leader clearly holds and exemplifies high standards of performance” 

(Goleman et al., 2002, p. 72). Exemplar MS identified that employers often do not communicate 

their job requirements and performance expectations clearly, and service providers echoed this 

sentiment. There were no clear guidelines for the exemplars in this study to solve problems, start 

businesses, and acquire tacit knowledge. Because their knowledge was acquired by doing, it can 

be assumed that local employers learned in similar ways. Those who learned by trial and error 

may expect the people within their organization to “just know what to do” (Goleman et al., 2002, 

p. 72).  

Goleman et al. (2002) suggested morale plummets when guidelines are unclear or when 

the employee feels the “leader doesn’t trust them to get the job done in their own way” (p. 72). 
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When asked about pivotal moments in their leadership development, exemplars in 

this study shared examples of personal transformation as they learned to trust employees to find 

their own way to work effectively. Similarly, local employers asked service providers to listen 

and were open to receiving third-party support to resolve some of the workplace challenges they 

face. The research advisory team suggested a Labour Market Partnership (LMP) agreement 

would be an effective tool to create better alignment between the needs of employers and the 

perceived service gaps that service providers are currently unable to fill.  

The primary advantage in adopting Recommendations 1 through 5 is that the EDC’s 

focus on people and labour market development affords new opportunities for community 

program development, including potential funding resources. The British Columbia Ministry of 

Jobs, Tourism and Innovation administers three types of LMP agreements, funded by the 

Canada–BC Labour Market Agreement (Province of British Columbia, 2013): (a) the Labour 

Market Sector Solutions Program “provides funding to invest in the skills development of 

eligible participants to assist sectors, industries and employers to address identified labour 

market needs” (Labour Market Sector Solutions Program section, ¶ 2); (b) the Labour Market 

Partnerships Program “provides financial assistance to organizations to encourage, support and 

facilitate labour force adjustments and human resource planning activities which are in the public 

interest” (Labour Market Partnerships Program section, ¶ 1);and (c) the Labour Market Solutions 

Program assists “with training requirements that have been identified through a Labour Market 

Partnerships project” (Labour Market Solutions Program section, ¶ 1). 

Time is of the essence if the EDC is interested in pursuing this recommendation, as 

applications for program implementation (item c above) will be accepted until December 31, 
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2013, or while funds last. Application for implementation support is contingent on 

one or more of the LMP agreements (items a or b above) being successfully negotiated first. Full 

details about these programs can be found at http://www.aved.gov.bc.ca/sector-

partnerships/welcome.htm. 

Summary of recommendations 

In summary, six recommendations for mobilizing local assets and sharing knowledge 

among disparate segments of the labour market were identified in this chapter. By shifting the 

focus from economics to people, the EDC has the opportunity to share knowledge through 

human-interest stories in a manner that is likely to move and inspire workforce development 

action in others. Reconvening a meeting of the local research participants was identified as the 

process to set the community in motion by sharing the findings and beginning the process of 

building long-term collaborative relationships that support labour market development. Some 

tips on communication were offered in terms of penetrating the listening of employers when 

service offerings and invitations are presented. A new structural connection was recommended to 

position the EDC as a neutral facilitator of workforce development activities in Mission, and 

thereby invite the voice of business to the decision-making table. Finally, the people focus 

opened new resource pathways to obtain funding to support improved coordination of activities 

between service providers, educators and employers.  

Organizational Implications 

Impact for the EDC 

My findings suggest that workforce development challenges restrict the scalability and 

growth potential of local businesses (Patel et al., 2011). Focusing on the people side of business 



Crossing the Development Chasm 139 

will ensure the EDC is more effective in fostering and promoting value exchange at 

all levels of the community, resulting in a positive community image, enhanced quality of life for 

all citizens, and a healthy business environment for current and future businesses that are grown 

in the District of Mission. It is important for the community to know that Mission businesses 

have heart and that in Mission, people drive process, not the other way around.   

While the EDC is the strategic body to set direction, identify community need, and 

establish priorities, it is important to recognize that the EDC has limited capacity in terms of time 

and capital. Like the narrow conduit of an hourglass that flows in two directions, the EDC is 

accountable for communicating on matters of interest and importance to the community. On one 

side, the EDC is accountable for communication to the broader community; on the other, the 

EDC is responsible to communicate with the mayor and council. As the conduit, the EDC has the 

fewest resources of all. Building the EDC’s internal operational capacities would be detrimental 

to the community, because the organization’s purpose is to expand the operational capacities of 

the community it serves. To support implementation, the EDC must share knowledge and 

develop capacity through external partnerships, either locally with employment service providers 

and employers, or through regional partnerships with Maple Ridge, Pitt Meadows, and 

surrounding communities. 

