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The Centre for Social innovation catalyzes and 
supports social innovation in Toronto and around the 
world. we create community workspaces, incubate 
emerging enterprises, and develop new models and 
methods with world-changing potential.

We believe that society is facing 
unprecedented economic, environmental, 
social and cultural challenges.

We also believe that new innovations 
are the key to turning these challenges into 
opportunities to improve our communities 
and our planet. We are working together to 
fi x our future.

{

WANT 
TO HELP?
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foREwoRd

T he Centre for Social Innovation opened its doors 
in June 2004. At that time, we had incredible pas-

sion, extraordinary vision, and only an inkling of how 
we would make it all work. It was, needless to say, an 
adventurous start. At the time, we weren’t aware of any 
other similar models. It felt like everything we were do-
ing was new. We were making it up as we went along, 
and through hard work, clear vision, and a fair amount 
of good fortune, we made it work. Our model and our 
team proved their mettle and within a few short years 
we were running a 23,000 square foot facility that was 
home to over 180 members representing missions from 
arts to environment to education to social justice.  

Slowly, as our model grew, we began to attract the at-
tention of others who were interested in what we were 
accomplishing. Some were at the idea stage and inter-
ested to know ‘how we did what we did’. Others were 
already building shared spaces and wondered what 
they could borrow and adapt to their community. Still 
others were asking if we would come to their city to 
establish a Centre for Social Innovation.

What began as an occasional trickle began to gain 
steam. By our fourth year we were overwhelmed with 
requests and inquiries about our model. We were, and 
continue to be, absolutely delighted and honoured by 
this attention. But we struggled with our own capacity. 
We are a small social enterprise that has been stretched 
to the limits evolving our own community and programs. 

We tried to share as much information as we could, as 
frequently as we could, but we began to realize that we 
needed another strategy to meet the growing interest 
in creating shared spaces for social innovation...

...so we created this series.
Shared Spaces for Social Innovation is about sharing our 
story and empowering others to learn from our expe-
rience.  The Centre for Social Innovation (CSI) has al-
ways been open with its model. We’ve long preached 
the benefi ts of shared spaces and we’ve been doing 
our best to encourage as many new spaces as possible. 
We fi gured that the best way to open our model – to 
reveal everything we’ve learned in hopes of supporting 
the emergence of new and better spaces – was to docu-
ment what we’ve done and make it available to anyone 
who was interested. 

It has taken a fair amount of courage for us to let it all 
hang out and give it all away! Many people advised 
us that we should be franchising, licensing, and hold-
ing our knowledge close to our chests. But this went 
against our values. Instead, we are putting this whole 
series into the creative commons for others to benefi t 
from and contribute to.

We believe that good ideas scale when they are open. 
We also believe that ideas get better when we share. 
We look forward to working with you on this journey to 
create and grow new strategies for social innovation.



a worK in ProgreSS

Of course, the story of the Centre for Social Innovation 
is still unfolding. And yet the challenge with writing a 
book is the fi nality of it all. We therefore invite you to 
participate in our online space. At fi rst, we’ll have pdf 
versions of the series publications and a set of tem-
plates and tools available for download. In time, we’ll 
make amendments to these books, release additions 
to the series and create a platform for a community of 
practice. 

oPen SourCing our Model

Shared Spaces for Social Innovation reveals just about 
everything we’ve learned about creating and growing 
shared workspaces. We’re telling our story, sharing our 
research, and offering the tools and templates we’ve 
created along the way.

but sharing is a two-way 
street. actually, it’s more like a 
highway interchange!

While it is truly our pleasure to provide this material, 
our hope is that you will embrace the Creative Com-
mons spirit. This means recognizing our contribu-
tion and letting us know what you’ve used, adapted, 
and developed. More importantly, it means sharing 
your experiences and tools with other shared spaces. 

By contributing to a shared body of knowledge, we’re 
empowering others to be even more successful, build-
ing this fi eld and advancing our own spaces in the pro-
cess.

We’re not yet sure what it will look like, and we’re very 
sure that it won’t be up to us alone to determine. But 
we’re hoping this effort starts us along a path to an 
open community of practice that is creating the spaces 
where people change the world.

9

The Shared Spaces for Social Innovation Series is made up of 
three books:

emergence: The Story of the Centre for Social innovation. 

In this book we weave a narrative around our genesis and de-
velopment. Starting back when the Centre was just a glimmer 
in the eyes of a few social entrepreneurs, Emergence follows 
our growth from concept to operation to scale.

rigour: how to Create world-Changing Shared Spaces.

This book is a manual for those planning or operating a shared 
space. It reveals the accumulated knowledge of six years of 
experience and offers a ton of tips, lessons and tools for devel-
oping a strong organization and vibrant community.

Proof: how Shared Spaces are Changing the world. 

This report shares our most recent research on the impact of 
the Centre for Social Innovation in order to demonstrate just 
what shared spaces for social innovation can accomplish.

Each book can be read on its own. Together they provide a 
comprehensive picture of the Centre for Social Innovation.

looking to build or grow your own 
shared space for social innovation? 

CSI offers tailored consulting, training, and speaking services to 
help you with challenges from start-up to scale. Get in touch by 
sending a note to sssi@socialinnovation.ca.

@access new releases and 
supporting materials.
socialinnovation.ca/sssi

identify yourself as part of 
this growing community. 
socialinnovation.ca/sssi

download all of our 
templates and tools.
socialinnovation.ca/sssi
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looKing forward

This series starts with the Centre for Social Innovation. But 
we know there are dozens of like-minded spaces around the 
world, and we hope to add other stories, experiences, tem-
plates and tools over time.

