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This Employment Ontario project is funded by the Ontario government. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The views expressed in this report do not necessarily reflect those of Employment Ontario. The 

material contained in this report is drawn from various sources. We make no representation or 

warrant, expressed or implied, as to its accuracy or completeness. In providing this material, North 

Superior Workforce Planning Board (NSWPB) does not assume any responsibility or liability. 

 

 

This document may be freely quoted without the permission of North Superior Workforce Planning 

Board provided that North Superior Workforce Planning Board is acknowledged as the author of the 

document. The information presented in this report is current at the time of printing. 

 

For further information please contact: 

 

Madge Richardson, Executive Director 
North Superior Workforce Planning Board 
107B Johnson Ave. 
Thunder Bay, ON P7B 2V9 
Phone: (807) 346-2940 or (888) 800-8893 Fax: (807) 344-5464 
Email: mrichardson@nswpb.ca Website: www.nswpb.ca  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
The Regional Human Resources Strategy projects gathered information about workforce 

supply. The core assumption is that the available workforce is a complex adaptive 

system. The environment in which employers and potential employees reside is a much 

larger complex adaptive system. Understanding the systems with linear solutions is 

insufficient in such cases. Complex adaptive systems are, by definition, always adapting. 

Today’s list of job-seekers has a very short shelf-life. Even the locations of useful 

information change and adapt and evolve and sometimes disappear. 

The North Superior Workforce Planning Board (NSWPB) decided to develop newer ways 

to locate and share workforce information. They started by understanding that: 

 The demand for labour was constantly changing, adapting. 

 The supply was constantly changing and not often in lockstep with demand. 

 The location of information about both demand and supply was also constantly in 

flux. 

Workforce Planning Boards across Ontario develop credible information within the 

constraints above. The NSWPB determined that they needed different approaches and 

different tools.  They chose to use the conceptual framework of complexity theory to 

explore the workforce and the environment in which it acts. To that end, they proposed 

three interrelated projects which included a formal developmental evaluation. 
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This report presents sufficient detail about Building a Labour Supply Knowledge Network 

( Project 1) and Mapping the Labour Supply as a Social Network ( Project 2) to support 

the evaluation narrative. For a more thorough understanding of Project 1 and Project 2 

readers are encouraged to review the final reports from the two consulting teams. 

The second project, Mapping the Labour Supply as a Social Network was the more 

complex and challenging initiative. The project shifted its research focus twice. First, it 

set out to use social network mapping with a workforce facing lay-off and transition to 

other employers1. Then, half way through the project, it reframed its strategy to focus on 

a second social network represented by the NSWPB and the Human Resources 

Strategy Steering Committee.  

2. REGIONAL HUMAN RESOURCES STRATEGY PROJECTS – 

SUMMARY OBSERVATIONS  

 
What follows are observations about the projects as a whole. Specific project details are 

included in Sections 10 – 13 of this report. 

Capacity Building 

Organizations care about capacity building and they seek ways to make it happen. If you 

provide money to an organization and money is spent by the organization, it should 

emerge stronger than it was before.  

The Projects’ stated objectives were achieved. The investments led to increases in 

intellectual and human capital: 

 The specific products developed by the two teams are impressive. 

 The capacity building that occurred is beneficial and important.  

NSWPB now has capacity to develop effective ways to achieve their mission. They are 

doing what planning boards are expected to do while demonstrating an innovate 

approach.  

  

                                                           
1
 Three major employers and five bargaining units were involved. 
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Networking 

Networking is another outcome of these projects that is so obvious that it can go 

unnoticed. In doing the work for both projects, the two consulting teams enriched their 

own networks. That does matter; they now have many more places/people to turn to for 

information and advice and influence. They are thus more likely to succeed in the next 

stages. These are assets that were not this strong a year ago. We recognize that 

community members have extensive professional networks and knowledge about 

workforce issues.  

Complex Environment 

Developing local strategies that better connect the supply of skills to local employer 

demand while addressing broader obstacles to employment must take into account the 

complex and ever-changing environment. This project started with that premise. It may 

be the most important lesson learned in the whole initiative.  

Developmental Evaluation (DE)  

The environment in which the entire NSWPB initiative resides is a very complex adaptive 

system. NSWPB wanted to know more about that system. The two projects we 

evaluated were working in this environment which brought about the use of 

developmental evaluation. It is the right approach for evaluating complex projects such 

as these. We suggest getting DE involved early and maintaining active involvement.  

Community Support  

The course, Social Innovation and Leadership for Complex Challenges, helped 

community members conceptualize the workforce as a complex adaptive system and 

use the language of complexity science. It created interest and helped people 

understand the project models. The course can help build a broader coalition of 

understanding partners able to conceptualize the workforce as a complex system and 

willing to explore the implications for collaborating with the NSWPB. 

Future Steps 

We are convinced that both projects are ready to continue, Funding should be sought so 

that both can take the logical next steps. More time early on is required for the members 

of projects 1, 2 and 3 to plan and work together. It builds trust. Communication is more 

candid and it would pay dividends later. 
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The projects delivered a return on investment. Social network mapping of complex 

adaptive systems informed the development of a practical tool. Complex social networks 

were tapped to build the knowledge network in Project 1.   

The social network mapping tool developed in Project 2 offers a way to identify how 

people in the workforce community are connected. It identifies interactions between 

network members, how frequently members interact, and with whom. It is a good tool for 

building the knowledge networks, building the project teams; and mapping additional 

important workforce populations. 

3. WHAT IS THE NORTH SUPERIOR WORKFORCE PLANNING BOARD 

(NSWPB)?  

 
Vision:  

“Our human resource pool will be strategically aligned, competitively positioned and 

progressively developed to meet future social and economic demands across 

Northwestern Ontario.” 

Mission 

“Connecting community partners to improve the quality of life in our communities through 

workforce development by: 1) building a strategic workforce readiness plan, 2) creating a 

dynamic, responsive process to satisfy current needs and prepare people for emerging 

labour market opportunities within a global economy, and 3) leveraging community 

alliances to maximize labour market capacity and competitiveness”.   

 Mandate 

 

“Lead in the creation of innovative labour market solutions by: 1) providing authoritative 

and evidence-based research, 2) identifying employment trends, 3) targeting workforce 

opportunities, and 4) initiating workforce development strategies.” 

The 2015 – 2017 Local Labour Market Plan describes the NSWPB: 

 “It represents one of twenty-six Workforce Planning zones across Ontario, mandated 

through the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities to identify, assess and 

prioritize the skills and knowledge needs of community, employers and individual 

participants/ learners in the local labour market through a collaborative, local labour 

market planning process. An active and broadly-based volunteer Board of Directors 
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representing Business, Labour, Women, Francophones, Aboriginal People, Cultural 

Diversity, Persons with Disabilities and Educator/Trainers governs its affairs. First 

established in 1996, NSWPB is recognized by community, economic and municipal 

leaders as a “partner of choice” in the identification and implementation of local solutions 

to local labour market issues.” 

4. WHY IS THE NORTH SUPERIOR WORKFORCE PLANNING BOARD 

INVOLVED IN THIS PROJECT? 

4.1. BACKGROUND: THE EMERGENCE OF THE REGIONAL HUMAN RESOURCES 

STRATEGY 

  
Dr. Mirella Stroink prepared a comprehensive report about a series of interconnected 

events leading to the emergence of the Regional Human Resources Strategy2. We quote 

from it to establish context. We encourage people to read the full report which includes a 

brief introduction to complexity theory.   

“In 2012/2013, NSWPB partnered with a collaborative research project developed by the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Local Economic and 

Employment Development Programme (LEED)3. This project examined the capacity of 

local employment services and training providers to contribute to job creation and 

productivity in several locations internationally. In Canada, in-depth work was conducted 

in Ontario and Quebec, specifically in Thunder Bay, Hamilton, Mauricie and Estrie. The 

consultant group, Townsend-Danis Advantage examined the employment and training 

services in Thunder Bay and conducted a “Future Backwards” visioning exercise with a 

group of workforce stakeholders. This facilitated discussion about the future of the North 

Superior Region occurred on Feb 19, 2013 and included 8 tables of 8-10 people each.  

Among the major recommendations emerging from this report was that NSWPB, along 

with other workforce planning boards in Ontario, work on developing local strategies that 

better connect the supply of skills to local employer demand while addressing broader 

obstacles to employment. In terms of how to achieve success, participants in the 

discussion emphasized the importance of collaboration, and the open sharing of 

information in equal partnerships.  

                                                           
2
 Stroink, M. (2015). The Emergence of the Regional Human Resources Strategy: Final Report on the 

Social Innovation and Leadership for Complex Challenges Partnership Project. P.7-8. Available from: 
http://www.NSWPB.ca/assets/files/The%20Emergence%20of%20the%20Regional%20HR%20Strategy(3). 
3
 http://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/localjobcreation.htm  

 

http://www.nswpb.ca/assets/files/The%20Emergence%20of%20the%20Regional%20HR%20Strategy(3)
http://www.oecd.org/cfe/leed/localjobcreation.htm
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Also in the winter of 2013, NSWPB engaged in a partnership project with the Food 

Security Research Network at Lakehead University examining the workforce multiplier 

effect of the local food system in Thunder Bay4. This project brought NSWPB in contact 

with Dr. Connie Nelson who was interested in complexity theory as a lens for research 

and practice. 

In July of 2013, the NSWPB Executive Director, Madge Richardson, met with Dr. Connie 

Nelson and Dr. Mirella Stroink from Lakehead University (and consulting company, 180 

Institute) to further discuss complexity theory and potential future projects bringing this 

theory to the work of NSWPB. The possibility was discussed of the two professors 

holding a course on complexity theory and its potential applications to community 

development and innovation. The course would target community leaders in various 

social service and health sectors and would be offered in winter of 2014. The potential 

applications of this theory to workforce planning and development intrigued Richardson, 

who noted the use of the same theoretical lens by the OECD project consultant.  

In November of 2013, Nelson and Stroink attended a NSWPB retreat at Sleeping Giant 

Provincial Park. They provided an overview of complexity theory and some of its 

potential applications to understanding the workforce. In attendance were 7 board 

members and 2 staff, as well as Thomas Townsend, the consultant involved on the 

OECD project. A follow-up panel discussion of complexity, the workforce, and social 

innovation was captured later that day by local media5, and a report on the retreat was 

prepared and shared with the board6. Further discussion among Richardson, Stroink, 

Nelson, and Townsend revealed significant potential for further projects and growth 

through the application of complexity theory to workforce development. Specifically, the 

need to gain a better understanding of the labour supply from a complexity perspective 

was raised, and some implications of this understanding for the task of better connecting 

the labour supply with employment demand emerged.”  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4
 http://www.foodsecurityresearch.ca/index.php?pid=189  

5
 http://www.netnewsledger.com/2013/11/26/social-innovation-workforce-planning/  

6
 Appendix 1: Report on the NSWPB retreat, November, 2013 

 

http://www.foodsecurityresearch.ca/index.php?pid=189
http://www.netnewsledger.com/2013/11/26/social-innovation-workforce-planning/
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4.2. THE REGIONAL HUMAN RESOURCES STRATEGY: RELATIONSHIP TO THE BOARD 

 
The Regional Human Resources Strategy Projects support the work of the North 

Superior Workforce Planning Board (NSWPB). 

Here is how the Executive Director, NSWPB, described the Regional Human Resources 

Strategy Project:  

“It will provide a telescopic view of the labour force. We’ll be able to see how people 

respond as they go through their career path. We’ll also be able to see how that shapes 

the network. We are really talking about identifying the “churn” – what percentage of the 

labour force is looking for opportunities and what does that activity look like? The project 

could be linked to the proposed Local Employment Planning Councils7 as a small 

research component.  

The first offering of the course, Social Innovation and Leadership for Complex 

Challenges, offered in winter 2014, brought together a diverse group of community 

stakeholders representing education, training, social agencies and Employment Ontario 

service providers. It helped “advance [their] understanding of complexity theory and its 

implications for leadership and innovation.”8 

This understanding was crucial because it provided a conceptual framework for 

exploring labour supply and demand as social networks, one that the NSWPB continued 

to promote. 