Impact for the community 

The personnel working in each part of the labour market system illustrated in Figure 1 are 

dedicated and hard working. Although it appears that all are working at capacity, the disparate 

elements are not strategically aligned. In the event that recommendations of this paper are not 

implemented, homeostasis, the tendency to maintain the current level of economic equilibrium, 
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is a predictable outcome. Through compartmentalization of the community’s creative 

and developmental capacities, opportunities for growth and economic prosperity will continue to 

be lost. Valuable knowledge being transferred from service providers is unknown and therefore 

not trusted by employers, and so the messages and service expertise are not garnering employers’ 

attention (McEvily et al., 2003). Consequently, employers may find it difficult to rely on service 

providers for support when uncertain about their intentions, motivations, and competencies. 

Research has shown that cultivating trust can be an effective organizing principle for 

understanding workplaces and coordinating economic activity (McEvily et al., 2003).  

The District of Mission would maintain its current level of economic performance 

through linear growth. People in all parts of the labour market system will continue to work hard. 

“Creating a culture that values creativity, continuous improvement and the sharing of ideas is 

necessary” (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2002, p. 688) for workforce development activities to be 

successful. This type of productive activity must be introduced by design. Extricating people 

with diverse interests, backgrounds, and expertise from their usual daily activities and inviting 

them into a reflective environment of self-observation, reflective thinking, and value-creation, 

conditions created by the conversation café, opened up new possibilities that benefited all. The 

recommendations in this paper are intended to continue to elevate the exchange of available 

resources and value (Patel et al., 2011). 

Implications for Future Inquiry 

Four main opportunities for further inquiry were identified during the course of this study 

and are discussed in detail below: (a) surplus entrepreneurial leadership capacity as an economic 

growth catalyst, (b) understanding and leveraging gender differences as an economic growth 
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catalyst, (c) effects of structural alignment on fee-for-service program delivery, and 

(d) educators and business networking groups as future iterations of research. 

Surplus entrepreneurial leadership capacity as an economic growth catalyst  

Given what has been learned from exemplars about knowledge transfer through trusted 

peer networks, “just-in-time” (RE) training, and their desire to share and contribute their 

knowledge to teach others, it is conceivable that exemplar expertise and surplus leadership 

capacity could be harnessed as an economic growth catalyst. Action research methods make it 

possible to examine alternative program delivery models for self-employment training, small 

business development programs, entrepreneurial leadership development, business expansion 

programs, and workforce development. A small sample of six exemplar entrepreneurs revealed 

that 67% of them had created two or more businesses. Further studies exploring the motivations 

and capacities of business owners to become serial entrepreneurs are worthy of social and 

economic consideration.  

It would be interesting to understand more about the capacity of an entrepreneurial mind 

and learn how to utilize entrepreneurs’ creative capacities to drive social and economic growth. 

The objective of such a study would be to explore trust as an organizing principle for small- and 

medium-sized enterprise engagement and for the delivery of peer development programs. A 

researcher could use mixed methods to conduct foundational research that would lead to the 

creation of a demonstration project or pilot study. This research may reveal significant 

opportunities to leverage the surplus creative and leadership capacities of serial entrepreneurs to 

accelerate social development and economic growth. Another factor to examine in this inquiry 
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would be the price elasticity of fee-for-service delivery through peer networks 

compared to publicly funded service providers. 

Understanding and leveraging gender differences as an economic growth catalyst  

Presenting these research findings to local networks of female entrepreneurs could reveal 

untapped potential and opportunities among women to scale businesses beyond current levels. It 

would be beneficial to learn more about women’s non-monetary motivations identified in the 

Chapter 2 literature, their leadership challenges, as well as real and perceived barriers and 

concerns about business growth and scalability. The aim of the study would be to discover what, 

if any, underlying assumptions, fears, and concerns women may have that prevent them from 

scaling their businesses. The findings would help identify what community resources, supports, 

and strategies could be put in place to help women realize their full potential as business leaders.  

Similarly, it would be beneficial to understand more fully the male predisposition toward 

monetary motivation, identified in Chapter 2, with an aim to understanding what, if any, 

community resources, supports, and strategies could be put in place to correlate earning potential 

to lucrative business outputs that have positive social and environmental impacts (Kobeissi, 

2010; Ma Sanchez Canizares & Garcia, 2010; Robichaud et al., 2010). I would recommend the 

researcher use mixed methods to accomplish the research goals to allow for cross-pollination of 

ideas between men and women.  