Our vision is a vibrant, shared platform that includes the expe-
riences of shared spaces dedicated to social innovation around 
the world – your experiences. We’re hoping to work with a 
community of likeminded people that is sharing ideas, strate-
gies and… who knows? 

Just imagine a network where we can share promising prac-
tices, collaborate on joint projects and infrastructure, replicate 
good ideas and leverage investments from community to com-
munity.

Let’s work together to support each other, our members and to 
build this exciting fi eld!

thank you
We would like to express our heartfelt appreciation to 
the many people who have made the Centre for So-
cial Innovation and this series possible. First, a thanks 
to the CSI Staff and Board team, whose vision and in-
dustry have made the Centre what it is today. Second, 
a special thanks to our incredible network of partners 
and supporters, including Urbanspace Property Group, 
Canadian Heritage, The Ontario Trillium Foundation, 
Canadian Alternative Investment Co-Operative, Asho-
ka, Harbinger Foundation and the Province of Ontario, 
Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration. 

A publication like this only comes together with incred-
ible dedication. Eli Malinsky has played author, editor, 
project manager and overall superhero on this project; 
Shared Spaces for Social Innovation provides only a 
glimpse of the value that Eli brings to CSI and to this 
emerging fi eld. 

Hamutal Dotan deserves special recognition for her 
writing on Emergence and Proof – her effortless style 
perfectly captures the tone of the Centre for Social In-
novation. For turning beautiful words into compelling 
publications, The Movement continues to mesmerize 
and engage. We’d also like to recognize Margot Smart, 
who meticulously designed and analyzed the 2008 
member survey, which forms the basis of our statistics.

Finally, we would like to recognize our members. They 
are the reason we do what we do. They inspire us, 
they motivate us, they ground us and they challenge 
us. Their passion, commitment and creativity are what 
make it all worthwhile, and it is truly our honour to sup-
port their work.

Now let’s change the world together!

Tonya Surman
eXeCuTive direCTor
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“We’re part of 
a community 
that’s building 
the spaces 
where change 
happens.”
Tonya surman on the emerging shared spaces sector

CoNtExt 
14

1
C h a P T e r
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Co-location refers to spaces that are 
shared among a number of separate 
organizations. Multi-Tenant Nonprofi t 
Centers are types of co-location 
spaces that focus on the nonprofi t 
sector.

Coworking refers to the sharing of 
workspace among freelancers and 
other independent workers. Co-
working spaces provide workspace 
and community to people who are 
often working on their own. 

Community Hubs are shared spaces 
that provide direct services to the 
geographic community in which they 
are situated. Community Hubs co-
locate service providers that offer a 
range of supports such as language 
instruction, job training, after school 
programs and drop-in groups.

a Shared SpaceS 
gloSSary

Hot Desks are temporary, shared  
workspaces that are typically found 
in coworking spaces.

Incubators provide programmatic, 
strategic, administrative and/or fi -
nancial support to small projects and 
organizations. 

Social Innovation refers to new 
ideas that resolve social, cultural, 
economic and environmental chal-
lenges for the benefi t of people and 
planet.

Even more simply, a social innova-
tion is an idea that works for the 
public good. 

SI
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The incentives for cost sharing have 
been growing. Nonprofi ts and chari-
ties are enduring ongoing cutbacks in 
administrative budgets while facing 
increasing demands from communities 
and individuals. 

For-profi t and nonprofi t strategies are 
blending together. Shared spaces – and 
frequently their members – are exam-
ples of how mission-based and market-
based approaches can coincide. 

There is increasing recognition that 
the problems we face are too com-
plex to be addressed by any single 
player. Shared spaces connect diverse 
organizations and individuals, giving 
them the chance to collaborate, share 
knowledge and develop systemic solu-
tions to the issues they are trying to 
address. 

why are Shared     SpaceS emerging?

Shared workspaces are themselves a social innovation 
– an entirely new way of working. The dominant work-
place model has been separate organizations working 
separately. That may have made perfect sense at one 
time and it may still make perfect sense in many instanc-
es. But it is by no means a universal or desirable ap-
proach. The nature of work is changing – and with it the 
workplace. These changes offer incredible potential for 
economic, social, cultural, and environmental progress 
in the coming years.

Real estate prices are soaring world-
wide, making it increasingly diffi cult 
for small groups and individuals to fi nd 
affordable workspace. 

why are Shared     SpaceS emerging?
The pendulum is swinging from global 
back to local. While the 90’s promised 
‘virtual work’, the new millennium is 
reinforcing the importance of space.

Alongside new technologies has been 
the rise of ‘independents’ who work 
with several clients but who are not 
bound by the restrictions of any one 
physical space. 
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our theory of change

a s we’ve built and expanded CSI over the past few 
years, we’ve developed our theory of change—

it’s our way of capturing how the Centre for Social In-
novation creates the conditions for social innovation to 
emerge.

S  Serving as the foundation is the physical space, 
the environment which our members see and 

feel and touch and inhabit every day. It’s at the very base 
of the pyramid because it’s what sets the tone for every-
thing else: our members want to come to work simply 
to enjoy the space. The physical space is the container 
for everything that occurs at the Centre.

I
C  The physical space sets the conditions for com-

munity. Community develops as people start to 
feel comfortable in a space, are happy to spend time in 
it, and develop relationships with other members doing 
the same. A kitchen, for instance, isn’t just a place to 
eat; it can also allow for shared meals and impromptu 
gatherings, and those, in turn, are the basis of the re-
lationships which lead to a real sense of kinship among 
the members. With some delicate animation, the bonds 
of community are forged and strengthened, building 
social capital and a network of relationships. 