Dr. Stroink describes the NSWPB – Regional Human Resources Strategy Project link: 

“Two NSWPB staff members and 3 board members completed the course [Social 

Innovation and Leadership for Complex Challenges] and introduced examples relating to 

the workforce into class discussion. Through participation in both of these courses and 

by welcoming classmates to the NSWPB office to do homework sessions together, 

significant increases were made in NSWPB’s ability to conceptualize the workforce as a 

complex adaptive system and use the language of complexity science in exploring the 

implications of this conceptualization. Furthermore, many valuable connections were 

formed with diverse community leaders through this course.” p.5 

                                                           
7
 Local Employment Planning Council is a pilot project funded by the Ministry of Training, Colleges and 

Universities.  
8
 Stroink, M. (2015). The Emergence of the Regional Human Resources Strategy: Final Report on the 

Social Innovation and Leadership for Complex Challenges Partnership Project. P.5. Available from: 
http://www.NSWPB.ca/assets/files/The%20Emergence%20of%20the%20Regional%20HR%20Strategy(3).
pd  

 

http://www.nswpb.ca/assets/files/The%20Emergence%20of%20the%20Regional%20HR%20Strategy(3).pd
http://www.nswpb.ca/assets/files/The%20Emergence%20of%20the%20Regional%20HR%20Strategy(3).pd
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The following table prepared by Dr. Stroink, presents how the “homework” sessions 

expanded and helped organize the network of people interested in exploring ways to 

apply complexity theory to community planning issues. The sessions led to creating a 

Human Resources Strategy Focus Group in spring 2014. This group continued to meet 

to further refine application of complexity theory to workforce planning. By fall 2014, the 

Human Resources Strategy Focus Group transitioned to the Regional Human 

Resources Steering Committee.  

Table 1 

Summary of Planning and Focus Group Meetings for the Regional HR Strategy Focus Group 

 Date Type People Selected Outcomes 

1 May, 2014 Planning 4 
Clarified goals 
Invitation wording and audience 

2 June 9, 2014 Focus group 11 

Establishing connection and 
enthusiasm 
Complexity approach to workforce 
Initial Terms of Reference 

3 June, 2014 Planning 4 

Clarified goals 
Observations and reflections from 
focus group meeting 
Social network visualization tools 

4 June 23, 2014 Focus group 14 

Social network visualization tools 
Building connection and 
enthusiasm 
Complexity approach to workforce 

5 July 28, 2014 Focus group 11 
Complexity approach to workforce 
Information gaps identified 

6 August 13, 2014 Focus group 11 
Reaffirmed purpose 
2-pronged approach to HR 
strategy 

7 August 25, 2014 Planning 3 Written statement of HR strategy 
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The North Superior Workforce Planning Board sponsored a second “complexity” course 

in fall 2014. The course presented an opportunity to further link the Regional Human 

Resources Strategy to the work of the Board. The NSWPB, Executive Director 

challenged participants to use a case study approach to “focus on the development of a 

regional HR strategy utilizing complexity science to assist in the development by viewing 

the workforce as a complex adaptive system.”9 

By November 2014, a robust discussion about implementing a human resources 

strategy was well underway. Executive Director, Madge Richardson provided the 

leadership to ensure that discussions continued. She also included the Regional Human 

Resources Strategy in her 2015 – 2017 Local Labour Market Plan submission to the 

Ministry of Training Colleges and Universities (MTCU): 

“The proposed partnerships 1 through 3 are direct results of our Regional HR Strategy 

partnership completed in 2014-2015 and represent separate initiatives necessary to gain 

knowledge and understanding of the district’s supply of labour. In light of the fact that the 

Regional HR Strategy has not been completed before, anywhere, it is highly 

recommended that proposed partnerships 1 and 2 be completed under the scrutiny and 

application of Developmental Evaluation, proposed partnership. All are recommended for 

multi-year activity progression.” p.30 

MTCU approved the 2015 – 2017 Local Labour Market Plan, including the three 

Regional Human Resources Strategy projects: 1) Building a Labour Supply Knowledge 

Network, 2) Mapping the Labour Supply as a Social Network and 3) Development 

Evaluation as multi-year initiatives.  

Our interest as evaluators included confirming that key project participants (NSWPB 

staff, Regional Human Resources Steering Committee, Project team leads) understood 

why the NSWPB was doing these projects and how the projects support the work of the 

NSWPB. We asked them early in our work.  Answers varied. Some were more nuanced 

than others. Overall, however, we were assured that participants had a good 

understanding of the NSWPB, their projects and how their projects linked to the work of 

the NSWPB. 

 

 

 
                                                           
9
 Building a Superior Workforce: 2015 – 2017 Local Labour Market Plan. P.25. Available from: 

http://www.NSWPB.ca/assets/files/LLMP%202015-2017%20March_20%20WEB(3).pdf 
 

http://www.nswpb.ca/assets/files/LLMP%202015-2017%20March_20%20WEB(3).pdf
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To summarize: 

There were two offerings of the course, Social Innovation and Leadership for Complex 

Challenges that generated enthusiasm for the Regional Human Resources Strategy. The 

NSWPB sustained the energy by leading and promoting the discussion about applying 

complexity theory to complex adaptive systems (the workforce). This led to 

conceptualizing the workforce as a complex adaptive system. 

5. GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

 

The “project pitch” (Appendix 1) describes the overall goals of the Regional HR Strategy: 

(1) develop the capacity to accurately observe and analyse the real-time dynamics of the 

workforce10, and (2) mobilize the resulting knowledge by providing a strong network of 

workforce stakeholders with relevant and practical information, insight, and strategies to 

better align labour supply and demand.  

It goes on to describe two projects plus developmental evaluation11. 

Building a Labour Supply Knowledge Network (Project 1) identifies existing sources of 

information concerning sources of labour supply. Organizations hold specialized 

knowledge relevant to the labour supply, but this information is rarely shared. Through a 

process of building trust and collaboration, the project nurtures the formation of a living 

knowledge network of people and organizations who are stakeholders in labour supply. 

A framework of inquiry is developed through which to query this network regarding 

different aspects of the labour supply. Processes are developed to manage, consolidate, 

and regularly share knowledge with the network. Thus, the project enhances the 

exchange and use of the full diversity of labour supply information that is already 

available. 

Mapping the Labour Supply as a Social Network (Project 2) develops the capacity to 

map or visualize the workforce as a dynamic system using social network visualization 

and analysis tools. The technique enables viewing the workforce as a network of 

individual people who form connections with other people as they move through training 

and work experiences over time. It gathers information from a sample population to 

analyze using network analysis and mapping, thus providing a new category of labour 

supply data. Being able to visualize the workforce as a dynamic and patterned whole 

                                                           
10

 Real-time dynamics refers to the movement and change occurring within the workforce, as it happens. 
11

 The project descriptions use language from the appended “project pitch”. 
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that is formed through the connections among people is a marked alternative to the 

static, broad, group-level statistics that are currently available. 

Developmental Evaluation (Project 3), provides real-time data and feedback to enhance 

the development, testing, refinement and quality of potential solutions. Knowledge 

emerging from the evaluation is used to adapt processes to best meet project objectives 

that respond to the dynamic workforce environment.  

6. DEVELOPMENTAL EVALUATION 

6.1. DEFINING DEVELOPMENTAL EVALUATION (DE)  

 

What is Developmental Evaluation? When should it be used? Why is it the right tool 

here?  

 

Developmental evaluation is an approach to program evaluation that involves 

documenting decisions and formalizing the learning and the knowledge bases that drive 

decisions. It is particularly useful in programs that are continuously evolving. 

    

Situations requiring a DE approach are complex and tend to look like this: 

 

 The environment is complex and volatile. 

 Almost everything is nonlinear.  

 The initiative is innovative and/or unprecedented at least in the current 

environment. 

 You want not just minor change but real continuous improvement in non-linear 

situations.  

 Even the desired product and the process cannot be clearly defined so real-time 

feedback is needed  

 Mid-project changes are expected to be needed but their nature, urgency and 

timing are unknowable. 

 There are multiple stakeholders, multiple methodologies, and multiple working 

partners. 
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6.2. WHAT DOES DE LOOK LIKE?  WHAT ARE ITS STRENGTHS?  

6.2.1. ROLE 

 
Part of the role of the development is adaptive learning; about how to help the project 

adapt and succeed. The evaluators work is, and is accepted as, part of the ongoing 

management process. Other roles may include:  

 

 Reporting to external funders. 

 Measuring the normal markers of success.   

 Evaluating the results; good or bad.  

 Raising red flags when required.  

 Observing and measuring in real time.  

 Helping to shape the methodologies and the outcomes.  

 To foresee if a project’s goal will change.  

 

DE has another advantage. Since it requires looking at interim decisions and small 

changes and why changes were made, a DE report is very useful for the next project or 

for the spin-off or adoption/adaptation by a new organization. It documents more than 

formative or summative evaluation could possibly achieve. 

 

6.3. APPROACH 

 
Continuous improvement is central to DE and this approach seeks the small and not-so-

small changes that would improve outcomes and can be implemented right now.  

 

Here is a summary of development evaluation:  

 The primary focus is on adaptive learning rather than accountability to an external 

authority. 

 The purpose is to provide real-time feedback to inform development. 

 The evaluator is embedded in the initiative as a member of the team. 

 The DE role extends well beyond data collection and analysis; the evaluator is 

usually allowed to actively intervene to shape the course of development, helping 

to inform decision-making and facilitate learning. 

 The evaluation is designed to capture system dynamics and surface innovative 

strategies and ideas. 

 

 The approach is flexible, with new measures and monitoring mechanisms 
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evolving as understanding of the situation deepens and the initiative’s goals 

emerge (adapted from Westley, Zimmerman & Patton, 2006). 

 

These two projects were working in complex adaptive systems.  Developmental 

evaluation was created to provide a new and richer kind of observing, participating and 

reporting in such environments. It was a justified, logical choice to use that process here. 

The following is what we learned?  

7. THE REGIONAL HUMAN RESOURCES STRATEGY – GETTING 

STARTED  

 
Ministry of Training Colleges and Universities (MTCU) approved the North Superior 

Workforce Planning Board’s 2015 – 2017 Local Labour Market Plan in November 2014. 

Approval came without additional funding to support the projects.  

The NSWPB continued to facilitate meetings of the Regional Human Resources Strategy 

Steering Committee throughout fall 2014 and winter of 2015. The Steering Committee 

drafted a provisional work plan and timeline for each project. It also prepared a formal 

Request for Proposals.  

The detailed work plans included concise project descriptions and implementation plans 

for each project. The work plans, Dr. Stroink’s Final Report, and the NSWPB’s 2015 – 

2017 Local Market Plan, informed the narrative in the Request for Proposals. The 

Request for Proposals project descriptions are attached as Appendix 2. 

Request for Proposals were issued in April 2015 with an expectation the projects would 

start in early summer 2015.  

We note that during the spring and summer of 2015, project planning, development and 

implementation moved more quickly. Maintaining effective communications during that 

time of rapid transition was crucial. A number of factors contributed to this accelerated 

sense of urgency. 

 

Project 2 received no proposals for the RFP issued in April 2015. An alternate project 

concept was proposed (social network mapping) and an opportunity to apply it emerged 

(local workforce in transition). The NSWPB was busy building the projects’ reporting and 

organizational structure, including partnerships and funding. It was also responding to a 

Call for Proposal for a pilot project announced by MTCU. In practice, the projects’ 

organizational supports were being established even as the projects were being 
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launched. 

As a result, some of the planning and decision-making fell to sub-groups of key people – 

primarily those who were able to get together on short notice. These meetings are not 

formally documented (i.e., minutes), but they did have an important role in responding 

quickly to emerging issues and keeping the projects on track. 

The provisional budget for the Regional Human Resource Strategy projects was 

$100,000. The NSWPB continued to pursue additional funding through partners’ 

contributions and/or by leveraging core funding.  

A project pitch was prepared to help promote the project to potential funders. The project 

conceptualizes the labour supply as a complex adaptive system and uses complexity 

theory to map the supply as a social network. Efforts to sell the project to funding 

partners were implemented, but these requests were unsuccessful in securing project 

funding. The Executive Director, NSWPB, noted that potential partners had difficulty 

understanding the project concept. She also noted that it was difficult to align funders’ 

priorities and timelines with the more immediate needs of the project.  

However, these requests were successful in garnering interest and support for the 

concept and for receiving referrals to other possible partners. The NSWPB was able to 

build upon its existing network and strengthen many relationships.  

Requests for funding support were made to community partners including the 

Community Economic Development Corporation (CEDC) and Confederation College. 

Other requests included the Ontario Trillium Foundation, FedNor, MTCU, and the 

Patterson Foundation.  

Until funding was secured in fall 2015, the Regional Human Resource Strategy Projects 

were delivered in-house.  

