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By: Mia Hunt, Postdoctoral Fellow, University of Toronto

While the term "social enterprise" may be new, the concept
is centuries old.  Social enterprises balance revenue with
social value.  They employ and train low-income and
marginalised people, providing opportunities to generate
income and build self-esteem.  The Ontario government
estimates more than 10,000 social enterprises employ
160,000 people in the province. The sector is booming.

On March 10th, representatives from social enterprises
across Toronto met to discuss building community and their
businesses.  This was Social Enterprise Toronto's second conference and part of the member-driven organisation's mandate to
support enterprises and raise awareness.  Conference themes included building local networks, developing employment and
community resilience, and collaborating with governments.  Participants heard from experts in the eld, especially from the UK,
where social enterprise has long been part of the social service landscape.  Dialogues and workshops asked: How can social
enterprises ourish? What does success look like?  How can we work together?

Participating enterprises were as diverse as the individuals they support – not only in business model but in the goods and
services they provide.  While strategies to network and build capacity were engaging, stories of innovative enterprises and
individual lives were most inspiring.  Bene ts of employment hit home.  Social enterprise participants are healthier.  They learn
new things, build self-esteem, take pride in work, and attach to communities. Meaningful work means individuals coping with
mental health challenges feel connected.  Many organisations had a presence at the conference:

Attendees perused a table over owing with handcrafted pottery created by women at Inspirations Studio.  This is a craft-
employment project of Sistering, an organisation providing practical and emotional support to vulnerable women.  At the
studio, women make ceramics and gain life skills. Products are available through the studio and custom corporate orders.
Director of Food Service, Warren Hawke presented Out of this World Café.  The café and catering company employs
individuals with mental health and addiction histories through the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health at Queen Street
West.
Noah Kravitz highlighted inspiring work of The Furniture Bank, which facilitates donations from people or groups with
unwanted furniture to vulnerable people struggling to furnish their homes, including formerly homeless, women and
children escaping abusive situations, and newcomer families and refugees. 

Social enterprises provide an opportunity to support vulnerable people through meaningful work and opportunities for everyone
to "buy social".  Learn more at http://www.socialenterprisetoronto.ca.
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