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The HR Council for the Voluntary & Non-profit Sector works with 
organizations, educators, labour and government to identify and address 
issues related to paid employment in the voluntary and non-profit sector. 
 
Our priorities are to:

Build and share knowledge••

Promote good HR practices••

Foster training and learning opportunities••

Provide leadership on HR issues••

Engage voluntary and non-profit organizations••  

The HR Council is funded through the Government of Canada’s Sector Council Program.  
The opinions and interpretations in this publication are those of the author and do not 
necessarily reflect those of the Government of Canada.
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Overview The Canadian Non-profit Workforce Summit (the Summit) was a national 
conversation held November 3 and 4, 2008 about our sector’s most important 
asset: its people. 

While the sector traditionally defines itself by the programs and services it delivers, 
we are also employers. The voluntary and non-profit sector includes 69,000 work-
places and 1.2 million employees.1 It is important to start talking about the voluntary 
and non-profit sector from a labour force perspective because there are clear signs 
that organizations are less and less able to recruit the talent they need in today’s 
tightening labour market. At the same time, retaining employees is also a challenge. 
An effective labour force equals an effective sector. That means a deliberate focus on 
labour force issues is integral to ensuring Canada has a vibrant voluntary and non-
profit sector to effectively deliver programs and services.

The HR Council for the Voluntary and Non-profit Sector (HR Council) hosted 
the Summit in Ottawa to facilitate an exploration of the critical workforce and hu-

man resources issues that impact our organizations, 
citizens and the communities that we serve. Ap-
proximately 40 key decision makers from national 
umbrella and network organizations came together. 
They learned more about the trends and issues af-
fecting the sector’s workforce and discussed how to 
best address these issues to ensure the viability and 
resiliency of the sector.

The first day (November 3, 2008) started with 
the ‘big picture’ – an overview of the labour force 
situation in general – followed by a presentation 

of findings from the HR Council’s recent Canada-wide surveys of Voluntary and 
Non-profit Sector Employers and Employees. Based on these presentations, Sum-
mit participants broke into small groups to discuss the implications of the changing 
labour force for their own organizations. 

1. The HR Council includes what the Satellite Account of Nonprofit Institutions and Volunteering 
refers to as the “core non-profit sector” which excludes hospitals, colleges and universities.

Put a spotlight on labour force issueS
 
Develop strategies leading to action
 
Inform the HR Council’s strategic plan

[SUMMIT GOALS]
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Summit participants benefited from ten years of experience in the United King-
dom with a presentation by Janet Fleming, head of the UK Workforce Hub. Much 
of the UK work on labour force issues in the voluntary and non-profit sector has 
focussed on skills gaps and shortages which led to small group discussions focused 
on the Canadian experience. Participants discussed the skills gaps in their organiza-
tion or sub-sector and steps they were taking to address these gaps.

The focus of Day 2 (November 4, 2008) was to turn ideas and research into strat-
egies and action. The day started with a focus on promising practices. Bruce Mac-
Donald, President and CEO, of Big Brothers Big Sisters of Canada highlighted the 
change in his organization’s culture as they committed to focussing on HR issues 
and developing strategies to ensure they have the right staff, with the right skills. 
Joanne Linzey of the HR Council then presented the proposed directions for a sector 
Labour Force Strategy which led into a discussion of gaps or other directions to con-
sider and related initiatives needed to pursue the proposed directions. The Summit 
concluded by exploring a collective approach: areas of common interest, practical 
next steps and roles for Summit participants and the HR Council.

Audio recordings of Summit presentations by Bruce 
MacDonald and Janet Fleming are available on 
hrcouncil.ca. 
 
You can also download copies of the slides for the 
presentations by Ron Saunders and Bonnie Shiell. 

 

[SUMMIT REPLAY]
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Emerging 
Themes
The Summit involved 
lively and important 
conversations and 
interactions between 
presenters and 
participants and within 
small group discussions. 
At the end of the two 
days, five important 
themes emerged.