Building a Labour Supply Knowledge Network (Project 1) and Developmental  Evaluation 

(Project 2) received a response to the proposals. Contracts were awarded to local 

consultants.15  

Mapping the Labour Supply as a Social Network (Project 3) did not receive proposals 

and the NSWPB decided to undertake the project in house with the support of Dr. 

Stroink and the 180° Institute. She and her students offered to do a project to explore the 

use of social network analysis to map the workforce. Their project was not the project 

                                                           
15

 Crupi Consulting; Neil Nelson Management Consultants and Kallio Consulting 
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outlined in the original RFP, but it did contribute to better understanding how to map and 

analyse social networks.  

Much of the work to create and implement the Regional Human Resource Strategy was 

accomplished because people generously contributed their time and energy to the 

project. Despite early struggles for funding community partners and the Human 

Resource Strategy Steering Committee remained committed to the projects. Project 

consultants accepted start-up payment in October 2015 and agreed to extend 

professional goodwill to continue their project work into fall 2015, trusting that the 

NSWPB would secure full project funding in the future.  

8. REGIONAL HUMAN RESOURCES STRATEGY – OVERVIEW OF 

DEVELOPMENTAL EVALUATION ACTIVITIES 

 
The following is a brief overview of project activities from May 2015 (post-Request for 

Proposals) to March 2016 (project completion). 

Sections 10-13 of this report describe the projects from an evaluation perspective.  

8.1. PROJECT 1 - BUILDING A LABOUR SUPPLY KNOWLEDGE NETWORK 

 
Crupi Consulting (hereafter referred to as Crupi) began work early in summer 2015. We 

met with Crupi twice in fall 2015 and again in January 2016.  It was clear, even at our 

first meeting, that Crupi had developed a sound project plan based on a solid conceptual 

framework and he had committed to implementing it. 

Crupi’s approach involved reverse engineering. He explored the research on knowledge 

networks, assessed best practices for structuring a knowledge network, and then worked 

backwards to develop a project framework. He started with a successful end in mind and 

worked backwards to establish conditions for the NSWPB knowledge network to 

successfully achieve that end. 

He developed tools to construct a knowledge network. The primary tool was a well-

thought-out matrix, a summary table of the necessary conditions for success. 

Crupi contacted stakeholders from a list of labour supply knowledge holders developed 

by the Regional Human Resources Steering Committee. He met with them to explore 

their understanding and interest in the concept of a knowledge network. He wanted to 

gauge their level of interest in creating a knowledge network. Who seemed most 



 
North Superior Workforce Planning Board Regional Human Resources Strategy Project 
Developmental Evaluation Final Report 
March 2016 

 

21 

knowledgeable? Who seemed most enthusiastic? Who seemed most connected?  

The Founding Partners Group16 emerged from these discussions.  

Crupi maintained contact with the NSWPB project team and on two occasions provided 

project updates to the Regional Human Resources Strategy Steering Committee.  

By January 2016, Crupi had collected data from the Founding Partners Group, 

integrated the data into findings about the efficacy of building a knowledge network, 

secured organizational commitment to host the knowledge network at the North Superior 

Workforce Planning Board and was scheduling follow-up interviews with secondary 

contacts who could further contribute to and/or assist in sustaining the knowledge 

network.  

8.2. PROJECT 2 - MAPPING THE LABOUR SUPPLY AS A SOCIAL NETWORK 

 
Project 2 did not proceed as intended in the original Request for Proposal description. 

No proposals were received in response to the RFP issued in April 2015. The NSWPB 

decided not to pursue further proposals and abandoned the project as described in the 

RFP. 

An alternate project was proposed by Dr. Stroink who suggested exploring the use of 

complexity theory as a conceptual framework for mapping social networks. Two social 

networks were mapped 1) a group of city workers in transition and 2) members of the 

NSWPB/ Regional Human Resources Strategy Steering Committee.  

City of Thunder Bay workers employed in two of the long term care facilities were facing 

layoff. For some of these employees employment opportunities were available to them 

with another organization – St. Joseph’s Care Group. They represented a timely and 

relevant survey population. Furthermore,  Unifor Local 229 which represented a portion 

of the workers facing layoff expressed interest in helping the project gain access to the 

workforce.17   

By May 2015, the reframed Project 2 had started with new partners including the City of 

Thunder Bay and Unifor Local 229. The idea was to develop and administer a survey to 

collect data about the workers’ social networks and related questions about their 

transition experience. The survey moved through several versions (mostly to edit it for 

                                                           
16

 11 organizations; 13 representatives of those organizations 
17

 K. Jeffords, President, Unifor Local 229, was a member of the Regional Human Resources Strategy 

Focus Group. She was supportive of their members working with the project and outlined in-kind supports 

that would be made available by Unifor Local 229. 
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focus and length). The final survey that was designed for administration through Survey 

Genie was ready by October 2015. Unfortunately, online support from Survey Genie was 

not available when it came time to administer the survey. The project team opted to 

redesign the survey for use with the Survey Monkey tool.  

By November 2015, the Survey Monkey tool had been distributed to the Unifor Local 229 

workers. Two responses were received. The project team decided to keep the survey 

open until ethics approval ends in October 2016. For practical purposes, this project 

(workers in transition) was put on hold to collect more responses.  

Meanwhile, the project team regrouped. They proposed using social network mapping to 

study another population - the NSWPB members and the Regional Human Resources 

Strategy Steering Committee. The networks were easy to access and more likely to 

provide responses. The NSWPB and Steering Committee members were already 

invested in the project. The project team was able to build on learning from their earlier 

surveying experience and apply it to designing and administering the second survey with 

the NSWPB and Steering Committee. The data collection and analysis proceeded 

smoothly. 

Survey Monkey was used to collect the responses (N=31). The data was downloaded to 

an Excel file and entered in a social network mapping tool. We saw a very interesting 

demonstration of social network mapping when the project team shared their preliminary 

analysis. The tool shows who is connected and how frequently network participants 

interact. The visual presentation made it easy to identify those individuals that were 

connected within the network compared to those that were not as connected. The tool 

shows social networks as complex systems and it identifies how the elements of the 

system (people) are connected.  

The maps developed by Project 2 suggest further lines of inquiry. We can see the nodes 

where connections exist, but what do the nodes tell us about how the system performs? 

Can the map provide an evaluative function? Can we query the map to ask what 

questions? How effective is the tool for mapping social networks? How can the NSWPB 

use network mapping for analysis and planning?18 

 

 

 

                                                           
18

 See the Project 2 Final Report for more detailed suggestions for using the social network mapping tool. 
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8.3. PROJECT 3 - DEVELOPMENTAL EVALUATION 

 
The formal evaluation began in May 2015. The evaluators conducted 31consultations 

with project consultants and staff using phone and in-person meetings. A detailed 

summary of meetings is attached ( Appendix 3).  

The approach involved observing the process as early as possible to the end of the 

project. We provided advice as required and attempted to operate as a project partner. 

We documented the process should others wish to replicate or adapt the methodology. 

We identified recommendations for future by noting them objectively when preparing the 

final report.  

We scheduled the first meeting to assess consultants’ understanding of how the projects 

supported the work of the NSWPB. In our second meeting, we not only followed up on 

progress, but we also asked about the transition from the project-on-paper to the project-

in-practice. How did the project transition from its beginning? What kinds of challenges 

did the consultants encounter and how did they deal with them? What, if any, surprises 

were there along the way? In our final meeting, we asked for project overviews including 

what was accomplished. We wanted to hear about challenges. We wanted to learn what 

not to do and what should be done to be successful next time. We asked consultants 

where they saw their projects headed. What were the next steps? What kind of 

recommendations did they have? We asked them what they thought should be in the 

evaluation report. Finally, at all meetings we asked them to tell us what we could do to 

help them be successful, and we offered advice. 

Later in our report, we provide more detailed discussion of our observations about the 

projects.  
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The evaluators met with the following key project participants:  

Regional Human Resources Strategy Project 

Madge Richardson - Executive Director, North Superior Workforce Planning Board 
Tracy Roblin – Project Coordinator, North Superior Workforce Planning Board  

 
Project 1: Building a Labour Supply Knowledge Network 

Franco Crupi – Project Lead, Crupi Consulting Group  
 

Project 2: Mapping the Labour Supply as a Social Network 

Dr. Mirella Stroink - Project Lead,  Lakehead University/180° Institute 
Wendy Leppanen - Graduate Student, Lakehead University: Researcher 
Karen Arnold - Undergraduate Student, Lakehead University: Researcher 
Angela Casey -Undergraduate Student, Lakehead University: Researcher 
 

Project 3: Developmental Evaluation 

Dr. Neil Nelson - Evaluator, Neil Nelson Management Consulting 
Stewart Kallio – Evaluator, Kallio Consulting 

9. WHAT IS A KNOWLEDGE NETWORK? 

 
During our consultations, Crupi shared a statement about knowledge networks. It 

provides insight into the conceptual framework he used to create a knowledge network 

for this project:  

“Over the course of our careers how many times have colleagues called us up inquiring 

about the availability of specialized human resources [labour supply] and how many 

times have we been able to identify a resource that fit that specific inquiry? It is more 

likely that we gained information/ knowledge through our formal and/or informal 

networks. From this word of mouth practice stems the beginning of a knowledge 

network.   

The knowledge networking to which we refer is primarily about a process of human 

interaction and collaboration that may or may not be supported and enhanced by 

computer networking. The knowledge network is a community of practice that primarily 

focuses on the gathering information from individuals in informal networks based on 

shared interests. 
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We can define a knowledge network as a grouping of individuals or teams of individuals 

who come together across organizational, spatial and disciplinary boundaries to share 

and invent a body of knowledge. 

The focus of this type of network is to share, develop and use knowledge. Usually any 

organization that adopts this model learns more quickly and collaborates productively.  

Knowledge networking today is being recognized as a valuable method in many fields. If 

applied well it can have advantages of cost, scale and speed over more conventional 

methods such as training and expert advice. 

The three key elements of knowledge networking are the:  

1. community of people participating; 

2. knowledge, topic or focus; and 

3. organizing the processes used. 

Knowledge networks usually engage in three types of activities: 

1. Collaborative research and information exchange 

The systematic investigation of the target issue (labour supply) by one or more 

members of the network with significant consultation with other members 

2. Engaging with stakeholders 

Moving research into policy and action through improved communication and 

interaction with those in a position to put the research to use. 

3. Network management 

Setting up and running an operating structure necessary to build the relationships 

among the participants in order to strengthen the research, communications and 

engagement process of individual members and the network as a whole. 

Over time, knowledge networks can lose steam and become unsuccessful due to:  

 Poor participation; 

 Goal ambiguity; 

 Mixed allegiances; and 

 Technology mismatches. 
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Knowledge network leaders can influence members’ behavior through careful attention 

to network design and facilitation. This can mean the difference between magnetism and 

fizzle between knowledge sharing and hoarding, between inspiration and cynicism. 

Network members participate out of common interest and shared purpose; their 

participation is not contractual, quid pro quo or hierarchical. Effective knowledge 

networking requires participants to shift an understanding of their own role away from the 

conventional expert model”.19 

10. EVALUATION – PROJECT 1  

 

10.1. PRÉCIS 

 
The consultant, Franco Crupi operates a successful consulting business which connects 

him to a rich network of professional colleagues, many of whom are represented on the 

stakeholder lists provided by the NSWPB and the Regional Human Resources Strategy 

Steering Committee. He was able to tap these networks to recruit members who were 

interested in developing a knowledge network. 

Crupi developed a secure framework for collecting and organizing information from 

community stakeholders. His methodology produced results consistent with the 

deliverables outlined in the Request for Proposal (Appendix 4). The proposal he 

prepared for the RFP indicated he was familiar with complexity theory and knowledge 

networks. We also know he had access to a broad network of professional colleagues in 

addition to those provided by the Regional Human Resources Steering Committee.  

10.2. DISCUSSION 

10.2.1. OUR APPROACH 

 

To reiterate, our approach involved observing the process from as early as possible to 

the end of the project. We provided advice as required and attempted to operate as a 

project partner. We documented the process should others wish to replicate or adapt the 

methodology. If there are things that should not be done in future, we noted them 

candidly and objectively. And, we prepared a final report. 

                                                           
19

 Crupi discusses 4 types of knowledge networks in his Final Report. They are: Hobby; Professional 

Learning; Best Practice; and Business Opportunity. He suggests the NSWPB knowledge network has 
elements of the Professional and Business Opportunity Networks.  
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We asked these questions: 

 How did the project support the work of the NSWPB? 