Effects of structural alignment on fee-for-service program delivery  

A stronger connection between service providers and employers at the local level could 

prove both socially and economically viable for provincial and federal government agencies that 

rely on request for proposal (RFP) processes and top-down prescriptive policies to distribute 
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resources to regional communities. Local service providers in this study said they had 

tried, with little success, to deliver fee-for-service programming in the past. Given the 

community’s shared commitment to bridge the relational gap between employers and service 

providers to effect positive outcomes in workforce development, it could be beneficial to 

examine the effects of a pilot study whereby employment service providers have a direct 

structural connection to the business community. What effect would it have if the LMP 

agreement for employment service providers were held by a business advocacy organization, 

such as the Chamber of Commerce or other business advocacy group, and subcontracted to 

employment service providers, as subject matter experts? Would employers be willing to pay for 

services if a business advisory group held the master agreement?  

Educators and business networking groups as future iterations of research 

Many employers were previously unaware of resources offered by employment service 

providers. At the onset of the conversation café dialogue they were eager to interact directly with 

educators. One of the two largest employers expressed disappointment in the absence of 

educational representatives. For this reason, future iterations of community-based, action 

research should expand participation to include educators. It would also be beneficial to include 

specific industry associations and professional business networking representatives, such as the 

local Chamber of Commerce, as participants. Exemplar data indicated specific correlations exist 

between specific industry sectors, such as manufacturing, and specialized post-secondary 

training, such as BCIT. Additional opportunities may have been identified if leaders of industry 

sector groups had participated. 
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The data show local employers had a clear desire to contribute suggestions 

and exchange ideas with local educators through a face-to-face dialogue within this research 

environment that was created for employers to be heard and listened to at the conversation café. 

Employers raised a number of workplace concerns that they believed to be preventable through 

early learning intervention. Some of the opportunities they envisioned to correlate classroom 

learning to the adult workplace skills was suggested to occur in primary school, when students 

are playing with building blocks, puzzles and Lego. The practical and experiential opportunities 

employers envisioned for collaborative learning were directed toward secondary and post-

secondary education levels. It is important to note that they were not just looking at employers to 

do more. Many offered to contribute resources or host opportunities either through practical 

workplace environments, guest presenters in the classroom, or other collaboration.  

Chapter Summary 

This inquiry was designed to compare and contrast the perception of local employers 

with entrepreneurial leadership practices demonstrated by exemplars in the target sectors the 

EDC has identified for future growth. I believe the findings will help the EDC to understand 

more clearly the workplace development needs and challenges of local employers. Input from 

exemplars suggested that the community may hold more entrepreneurial, job creation, and 

economic capacity than is currently being realized. As stated in Chapter 2, Block (2009) 

suggested that full access to these resources is through “authentic citizenship” (p. 55) in terms of 

people choosing “to own and exercise power rather than defer or delegate it to others” (p. 55). 

Similarly, Michael E. Gerber (2008), the father of small business and entrepreneurship, has 
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challenged people in all sectors of the labour market to look deeper into the 

opportunity of personal accountability, as it pertains to the economy: 

Yes, economic development is not what we’ve been led to believe it to be, a matter for 

governments and heads of state. Economic Development is, has been, and will always be, 

a personal matter. If economies develop, it’s because entrepreneurs, small business 

owners, creators, and inventors personally led the way. Not for the betterment of 

governments, no. Governments are never of interest to entrepreneurs; people are. 

(Gerber, M., personal communication, April 7, 2013). 

What I appreciate about Gerber’s quote is that it positions accountability for the state of 

the economy in the hands of entrepreneurs, small business owners, creators, and innovators. This 

is relevant because the EDC has no direct control over organizational workforce development, or 

what is or is not implemented. The EDC’s job, then, is to recognize great leadership, 

acknowledge the impacts great leaders have on the community, and inspire greatness in others 

through meaningful anecdotes and storytelling. At the end of the day, it is local business owners 

who must decide whether to take action on expanding their entrepreneurial leadership capacities 

and developing their people, “and this choice will be based on how internally committed” 

(Block, 2011, p. 21) they are to the opportunity of doing so. Community commitment is key to 

involving private sector leaders as economic development catalysts.   

If it is true that people are a company’s most valuable asset, then the point at which a 

company founder can shift his or her focus from managing tasks and operations to creating the 

right systems and environmental conditions to nurture his or her people appears to be a pivotal 

moment in the growth trajectory of a business. Likewise, healthy, prosperous businesses are an 

economic developer’s most valuable assets. The development chasm for an economic developer 

requires a shift of focus from managing policies and economic strategies to removing systemic 

barriers and creating conditions within the community for entrepreneurial leadership capacities 
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to develop. It stands to reason, then, that the development chasm for businesses and 

economic developers is shift of mind more so than an external barrier.  