I  Community relationships allow members to ex-
change ideas, to collaborate easily, to fi nd ser-

vices and access knowledge that might otherwise be 
hard to come by. In short, community is what leads to 
innovation, because a community of other creative, en-
gaged people is what blows away the cobwebs, allows 
you to see an old problem in a new light, and helps 
you fi nd creative ways of implementing solutions you 
might not otherwise have considered. And that—all the 
myriad ways in which space and community foster social 
innovation—well, that’s the whole purpose of the Cen-
tre for Social Innovation.
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We have witnessed the birth and growth of three dis-
tinct but related movements. The fi rst is a movement 
toward co-location. Co-location generally refers to the 
more-or-less permanent sharing of space among orga-
nizations. Within this fi eld, there is a particular trend 
toward co-location of nonprofi t organization within a 
single facility, often known as a Multi-Tenant Nonprofi t 
Centre. The members in these centres are individual 
organizations who have decided to share space, often 
an entire building, as a strategy to save costs and ad-
vance their missions. The Nonprofi t Centers Network in 
San Francisco (nonprofi tcenters.org), a project of Tides 
Shared Spaces, is the primary organizing body for a 
network of over 200 such shared spaces, mostly in the 
United States, and is leading the charge in developing 
and connecting the fi eld. CSI is a proud member of the 
Nonprofi t Centers Network.

Sierra Health Nonprofit Innovation Center in the 
Sacramento area (sierrahealth.org)

a three-pronged 
movement

T he shared spaces movement is exploding. While 
various forms of shared workspace have been 

around for decades, the idea of shared space as a 
unique fi eld of practice is more recent, and the past few 
years have seen a dramatic rise in the number of shared 
spaces and in the interconnections among them.

The second movement is often referred to as cowork-

ing. Born of ‘independents’ (freelancers, sole practitio-
ners, consultants, etc.) primarily in the tech and design 
sectors, coworking spaces are generally more informal 
and of smaller scale than co-locations. Many members 
are motivated by opportunities for social connect-
edness; as independents, they are too often working 
alone. 

Coworking spaces provide shared space for part-time 
members and are popping up all over the globe. This 
movement, more ad-hoc than the co-location move-
ment, is being loosely connected and organized through 
the Coworking Wiki (blog.coworking.info). While most 
coworking spaces do not apply a ‘social change’ lens to 
their work, one notable exception is The Hub (the-hub.
net), a global network of coworking spaces now reach-
ing into over 20 countries around the world. CSI is an 
affi liate of The Hub Network.

The third movement is a movement toward incubation 
of social change projects. Although it’s a fuzzy term, 
incubation generally refers to support given to early-
stage projects and organizations. This support can in-
clude programming, trusteeship, shared services, in-
vestment and fi nancial back-end services. The past few 
years have seen an increase in the application of tra-
ditional incubation strategies for commercialization to 
social enterprises.

The Hub, a coworking space, also applies a social 
change lens to their work (the-hub.net)

National Community Development Institute builds 
capacity for social change in communities (ncdinet.org)
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the cSi twiSt

T he Centre for Social Innovation is a hybrid of 
these movements. Like co-locations we provide 

permanent, stable offi ce rental to organizations. Like 
coworking spaces, we provide part-time desk spaces 
to ‘independents’. Like an incubator, CSI provides pro-
gramming and shared services to its members, and of-
fers a handful of projects support ranging from strate-
gic advice to back-end fi nancial services. 

This makes us unique. In fact, there are a few other 
unique characteristics of the CSI model.

< 5

S

[D]

A*

a SoCial Change lenS

The Centre for Social Innovation is designed to support and 
foster social innovation. All of our members are selected based 
on their commitment to that goal, and all of our programming 
is designed to increase the capacity of social enterprises, non-
profi ts, charities, green businesses, artists, designers, creators, 
and activists to improve the well-being of people and our 
planet.

a foCuS on SMall

We focus on groups with fi ve or fewer staff. The vast major-
ity of our members are one- and two-person operations. It is 
these small groups that are in the greatest need of shared fa-
cilities and administration; it is also these groups that are best 
positioned to collaborate and connect with others.

PhySiCal deSign

We understand the critical role of physical design in setting 
the tone of a space and the behaviour of its users. We have 
developed a very specifi c approach to physical design that has 
been a key ingredient in our success and in the ‘experience’ of 
the Centre for Social Innovation.

aniMaTion aS PraCTiCe

Community animation is what turns “a place to work” to a 
space of social innovation. We’ve been building the practice 
of animation and developing its role as a central feature of suc-
cessful shared spaces.



52% of members describe themselves as working on 
the environment, 39% in culture, 31% in social justice, 
and 25% in technology (respondents were allowed to 
select multiple sectors).

Incorporated for-profi t and incorporated nonprofi ts are 
equally represented among our members, at 23% each.  
25% of members are registered charities, and 24% are 
unincorporated.

We are a community of the small but mighty: 94% of CSI 
members have three or fewer full-time equivalent staff. 

Two-thirds of members are under the age of 40, doing 
their best to keep the other third feeling young! Thirty-
seven percent of members bicycle to work every day 
(fewer in Toronto winters!).

So, just who are the members of CSI? It’s an eclectic mix 
that cuts across sectors and organizational types, ages 
and skill sets, and it’s an altogether glorious jumble.
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Professional Association

Public Space

Health & Disability

Law / Advocacy / Politics

Other

Social Services

Community Economic Development
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Capacity Builder

Social Justice
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member SnapShot

i n November 2008 we conducted a comprehensive 
member survey. The survey comprised more than 

one hundred questions, investigating everything 
from customer service to the effect of membership 
on organizational revenues. The results include, in 
addition to quantitative measures, more than 2,000 
submitted comments, anecdotes, and suggestions. 
We are honoured and grateful that so many of our 
members were willing to share their thoughts and 
insights with us, and thrilled to now be sharing them 
with you1. 