 How did the projects transition from the project-on-paper to the project-in-practice? 

 What kinds of challenges were encountered and how were they addressed in the project? 

What, if any, surprises were there along the way? 

 What was accomplished? What was challenging? What did we learn? What 

should/should not be done next time? 

 Where are the projects headed? What are the next steps? 

Finally, at all meetings we asked participants to tell us what we could do to help them be 

successful and we offered advice. 

10.2.2. START UP  

 
We familiarized ourselves with the proposal received for Project 1. Here is the 

description from the Request for Proposal: 

“Through a process of building trust and collaboration, the North Superior Workforce 

Planning Board (NSWPB) will nurture the formation of a living knowledge network of 

people and organizations who are stakeholders in labour supply. Processes will be 

developed through which to query this network, and to manage, consolidate, and 

regularly share knowledge with the network. Thus, the project will enhance the exchange 

and use of the full diversity of labour supply information that is already available.” 

We met with the North Superior Workforce Planning Board and the Regional Human 

Resources Strategy Steering Committee to get an overall understanding of the Human 

Resources Strategy and the projects. We shared our approach to developmental 

evaluation with them. 

We then met with Crupi. 

Our first meeting was in September 2015. We confirmed a second meeting later in the 

fall and an additional meeting beyond that if issues arose. We had a final meeting with 

Crupi in January 2016.  

Project 1 had started by the time we first met Crupi. We explained our roles as 

evaluators. We asked for his views about the project and its value to the NSWPB. 

Crupi understood both the purpose of the NSWPB and how his proposed project 

supported its work. His project built on the methodology outlined in his proposal. He 

expressed a strong professional interest in building a knowledge network. 
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10.2.3. BUILDING A LABOUR SUPPLY KNOWLEDGE NETWORK 

 
Crupi started by exploring the literature about knowledge networks. He identified 

characteristics of effective knowledge networks including principles of good practice. 

Crupi described his approach as reverse engineering or starting from a successful 

(known) product and then working backwards to set the conditions for achieving it. This 

strategy established a reference for the work plan. It moved the project-on-paper to a 

project-in-practice. 

In addition to the lists of organizations provided to him by the Regional Human 

Resources Steering Committee, he also had access to a rich network of professional 

associates. This asset helped with recruiting early in Project 1. We see advantages to 

starting by recruiting people who are already known to the project leads. It is easy to 

access them. Their interest in the project (or lack of interest) is probably known. A 

relationship already exists.  

A strong knowledge base and extensive community connections, on the other hand, 

could tempt the Consultant to go with what he knows or what he thinks a knowledge 

network should be or who he thinks should be involved. A critical perspective may be 

missing. Referencing research about knowledge networks, therefore, brings a measure 

of balance to the potential influence of the consultant’s personal views. It also introduces 

additional considerations for conceptualizing and building a knowledge network. 

Intentionally introducing multiple perspectives early in the project design contributes to a 

better project. 

10.2.4. IDENTIFYING THE INFORMAL NETWORK 

 
Informal networks are complex adaptive systems – organizations, communities of 

practice, social networks - that are messy and real and difficult to pin down. They are 

hard to read and formally organize.  

Crupi noted: “the knowledge network is a community of practice that primarily focuses on 

the gathering information from individuals in informal networks based on shared 

interests.” 

The knowledge network that emerged in Project 1 has its roots in the community’s 

existing informal knowledge networks. Crupi told us he identified stakeholders who held 

knowledge about the labour supply and had an interest in and understanding of 

knowledge networks. He identified “hose who were most enthusiastic. The Regional 

Human Resources Strategy Steering Committee provided him with lists of community 
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stakeholders; Crupi told us he thought of others; we offered advice for additional 

members.  

Crupi’s Founding Partners Group represents a snapshot of a larger informal network that 

could have been available to Project 1. The Founding Partners Group were known to 

Project 1 (Steering Committee, Crupi, evaluators). It represented 11 organizations and 

13 individuals. 

The knowledge network will continue to grow its representation. There are people and 

organizations that were not on the project’s radar that could make a strong contribution if 

they got involved. Finding them will involve “going deeper” into the known knowledge 

network to find additional connections and sources of information. Project 1 started that 

work by contacting individuals/organizations from a secondary list of contacts provided 

by the Regional Human Resources Strategy Steering Committee and referrals received 

during interviews with the Founding Partners Group and discussions with evaluators.20 

 

10.2.5. FORMALIZING THE NETWORK 

 
Crupi’s methodology was effective for completing Project 1 and the knowledge network. 

He analyzed responses received from the Founding Partners Group and from 

consultations with project stakeholders to determine what he needed to do.   

Crupi writes, “in order to gauge the Founding Partners Group’s understanding of the 

overall scope, their expectations and outcomes of the project and the requirements and 

conditions for the project to meet the expected outcomes, a survey was developed and 

conducted.  The survey was designed to gain information on the group’s general 

understanding of knowledge networks, specific understanding of the desired Labour 

Supply knowledge network and interconnectedness of the group members.” 

The project research identified nine necessary conditions that nurture the formation of a 

living knowledge network.21  

                                                           
20 The list of individual and organization continued to grow throughout the project. As late as February 

2016, we saw a list of 25 organizations including higher education, secondary schools, Aboriginal 
organizations, Labour, employment service providers, social agencies, economic development agencies, 
and business. 
21

 the necessary conditions are described in more detail in Crupi Consulting's Final Report. 
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A check mark indicating “yes” or “no” was entered in the table. A small checkmark () 
represents his first assessment. It showed that 5 of the 9 indicators needed to move to 
the “yes” side of the ledger.  

The large checkmark () represents a second analysis that occurred after further 
dialogue with the Founding Partners Group and other project stakeholders. By the end of 
the project, all but two of the “no” conditions had moved to the “yes” side of the ledger 
(Table 2). 

Table 2- Summary of Necessary Conditions 

Conditions Yes No 

Stage 1: Focusing the Knowledge Network 

Alignment of Burning Issues   

Management Support   

Creating Links   

Stage 2: Creating the Network Context 

Establishing Mutual Knowledge   

Communication Mechanisms   

Fostering Trust   

Stage 3: Routinizing Network Activities 

Network Roles   

Network Heartbeat   

Stage 4: Leveraging Network Results 

Tangible Network Outcomes   

 Conditions in place up to December 4, 2015 

 Conditions in place after December 4, 2015 
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The necessary conditions table provides a strong anchor around which the project work 

evolved. Crupi identified conditions that needed to improve (“no’s”) and took steps to 

address them. The table organized his analysis of areas that needed to improve (i.e., 

securing management support, building communication, identifying network roles). 

The table and the necessary conditions provide a template for replicating Project 1. 

Other communities will have different characteristics. The actors in the network will have 

different relationships with each other and with the community. The table, however, can 

anchor the activities that others bring to developing their own knowledge network. 

A rationale for each of the necessary conditions is provided in the project report. It will 

help others understand the concept of a knowledge network and determine the network’s 

readiness to be a network. It helps others manage the work of creating the network 

including focusing the knowledge network (i.e., building management support), creating 

network context (i.e., professional development to foster trust), and routinizing network 

activities (i.e., identifying network roles through organizational development). It is written 

in a way that would enable the approach to be replicated elsewhere. 

Crupi recruited the Founding Partners Group from the initial list provided by the Regional 

Human Resources Steering Committee, a group that was known to the project partners. 

According to Crupi, they did not start out seeing themselves as a network nor did they 

understand the value of sharing information. He engaged them in dialogue and listened 

carefully. He learned from those conversations, and assessed what he heard. Gaps 

were identified and addressed. The transition from an informal network of workforce 

stakeholders to a formal one emerged from a nebulous, rich conversation that organized 

around the concept a formal knowledge network. 

10.2.6. SUSTAINING THE KNOWLEDGE NETWORK  

 
A knowledge network needs a structure to sustain it. It needs to be an organization or be 

located within one. 

Crupi told us the Founding Partners Group saw the knowledge network operating as a 

separate entity that would be fed information which it would then package and share 

across the network – a passive position. They understood the value of creating a 

knowledge network (i.e., better, real-time labour market information). They expressed 

interest in participating in a knowledge network. They agreed that sharing and 

developing information is the focus of the network. They expressed enthusiastic support 

for the idea in principle, yet no one was willing to take an active leadership role. 
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The knowledge network needed a champion around which the work of Project 1 would 

coalesce and go forward. This issue was presented to the Regional Human Resources 

Strategy Steering Committee in December 2015. As a result, the NSWPB agreed to host 

the knowledge network and provide organizational support. 

The mandate of the North Superior Workforce Planning Board (NSWPB) can support the 

knowledge network; The NSWPB links the knowledge network to sponsors (funders), 

ensures strategic alignment with workforce priorities, and delivers tangible outcomes 

derived from knowledge network information.  

This was a good solution. The NSWPB gives the knowledge network an organizational 

umbrella under which its activities and information can be organized and utilized. Its 

mandate supports the concept of a knowledge network. The NSWPB is a neutral, 

credible organization. It is ideally positioned to collect, organize and share labour market 

information. 

10.3. BARRIERS  

 
The selection of individuals/organizations for the Project 1 knowledge network was 

initially limited to the population known to the project lead and stakeholders. Sustaining 

the network will require identifying and recruiting additional key players who remain 

unknown yet hold important labor market knowledge and workforce connections. 

Crupi recruited from a list provided by the Regional Human Resources Strategy Steering 

Committee. He also reached out to others who were known to him. He made several 

inquiries, but some contacts just did not want to be involved (even if he could show the 

benefits of participating). Solidifying the Founding Partners Group, therefore, was largely 

an exercise of confirming those who were most willing and enthusiastic. 

The challenge is not only to continue growing the knowledge network but also to find and 

recruit the people/organizations that hold new and important information to feed it. 

Starting with a known network was the strategy used for Project 1. It was a good 

strategy. It gets you started. It extends network access to people and organizations less 

well known (i.e., those networks embedded in the Founding Partners Group). But, it also 

means developing strategies to recruit those who may be less willing and enthusiastic 

about getting involved.  

 



 
North Superior Workforce Planning Board Regional Human Resources Strategy Project 
Developmental Evaluation Final Report 
March 2016 

 

33 

 

All Founding Partner Group members and their organizations viewed themselves playing 

a role in the knowledge network. But, they want to know  their return on investment. 

They will receive information, and they will be asked to respond to queries generated by 

the knowledge network. They will be asked to share information, perhaps even to 

organize and explain it as a function of sharing. 

Overcoming trust issues is crucial. Shared information may be proprietary or give 

competitive advantage to others. The challenge will be to foster trust and collaboration 

so members willingly continue to participate. 

10.4. EVALUATORS SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION  

 
We have outlined the roles for Developmental Evaluation. We got involved in the project 

as soon as we possible, keeping in mind that Project 1 (and Project 2) had a delayed 

start. We had 3 formal meetings with Crupi in addition to regular email correspondence. 

We had access to the Project 1 report as it developed. 

10.4.1. REQUEST FOR PROPOSAL 

 
The Request for Proposals (RFP) for Projects 1 was carefully written with enough detail 

to guide Crupi without specifically directing him how to do the project. It set the project in 

a complexity framework, supported the work of the NSWPB, and gave clear project 

expectations and deliverables.  

The proposal accepted for Project 1 was well aligned with the RFP description. The 

Project was delivered as planned. The clear statement outlining expectations and 

deliverables for Project 1contributed to achieving desired results for the project.   

10.4.2. METHODOLOGY  

 
Crupi’s methodology included researching knowledge networks, consulting with the 

Regional Human Resources Steering Committee to identify and recruit stakeholders, 

describing a conceptual framework, engaging community stakeholders in dialogue about 

the knowledge network, developing a framework of inquiry through which to query the 

network and providing a written report that describes learning and guides replication. 
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The project proceeded smoothly. Each time we met with Crupi, we saw progress.  

Crupi’s primary challenge was actually building the knowledge network. He started with a 

list of stakeholders, adding others as the project progressed. Recruiting proceeded in 

two phases. Contact with the individuals on the first list led to a snowball approach as a 

contact, or a discussion, pointed to others who were not known to the network or who 

held valuable information about the labour supply. It was a smart and successful 

strategy. Getting promises from the second group to sign on was a separate and even 

more powerful achievement.22 

We hope the knowledge network continues to develop its membership beyond the life of 

Project 1.   