Encouraging company founders to cross the development chasm as quickly as possible is 

key to accelerating socioeconomic growth. Block (2009) said, “Using the language of context 

rather than culture puts the choice into our [participants’] own hands. It acknowledges that our 

mindset, even our worldview, is subjective and therefore amenable to change” (p. 55). Personal 

interactions that allow for the transfer of knowledge and expertise between disparate social and 

business networks within the community may prove to be a more effective growth strategy than 

intensive capital investment or economic policy development. Positioning the EDC in the minds 

of local business owners, educators, and service providers as the impartial facilitator of labour 

market development is a powerful strategy to involve leaders from all parts of the system to 

support and sustain regional economic growth organically.  
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APPENDIX A: LETTER OF WELCOME FOR CONVERSATION CAFÉ 

A Solution-Oriented Conversation  

From 1:00–4:00 pm on Friday, January 18, 2013 

at Best Western, 32281 Lougheed Highway, Mission, BC 

Dear Prospective Participant, 

Welcome! The objective of today’s event is to determine how regional economic 

development agencies can involve leaders in private industry in creating strategies for the 

development of the local economy and workforce. Before you decide to participate, it is 

important for you to understand the risks and benefits. Your decision to take part in this study is 

voluntary, and this consent form provides information to help you decide whether you wish to 

participate. If you agree to take part, you will be asked to sign the letter on the back to indicate 

your informed consent.  

The exercise will consist of several rounds of 15–20 minute conversations during which 

small groups of people will be seated at tables, café style. Your participation will help the 

Mission Economic Development Select Committee, employment service providers, and 

educators to understand your workplace needs and expectations so they may better assist you. 

The total time scheduled for this event is three hours.  

All research data gathered today, and any identifying information collected, will be coded 

to guarantee your anonymity. The nature and methodology of a conversation café is such that 

information gathered does not typically identify the originator of information. Findings will be 

reported in aggregate to further maintain confidentiality. Any quotations or identifying 

information used in the final report will be anonymized unless you provide your express written 
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permission to be quoted in the report by name. Upon publication of the thesis, when it 

is registered into the archives, all field data will be destroyed.  

A copy of the summary report will be made available to Stacey Crawford, Economic 

Development Officer of the District of Mission. A copy of the thesis will be electronically 

archived on Royal Roads University’s Digital Archive, ProQuest, and the Theses Canada Portal 

of Library and Archives Canada. At a future date I may develop white papers based on a 

summary of the results that will be shared with interested parties or published in professional 

journals or trade publications.  

Your participation in this research project is voluntary and you are not compelled to 

participate. Should you choose to participate, you may withdraw at any time without prejudice. 

Should you decline this invitation or prematurely remove yourself at any time, your decision to 

withdraw will remain confidential. All identifying data will be immediately destroyed.  

Sincerely, 

[signature] 

Tana Plewes 
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APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT FOR CONVERSATION CAFÉ  

My name is Tana Plewes. I am a graduate student at Royal Roads University. You are 

invited to participate in a research project that I am conducting for my thesis. The project is 

conducted in partial fulfillment of my thesis requirements toward a Master of Arts in Leadership. 

My student credentials can be verified by calling Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta, Program Head and 

Associate Professor, MA Leadership Program at [telephone number].  

This document constitutes an agreement to participate in the data collection process, the 

objective of which is to determine how the Mission Economic Development Select Committee 

can involve leaders in private industry in creating strategies for the development of the local 

economy and workforce.  

In addition to submitting a final report to the Royal Roads University (RRU), the report 

will be shared with the District of Mission, published, and a copy will be archived in the RRU 

Library, the Theses Canada Portal of Library and Archives Canada, and ProQuest/UMI. Upon 

completion, participants may request a copy of the final report. 

I will be your host during the conversation café. One observer will be present and there 

will be a host at each of the tables. All table notes, flip charts, and information will be retained 

by me, transcribed and summarized for data analysis. Information will be reported in aggregate 

form to maintain confidentiality. Quotations will not be attributed to any individual without the 

express written agreement of the spokesperson. Photos may be taken to preserve the spirit of 

community at this event. You have the right to opt-out of photographs. Indicate your preference 

by checking the appropriate box below.  
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You are not obligated to participate in this research project. If you do choose 

to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. Similarly, if you choose 

not to participate in this research project, your decision will be held in confidence. All 

identifying data will be immediately destroyed. The contact information for your researcher is: 

Name: Tana Plewes 

Email: [email address]  

Telephone: [telephone number] 

By signing this letter and returning it to the researcher, you are providing free and 

informed consent to participate in this participatory action research project. 

