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I
n the spring of 1995 a prominent Winnipeg business owner con-

tacted the employment development division of Mennonite

Central Committee (MCC) Manitoba with a proposal. He had

visited a commercial enterprise in the U.S. which provided employ-

ment preparation and placement services to social assistance

recipients. The services were provided under contract to a number

of state governments.

The financial arrangements were unique.

The U.S. company did not receive reimburse-

ment on the basis of the work it performed. Its

reimbursement was based solely on the results

it achieved. The company was allowed to bill

for each successful placement after the individ-

ual had been employed on a full-time basis for

four months. This financial structure provided

a high level of motivation to ensure that the

company was presenting employers with candi-

dates who had a high probability of working

out for them.

The Winnipeg entrepreneur was enthusias-

tic about the concept. “I have often wondered

how I could use my business to provide job op-

portunities to social assistance recipients”, he

said, “but I’ve been afraid of the quality of em-

ployee I would be getting. If I knew that my

placement referrals were coming from an en-

trepreneurial organization who faced the same

bottom-line dilemmas that I face, I would feel much more confident

in opening my doors to those placements. Then I would know that

the placement organization lives and dies by the quality of their re-

ferrals, and that their incentive to provide good referrals will be

very high.” He asked MCC to investigate the feasibility of setting up

a similar program in Manitoba.

FINDING THE PARTNERS

After determining that the provincial government was quite inter-

ested in working together on this, MCC developed a proposal in

conjunction with two other partners. One of the partners was a

Mennonite organization which had been providing employment

preparation and placement services to post-psychiatric patients for

over ten years. The other partner was a Mennonite business and

professional organization, many of whose members are business

owners in the Winnipeg area.

In the spring of 1996 the new partnership (called Opportunities for

Employment, or OFE) received a contract for a 2-year pilot project.

The contract was essentially risk-free to the government. The province

pays a set amount for each successful placement. A placement is

deemed to be successful once the social assistance recipient has been

in permanent full-time employment for a minimum of six months. At

that point, the government pays to the partner-

ship a portion of the money it has already

saved by not having the individual on social as-

sistance for the past six months.

Opportunities for Employment works only

with social assistance recipients. It provides re-

cruiting, screening, assessment, employment

preparation, job search, and post placement

support services. It also does some short-term

skill training.

A key feature of OFE’s program is the part-

nerships which it has developed. OFE has

become the recruiting arm of a significant

number of businesses. It has developed partner-

ships with enterprises in industries such as light

manufacturing, insurance sales, restaurant serv-

ices, food manufacturing, and telemarketing.

Typically OFE will provide these partners

with employment candidates who have not

only gone through all of the screening, assess-

ment, and employment preparation training, but who have also

been provided with short, job-specific training. A candidate for em-

ployment in light manufacturing, for example, may be given a

2-week program in the use of small tools. A candidate for a restau-

rant position may have memorized the ingredients of every menu

item and all of the restaurant’s customer service policies before be-

ing interviewed by restaurant management. This training gives OFE

candidates an edge over other candidates.

CREATIVE PROGRAMMING

Beyond this short-term, job-specific training, however, OFE works

on the philosophy that the best training for a job is to actually have

M A N I T O B A

Most government commu-

nity service contracts are

quite specific about the

activities which are being

funded.... In the OFE

program, funding is

based strictly on results.

Thus the level of

innovation has been high.
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one. Many of OFE’s clients have been unemployed for long periods

of time. Many of them have been through a variety of training pro-

grams, most of which ended without employment. Training

programs can be fairly safe, comfortable, passive events. Adapting

to all of the disciplines and stresses of a full-time job can be much

more challenging. In some cases, it can also be much better prepa-

ration for the long-term job market.

The entrepreneurial nature of the contract has been a great advan-

tage to the program. Most government community service contracts

are quite specific about the types of activities which are being funded.

Deviations from those activities need to be negotiated before they are

implemented. This makes it harder to be innovative.

In the OFE program, funding is based strictly on results. There

have been very few restrictions on OFE’s ability to innovate and ex-

periment. Thus the level of innovation activity has been high.

During the course of the past two years OFE has added the skill-

specific training programs, developed monetary incentive programs

for its participants, sub-contracted with other organizations to pro-

vide placement opportunities, purchased training courses for

participants, loaned money to clients to become certified for cer-

tain types of work, set up transportation programs to make it

possible for clients to get to work, increased its staffing by 300%,

added supplementary programs such as job finding clubs, experi-

mented with temporary help services, and canceled training

components which didn’t seem to be cost effective. All of this has

been possible without needing to be negotiated with the funder.

REAL RESULTS - & RISKS

The results have been dramatic. The target for the first two years

was to place 260 social assistance recipients into permanent, full-

time employment. Almost 400 people were actually placed. The

program has been growing steadily. New partners and new pro-

grams are added regularly. The province has just recently signed a

new 5-year contract with OFE.

An entrepreneurial model for delivering non-governmental com-

munity services comes with a number of unique challenges. The

greatest of these is the financial risk it entails. In the OFE model

where payment for services rendered occurs almost ten months af-

ter client intake, working capital requirements were huge. During

our first ten months we built up a liability of over $200,000. Later

we had to arrange for a line of credit of an additional $100,000. By

sharing the risk amongst the partners, we were able to do it. But it

was a hard swallow for the boards of our parent organizations to

approve the plan. Many nonprofits might be reluctant to do it.

One of our next challenges is to do this work in a more commu-

nity-based way. OFE is currently discussing ways to reshape its

work to strengthen the community economic development efforts

of other organizations in the inner city of Winnipeg.�
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