10.4.3. SUSTAINABILITY  

 
Although the Project timeline was significantly shortened, Crupi did take the project to a 

point where it continues to transition to a functional knowledge network. All the elements 

are in place.  

Crupi identified that knowledge networks lose steam and become unsuccessful due to 

poor participation, goal ambiguity, mixed allegiances, technology mismatches, and poor 

communication. The knowledge network loses momentum if its members do not see a 

return on their investment (value). 

Sustaining momentum therefore means supporting the knowledge network to manage 

the conditions that keep it alive. The NSWPB can do that. 

Finally, even with all the conditions in place to make the knowledge network successful, 

it will need funding to support its ongoing operation. Crupi’s report provides a starting 

point by identifying staffing requirements, role descriptions and resources including a 

provisional working budget. 

 

 

                                                           
22 We received an email as this report was being written noting that the Northwestern Ontario Innovation 

Centre agreed to participate at an information sharing and input level. The Centre focuses on all things 
innovative - from new start-ups to existing businesses, community partners to new projects, and 
everywhere in between. It has an outstanding and friendly team of employees, contractors and volunteers 
that work to build and grow success throughout Northwestern Ontario. It is located on the Confederation 
College Campus.  
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10.4.4. MEMBERSHIP  

 
The two contact lists provided by the Regional Human Resources Strategy Steering 

Committee represent different populations. People on the first list really were not deeply 

involved in either the demand or the supply side, but their overall knowledge made them 

an excellent place to start. People on the second list represented a ‘deeper’ knowledge 

base meaning they operate closer to the workforce (i.e., employment service providers).  

The second group had the resources to bring important information to the table. There 

has been no mention – not even by us – that another way to identify valuable supply 

organizations is to ask their potential customers, organizations who hire a lot of people – 

everyone from business (i.e., retail sector), major employers (i.e., Bombardier), unions 

(i.e., North Western Ontario Building Trades) to the three levels of government. 

The social network mapping tool developed in Project 2 offers a way to identify how 

people in the workforce community are connected. It could contribute to developing the 

knowledge network by identifying interactions between network members, how 

frequently members interact, and with whom. That would be a good starting point to 

analyze who is connected to whom and why those connections add value to the network. 

10.4.5. COMPLEX ADAPTIVE SYSTEMS 

 
A labour supply knowledge network is a complex adaptive system. People connect; 

people come and go; the labour market in which they act changes; we see indicators of 

change. A labour supply knowledge network exchanges and organizes information.  

Project 1 proposed establishing the formal knowledge network within the NSWPB 

organizational structure. The NSWPB can support the network to receive queries, and 

organize and share information with network members and others.  

Information shared within the network will feed broader informal networks (people who 

network members know and with whom they interact). Think of each partner as a nested 

system within the larger knowledge network system. Information will be discussed, 

debated, added to. It will change. 

We encourage the NWSPB and its knowledge network to remain sensitive to the 

importance of effective communications, including hearing the nuanced voices of the 

deeper community networks of valuable people and information that are less well known. 
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10.4.6. REPLICATION 

 
Replication was one of the deliverables. Crupi’s methodology established a roadmap for 

replicating the knowledge network model. He identified the necessary conditions for a 

successful knowledge network. Others can build on that. 

Planning a knowledge network includes intentionally incorporating multiple perspectives. 

Planners may be inclined to see what they want to see and hear what they want to hear. 

It is crucial, therefore, to include additional community perspectives to accurately 

describe the environment in which the network will operate. What is the need? Who 

holds the knowledge about the need? How do the necessary conditions for a knowledge 

network apply? What do current research and best practices tell us? 

 

10.4.7. AMBIGUITY 

 
Knowledge networks live with ambiguity. They need to tolerate it. They need to be 

resilient. Crupi identified the factors that derail knowledge networks (i.e., poor 

participation, no value added, trust, goal ambiguity). Promoting a strong sense of 

belonging, demonstrating value, creating trust, and communicating well are the kinds of 

practice that build resiliency. 

 

10.5. OUTPUTS/PRODUCTS  

 
Project 1 describes an approach to building a labour supply knowledge network. Crupi’s 

Final Report presents a conceptual framework and outlines concrete tools (processes) 

for building it. 

The Project established the Founding Partners Group. These community partners were 

the first members to say “yes” to Crupi’s invitation to participate in the knowledge 

network. They are a valuable resource because they have networks that can be mined to 

expand the reach of the knowledge network and the information it holds and shares.  
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10.6. OUTCOMES/IMPACT  

 
Project 1 was completed on a compressed timetable. The project set the conditions for 

establishing the knowledge network within the North Superior Workforce Planning Board. 

Crupi identified staffing needs and staff roles. He also developed a provisional budget.  

The NSWPB now has an opportunity to establish the knowledge network firmly in its 

future plans. It supports moving the human resources strategy forward in a credible way 

and complements the work accomplished in Project 2. Indeed, the knowledge network 

represents a significant new planning resource provided it can be sustained.  

 

What has Project 1 accomplished? We agree with Crupi’s assessment: 

1. The study identified burning issues related to local labour market information. 

2.  It developed a formal labour supply knowledge network that has been identified 

as a solution to the issues. 

3. The need and support for a labour supply knowledge network was confirmed and 

validated by a cross-section of local organizations dealing with labour market 

information. Overwhelmingly, all who were surveyed thought it was an excellent 

concept for implementation. 

4. The conditions for implementing a successful labour supply knowledge network 

do exist, and a plan for implementing is laid out in the Project 1 report. Funding 

needs to be secured. 

11. EVALUATION - PROJECT 2  

 

11.1. PRÉCIS 

 
The group doing Project 2 demonstrated that aside from studying and teaching complex 

adaptive environments they were clearly working inside one. They met unpredictable 

changes and barriers. Things that seemed available disappeared. The rules changed or 

evolved in mid-stream so they adapted as needed to eventually succeed.   
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It is important here to note that there were two phases to Project 2. In both phases they 

attempted to develop and test a way to find informal networks of persons with useful 

knowledge about labour supply.  

 First they sought to study the transfer of a number of long term care employees 

from one employer to another. Several barriers were encountered. 

 Second they developed somewhat different methods and tools. They used those 

to identify connections/networks among a number of people already affiliated with 

NSWPB.    

 

We will examine those in order. 

11.2. DISCUSSION
23 

11.2.1. START-UP 

 
We will begin with a look at the core wording from the RFP as follows: 

Mapping the labour supply as a social network  

Using an online survey tool for gathering network data (e.g., ONA Surveys or Network 

Genie), we will gather information on the employment, training, and social network 

connections of a pilot sample of approximately 200 people at 3 points in time. This data 

will be mapped and analyzed using social network analysis tools. This will provide a 

new category of labour supply data. Being able to visualize the workforce as a dynamic 

and patterned whole that is formed through the connections among people is a marked 

alternative to the static, broad, group-level statistics that are currently available. 

As it turned out, two barriers appeared almost immediately. First, anticipated funding 

from MTCU did not appear at the beginning for either project.24 Second, no bidders 

responded to the Project 2 part of the RFP.   

                                                           
23

  Much of this has been mentioned earlier. However, to provide adequate information and analysis it is 

necessary to revisit that information here. 
24

 Though there was no secure funding at the beginning NSWPB was able to provide some payment early 

on as they waited for eternal support. That did become available but not until November of 2015. All 
consultants had been working since at least May of 2015 by then. 
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Dr. Mirella Stroink agreed to do as much as she could manage with the assistance of 

three students at Lakehead University. That was a rescue that the NSWPB appropriately 

embraced. To not do both projects may well have diminished the impact of Project 1. 

They were conceived of as a pair, as two different but complementary approaches to the 

overall initiative. Dr. Stroink and her team did enter into a formal contract. It took some 

time for any funding to arrive but this team – as with the other two projects – started to 

work anyway.   

The high level goal was still the same, to develop methods and tools to find and to 

analyze relevant informal networks. That means informal networks of people with high 

quality and a reasonable quantity of information about labour supply.  The immediate 

goal was to develop research and analysis tools to help meet those high level goals. 

 

 

11.2.2. OUR APPROACH 

 
Here is some further context. Dr. Stroink and her team had not bid on the RFP, but they 

showed up to try to help. At the beginning there was no assurance of payment. So here 

is the evaluators’ dilemma: how can we make judgements about the quality of work done 

by two teams of unpaid but highly skilled researchers?  

Our answer turned out to be something like “gently, helpfully and with great respect”.  

We may repeat this later but it is useful to present it here. We looked at this project 

through a “no fault” lens. This was a study in complexity. Not just “of” complexity – but in 

it. The rest of this section will describe how the members of the Project 2 team were 

operating in an environment that was unpredictable, uncontrollable and in constant 

change.  

Within those limitations we can still comfortably offer some advice and suggestions. It is 

part of our job, we concluded, to document what the consultants learned and what we 

learned. What worked and what did not. We will present here a brief list of events and 

then move to barriers that were encountered.   
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11.2.3. ACTIONS 

 
Almost all of this section is about first phase of their work.  

1. Without respondents to the RFP for Project 2, the NSWPB Regional Human 
Resources Strategy Steering Committee decided to accept the offer from Dr. 
Stroink and her team to do the work in house.  
 

2. At that time, two long term care homes were being closed with the City of Thunder 
Bay employees facing layoff. Many employees were faced with uncertainty in the 
labour force. For some, a potential opportunity existed to apply with another 
organization (St. Joseph’s Care Group), some employees participated in early 
retirement and others were permanently displaced. 
 

3. A staff member of the North Superior Workforce Planning Board had some 
relevant connections so an attempt was made to study the experience of those 
employees. The project consultants determined that useful learning could be 
gathered from study of this process.   
 

4. The consultants connected with the City of Thunder Bay, St. Joseph’s Care Group 
and the Union Leadership.  
 

5. The union (UNIFOR Local 229) stated that they would assist with communicating 
and connecting with the relevant labour force.  
 

6. The team chose to work via the 180° Institute. That institute is a teaching and 
consulting firm. Dr. Stroink is one of its founders. The Team, however, was 
simultaneously tied to Lakehead University.    
 

7. A lengthy questionnaire was developed and then the number of questions was 
reduced to shorten the length of the survey. Aside from pure analysis of networks 
the initial questionnaire sought more information on the systems and processes 
they worked in (or not) according to the employees. 
 

8. For several reasons – see barriers below - it was not possible to complete this 
study.  
 

9. The team regrouped and reviewed how to develop social network methods and 
tools to learn more about the workforce and specifically about locating informal 
knowledge networks with useful knowledge about labour supply.   
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That work has succeeded. A targeted analytic tool has been developed and tested. It is 

ready to be used in the logical next step of this initiative. The core tools should be 

valuable for identifying key informants, as well as people who are knowledgeable about 

the location of qualified and available potential employees.25 

11.3. BARRIERS  

 
To review: the background to all of this work is the desire to learn how to get better 

information and connections in a complex adaptive system.  Look at the main elements 

in the environment in which Project 2 team was working; a basic reality of working in a 

complex environment is that the person or organization has little control. That was true 

here and led to multiple barriers to completing the project as planned.  

As above, almost all of this section is about their first phase regarding the layoff of 

several long term care home employees.  

 

1. The City was approached regarding the project and their participation and 

contribution was voluntary. A memorandum of agreement or a more formal 

agreement of commitment did not exist. Due to confidentiality agreements and 

privacy legislation the employer (City of Thunder Bay) was unable to release the 

names of the employees. After examining the proposed research more closely, to 

study a network of people it is necessary to know the names of the people you are 

studying. That alone would have been enough to derail the project. An intern solution 

was determined between the Project Lead and the City of Thunder Bay to distribute 

the survey information with a mail-out to all those employees affected. However, this 

did not increase the number of survey participants.  

 

2. The same confidentially and privacy concerns would also be true for the employer St. 

Joseph’s Care Group. 

 

3. Unifor Local 229 agreed to partner with the project. Due to the ongoing activities 

during this layoff period many of the union members required the union to address 

their individual needs. The union made attempts to connect with their members; a 

poster was distributed to members to complete the survey. It may be possible that 

the computer capabilities of members and/or literacy levels may have been a barrier 

to participating in an online survey tool.  

                                                           
25

 There are limitations to that software with a larger and/or more geographically dispersed target 

population. 
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4. The University has its own rules and procedures about research. The project survey 

required approved by Lakehead University’s Ethics Committee. This was a 

vulnerable population so getting approvals took a considerable length of time. 