[1] Throughout this report, unless otherwise noted, any statistics 
or feedback attributed to CSI members refers to the informa-
tion gathered from the 80 respondents to our November 2008 
survey, who represent about 30% of our membership.

download the survey 
and a report of the 
results:
socialinnovation.ca/sssi
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Getnet Ejigu, one of the CSI’s 

community animators, and 

front-desk-greeter/problem-

solver extraordinaire, has 

turned the lights on now, 

and put the big urn of 

coffee on to brew. 

8:20

A couple of others are 
on the phone, returning

last night’s voicemails.

The lights are off and the hallway is still

 It's quiet, for the  moment. 

An early bird or two can be found at their desks, 

going through the morning routine:

steaming mugs of coffee

email

to-do lists
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9:35
Bagels! Fresh from Montreal and laid out 

on the counter in the kitchen, for any and 

all to snack on.

People start clustering round chatting 

about their latest projects.

Getnet Ejigu, one of the CSI’s community 

animators, and front-desk-

greeter/problem-solver extraordinaire, 

has turned the lights on now, and put the 

big urn of coffee on to brew. 

A couple of others are on the phone, 
returning last night’s voicemails.

chatting about their latest projects.
People start clustering round

9:35

Bagels! 
Fresh from Montreal and 
laid out on the counter in 
the kitchen, for any and all 
to snack on. 

8:20
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1:46

11:01 a.m. The lounge is going full 
throttle: impromptu consultations by 
the fridge, a scheduled meeting on the 
couch in the centre of the space, a 
strategy session at the round table in 
the corner. Someone reaches behind the 
reception desk to grab an ethernet 
cable—the wireless has been on the 
fritz but a conference by 
instant-messenger must go on 
regardless. 

1:10 No more Indian food.12:55

2:12 p.m. Pant, pant, pant, lick, woof, 
pant. There's a dog in the lounge! 
One of the tenants felt bad leaving 
Maisie at home all day and brought 
her in for the afternoon. (She's 
friendly, and soon settles down.)

11:00
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How do I 
make more 
coffee?

Oh, 
would you like 
some of my 
peanut butter?

I have a thing
about peanut
butter

one of the tenants 
asks, trying to combat 
afternoon doldrums

she says while the 
coffee is brewing

Executive Director Tonya 
overhears and helpfully 
steps in, going through the 
procedure step-by-step.

and then she passes over 
a spoon for dipping straight 
into the jar.

6:15

8:00

Voices echo in the aptly named Think Tank—

someone’s having a meeting. A couple of other 

members wander up to the rooftop patio for a 

chat. Someone else comes out of the bathroom 

in a party frock, on her way to a function straight 

from work.

One by one, lights start going off at desks 

across the floor.

The lights are pretty much all out now. It’s 

quiet again—for the next ten or eleven 

hours, at least.
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wElCoME to
thE CENtRE foR                        

soCial iNNovatioN

h oused on two floors of the Robertson Building, a historic fac-

tory building in downtown Toronto (located at 215 Spadina 

Avenue), CSI is home to more than 180 social mission projects 

and organizations. It provides  —  as all good homes do  —  physi-

cal shelter, but a great deal more than that as well: security, com-

munity, the wisdom of those a generation older than you, and the 

boundless energy of those a generation younger. The organiza-

tions are all small, ranging in size from one to maybe a half-dozen 

staff. Some are just starting out, newly hatched in the minds of 

their creators and recently liberated from their basement home 

offices. Others are well-established, with secure grants or rev-

enue streams and a track-record of years of accomplishment. 

What they share: a commitment to systems change; to not just 

improving people’s lives but finding new approaches to tackling 

social, environmental, economic, and cultural challenges. And,  

significantly, membership in a community of like-minded  

organizations.

CSI both fosters social innovation and is a social innovation  —  a 

new model for how individuals and organizations committed to 

social and environmental progress can pool their energy to both 

create a more humane working environment and do more effec-

tive work. And while that sounds like a wonderful goal, one whose 

merits are so obvious as to not even require defending, this was not 

always the case. 

CSI was founded in early 2004, and barely anybody  

understood what it was meant to be or do back then. This  

is the story of how CSI came to be.



“If you’re in, 
I’m in…” 

“Well if you’re 
in, I’m in!”
Tonya surman and margie zeidler making a pact

how it all 
bEGaN 
38

2
C h a P T e r
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a sk those who’ve been involved in CSI from the outset just 

why or when it got its start and you’ll get slightly different 

variations on a theme each time. This, immediately, tells you some-

thing: CSI is a collaboration, and like all collaborations it draws 

on the various experiences, proclivities, and perspectives of its 

creators. There is no agreed upon storyline because there is no 

single answer to the question of how CSI was founded. Nor, more 

importantly, does there need to be. Some key players cite cer-

tain academic trends or developments in workplace culture, others 

government research projects, still others economic crises which 

forced nonprofit organizations into creative cost-reduction. All are 

correct, and none tell the whole story.

But begin somewhere we must, and so we shall start with an orga-

nization charmingly named Spadina Bus. Spadina Avenue — the 

street on which CSI is located  —  is one of the oldest and busiest 

thoroughfares in Toronto, home to many historic buildings that date 

to the city’s earliest days. In the late 20th century Spadina went 

through something of a rough patch, with many of those build-

ings becoming prohibitively expensive to maintain, and some even 

regrettably being left vacant. Zoning by-law changes eventually 

turned the neighbourhood around — specifically some new regu-

lations which freed the area up for mixed-use development, and 

allowed for innovative utilization of the existing infrastructure. As 

the King and Spadina neighbourhood was reborn it became a hub 

in the downtown core, humming with both commercial and resi-

dential activity. New businesses, and especially “new economy” 

businesses based on technology, gravitated to the area, as did the 

young people who worked at these firms.