☐ I consent to having my photo taken. ☐ I do not consent to having my photo taken. 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

Signature: ___________________________________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C: REQUEST FOR RECOMMENDATION OF POSSIBLE 

INTERVIEWEE   

[Date] 

Dear [Prospective Participant], 

I am a graduate student in Royal Roads University’s Master of Arts in Leadership 

program. I am conducting research for the completion of my thesis. The purpose of this study is 

to determine how regional economic development organizations can involve leaders in private 

industry in creating strategies to develop the local workforce and economy. My commitment as a 

researcher is to distinguish how to create workplace and learning environments that maximize 

human ingenuity, enabling people from diverse backgrounds to identify shared concerns and 

focus on a common goal.  

I am interested in interviewing six people (individually) who started a business that grew 

to employ 15 or more employees. Do you, or anyone you know, meet this criterion? If so, are 

you willing to participate in my study or introduce me to a colleague who does? I would like to 

interview three men and three women. My objective is to find out what inspired the entrepreneur 

to start the business and to gain an understanding of the challenges he or she faced in scaling the 

business and developing its workforce. The interview will take approximately 60–90 minutes 

and can be conducted by phone or Skype.  

[If recommendation] Are you willing to introduce me to the person you are 

recommending? ___Yes ___ No. If not, is it okay for me to let that person know that you 

suggested I contact him/her for this study? 
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I appreciate your thoughtful consideration of this request. Please contact me 

directly at [telephone number] or email [email address] to schedule an interview or to make a 

referral. 

Sincerely, Tana L. Plewes  
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APPENDIX D: INFORMED CONSENT FOR IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW  

My name is Tana Plewes. This research project is part of the requirement for a Master of 

Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University. My academic credentials can be verified by 

calling Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta, Chair of my Academic Supervisory Committee, at [telephone 

number].  

During the interview I will ask you semi-structured questions to find out what inspired 

you to start the business and to gain an understanding of the challenges you faced in scaling the 

business and developing your workforce. This document constitutes an agreement to participate 

in the final phase of a three-part data collection process in a study to determine how regional 

economic development organizations can involve leaders in private industry in creating 

strategies to develop the local workforce and economy. The interview will take approximately 

60–90 minutes and can be conducted in person, by phone, or on Skype.  

In addition to submitting a final report to Royal Roads University, the report will be 

shared with the District of Mission, published, and a copy will be archived in the RRU Library, 

the Theses Canada Portal of Library and Archives Canada, and ProQuest/UMI. Upon 

completion, participants may request a copy of the final report. 

With respect to the interview, all research-related conversation will be voice-recorded, 

transcribed, and summarized for data analysis. Information will be reported in aggregate form to 

maintain confidentiality. Quotations will not be attributed to you without your express written 

agreement.  

You are not obligated to participate in this research project. If you do choose to 

participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. Similarly, if you choose not 
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to participate in this research project, your decision will be held in confidence. All 

identifying data will be immediately destroyed. 

The contact information for your researcher is Tana Plewes, [email address], [telephone 

number]. 

By signing this letter and returning it to the researcher, you are providing free and 

informed consent to participate in this action research project. 

_____ I agree to be audiotaped during my participation in this study. 

(initial) 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

Signature: ___________________________________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________________________________________ 

 

  



Crossing the Development Chasm 162 

APPENDIX E: LETTER OF INVITATION FOR SERVICE PROVIDERS 

A Group Email After Having Identified Service Providers and Educators Through 

Conversations with Community Leaders  

I have now spoken to most of you on the telephone. Some may receive this 

communication before retrieving messages from your office.  

My name is Tana Plewes. I am a graduate student at Royal Roads University in the 

Master of Arts in Leadership program. Stacey Crawford, Economic Developer, District of 

Mission, is sponsor of my field research. The topic of my thesis is entrepreneurial leadership and 

workforce development.  

As an employment service provider/educator in Mission, I am writing to extend an 

invitation for you to participate in the planning, execution, and synthesis of a data collection 

process that will engage Mission employers in a conversation about their workforce development 

needs. The objective of this project is to determine how the Mission EDC can involve leaders in 

private industry in creating strategies for the development of the local economy and workforce.  