Approval was granted and lasts for one year ending in October 2016. The ongoing 

ethics approval may still be useful.   

 

5. The final questionnaire was shorter. However, it began with two pages of standard 

background from the University. It was pretty intimidating. Two people completed the 

survey. 

 

6. There was limited time for doing the research because the external organizations 

were busy. They had to address the needs of their workforce facing transition. Their 

first priority was the employees who received layoff notice. The priority was 

communicating, supporting planning and assisting their employees. This was a large 

labour transition and they had deadlines to meet in order to meet the needs of the 

residents in the long term care facilities.  

 

7. There was no intrinsic value to employees for participating. A thank you gift was 

planned and was a good idea. However, see item #3 above – what was asked of 

employees was fairly onerous and for many an entirely new experience.  

 

In general, there were too many necessary elements that were not controllable. The 

project depended on specific assistance from 4 major employers simultaneously; none of 

which were controllable and all were necessary. Three were unpredictable; requirements 

from one employer were known.  So yes, we have to figure out how to thrive in the face 

of complexity. But to walk into a task where three necessary partners did not have 

specific commitments is likely not something to do again.  

 

11.3.1. THE FINAL OUTPUT 

 
The team finally called a stop to that initial phase of their work. They were not getting  a 

response and two survey responses would not be useful.  

So the survey sample was reviewed and they developed a new questionnaire. It was 

similar to the previous version but was easier to use. It was tested on members of the 

North Superior Workforce Planning Board. It was sent to (1) Board members, (2) 
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members of the Regional Human Resource Strategy Steering Committee, and (3) to 

staff.  

There was a smaller number in the sample and individual names would be provided. 

The format is simple. Names of all who were asked to participate see on their copy the 

names of everyone else. A sample page from the questionnaire can be found in 

Appendix 5. They are asked to rate (one to four) the frequency of their connections with 

the others. This is a logical place to start. Their sample is clearly relevant. Their analytic 

software tools have been tested and they match the goals of the research well. This 

methodology can help to find the most connected people among a group.  

That task was completed and results demonstrated the validity of the initial purpose. The 

methodology worked. The format of the output was simple, easily readable and easy to 

understand. Results came from the core questions - the network questions – and also 

from additional questions about the respondent’s experience with the NSWPB itself.  

A sample of the kind of network diagram that can be generated is shown in Figure 1.  
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Figure 126- NSWPB Board and staff Q#2: 

Frequency of interaction on matters relating to community engagement 

 

 

 

We have written about this project’s vulnerability to a very complex and ever-changing 

environment. You have read considerable evidence for how very difficult it was. That 

may have been the most important bit of learning in the whole initiative. While complexity 

was anticipated, by definition it is close to impossible to identify what challenges one will 

find when one gets there.  

What has been done in this project – from the initial attempts to follow the City of 

Thunder Bay to St. Joseph’s Care Group transition to the final 2-3 months of testing on 

Board members, staff and stakeholder’s project – is a solid beginning. NSWPB plans to 

use these tools in a number of useful and appropriate ways. 

                                                           
26

 From Stroink, M., Leppanen, W., and Arnold, K. (February 2016). Social Network Analysis as a Tool for 

Understanding the Workforce (Project #2): Final Report.  
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11.4. EVALUATORS’ SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION  

 
There are several roles expected of a Developmental Evaluation (DE) team.  

1. We should observe the processes from as early as possible to the end of the 

project or program.  

2. We should provide advice to the consultants regularly. Such a process evaluation 

is included in the responsibility of a DE.  

3. We should do the same for those who sponsored the evaluation. 

4. The DE should operate as a partner.  

5. The DE should share responsibility for adaptation and improvement and 

innovation. Anyone working in a complex adaptive system is likely to need 

services like those.   

6. As with any other evaluation process we should provide at least a final report with 

suggestions.    

7. We should ensure that the entire process is documented. Merely rating the final 

product is not enough to help someone from the outside to replicate or adapt the 

methodology.  

8. If there are things that should not be done in future, we are obligated to state that 

objectively and candidly.  

We did most of those as shown in this report so far. There are some others areas we 

need to address. We have been clear that given the environment – no external bid on 

the RFP, no money, busy people essentially volunteering – puts everyone involved in a 

no fault situation. We are entirely comfortable with that. The team that wrestled their way 

to success in Project 2 was pretty much heroic. But, in part on their behalf and also for 

future projects, we will present here a few concerns.  
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We should not hold back information potentially useful to the current consultants and to 

others wishing to do similar work in the future. What was unpredictable in this project 

might, for researchers having this document in hand, be predictable and/or avoidable 

and/or manageable.  

11.4.1. THE RFP ITSELF 

 
The RFP came pretty close to pre-determining that a survey tool should be used. 

Specific software was mentioned. That might have been the best plan but unpredictable 

barriers made it unworkable. Determining so early what methods and tools should be 

used excludes the possibility of someone proposing a new and maybe better approach. 

Now it surely was not the intention to tie the hands of proponents. But if consultants see 

wording that specific they will infer that other approaches are not welcome.   

It would have been useful to say more about the working definition of a social network 

and a knowledge network. For example, had the early wording talked more about social 

networks and provided a richer picture about what success should look like, there may 

have been more bids.  

In the same vein, it would have been useful to specify the need to identify individuals (1) 

with considerable knowledge about labour supply but (2) who are not formally in such a 

role. The researchers may have learned more. And they may not; the point is that a 

different proposal might have been useful. 

 

11.4.2. CHOOSING THE CITY OF THUNDER BAY/ ST. JOSEPH’S CARE GROUP  

 

It is difficult to turn down an opportunity to get access to an event that seemed likely to 

provide some data that is needed. Many of the barriers were not visible in the early days. 

But we do advocate that if a similar situation arises, the current consultants and any who 

follow them should take the list of barriers above and then ask all possible questions 

about possible repetition. It is important to do this before committing to any path.  

From here on in, all work should be directed to the current understanding of the overall 

goal of Project 2. But it is sound and easy to remember. 
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11.4.3. PILOTS 

 
The project, overall, sought to develop a survey tool to find relevant informal networks.  

We hoped the team would start their development by interviewing at least a few people 

who seemed likely to fit the criteria as described in previous paragraphs.  

That might have saved them considerable time working on their initial survey, to shorten 

it and to eliminate unnecessary questions. Acting then, the team could have (1) made its 

formats less varied and (2) recognized earlier how intimidating even the final version 

would be. 

11.4.4. THE SAMPLE 

 
The choice to work with a single population of long term care employees made sense in 

context. The consulting team had no secure funding. It was an apparently simple task 

and would at very least provide an opportunity to test and improve the methodology.  

Discussion earlier suggests that starting with a simpler situation would have been a 

better test of the methodology. There were a number of partners here within their own 

complex adaptive systems could present difficulties and overall slow the process.   

11.4.5. LAKEHEAD UNIVERSITY  

 
The work could have been done without using the University’s Ethics Committee. 

However, we have become convinced that having their formal stamp of approval was 

worth the time it took. However, using two pages of very formal introduction will be 

intimidating for most audiences. 

11.5. OUTPUTS/PRODUCTS  

 
We have been shown the kind of work the questionnaire and the analytic tools can do. 

They meet many explicit and implicit expectations of Project #2. It also seems certain 

that use of this output will be useful to the consultant working on Project #1. That kind of 

interaction is likely to strengthen future work for both projects. 
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11.6. OUTCOMES/IMPACT  

 

It is too soon to know. We are optimistic that use of these methods and tools will lead the 

NSWPB to identify and later make specific use of informal networks with relevant 

knowledge about labour supply. This project should be supplied with sufficient funding to 

continue its work.  

If some of the work in the “Future Plans” section below happens, there will be significant 

positive impact on NSWPB. They will have more information about their stakeholders 

and about their environment in general. Using that information would enable them to 

become even more effective in achieving the goals their mandate requires. 

11.7. FUTURE PLANS 

 
We are adapting the team’s own summaries here though we have condensed the 

content:   

1. The final 3-4 months were spent on testing network analysis tools on members or 

close stakeholders of the NSWPB. The methodologies developed (or adapted) 

here can be used to ask different questions in future or to ask the same questions 

over time to identify change.  

2. Three new committees are being created. These bring stakeholders with 

important knowledge into the mix, into a role where they can influence and 

contribute to the Board. Analysis of their networks should uncover ways to better 

connect NSWPB with the environment.  

3. The team wants to continue to find a group and/or organization in transition or 

layoff situations. Learning more about how people cope in such critical times 

should bring useful ideas for how the Board could help.  

4. Targeted studies across a segment of the workforce should also help the Board 

fine tune its services. Maybe focus on segments that are growing or diminishing 

very quickly. Mining would be a candidate for the former category. There is way 

more speculation than solid information out there right now.  

5. Similar work with a single organization could also be useful so long as the choice 

of organization is one which allowed generalization of what was learned.  
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In all of those cases the team will work to add to their methodologies. Doing a network 

analysis on 15-20 people is not very cumbersome. Each person sees, on their 

questionnaire, the name of all other participants and is required to answer the questions. 

When the group has 90 members the methods above become unwieldy.   

The evaluation team believes that this group can succeed. They should remain together 

and funding should be available to continue. 

12. EVALUATING THE EVALUATION 

12.1. PRÉCIS 

 
There is good reason to have seen this initiative as a logical place to use developmental 

evaluation. Both projects were working within complex environments so the kind of low 

predictability and low ability to control events matched the strengths of DE.  

Project 1 was facing somewhat less complexity.  

1. The methodology developed was successful in pulling useable information from a 

complex environment. We provided useful comments which were acted on. We provided 

reassurance. Those are not trivial; between us we know quite a lot about the concepts 

and the methodology. But our work was easy.  

 

At time of writing this report Project 1 consultant is likely to finish in the next 3-5 weeks. 

The methodology will then be in place to actually build the (formal) knowledge network 

which is the next goal.  

 Project 2 was an entirely different experience. There are three stages. 

 

1. There was no response to the RFP for this project; therefore a new approach was 

developed. The Project 2 team began as volunteers. The goals and deliverables that 

were in the RFP remained in place.   

 

2. The team worked to elicit useful information and development of tools from a planned 

movement of employees from the City of Thunder Bay to St. Joseph’s Care Group. Many 

barriers, most of them unpredictable, got in the way. While the initial actions just did not 

happen the team got much of the learning they sought. 

 

3. The team began again, developed the good quality survey tool they wanted and tested it 

on 2 willing and relevant samples to be completed.  
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4. It seems to us that the team doing Project 2 is mostly equipped now to find new, 

unknown (informal) knowledge networks.  

 

So let us turn to the next question. If using a DE approach was the right thing to do, did 

the DE team do it right? 

12.2. CONTEXT 

 
It is difficult to step outside one’s experience; difficult to evaluate one’s own work. On the 

other hand, we know best what our goals and plans were. We know what developmental 

evaluation should look like and what it should achieve. We will use the same headings 

as before and will do our best to be objective. 

First we will talk just a little about definitions. Let us begin with two simple concepts. 

1. Almost every system is an environment for some other system. Tiny specks of matter 

floating among the galaxies might “house” even smaller systems and even that is not 

certain. So NSWPB is a system. NSWPB is also an environment for its people and its 

projects and its goals.  

    

2. Systems seem to avoid certainty.  

 

Simple systems like a grandfather clock are mechanistic. They do not do much. They 

have no ability to change anything. They are dependent on someone to wind them up to 

avoid becoming inert. They cannot adapt.     

Weather is hugely complex. Weather responds to its own environment. Weather is hard 

to predict and close to impossible to control.  

In our case, the systems we care about have people in them. The government of 

Canada is a system, albeit a hugely complex one. It adapts. It is a complex adaptive 

system (CAS). The actions of the market for employees in occupation X are not quite so 

complex but still qualify – still a CAS. Roll two or three hundred occupations and 

professions together and add the supply of labour and you will experience a real CAS.   

A complex adaptive system is described in the earlier section about the use of 

developmental evaluation. There are ongoing changes due to events in the system’s 

environment. There are changes due to the characteristics of the system itself. Much is 

not predictable. Much is uncontrollable. There is constant change because systems 

respond to external and internal events.  
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The environment in which the entire NSWPB initiative resides is very complex. The 

overall environment is a complex adaptive system. The things the NSWPB wants to 

know lie inside a complex adaptive system. The two projects we evaluated were working 

inside a CAS environment; which brought about the emergence of DE. Our task was to 

make things easier for the NSWPB as a whole for Project 1 and Project 2, specifically.  