A lot of these old 
beautiful buildings 
were fantastic, and 
were filling with 
technology and 
internet companies.
eric  meerkamper

Spadina Bus was founded in 2000 by Eric Meerkamper, a partner 

in DECODE - a strategy firm dedicated to understanding young 

people and this new economy. “It was basically a networking asso-

ciation that was created to brand the King and Spadina area of 

Toronto as being an innovation cluster,” he recalls. “A lot of these 

old beautiful buildings were fantastic,” and were filling with tech-

nology and internet companies. The people starting these busi-

nesses “really loved the authenticity of the buildings,” and young 

people began flocking to the neighbourhood. Four-hundred-and-

fifty people showed up at the first meeting of Spadina Bus, a tes-

tament to how invested the neighbourhood’s new residents were 

in its development. Though Spadina Bus is now defunct, that first 

community of people served as a kind of signpost, an indication 

that innovative redevelopment on Spadina — redevelopment which 

prized liveability and respected the neighbourhood’s history — was 

not only possible but welcome. 

Over the next couple of years Eric started wondering not just about 

neighbourhood developments but about some other urban issues 

as well, and specifically about the role of social mission organiza-

tions. He had been having some conversations with Patrick Tobin, in 

the Department of Canadian Heritage (an agency of the Canadian 

federal government) about the challenges facing small nonprofits. 

“Pat and I…started to speak with a number of not-for-profits, social 

enterprises, charities, and so on, to really try to understand what 

the key barriers were for growth.” The answer they got? “A lot of it 

was space.” Funding is often project-based, not stable, and these 

small organizations were trapped because they couldn’t tap into 

reliable infrastructure and establish a firm foothold. 

Older buildings in the area were 
filling with technology and internet 
companies. They felt authentic, there 
was a lot of space, the price was right.



42 43

DECODE prepared a study for Canadian Heritage on a potential 

solution to this problem: providing better space for these orga-

nizations. The report was titled “Establishing a Social Innovation 

Centre in Toronto,” and published January 31, 2003.

From his perspective, Pat Tobin too had multiple overlapping rea-

sons for becoming interested in the state of the union at small 

organizations. In addition to his conversations with Eric, Pat 

had been doing some work with Margie Zeidler, the founder of 

Urbanspace Property Group, a mission-driven real estate devel-

opment company. Margie had already opened a co-location for 

artists and cultural entrepreneurs in the King Spadina neighbour-

hood, at the building that became known simply by its address 

— 401 Richmond. A study released in September 2003 showed 

Margie had already opened a 
co-location for artists and cultural 
entrepreneurs in the King Spadina 
neighbourhood, at the building 
that became known simply by its 
address — 401 Richmond.

that 401 members were healthier than many comparable organiza-

tions housed independently, and that community focused design 

and programming is what made the difference. (401 Richmond has, 

in the years since it opened, become an inspiration for many other 

cities across the globe.)

Clearly momentum was building around the notion of using shared 

space and shared resources to ease the burdens on small organi-

zations, but the concrete path to developing such as space was 

not yet clear. Pat came to the conclusion that government perhaps 

wasn’t cut out to for this particular task since government, as a 

guardian and distributor of taxpayer money, wasn’t necessarily in 

a position to accommodate something so new and unpredictable. 

The wheels had begun turning, however, and within a matter of a 

few months Eric and Pat would become instrumental in the not-

yet-named CSI’s development, and Eric one of its founding board 

members.

a nother of CSI’s founding principals was Mary Rowe, who at 

the time was president of Ideas That Matter, an organiza-

tion which ran events and issued publications inspired by the work 

of urbanist Jane Jacobs. Mary agrees that the origins of CSI are 

impossible to pin down: “like all good ideas you don’t really know 

where they started…CSI was an amalgam of a whole bunch of dif-

ferent energies and ideas…and different people.” She goes on to 

emphasize the way in which this exemplifies the kind social innova-

tion CSI seeks to foster: “I think it’s an emergent idea…in that way 

it was a great instance of social innovation.” 

King and Spadina Neighbourhood
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Mary, it so happened, knew both Pat Tobin and Margie Zeidler. 

According to Mary, Margie was already well on her way to under-

standing just how powerful collaborative spaces could be: “Margie 

was developing her ideas around how she was developing an eco-

system of users around her building (at 401 Richmond, the cultural 

industries co-location space)…she was constantly watching and 

trying to learn from the ecology.” In May 2003 the two went to a 

conference in New York on the subject of shared facilities in this 

sector. As Mary tells it, Margie got so inspired that one day while 

on a break from the conference, while they were sitting together at 

a bar, Margie turned to Mary and simply said, “I just think I should 

do this.”

Around the same time, Robert Barnard, DECODE’s CEO, came to 

Alan Broadbent with a proposal to fund a meeting in Toronto with 

three generations of social innovators. Robert had been at a confer-

ence in Geneva in the Fall of 2002 organized by the Schwab Foun-

dation where the idea of gathering social innovators was discussed. 

As a major supporter of urban issues (Alan is chair of the board at 

Ideas That Matter’s parent company, Avana Capital), Alan agreed 

to support and host the event. Mary Rowe and Margie Zeidler were 

both at that event and the idea of establishing a social incubator 

was floated.