The Canada-wide Survey of Employers found that almost one in five employers 
strongly agreed that their organization had difficulty meeting its objectives be-
cause employees do not have sufficient skills.  Based on their own experiences, 

Summit participants itemized a list of the gaps in skills. Topping their list was the 
question of leadership; however, Summit participants also recognized that it is a chal-
lenge to identify what “leadership skills” really means. 
The group identified that skills in areas like managing 
mergers, negotiation, cultural understanding and aware-
ness as well as change management are key skills. Some 
organizations are actively taking steps to develop these 
skills with emerging leaders programs and partnerships 
with universities and executive coaches. The notion of 
“dispersed leadership” was raised as another approach 
to addressing the leadership challenges.

The question of leadership skills is an issue for today and for the future because it 
is tied to planning for leadership succession and knowledge transfer – identified as 
key labour force issues that cut across the entire non-profit sector. 

Governance by volunteers is a distinguishing feature of the voluntary and non-
profit sector and brings a unique complexity to labour force management. 
Boards of directors need to view labour force management as a critical activ-

ity for successful organizations. Yet many boards – particularly at the local level – are 
focused on “keeping the doors open” and focus 
much of their time and energy reacting to fund-
ing issues.  Educating boards of directors will 
be critical to addressing labour force issues in 
the sector. Similarly, recruiting board members 
with HR expertise will also be important.
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Emerging 
Themes Participants felt that governments, funders and the general public greatly under-

estimate the role of the voluntary and non-profit sector. There was also a feel-
ing amongst some Summit participants that the sector needs to stop contribut-

ing to its own problem – if we don’t value our work, who will?

Participants agreed that the sector does not receive funding that reflects the real 
costs of delivering programs and services. To encourage funders to value the work of 
the voluntary and non-profit sector and to contribute to core costs, the UK Work-

force Hub created a guide 
specifically for funders that 
documents the costs associ-
ated with operating a well-
run organization. Full cost 
recovery is a big part of the 

UK Workforce Hub’s work. The more enlightened funders understand the message 
and their perceptions and approach to the sector have changed.

Summit participants recognized the low profile and negative image attached to 
working in the sector. An important part of recruiting future employees will be 
changing perceptions of the sector as a viable career choice.

One of the benefits of a gathering like the Summit is the sharing of ideas and 
resources between participants. This was a major theme throughout both 
days and many of the solutions proposed by Summit participants involved a 

collaborative approach. These included pooling resources as well as creating systems 
to make collaborative work more possible and included: 

Investigating shared service ••

models

Sharing tools••

Pooling training dollars and/••

or creating shared learning  
opportunities

Creating a pool of “shared” volunteers to provide HR management expertise••

Joint buying power to lower costs of HR-related services including HR consultants ••

or HR management information systems

Creating a collective sector workforce brand and having a visible presence at ••

career fairs

Developing a community of practice for board members••

Mapping careers across the sector and identifying skills that are transferable to ••

make it easier for lateral shifts between organizations
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Emerging 
Themes

 

Next  
Steps

Enacting the strategies identified during the two day Summit means changing 
how organizations think about themselves (as employers as well as deliverers 
of services and programs) and how they might work together. It is a cultural 

shift. Long held ideas will be challenged 
and there will be resistance. Transforma-
tive change takes time and we will need 
champions along with a clear reason for the 
change. The case for labour force manage-
ment will need to be communicated well…
and frequently.

At the end of the Summit, HR Council Executive Director Lynne Toupin re-
marked that the Summit participants have produced a wealth of information 
that the HR Council will have to sift through, reflect on and analyze. Recom-

mendations from the Summit will be considered by the HR Council Board of Direc-
tors as part of their strategic planning in February 2009. All participants will receive 
a copy of the proceedings of the Summit. Lynne encouraged Summit participants to 
help build the case with their own boards that human resources issues are important 
and to spread the word to other voluntary and non-profit sector organizations and to 
the government. 
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