The focal point of the data gathering process is a conversation café (event outline 

attached). The exercise will consist of three rounds of 15-minute conversations during which 

groups of four or more employers will be seated at tables, café style. I expect to have 12–24 

employers in attendance. The total time scheduled for their participation is three hours.  

I anticipate that you will gain valuable insight that benefits you in your present role by 

deepening your understanding of the needs, wants, and challenges of Mission employers. For this 

reason I offer you a dual role. First as Research Advisory Committee member, enabling you, a 

local knowledge expert, to participate in the planning. Second as Participant, enabling me to 
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admit field notes as data, while allowing you to assist employers during the 

conversation café and subsequently participate in the analysis and synthesis of employer-

generated data. Win/win/win! 

The time allotted for your participation is one planning meeting and two research events, 

each lasting approximately three hours, for a total of nine hours over two months. The planning 

meeting will take place in December. The purpose is to get acquainted, reach a common 

understanding about the project, clarify roles and expectations, answer all of your questions, and 

establish informed consent from those who wish to participate. The first data collection event is 

the conversation cafe, which is an opportunity for you to actively engage in this process as an 

observer and/or table host during the employer-focused conversation café. During the third and 

final event we will debrief on the activities of the conversation café and analyze and synthesize 

the associated data through a focus group [members of this group only].  

Before you decide to participate it is important for you to understand the risks and 

benefits. Attached is an Informed Consent Form outlining the roles of (a) Participant and (b) 

Research Advisory Committee Member. These documents provide information to help you 

decide whether you wish to participate.  

If you would like to participate, I request that you check your availability on each of the 

suggested dates below and indicate by hitting "reply" which dates you can potentially make 

yourself available. Once I receive feedback from the group, I will advise you of the schedule that 

offers the greatest consensus among this group. I will select one date in December and two in 

January.  

Action Item: 
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13 

December, 

2012  

Thurs  

14 

December, 

2012  

Fri 

21 

December, 

2012  

Fri 

9  

January, 

2013  

Wed AM 

11  

January, 

2013  

Fri 

18  

January, 

2013  

Fri 

23  

January, 

2013  

Wed AM 

24  

January, 

2013  

Thur 

        

Please indicate ALL of the dates that you are potentially available.  

Your participation in this research project is voluntary and you are not compelled to 

participate. Should you choose to participate, you will be asked to sign both letters indicating 

your informed consent. You may withdraw at any time without prejudice. Should you decline 

this invitation or prematurely remove yourself at any time, your decision to withdraw will remain 

confidential. All identifying data will be immediately destroyed.  

I apologize for the length and formality of this communication. Once we complete the 

logistics we will find our “groove.” If you have questions or concerns about this project, please 

contact me directly at [telephone number] or email [email address].  

Sincerely, 

Tana Plewes 
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APPENDIX F: INFORMED CONSENT FOR RESEARCH ADVISORY TEAM  

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership at Royal 

Roads University, Tana Plewes (the Student/Researcher) will be conducting an academic inquiry 

on behalf of the Mission Economic Development Select Committee (EDC). The objective is to 

determine how the EDC can involve leaders in private industry in creating strategies for the 

development of the local economy and workforce. The Student’s credentials with Royal Roads 

University can be verified by calling Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta, Chair of the Academic Supervisory 

Committee, at [telephone number].  

Inquiry Team Member Role Description: 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role 

may include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 

questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 

including observing, assisting, or being a table host during the conversation café, taking notes, 

transcribing, or analyzing data, to assist the Student and support the District of Mission’s 

organizational change process. In the course of these activities you may be privy to confidential 

inquiry data. 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data:  

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this 

inquiry project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 

generated or accessed by the Research Advisory Team will only be used in the performance of 

the functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized 

to receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 
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covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact 

information, personal identifying terms, phrase or comments, and any other personally 

identifying information. 

Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, 

disclosed, retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the 

Royal Roads Academic Supervisor. 

Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether information they may wish to share 

about the project they are working on is of a personal or confidential nature will verify this with 

Tana Plewes, the student. 

Statement of Informed Consent: 

I have read and understand this agreement and agree to its terms. 

________________________ _________________________  ____________ 

Name (Please Print)   Signature    Date 
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APPENDIX G: INFORMED CONSENT FOR DATA ANALYSIS FOCUS 

GROUP, SERVICE PROVIDERS, AND YOUTH ENTREPRENEURS 

Dear [Prospective Participant], 

My name is Tana Plewes. I am a graduate student at Royal Roads University. As a 

member of the Research Advisory Team, you are invited to participate in the third stage of the 

research project that I am conducting for my thesis. The project is conducted in partial 

fulfillment of my thesis requirements toward a Master of Arts in Leadership. My student 

credentials can be verified by calling Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta, Program Head and Associate 

Professor, MA Leadership Program at [telephone number].  