Margie, of course, attended. “It did come up among a lot of the 

younger people that they felt isolated,” she recalls, “because they 

were working in basements or wherever. They thought it would be 

a useful idea to maybe share some simple equipment, like maybe a 

fax machine or phones — that was about as far as it got technologi-

cally — but mostly what they wanted was community, they wanted 

Like all good ideas 
you don’t really know 
where they started…
CSI was an amalgam 
of a whole bunch of 
different energies and 
ideas…and different 
people.
mary rowe

to be able to discuss with other people what they were doing.” This 

was a subtle but important shift in the conversation, moving from 

co-location (housing organizations in the same building) to shared 

spaces (having communally-accessed infrastructure and facilities).

At the time, Margie happened to be finishing up renovations of 

215 Spadina, an old factory building she had recently acquired to 

accommodate the overwhelming unmet demand for space at 401 

Richmond (which, at the time, had 200 members on its waiting list). 

She had a 5,000 square foot space still available on the ground 

floor, and thought that it might, just maybe, have the potential to 

serve as just such a shared space.

a t the exact moment Margie was getting excited about the 

potential for actualizing the notion of shared space, some-

one else across town was getting similarly energized — specifically, 

a woman named Tonya Surman.

Tonya was a former member of Margie’s at 401 Richmond and a 

partner in the Commons Group, a consulting firm dedicated to 

helping social mission groups build effective and fruitful networks. 

Tonya had been building online and offline communities and under-

taking social ventures for fifteen years, in fact, and was becoming 

an expert in the field of collaboration, enterprise, and innovative 

governance models. Tonya had also been thinking about clustering 

and constellations — bringing capacity builders in the social mission 

sector together — and had even looked at some office space that 

might be used in this capacity. 

Tonya and her husband Mark happened to throw a dinner party 

one night — only it wasn’t just any night, it was the very night after 

Maytree’s social innovation conference took place. And to this din-

Younger people  
felt isolated… mostly 
what they wanted  
was community.
margie  ze idler
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ner party they happened to invite Philip King, the CEO of an online 

fundraising company. Philip had been at the conference and so, 

in typical fashion, it came up as a topic of conversation at dinner. 

Philip happened (this story involves a charming and jaw-dropping 

number of things that just “happened” to be the case) to mention 

that his favourite moment of the day involved “this one woman, I 

think her name was Margie or something, [who] was talking about 

bringing together some nonprofits — she said she basically had a 

building, and was thinking about how to bring some folks together.”

Tonya, in her own words, “interrogated him,” and gleaned as much 

information about the project as she could. She called Margie the 

next day and told her that she’d been thinking about working on a 

similar shared-space project. The two got together for coffee once, 

and then Margie introduced Tonya to Mary Rowe. The three met a 

few times over the next few months, refining their thoughts on the 

subject. “Tonya’s an instinctive mixer,” says Mary, and has “a kind of 

web understanding of interrelations…at the time Tonya was trying 

to concretize these ideas about interrelations that she was seeing in 

the technology world.” Tonya, as soon as she heard what Mary and 

Margie had been discussing, basically said “let me at it,” in Mary’s 

words. “She was ready to jump in with not just hands but hands, 

feet, fingers, toes…” 

For all three of them, the prospect of combining of social innova-

tion and shared space was becoming ever-more compelling.

i n a moment that would prove instrumental, Eric introduced Pat 

Tobin from Heritage Canada to Mary, Margie, and Tonya: the 

catalyzing group of what would become CSI had finally all come 

together.

Margie and I walked 
out of the meeting 
and it was one of 
those moments that 
I’ll never forget…
Tonya surman

In December 2003 Tonya, Margie, and Pat had a meeting with a 

cultural affairs officer at the City of Toronto. Tonya’s eyes invariably 

light up when describing, not this meeting exactly, but what hap-

pened right after: “Margie and I walked out of the meeting and it 

was one of those moments that I’ll never forget… We walked out 

and there was a blizzarding storm, and there was this crazy hail, and 

we were standing out…and I don’t even remember what we were 

talking about, but there was just this moment where she looked at 

me and she said… ‘If you’re in, I’m in.’ And I said, ‘Well if you’re in, 

I’m in.’ And it was just this pact.”

The five of them — Margie, Mary, Tonya, Pat, and Eric — held their 

first meeting as now official founding partners of the Centre for 

Social Innovation in January 2004, decided that they wanted to 

move things along as quickly as possible, and set themselves a six 

month deadline for getting the operation up and running. Cana-

dian Heritage provided $15,000 for a feasibility study of a shared 

spaces venture; the principals, already were convinced of its feasi-

bility, used that infusion of cash to draw up the concrete plans to 

back the vision up. Tonya happened to have some time available, 

having recently returned to working life after taking time off to have 

a baby, and was on the lookout for interesting opportunities. Her 

absolute enthusiasm for the project, and her deep knowledge of 

collaboration, proved irresistible: the group decided she would 

make the perfect executive director of the new venture. 

(Well, it wasn’t quite that simple. Tonya and Pat had, as a matter 

of fact, gone to meet with a potential executive director. Fortu-

nately, someone else was astute enough to see what, in retrospect, 

seems obvious. The founders were having a meeting one day and 

Pat raised the issue of establishing a hiring process for the execu-

We wanted to  
prove our hunch 
that bringing groups 
together would  
spark innovation.
paT Tobin
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tive director. At which point, Tonya recalls, Mary Rowe piped up 

and said “’Well Tonya, don’t you want that job?” Tonya, of course, 

said yes, and then Mary went on: “Tonya, can you leave the room 

please?” Tonya stepped out for a few minutes, and about ten 

minutes later she stepped back in and was offered the job by her 

fellow founders.)