12.3. QUICK ASSESSMENT 

 
We are going to start by testing our work against some general features of 

developmental evaluation. Before we can analyze and assess our work, we need some 

standards to check whether we did the right things. We will take just a few of the items 

discussed in the proposal and early in this report. Table 3 lists roles we should have 

played. It also includes our own current impressions of our own ability to play each role.   

Table 3 

Developmental Evaluators Self-Assessment 

Did the Developmental Evaluation Team Do Its Job? 

 Activity, Role Self-Ratings 

1 
The evaluators are embedded in the initiative as members of the 

overall team. They are accepted as partners.  
B to B+ 

2 
We drop by often. We observe and measure in real time. The DE 

can help to shape the methodologies and the outcomes. 
A- 

3 

Their job is about “adaptive learning. What needs measured can 

change. How that gets measured may have to change. Sometimes 

the goals of projects themselves change mid-stream. The DE should 

be helping to see that coming. 

B+ to A- 

4 
 Yes, DE measures how well things are going. Then we search out 

why those results as what they are. Good or bad.  
A 

5 

DE people should be given the power to raise red flags when they 

need to – and be listened to. The evaluator actively intervenes to 

shape the course of development, helping to inform decision-making 

and facilitate learning. 

C 
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6 

 DE has another advantage. Since it requires looking at interim 

decisions and small changes and why changes were made, a DE 

report is very useful for the next project or for the spin-off or 

adoption/adaptation by a new organization. It documents more that 

formative or summative evaluation could possible achieve. 

A 

7  Still - the normal markers of success are measured.  N.A. 

 

We will comment on each, explaining the reasons we scored ourselves as we did.  

1. The evaluators are embedded partners. B to B+  

It takes time to build trust. One of us was lead evaluator on a three year, multi-million-

dollar project. Trades training was the task. The sponsor organization had hired a 

provider to perform the training. Our input – some of it requiring major changes by the 

delivery agent – was enforced by the manager. Trust between the provider and the 

DE team took a year to build. From there on there was only one team and all of us 

were busy members. That trust continued through a year-long follow up project. Both 

were successes it took everyone involved to make that happen. 

 

Here the start-up was irregular. Both project leaders and the DE team started before 

funding was certain, but there was no initial kick-off, no mutual introduction. Many 

decisions were made before we had access and certainly before any level of trust 

could be earned. By the end that was closer to being in place.        

 

2. We observe and measure in real time. The DE can help to shape the methodologies 

and the outcomes. A-   

 

We did that via three interviews of each project team. We were given access to 

materials produced each time.  

 

There were no opportunities for informal chatter among the members of the projects 

and/or the DE team. 

 

One team not only listened to advice but tested proposed tools by asking our 

opinions. No large changes were needed but useful small changes were made.  

 

The other team had made decisions before we had time to meet at all. They were by 

then into a process that did not allow much modification. We had some fairly obvious 
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concerns – not all trivial ones – but to be fair the project team had a lot of momentum 

and not a lot of room for flexibility.  

 

3. The DE should help with adaptive learning. What needs measuring can change. 

Methods change. Goals change.  The DE should be helping to see that coming. B+ to 

A- 

 

Project 1 had no need for major changes. Project 2 made major changes across the 

board; they had to; external and unpredicted barriers required that. We did express 

concerns prior to their changes but they were on that roller-coaster. The much 

revised objectives and methods were the right choice. And they work.    

 

4. Yes, the DE measures how well things are going. Then we search out why those 

results as what they are. Good or bad. A 

 

We are confident that we know the answers to the “why” questions. In this report the 

barriers to earlier success are thoroughly discussed. Most were external and most of 

them were hard to anticipate. The methods and approaches that led to eventual 

success are similarly presented.  

 

5. DE people should be given the power to raise red flags.  Evaluators should be able to 

intervene, inform decision-making and facilitate learning. C 

 

We were subtle about using our red flags. Plus, it was uncertain that changes needed 

could have happened earlier than they did. The project leaders did see the same 

issues that we saw.  In time they made appropriate major changes. Those led to 

success.  
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This is hard to rate. Nevertheless, even though we’re assigning ourselves a low 

grade we believe that noisy intervention would not have been welcomed. Possible 

damage to our credibility, access and trust could well have weakened our ability to be 

of more helpful later.  

 

6. DE has another advantage. Since it requires looking at interim decisions and small 

changes and why changes were made, a DE report is very useful for the next project 

or for the spin-off or adoption/adaptation by a new organization. It documents more 

than formative or summative evaluation could possible achieve. A 

 

True. That is a critical advantage to using DE methods. This report is evidence. The 

listing of barriers should be particularly useful to either NSWPB work or to external 

adoption or adaptation of the methods used here. This project developed new 

methods and tools which do have the potential to strengthen the board’s 

effectiveness. Those should be used here and they should be considered by 

organizations similar to this one. 

 

7. Still - the normal markers of success are measured. N.A.   

 

Yes and No. There really are not any quantitative measures that make sense. 

Success here is a Yes-or-No question. For Project 1 the answer is yes. For Project 2 

the answer is yes. It is our responsibility to make that call and to provide evidence for 

what we said. This paragraph includes our rating. The rest of the report presents our 

evidence.  

 

12.4. BARRIERS  

 
The barriers the DE team met are pretty much the same as the project leaders faced. 

The effects on us sometimes acted on us differently but this section describes that also.  

12.5. OUTPUTS/PRODUCTS  

 
The outputs of project 1 and project 2 include methods and tools to do the next step. The 

clarity of what that next step should be is a product in itself.  

The knowledge gained but all who worked on this is an important and valuable product 

also. 
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The DE report is a useful source which documents barriers, suggestions and successes. 

The DE report provides careful observations of most of what was learned in a format 

easily stored in organizational memory.  

12.6. OUTCOMES/IMPACT  

 
The only impact so far is internal, is on the NSWPB and others who participated in this 

initiative. That is fine. They now have the ability to more easily identify both informal and 

formal knowledge networks and then to find ways to connect and use those networks.   

12.7. EVALUATORS OBSERVATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS  

 
1. We are convinced that both projects are ready to continue, Funding should be 

sought so that both can take the logical next steps.  
  
2. We believe that continuing with a DE evaluation would be a good investment.  
  
3. If that is to happen the board could usefully work up-front to enrich the kind of 

three-way partnership that began to emerge, albeit slowly, in this initiative.  
  
4. More required time together for the members of Projects 1, 2 and 3 early on 

would pay dividends later. Build more trust so communication can be more candid 
and thus more effective. Maybe even formally facilitate such “multiple-team” skills. 

  
5. Members of Project 1 and Project 2 should, again up-front, determine who should 

be in their next samples. Lots of input about this would be quite valuable.   
  

13. SUMMARY 

13.1. PRELUDE  

 

On the whole, we have been positive in our assessments of Project 1 and Project 2.  

There were false starts and dead ends and barriers beyond their ability to either predict 

or control. They had to work hard and produce high quality products before earning our 

current level of confidence. Here at the end of our work we feel comfortable discussing 

and supporting continuation of both projects.  
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13.2. POINT OF VIEW  

 

This is a summary and we will not suddenly present new information. What we will do is 

to look briefly at what has been presented from two different points of view. The two new 

vantage points are return on investment and building capacity. 

13.3. RETURN ON INVESTMENTS 

 
If you invest money in any product or person or endeavor, you expect to get repaid. You 

usually expect to get back something more valuable than whatever your investment cost. 

We think that the varied investments made in these projects met that standard. 

 

Financial 

There was a reasonable financial investment and not much can continue without more 

funding. That is self-evident and but it does matter and will reappear where appropriate 

in this section. However - there were other investments – and other returns - beyond 

those that evaluators normally look for.  

 

Knowledge – Conceptual 

The concept of complex adaptive systems (CAS) has become a valuable tool for 

researchers and for managers trying to better understand what they observe about 

organizations. In fact, the core ideas are not as complex as the language of that field 

makes them seem. But it is not as simple as the twelve-times-table either! It takes time 

to master and more time to use it to understand systems. It takes even more time to 

understand how to apply that knowledge in one’s own organization and that 

organization’s environment.  

 

The board and staff of NSWPB have become quite fluent and the consultants who did 

the work in this initiative have by now an even deeper understanding.  

 

It took more than money to learn all of this27. An organization that can apply that 

knowledge – an organization working in an area where the systems and environments 

that matter are complex systems living inside complex systems – is rare. NSWPB has 

achieved that. These are highly competent people. This is increased intellectual capital. 

This is human capital. By the business definitions of those two concepts, NSWPB is itself 

more valuable now than it was a year ago.  

                                                           
27

 Though for the record, in fact a number of board and staff paid personally to take a rigorous course to 

get their expertise. 
 



 
North Superior Workforce Planning Board Regional Human Resources Strategy Project 
Developmental Evaluation Final Report 
March 2016 

 

57 

 

Given the investment of time and money and intelligence that has already happened, 

and given the success of that investment – there is good reason to support NSWPB to 

continue their current direction.   

 

Skills, Methods and Tools 

Both projects developed methods and tools appropriate to the task they faced. Those 

are also the skills and tools needed to carry on.  

 

Project 1 looks like it can bring together a formal knowledge network. They are already 

getting commitments from leaders of organizations to join in and to share their labour 

supply data. NSWPB has offered to house that formal knowledge network once it 

coalesces. If three or four target organizations make clear and public commitments to be 

part of the network, however many remain will very likely follow suit.   

 

Project 2 now has the tools to help them to learn more about informal networks here in 

this part of our region. They could also identify very knowledgeable members of informal 

knowledge networks in the catchment area. This is difficult – the knowledgeable people 

we want to identify are not visible. They do not always work in the employment (or 

education or training) areas. They are not always senior members of any organization. 

That is the problem with informal networks – they are pretty close to invisible. Finding 

them is expected to help NSWPB and others to improve their own knowledge. There is 

much to be learned from such networks. They know other routes to finding qualified job 

seekers.  

  

Both teams seem able to take on those challenging tasks. They did not have that level of 

capacity a year ago. Again, the board now has more human capital and more intellectual 

capital 

 

Networks and Connections 

This is another outcome of these projects that is so obvious that it does not get noticed. 

In doing the work for both projects the two consulting teams enriched their own 

networks. That does matter; they now have many more places/people to turn to for 

information and advice and influence. They are thus more likely to succeed in the next 

stages. Same thing: these are assets that were not this strong a year ago. 
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13.4. CAPACITY BUILDING  

 

Not many years ago, government funders, especially in the non-profit sector, began to 

talk about “capacity building”. They also began to seek ways to make it happen.  

 

NSWPB now has a more capacity to develop effective ways to achieve their mission. 

They are doing what planning boards should be doing and are more innovative than 

most while doing so.  

13.5. LOOKING AHEAD 

 
The time and energy and knowledge and money that supported these projects were well 

spent. The stated objectives were achieved. The investments led to increases in 

intellectual and human capital. To word it differently: 

 

 The specific products developed by the two teams are impressive.  

 The capacity building that happened is just as important and just as impressive. 

 

The planning board and the people and organizations participating in this initiative are 

competent to perform the next stage of these two projects.  
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14. APPENDICES  
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Appendix 1 
Project Pitch to Funders 

 
People First: A New Image of the Thunder Bay Workforce 
Three projects of the Regional Human Resources Strategy  
 
The Regional HR Strategy is a collaborative venture whose purpose is to mobilize new 
knowledge of the workforce to better align labour supply with labour demand. We have 
strong support from diverse partners; our aim now is to raise funds locally in order to 
leverage provincial and federal matching funds. With this funding, the Regional HR 
Strategy will become a significant driver of economic growth and enhanced well-being in 
this region.  
 
The goals of the Regional HR Strategy are to (1) develop the capacity to accurately 
observe and analyse the real-time dynamics of the workforce28, and (2) to mobilize the 

resulting knowledge by providing a strong network of workforce stakeholders with 
relevant and practical information, insight, and strategies to better align labour supply 
and demand.  
 
There will be far-reaching benefits of achieving the Regional HR Strategy’s goals. 
People who are marginalized and under-employed will be better connected with the 
community. The organizations that support them will be better equipped with the 
knowledge, strategies, and tools they need to anticipate changes and trends in the 
workforce. Employers will have access to a compelling source of information regarding 
the training and experience of the workforce. The Office of Community Economic 
Development can bolster its efforts to recruit new employers to the region.  
 