This document constitutes an agreement to participate in the third phase of data 

collection, the objective of which is to determine how the Mission Economic Development 

Select Committee can involve leaders in private industry in creating strategies for the 

development of the local economy and workforce. Before you decide to participate, it is 

important for you to understand the risks and benefits. Your decision to take part in this study is 

voluntary and this consent form provides information to help you decide whether you wish to 

participate. If you agree to take part you will be asked to sign this letter to indicate your informed 

consent.  

This third stage of my research involves a data analysis focus group conducted with 

members of the research advisory team, who are also service providers and educators in Mission. 

You are invited to participate in the analysis and synthesis of data. The focus group will consist 

of a three-hour meeting where we will discuss our individual experiences from the conversation 

café, organize the data we collected from local employers, identify themes and patterns, and 
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make sense of the data and suggestions provided by local employers. Your 

participation will help the Mission Economic Development Select Committee understand 

Mission’s labour market needs and expectations so all of you may better assist employers in 

developing a workforce that is strong, capable, and able. The total time scheduled for this event 

is three hours.  

The data analysis focus group is considered a separate research data gathering activity. 

Any identifying information collected will be coded to guarantee your anonymity. The nature 

and methodology of a focus group is such that information gathered does not typically identify 

the originator of information. Findings will be reported in aggregate to further maintain 

confidentiality. Any quotations or identifying information used in the final report will be 

anonymized unless you provide your express written permission to be quoted in the report by 

name and/or organization. Upon publication of the thesis, when it is registered into the archives, 

all field data will be destroyed.  

A copy of the summary report will be made available to my project sponsor, and 

representatives of the District of Mission. A copy of the thesis will be electronically archived on 

Royal Roads University’s Digital Archive, ProQuest, and the Thesis Canada Portal of Library 

and Archives Canada. At a future date I may develop white papers based on a summary of the 

results that will be shared with interested parties or published in professional journals or trade 

publications.  

You are not obligated to participate in this research project. If you do choose to 

participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. Should you choose to 

participate, you may withdraw at any time without prejudice. Should you decline this invitation 
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or prematurely remove yourself from the process at any time, your decision to 

withdraw will remain confidential. All identifying data will be immediately destroyed.  

Photos may be taken to preserve the spirit of community at this event. You have the right 

to opt-out of photographs. Indicate your preference by checking the appropriate box below.  

If you would like to participate, or if you have questions or concerns about this project, 

please contact me directly at [telephone number] or email [email address].  

By signing this letter and returning it to me, you are providing free and informed consent 

to participate in this participatory action research project. 

☐ I consent to having my photo taken. ☐ I do not consent to having my photo taken. 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

Signature: ___________________________________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________________________________________ 

 

Sincerely, 

Tana Plewes 

Email: [email address]. 

Telephone: [telephone number] 
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APPENDIX H: RESEARCH QUESTIONS FOR CONVERSATION CAFÉ 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms will be defined during the orientation to the conversation café 

procedures and will be posted on the wall to serve as a reminder to all participants: 

Workforce development is a term used to describe a wide range of local, national and 

international policies and programs related to learning for work. It may include youth vocational 

training, adult training and retraining, and related employment initiatives. 

Community is about the experience of belonging or feelings of relatedness that fosters a 

shared sense of ownership and accountability among a group of people.  

Research Questions Posed at the Tables 

TABLE 1: What is working well in terms of workforce development in your 

business?  

TABLE 2: What is not working or what is missing that would make a difference to 

the workforce development needs of your business?  

TABLE 3: What services can the external community provide to support your 

workforce development needs?  
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APPENDIX I: IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

I asked three men and three women the overarching questions listed by number. The 

secondary questions are examples of probing questions that may have been asked during the 

semi-structured interviews depending on the context. 

1) Tell me about the pivotal moment(s) in your life that inspired you to become an 

entrepreneur. 

2) What challenges did you face when the volume of work in your business began to 

grow beyond your initial capacity to produce goods or deliver services?  

a) How did you train and develop your people? 

b) If I asked your employees why they stay with you, or why they leave, what do 

you think they would say? 

c) Tell me about the resources you turn to in order to learn how to develop your 

systems and scale your business.  

3) What impact did growth have on the development of the business and your 

leadership? 

4) Tell me about the pivotal moments in  

a) your development as an entrepreneurial leader, and 

b) in terms of the organization and workforce you created. 

