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Of all the analytical instruments known to
organizations engaged in community renewal
(and the matrices, frameworks, and tools must
now number in the hundreds) The Development
Wheel is surely one of the oldest and most
adaptable. Its roots lie in three books published

by the National Economic Development and
Law Center (Berkeley, Ca.) to summarize what
had been learned about community economic
development since the late 1960s.

in
1983

The books,

, by Linda Gardner, drew largely on the

experience of impoverished communities of American racial

minorities and the community-based organizations (CBOs) that

had grown up to assert some local authority in matters of

housing, employment, land use, and investment.

Gardner perceived that the CBOs owning and running

enterprises that were commercially viable and beneficial to the

community at large had certain things in common. They all took

elaborate care in their selection of businesses, to ensure that no

resources were rashly expended; they all devoted great effort to

deepening and broadening their own abilities and resources so

that they could assist enterprise in circumstances that defied

simple, market solutions; and they all sought out allies within

and beyond the community for advice, resources, and patronage.

Rather than occasional, all three of these tasks had become

integral to the operations of these CBOs. Their development

into solid, competent institutions was every bit as important as

the success of the businesses they had in mind. You didn’t get one

without the other. Moreover, the books provided a framework for

co-ordinating the three tasks over time, so that the progress of

one“racheted” up the others in a rhythmic or cyclical fashion.

Gardner was less clear about how to get such a progression

underway in desolate situations. If a community or CBO had no

experience of business and few resources to spare, how did it

make a start? Should it even try?

In the late 1980s the Centre for Community Enterprise

applied Gardner’s concepts to a First Nation setting. The

“Development Wheel,” as we called it, explained how to integrate

the development of a business with five other tasks in order to

jump-start a spiral of local development. Two of the tasks

pertained to that critical inaugural phase. Before proceeding, a
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CBO weighed its current capacities against the demands of

entrepreneurship, and its determination to make up any

difference. Question-and-answer checklists helped to pinpoint

strengths, weaknesses, priorities, and objectives, and give shape to

a continuing cycle of CED planning and implementation.

Essential to that cycle was the occasional, but strategic hiring of

outside expertise.

The hub of that process was not the enterprises, but the

capacity of the CBO itself to organize initiatives of benefit to the

First Nation. The CBO was to be understood as an engine of

economic development; businesses were the tools it generated. In

the late ’90s the Wheel was adapted yet again, to assist urban

CED and community coalitions to reduce poverty.

Social Enterprise

The Development Wheel Project (2005-2008) has steered the

Wheel in still another direction, social enterprise. This vastly

extends the range of actors and agencies to which the Wheel’s

concepts of essential tasks, cumulative development, and

institution-building might be addressed.

The CBO in question could be a First Nation struggling to

break out of dependency, or it could be a nonprofit organization

or community association trying to become more creative and

self-reliant in the pursuit of its mission. It could be a municipality

looking for ways to stem the leakage of local jobs and income, or it

could be manufacturers trying to add value and gain efficiencies

through co-operation. In fact, it might not be a CBO at all, but

some citizens frustrated by the lack of local health services.

Any of these groups might look to some type of collectively-

owned enterprise to help achieve their social goals. But all would

The Development Wheel explains how to integrate
business development with five other tasks in order
to jump-start a spiral of local development. The
focus of the process is not the businesses, but the
CBO. It is an engine of economic development &
businesses are the tools it generates.
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do well to adopt a developmental approach to minimize the risk

involved. Most are used to providing a service to a“captive

market” of people who cannot get, or cannot afford to get, the

service in another way. Money to support the service for specific

amount of time is committed in advance. This is very different

from the experience of running a business that has to compete

for a market, will likely require credit to finance operations

periodically, and over the long term must generate enough

income to cover its expenses.

It was CCE’s hypothesis that the Wheel could be adapted to

enable groups even as diverse as these to analyze their situation

and prospects systematically, and determine

Furthermore, the Wheel could help regional networks of

nonprofit organizations to identify and co-ordinate policies

and programs in support of CBOs taking the path of social

enterprise.

�

�

�

their readiness to undertake enterprise development as a

means of advancing their mission and the community interest.

the strengths and weaknesses of the approach they were

already taking to developing social enterprise.

the plans, decisions, and actions necessary to make their

efforts effective.

Tasks & Phases

For these purposes the Wheel was depicted to comprise six

essential tasks, of which two (Assessing Readiness and Pre-

Planning) are peculiar to CBOs with little or no history of

entrepreneurial activity. (See diagram, below.)