Tonya (whose enthusiasm has abated not one iota in the past six  

years) likes to refer to Margie as CSI’s “angel“ — the fairy godmother 

of the whole operation, as it were. Her conceptual and material con-

tributions were, simply, what made CSI possible. Entirely in keeping 

with her character, Margie speaks far more humbly of her own role 

than others do about it: “we gave the rent at a good deal,” she says 

modestly, “it wasn’t half of other people’s rent, it was just a tiny bit 

lower — but we didn’t require that they start paying rent until they 

had members.”

CSI was created on a cost-recovery model, that is, on a plan accord-

ing to which there would be enough revenue from the rents to 

cover operating expenses. Thus, the primary financial challenge 

was getting started in the first place. Margie lays out the problem 

CSI would otherwise have faced: “Landlords typically don’t like 

members who are very nebulous — they don’t like members where 

there are multiple members; they don’t like members that don’t 

have three years worth of financial statements to show; and so on.” 

Why then was Margie so eager to get on board? “In a sense I kind 

of considered myself the member, because it was an organization I 

co-created, because it was something I wanted to try.”

Urbanspace Property Group underwrote the build-out of the space 

and the start-up for CSI tenancy, including partial support of the 

salary of the Executive Director and half the salary of an administra-

tor for the first year, as well as an interest-free loan of $52,000 — 

An initial investment totaling over $250,000. Tonya, meanwhile put 

in buckets of sweat equity: she brought her successful consulting 

practice and its revenue into the Centre, and continued to take on 

consulting work until CSI’s fourth year of operation — essential to 

making the Centre work financially. Both were hooked on the idea 

of what might be possible.

Other financial start-up schemes, you might think, could have been 

found: government assistance, grants, or private donors might 

all have gotten CSI off the ground in alternate universes. Maybe. 

But as Pat had considered earlier, the barriers — born of the fact 

that CSI was a new kind of enterprise and didn’t fit neatly into any 

funding model anybody recognized — proved insurmountable. In 

their initial quests for funding, in fact, nobody wanted to touch the 

project, since it didn’t fall into any recognizable or existing funding 

categories. “It was the brokenness of the boxes,” says Tonya, “that 

was the problem.” Margie’s and Tonya’s contributions of money, 

time and labour allowed CSI to circumvent all those roadblocks 

and enabled the space to go from idea to execution with lightning 

speed.

Tonya developed marketing materials in January and February and 

the founding members sent an email out, relying on all their exist-

ing networks, announcing the availability of member spaces in the 

now-named Centre for Social Innovation. At the same time, Tonya 

and the board also fleshed out financial projections, pricing mod-

els, space designs, member recruitment guidelines, and a whole 

host of other documents that were essential to starting up. The 

Centre was registered as a nonprofit on March 22, 2004.
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“Trust me, 
it’ll look like 
this in three 
months.”
Tonya surman reassuring a soon-to-be member
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d eveloping the facilities and developing the community hap-

pened simultaneously, and each had — or attempted to 

have — an effect on the other. 

“There were things that were difficult,” remembers Margie, “but 

we stuck to the decisions we’d made.  For example, we wanted to 

make it very open and visible and airy and light, and people imme-

diately wanted to put filing cabinets in front of their glass walls to 

block themselves off so they couldn’t be seen, or put drywall up 

instead of glass. 

There was a bit of fighting about that, and so it had to be laid down 

in the leases.”

Design, in short, mattered an awful lot to everyone involved. There 

were some design principles which Tonya and Margie viewed as 

indispensible: they were part of the very character of the Centre 

they were trying to build not just physically but psychologically.  

part of that was to bring light into the centre 
but part of it was also to create community.

This particular Centre happened to 
be housed in a heritage building, an 
old warehouse with exposed brick 
and wood floors, which were, it 
goes without saying, pretty to look 
at. But they weren’t the essentials: 
those materials were the specific 
manifestation in this case, but others 
might have served the same purpose. 
It’s the purpose — the effect those 
materials produce — which matters.
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“It has to be open, I think,” says Margie. “Even though members 

have their own individual spaces, we’ve tried to open up…to have 

the doors be glass and have some parts of the walls be glass, to 

bring light into the hallways and also to increase visual communica-

tion between people in their suites and people in the hallways. It’s 

a security thing too: if everyone’s locked behind their doors you 

don’t know what’s going on — the more people can see each other, 

the better.” This approach to design is rather like taking a mixed-

use block of your neighbourhood — the kind of space Jane Jacobs 

is famous for advocating — and bringing it indoors. In fact, Margie 

even borrows one of Jacobs’s metaphors to describe the interior of 

CSI: “eyes on the corridor,” a play on Jacobs’s slogan of “eyes on 

the street.” Buildings and workplaces, like neighbourhoods, func-

tion best when they are held in common.

“There has to be lots of light, and I think that’s just common to any 

working condition,” Margie continues — light is how you achieve 

openness. North America lags behind Europe on this matter: in Ger-

many, she points out, there’s a rule that “you cannot place a worker 

more than fifteen feet away from a [natural] light source. Here the 

cores in these [office] towers are typically sixty feet deep…execu-

tives get the best space and the walls go up and so everybody else 

is sitting in the dark…that’s inhumane. I don’t think people should 

be anywhere where they can’t have access to natural light.”

Margie (who can talk for longer, and far more interestingly, on light 

than anyone you’ve ever met), continues: “Somebody did a calcu-

lation once: even on the darkest day the intensity of light outside is 

something like ten times what we can recreate in an interior space 

with even fantastic intensity of artificial light — it’s just the quality of 

it, the distribution of it, etc. is so much greater.”

openness & lighT

“…light is how you achieve 
openness…i don’t think 
people should be anywhere 
where they can’t have 
access to natural light.”
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Equally essential to creating and sustaining this 

sense of community are common spaces. Every-

one coming into or out of their office in CSI has 

to pass through the common area, and much like 

the living room in your house, it contains all the 

essentials for a comfortable break: an arrange-

ment of couches, a rug or two, a coffee table 

piled with newspapers, a few plants and knick-

knacks that have been picked up over time.  