5) What advice do you have for regional economic development agencies that would 

like to involve leaders in private industry in creating strategies to develop the local 

workforce and economy? 
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6) What else can you tell me that would help me to understand what is 

important to entrepreneurial leadership development or workforce development?  
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APPENDIX J: EVENT AGENDA FOR CONVERSATION CAFÉ  

District of Mission, Economic Development Commission’s Conversation Café 

Held at Best Western, 32281 Lougheed Highway, Mission,  

January 18, 2013 from 12:30 – 4:00 pm 

Registration table opens at 12:30 pm for completion and collection of informed consent forms. 

Action item # Minutes 

Mission EDC welcomes participants & provides BRE program update  10 

Facilitator provides project overview & expected outcomes 5 

Introduction of employers and table hosts/service providers 15 

Orientation to the structure and activities of the day 5 

Introduction of conversation café procedure, agreements & definitions  10 

** Repositioning ** 5 

Conversation #1…data gathering (12–15 mins) and table switch  20 

Conversation #2…data gathering (12–15 mins) and table switch 20 

Conversation #3…data gathering (12–15 mins) 20 

** Comfort break ** 10 

Conversation summaries presented by table hosts/service providers 10 

Group presentations (3–5 mins/group x 3 groups + transitions) 20 

Facilitate satisfaction dialogue (see questions below) 10 

Mission EDC addresses local use of information & next steps 5 

Service Provider resources identified and contact information exchange 5 

Facilitator acknowledges leadership and generosity of participants/hosts 5 

Mission EDC thanks the group and adjourns the meeting. 5 

Total time 180 mins 

Facilitated Satisfaction Dialogue 

1. What were your expectations coming here today? (Facilitate 2–4 responses from the 

group). 
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2. What was today’s experience like for you? (Facilitate 2–4 responses from the 

group).  

APPENDIX K: LETTER OF INVITATION TO IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW 

[Date] 

Dear [Prospective Participant], 

(Discretionary statement: I obtained your name from __________, who suggested I invite 

you to participate in a study I am conducting on entrepreneurial leadership and workforce 

development. I understand that you started this business and that it now employs 15 or more 

people. Is this correct?) 

I am a graduate student at Royal Roads University. This project is conducted in partial 

fulfillment of thesis requirements toward a Master of Arts in Leadership. My student credentials 

can be verified by calling Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta, Program Head and Associate Professor, MA 

Leadership Program at [telephone number].  

The objective of the interview is to find out what inspired you to start the business 

initially and to gain an understanding of the challenges you faced in scaling the business and 

developing your workforce. The interview can be conducted in person, by phone, or on Skype.  

Before you decide to participate, it is important for you to understand the risks and 

benefits. Your decision to take part in this study is voluntary, and this consent form provides 

information to help you decide whether you wish to participate. If you agree to take part, you 

will be asked to sign a letter to indicate your informed consent.  

Our conversation will be guided by a series of semi-structured questions. Our dialogue is 

expected to last approximately 60–90 minutes. With your permission, the interview will be 
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recorded electronically and transcribed verbatim as written text. To help you prepare 

and manage your time effectively, you will receive a copy of the interview questions prior to our 

scheduled appointment.  

All research data gathered during the interview, and any identifying information 

collected, will be coded to guarantee your anonymity. Findings will be reported in aggregate 

form to maintain confidentiality. Any quotations or identifying information used in the final 

report will remain anonymous and confidential, unless you provide your express written 

permission to be quoted in the report by name. Upon publication of the thesis, when it is 

registered into the archives, all field data will be destroyed.  

You will have final approval of the transcribed interview including specifying what may 

not be used for attribution. All relevant data collected—interview notes, recordings, and 

transcriptions—will be secured in the office of the researcher and will be immediately destroyed 

upon publication of the thesis.  

A copy of the summary report will be made available to my project sponsor and 

representatives of the District of Mission. A copy of the thesis will be electronically archived on 

Royal Roads University’s Digital Archive, ProQuest, and the Theses Canada Portal of Library 

and Archives Canada. At a future date I may develop white papers based on a summary of the 

results that will be shared with interested parties or published in professional journals or trade 

publications.  

While you choose to participate, you may also choose to withdraw at any time without 

prejudice. Should you decline this invitation or prematurely terminate the interview, your 

decision to withdraw will remain confidential.  
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If you would like to schedule an appointment, or if you have questions or 

concerns about this project, please contact me directly at [telephone number] or email [email 

address].  

Sincerely, 

Tana Plewes 

 