�

�

�

�

Assessing Readiness and Pre-Planning

Enterprise Development

Organizational Development

Community Participation and Strategic Networking

are the processes

through which the CBO first decides if it possesses the

prerequisites for the development process, and then buttresses

this assessment with preliminary discussions, research, and

analysis (“pre-planning”). These tasks also appear as the first

phase of the planning cycle.

refers to the identification of venture

opportunities and screening each in light of

the CBO’s resources, mission, and goals. The

task culminates in the launch of the selected venture(s).

is the evaluation of the CBO’s

resources, experience, and structure to determine the kinds of

venture it can operate successfully, and the changes that will

expand its capacity. It often involves board and staff training, as

well as the restructuring of management and monitoring

systems. Through organizational development, the CBO also

strengthens its ability to represent and inform a constituency

and to mobilize resources on its behalf.

constitute the CBO’s effort to develop linkages with

the institutions and members of its constituency

and with the public and private sectors. All

sectors can be relevant to the success of the

social enterprise. Strategic networking

requires knowing the community well, which

members have the greatest influence, and

which have expertise and contacts

important to the social enterprise under

consideration.

its commercial

feasibility and

The Development Wheel
helps CBOs turn social enterprise
from something they might “bolt”

onto their repertoire of activities into
the kicker for a deliberate progression

of challenges that transforms the CBO
into an engine of local benefits.

CAPACITY
BUILDING
CAPACITY
BUILDING

Organizational
Development
Organizational
DevelopmentAssessing

Readiness
Assessing
Readiness

Technical
Assistance
Technical
Assistance

Preplanning

Community Participation
& Strategic Networking
Community Participation
& Strategic Networking

Enterprise
Development
Enterprise
Development



�

�

�

Technical Assistance

Building the Base

Focussing the Opportunities

. Although volunteers are crucial to the

development of social enterprise, technical assistance must be

hired to augment (not replace) the skills of the CBO and

social enterprise staff. It might be for policy development, the

modification of an organizational structure, the clarification of

staff responsibilities, or market and financial analysis and

product engineering. Technical assistance has to be structured

to enhance existing capacity as much as possible and maximize

the use of local resources.

develops the CBO’s capacity to undertake

social enterprise and to arrive at a draft list of potential

enterprises. The CBO reviews its organizational structure, its

policies, its management information systems, and its

programs in light of their suitability for enterprise

development. Staff identify as many venture opportunities as

possible and assess them in terms of business, organizational,

and community benefit criteria. A plan is then drafted to

examine the best opportunities in more detail and to prepare

the organization for social enterprise.

During the third phase, , the

CBO puts into effect its plan to adapt its administrative and

management structures and to further reduce the list of

venture opportunities. Detailed feasibility studies determine

the funding, technical assistance, management, market

The Wheel also proposes a cycle of planning and implementa-

tion with four phases. CBOs that are satisfied with their

readiness for social enterprise and have completed their pre-

planning proceed to the second phase:

demand, costs, and community support that the remaining

opportunities involve. Community and organizational

development specific to this short list commences. Finally, a

“base” enterprise is chosen and a work plan is drawn up for the

fourth phase.

The fourth phase,

, involves preparations for the start-up of the base

enterprise. The enterprise’s relationship to the CBO (within

or external to the organization) is decided; the management

and monitoring systems are established; and a business plan is

prepared. Resources and community support developed

during the previous two phases are called into play to support

the new venture.

� Planning the Enterprise and Mobilizing
Resources

The identification of additional venture opportunities returns

the CBO to“Building the Base” once again, but now at a higher

level of ability and, perhaps, expectation.

In sum, the Development Wheel draws on 45 years of

experience to redefine the role of business in the building of

healthy, self-reliant communities. The Wheel helps CBOs turn

social enterprise from something they might“bolt” onto their

repertoire of activities into the kicker for a deliberate progression

of challenges that transforms the CBO itself. The growth of the

CBO’s capacity to function as an engine of local benefits, in

concert with a greater range of allies and resources, becomes

the ultimate signal that social enterprise is succeeding.

DON McNAIR is Managing Editor of magazine. Contact him
at 250-542-7057 and mcnair@cedworks.com.

Making Waves

Our Community Investment Fund focuses on supporting initiatives that contribute to economic

revitalization of our communities and improved access and inclusion for all. For information

on our community programs, email us at communityinvestment.fund@coastcapitalsavings.com

or call 1-888-517-7000 and ask to speak to a member of the Community Investment Team.
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