Labour supply refers to the skills and energy of people and labour demand refers to the 
need for these skills in relation to people’s activities. Thus, labour supply and demand 
are both the products of people’s interactions with each other and with their 
environments over time. They change constantly as they adapt to complex and dynamic 
interactions scaling from the local to the global. With this awareness of the complexity of 
labour supply and demand, it is clear that we need a way to represent the workforce that 
begins with people and their interactions. To this end, we have adopted the theoretical 
lens of complexity theory29.  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
28

 Real-time dynamics refers to the movement and change occurring within the workforce, as it happens. 
29 

Complexity theory refers to the collection of scientific theories that deal with phenomena that emerge 

through the interactions of many components. Examples include human communities, ecosystems, the 
economy, and the brain.  
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We have developed 3 interrelated projects in pursuit of these goals, as described below. 
 
(1) Building a labour supply knowledge network: There are many organizations that hold 
specialized knowledge relevant to the labour supply, but this information is rarely shared. 
Through a process of building trust and collaboration, the North Superior Workforce 
Planning Board (NSWPB) will nurture the formation of a living knowledge network of 
people and organizations who are stakeholders in labour supply. A framework of inquiry 
will also be developed through which we can query this network regarding different 
aspects of the labour supply. Processes will also be developed to manage, consolidate, 
and regularly share knowledge with the network. Thus, the project will enhance the 
exchange and use of the full diversity of labour supply information that is already 
available.  
 
(2) Mapping the labour supply as a social network: The goal of this project is to develop 
the capacity to map or visualize the workforce as a dynamic system using social network 
visualization and analysis tools. This technique enables us to view the workforce as a 
network of individual people who form connections with other people as they move 
through training and work experiences over time. Through a professionally developed 
website and mobile application, we will be able to gather information from a pilot sample 
of approximately 200 people that will be analyzed using network analysis and mapping. 
This will provide a new category of labour supply data. Being able to visualize the 
workforce as a dynamic and patterned whole that is formed through the connections 
among people is a marked alternative to the static, broad, group-level statistics that are 
currently available. This is also a research project out of Lakehead University for which 
federal funds are being sought. 
 
(3) Developmental evaluation: Developmental evaluation30 is well suited to these projects 
as it provides real-time data and feedback that enhances the development, testing, 
refinement and quality of potential solutions. Knowledge emerging from the evaluation 
will be used to adapt processes to best meet project objectives that respond to the 
dynamic workforce environment. The Regional HR Strategy is the first of its kind in the 
province and beyond. It is thus imperative that we chronicle the projects’ progress and 
evolution, and evaluate their outcomes. 
 
The NSWPB will provide leadership and administrative support for the Regional HR 
Strategy and its projects. The NSWPB’s mission is to improve the quality of life in the 
Thunder Bay community through workforce development. Better aligning labour supply 
and demand is a major part of NSWPB’s mandate. The greater this alignment, the more 
fulfilled and engaged the people of its communities will be, and the more effective and 
competitive its economy will be. 

                                                           
30

 Developmental evaluation is an approach to program evaluation that involves documenting decisions 

and formalizing the learning and the knowledge bases that drive decisions. It is particularly useful in 
programs that are continuously evolving. 
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The idea of applying complexity theory to workforce development emerged from 2012-
2013 NSWPB project. The NSWPB then partnered with two Lakehead University 
professors to deliver a course on complexity and innovation to community leaders. 
Diverse community connections were formed through the course, and this resulted in the 
formation of the Human Resources (HR) Strategy steering committee. This steering 
committee, which reports to the Executive Director and Board of the NSWPB, contains 
20 community stakeholders representing diverse perspectives, including the 2 Lakehead 
University professors and 8 others who are familiar with complexity theory.  
 
These projects are ground-breaking. They are the first of their kind to apply complexity 
theory to understanding the workforce. Insights from this innovative work, as 
documented by the developmental evaluation, can be used in other regions and will 
attract international interest. As a result of this work, stakeholders in workforce 
development and training will have access to more accurate, complete and real-time 
information on the current skills, experience, and movement of the workforce, and will be 
better able to identify gaps between labour supply and demand.  With local funding to 
leverage provincial and federal dollars, the HR Strategy will be a significant driver of 
economic growth and enhanced well-being in this region.  
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Appendix 2 
Project Descriptions from the Request for Proposals 

 
 

1. Building a Labour Supply Knowledge Network (Project 1) 
 
Through a process of building trust and collaboration, the North Superior 
Workforce Planning Board (NSWPB) will nurture the formation of a living 
knowledge network of people and organizations who are stakeholders in labour 
supply. Processes will be developed through which to query this network, and to 
manage, consolidate, and regularly share knowledge with the network. Thus, the 
project will enhance the exchange and use of the full diversity of labour supply 
information that is already available. 
 

2. Mapping the Labour Supply as a Social Network (Project 2) 
 
Using an online survey tool for gathering network data (e.g., ONA Surveys or 
Network Genie), we will gather information on the employment, training, and 
social network connections of a pilot sample of approximately 200 people at 3 
points in time. This data will be mapped and analyzed using social network 
analysis tools. This will provide a new category of labour supply data. Being able 
to visualize the workforce as a dynamic and patterned whole that is formed 
through the connections among people is a marked alternative to the static, 
broad, group-level statistics that are currently available. 
 

3. Developmental Evaluation (Project 3) 
 
Developmental evaluation is an approach to program evaluation that involves 
documenting decisions and formalizing the learning and the knowledge bases that 
drive decisions. It provides real-time data and feedback on projects #1 and #2 that 
enhances the development, testing, refinement and quality of potential solutions. 
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Appendix 3 
Summary of Evaluator Consultations 

 

Summary of Evaluator Consultations 

 Date The purpose Participants 

1 May 2015 

First meeting with Project 2 

team 

Stroink, Leppanen, 

Arnold, Casey 

Richardson, Nelson, 

Kallio 

2 June 26, 2015 
Discussion of progress with 

NSWPB 

Stroink, Richardson, 

Kallio 

3 July 13, 2015 
Review second version of 

Project 2 survey 

Richardson, Roblin, 

Nelson, Kallio 

4 July 30, 2015 

Discussion of access issues 

to Project 2 survey 

population 

Richardson, Roblin, 

Stroink, Kallio 

5 August 12, 2015 
Update on Project 2 access 

issues 

Richardson, Roblin, 

Kallio 

6 August 21, 2015 Evaluators meeting Nelson, Kallio 

7 August 31, 2015 Evaluators meeting Nelson, Kallio 

8 August 31, 2015 

This meeting and others 

through September 11 

introduced the first round of 

questions to all the project 

stakeholders to learn about 

their goals and hopes and 

worries. We looked at 

alignment between the 

Planning Board and the 

Project Teams’ research. 

We asked about their 

expectations for outcomes. 

Richardson, Stroink, 

Nelson, Kallio31  

 

9 September 4, 2015 

First round of questions for 

the Executive Director, 

NSWPB 

Richardson, Nelson, 

Kallio 

                                                           
31

 We had hoped to have the full Regional Human Resource Strategy Steering Committee for this session but a 
miscommunication removed that possibility. 
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10 September 10, 2015 

First round of questions for 

the Project Coordinator, 

Regional Human Resources 

Strategy Project, and 

NSWPB re: on-going 

projects. 

Roblin, Nelson, Kallio 

11 September 10, 2015 
First round of questions for 

Project 1 researcher 

Crupi, Nelson, Kallio 

12 September 11, 2015 

First Round of Questions for 

Project 2 researchers  

Stroink, Leppanen, 

Arnold, Casey, Nelson, 

Kallio 

13 September 2015 

Online survey to the 

Regional Human Resources 

Strategy Steering Committee 

 

14 September 24, 2015 Phone meeting – evaluators Nelson, Kallio 

15 September 28, 2015 

Initial meeting and first round 

of questions with the 

Regional Human Resources 

Strategy Steering 

Committee. Included a 

follow-up to the Survey 

Monkey responses 

Richardson, Roblin, 

Regional Human 

Resources Strategy 

Steering Committee, 

Nelson, Kallio 

16 October 21, 2015 Phone meeting – evaluators Nelson, Kallio 

17 November 10, 2015 
Preparation for evaluators’ 

meeting with Project Teams 

Nelson, Kallio 

18 November 18, 2015 

Exploring what happened 

from start to finish that led to 

particular outputs and impact 

Project outputs and what 

impact they will have 

Stroink, Leppanen, 

Arnold, Nelson, Kallio 

19 November 18, 2015 same as above Crupi, Nelson, Kallio 

20 November 20, 2015 same as above Roblin, Nelson, Kallio 

21 December 9, 2015 Project update Roblin, Nelson, Kallio 

22 December 10, 2015 

Preparation for evaluators 

meeting with Regional 

Human Resources Strategy 

Steering Committee 

Nelson, Kallio 
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23 December 14, 2015 

Presentation of project 

progress to the Regional 

Human Resources Strategy 

Steering Committee 

Crupi, Stroink, Regional 

Human Resources 

Strategy Steering 

Committee, Nelson, 

Kallio 

24 January 5, 2016 Phone meeting – evaluators Nelson, Kallio 

25 January 12, 2016 

Project 1 progress report in 

preparation for the draft 

Final Evaluation Report  

Crupi, Nelson, Kallio 

26 January 13, 2016 
NSWPB progress report on 

projects  

Richardson, Roblin, 

Nelson, Kallio 

27 January 13, 2016 

Project 2 progress report in 

preparation for the draft 

Final Evaluation Report 

Stroink, Leppanen, 

Arnold, Nelson, Kallio 

28 January 21, 2016 Phone meeting – evaluators Nelson, Kallio 

29 February 22, 2016 Phone meeting – evaluators Nelson, Kallio 

30 February 29, 2016 
Phone meeting Draft report 

feedback 

Richardson, Nelson, 

Kallio 

31 March 3, 2016 
Phone meeting Draft report 

feedback 

Stroink, Richardson, 

Nelson, Kallio 
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Appendix 4 
Project 1 Deliverables as Described in the Request for Proposals 

 

The Consultant/Consulting Firm will be responsible for creating a knowledge network of 

labour supply stakeholders: These stakeholders will be identified and recruited in 

consultation with the Steering Committee and will include employment agencies, 

representatives of Ontario Works, Chamber of Commerce, Education and Training, 

organized labour, and others, with particular attention to groups representing Aboriginal 

and marginalized workers. 

 

 The consultant/ consulting firm will engage these stakeholders in a dialogue about 

the knowledge network and its potential benefits for accurately understanding and 

posing questions about our local labour supply. The consultant/consulting firm will 

hold gatherings or meetings in a manner that supports the trust and connection 

required in a living knowledge network. 

 

 The consultant/consulting firm will work with the Steering Committee to develop a 

methodology or framework of inquiry through which the Project can query the 

knowledge network for accurate, comprehensive, and current information on our 

Thunder Bay District labour supply. Mining the knowledge network for information 

on labour supply respects and retains the diversity of perspectives represented 

within the network. 

 

 The consultant/consulting firm will work with the steering committee to develop a 

process by which knowledge about the labour supply that emerges from this 

network can be disseminated both back into the network itself and beyond. 
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The Consultant/Consulting Firm will provide a “draft” report that will: 

 

 Summarize how the labour supply knowledge network developed, and explain the 

methodology or framework of inquiry that was developed to query the network 

and the process that was developed to disseminate the network’s knowledge. 

This part of the report will be written in a way that would enable the approach to 

be replicated elsewhere. 

 Describe the benefits that accrued from this project and provide recommendations 

for future work, modifications, and next steps. 

 

The Consultant/Consulting Firm will:  

 

 Liaise with the Consultant/Consulting Firm working on Projects #2 and #3 and 

form a Consultants’ subcommittee to the Steering Committee to ensure that the 

connections among these projects are maintained. 

 Participate in the Developmental Evaluation (project #3). 

 Conduct reviews of literature and prior work as needed and share insights from 

these reviews with the Steering Committee and include highlights in the report. 

 Respond to the feedback of the Steering Committee and provide one (1) bound 

copy and one (1) electronic copy of the approved report. 

 Blend the report of this project into an overall or composite report through the 

Consultants’ subcommittee. 
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Appendix 5 

Sample of Survey Format & Questions – Project 2 
NSWPB, Region Human Resources Strategy Steering Committee, and Staff 

 

 
 



 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Connecting community partners to improve the quality of  

life in our communities through workforce development.” 
 




