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Sault Ste. Marie is a small city of
75,000 located at the juncture of the
Great Lakes of Superior, Huron,
and Michigan in Northern Ontario.
For the past century, the city has
been dependent on Algoma Steel as
its primary employer. Since the
mid-1980s, “the Sault” has been
struggling, like so many other one-
industry communities, to find ways
to diversify its economy as well as
meet the social needs of its
community members as they lose
jobs and see youth leaving to find
work in larger urban centres.

With a foot in each door, the
Community Economic and Social
Development (CESD) program at
Algoma University College saw an
opportunity to bring the social and
economic sectors of the community into
a closer working relationship. A CESD
student was hired for a co-op term to
conduct a survey on the economic
benefit of nonprofit organizations.

In July 2005, the CESD program
produced a report called“Hidden Assets:
The impact of non-profit organizations
on the economy of Sault Ste. Marie.”
Although a relatively small report, and
completed with a tiny budget, the
research itself is having an impact not
only in Sault Ste. Marie, but in a
number of communities across Ontario.
Why? Because this report points out, in
a clear and easily replicated manner, that
nonprofits not only serve the needs of
people, they also have a powerful impact
on a community’s economy, and that
economic diversification strategies
should incorporate an analysis of the
potential growth and development of the
nonprofit sector.“Hidden Assets”
demonstrates the strong linkages

between social and economic development
that those engaged in CED practice are
well aware of, but often get overlooked in
more traditional forms of economic
development.

The research involved a survey of both
semi-governmental organizations (such as
hospitals, boards of education) and small
nonprofits located within the City of Sault
Ste. Marie. There was an amazing 70%
response rate, due to two major factors: a

A Map of the
Nonprofit Sector

might be created in the sector, how many
might be lost, or where an investment
might leverage the most dollars. These
and similar questions remain for future
research efforts.

Despite these limitations, the study did
provide some valuable information.

It was the small, mostly service-
oriented organizations that provided the
most interesting data. In a community of
75,000, where the largest private employer
has about 3000 employees, for example,

over 1400 people work for small
nonprofits, many of which employ less
than five people.
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Hidden Assets

tremendous follow-up effort by our co-
op student (Steffanie Date), and the
survey’s manageable size. Respondents
could complete it within 20-30 minutes.
We recognized that small nonprofits
simply do not have the staffing necessary
to spend more than a half hour on a
survey.

As a result we were able to“map” the
sector – to find out how much the sector
contributes to the economy, and to
develop a brief profile of the“typical”
nonprofit worker – but we were unable to
collect information in depth. For
example, based on the data collected, we
could not forecast how many new jobs
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nonprofits generate $78,000,000 per
year, of which $60,000,000 comes
from outside the community. (One
agency generated an additional
$750,000 per year on behalf of its
clients, all of which came from
outside the community. That’s just a
glimpse of the tremendous potential
for growth.)
the nonprofit sector provides
employment to young, predominantly
female (80%) workers.
very significant training and use of
volunteers by the nonprofit sector
makes it a key player in the develop-
ment of leadership and social capital.
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A small report, completed with a tiny budget, is having an
impact not just in Sault Ste. Marie but in a number of
communities across Ontario. Why? Because it points out, in a
clear & easily replicated manner, the powerful impact that
nonprofits have on a community’s economy & their
importance to strategies of economic diversification.
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Wider Impact

These findings are not likely to surprise
CED practitioners, who often come from,
or work with, or create nonprofit organi-
zations. The value of the findings is
many fold, however. A number of other
communities are now conducting studies
of their own or using this one for their
own purposes.

How is the study being used? Here are
a few examples.

Social planning councils are finding
that the results of this study provide more
ammunition when lobbying city or town
councils for additional dollars for social
and health service organizations. Councils
are much more responsive when they learn
that with an investment of $18 million,
they can leverage three and a half times
that amount from other levels of govern-
ment or through fundraising outside of
the community. The study demonstrates
that providing social services can be a win-
win situation. Residents have more of
their needs met while the community
receives a larger share of federal and
provincial tax revenues.

Governments at all levels are increas-
ingly aware of the value of social capital
and human resource development to
economic development and diversification.
This study shows that nonprofit organiza-
tions are key to the development of both
individuals and networks locally. It is
through our social relations that trust is
developed and a strong community is built

on networks of trust. Through the
extensive use of volunteers, and the
training and co-ordination provided by
nonprofit organizations, the sector plays a
vital role in maintaining and building a
community’s economy.

The study’s profile of nonprofit sector
employees is also of strategic value.
Overwhelmingly these employees are
female, tend to be younger than the
average worker, and tend to receive
opportunities for training and develop-
ment that are not available to employees
in larger workplaces. As a result the study
is of interest to those engaged in develop-
ing human resource strategies – particu-
larly those who are looking for alternatives
to the“McJobs”that are often the only
ones available to young people or to
people  (women, especially) returning to
the workforce after an absence.

Here in Sault Ste. Marie, the study has
sparked a great deal of interest. The press
conference announcing the study’s
completion was attended by the Mayor
and by the CEOs of the Economic
Development Corporation and the
United Way. Recently the City has
commissioned a study to determine the
potential for growth in the broader public
sector (a direct result of the publication of
our research, we believe). United Way and
a number of the local nonprofits are using
the study to assist them in proving their
value to funders, an ongoing requirement
that sometimes exhausts the scarce
resources of small organizations.

In conducting the research we found
that the evidence of the link between
social and economic development is
perhaps most obvious in the arts and
culture nonprofits. Funding is a particular
obstacle for this group, as most levels of
government view such activities as“icing
on the cake,” and are reluctant to provide
more than a tiny percentage of the money
required. Yet the research showed that
arts and culture are a key factor in
attracting tourism to an area. Nowhere,
perhaps, is there a more direct return on
investment in nonprofits than in the
cultural sector.

This small piece of research has paid
off in many ways for Algoma University
and Sault Ste. Marie. The study has
sparked interest from all over the province
of Ontario, providing free advertising for
the university and attracting students and
professionals to the CESD program. The
community has of course benefited from
the knowledge the study provides, which
is being incorporated into diversification
strategies as well as into planning by the
nonprofits themselves. We will have to
wait and see the eventual impact that our
“Hidden Assets” truly have on the
community.
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www.sfu.ca/cscd

604-291-5849 cedadmin@sfu.ca
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Unique, interdisciplinary approach
10-15 students admitted each year
12 month program
Full-time or part-time studies
Gain experience with a 4 month
internship

Master’s Degree in
Local Economic Development

Master’s Degree in
Local Economic Development

www.fes.uwaterloo.ca/led
519-888-4567, ext. 6574
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