Did you check out that 
new dumpling place 
down the street?

How was your son’s 
birthday party?

Know any good 
grant writers?

it’s a space which allows for a melding 
of the personal and the professional 
which crystallizes the kind of 
interaction typical of csi.

w alls, in fact, can be the biggest barrier to light, which is 

why the ones in CSI don’t go all the way up to the ceiling. 

“All the offices are on the perimeter,” Margie points out, “where 

the windows are, and if you put [walls] up, that’s the end of the 

story — you get no more light.” Though they were counter-intui-

tive and took some getting used to, these partial walls had other 

benefits. Prime among these was their use in supporting good 

air circulation, and doing so affordably. Without these open walls 

people in the interior of the floor space wouldn’t have gotten any 

air, and the cost of building out the duct work would have been 

prohibitive. Compared to traditional office towers, with un-open-

able windows and artificially controlled environments, “if you put 

trees outside, so you’re getting more shaded light, and you can 

open your windows to get some breezes, and you can use fans 

(which reduce heat by about 4º C in summer),  you can do without 

air conditioning and you can also lower your heat load because 

you don’t have as much artificial light and therefore you don’t 

need as much cooling. It’s simple — people have forgotten.”

The walls not going all the way up to the ceiling had another effect, 

and another intention, that was at least as important: it’s a design 

feature that fosters community. It is impossible to maintain insular-

ity, to keep entirely to yourself, when you can’t help but overhear 

your neighbour’s conversations sometimes, and you know that they 

can’t help overhearing yours. The goal wasn’t to be invasive (pri-

vate phone booths are available for confidential calls, for instance), 

but to generate a sense that all the members were somehow in 

something together. 

 

presence

The walls not going all 
the way up to the ceiling 
had another effect, and 
another intention, that was 
at least as important: it’s a 
design feature that fosters 
community.
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In keeping with the open-concept ethos which underlies 

both the space and the philosophy of CSI, the kitchen 

has no walls, and blends seamlessly into the cosy couch 

area. The cupboards are stocked with dishes and utensils, 

the coffee pot is always on, and recycling bins are clearly 

labelled.

There is much wisdom in the old adage that bonds are 

forged and friendships formed over the breaking of bread. 

It is wisdom that holds to this day, and it was over shared 

meals and communal lunches that CSI’s members first and 

most strongly developed connections to one another. Cof-

fee klatches in the morning, a communal salad bar at lunch, 

an impromptu glass of wine to celebrate the end of a long 

week — the kitchen is the heart of CSI like it’s the heart of 

any home. All the small but essential meetings, which char-

acterize the texture of a day at CSI and are its life’s blood, 

would be impossible without it. “That’s the magic sauce, 

says Tonya, “community is built around food.”

The kiTchen

of course, of all the 
various kinds of common 
space, kitchens are most 
important. margie and 
Tonya, quite sensibly, knew 
from the beginning that 
their new space couldn’t do 
without one.
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w hile Margie and Tonya were working on the physical infra-

structure of CSI, Pat, along with the other founders, were 

working on developing its membership. (Though CSI is technically 

a landlord, renting out space to the small organizations which are 

its members, people use landlord-member language far less than is 

typical when describing the Centre. It’s designed, and experienced, 

as something far more intimate.) The group used their collective 

social networks to recruit potential members, sending out emails 

to advise everyone they knew that space would soon be available. 

Representatives of forty organizations came out to the two informa-

tion sessions the founders held, and twenty-five of those submitted 

applications for the fourteen available spots.

Tonya, eager to flex her muscles as the newly installed executive 

director, made it her mission to personally bring in some of CSI’s 

Networks, and just plain 
networking, were essential 
in getting the right 
members in the space. 

first members. She had, in addition to the general email which the 

founding group had sent out, called friends who were running the 

kinds of organizations she wanted to see in CSI. One in particular 

was Paul Bubelis, executive director of the Sustainability Network, 

a capacity-building organization that works in the environmental 

sector. He recalls getting a call from Tonya, who introduced CSI, 

he remembers with a laugh, with the words: “I have an idea. Bear 

with me.” She pitched him and another contact, Chris Winter, at the 

Conservation Council of Ontario, and both agreed to take spots at 

the Centre.

Pat, recalls Tonya, “was instrumental in filling the space with people. 

He was the one that made sure we had multicultural communities 

here, he was the one that made sure arts groups were brought in.” 

In fact, each of the founders brought their own experiences, com-
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munities, and perspectives to the selection process, advocating for 

the groups and potential members with which they had already 

had positive experiences. Tonya fought to ensure space for envi-

ronmental groups while Margie, like Pat, went to bat for arts orga-

nizations. Mary Rowe, the complexity expert, was committed to a 

mix, and wanted to ensure that the members who were ultimately 

selected came from as wide a variety of backgrounds as possible, 

and Eric made sure there were a couple of for-profit members, fur-

ther enhancing this diversity. 

The selection process itself was an exercise in breaking traditional 

workplace models in which factors far beyond a potential mem-

ber’s ability to make rent were taken into account. Selection criteria 

included consideration of an organization’s social mission, its physi-

cal fit in the available space, its reach and profile, and its innovative 

nature. The founders were also mindful of wanting to create the 

right balance in the group of members as a whole, making sure 

that they came from a diverse array of backgrounds and were at 

different stages of maturity. Selection ended up being weighted 

one-third in favour of emerging organizations, which were still in 

their formative stages of development, and two-thirds in favour of 

more established, sustaining organizations.

Sandy Crawley, executive director of the Documentary Organisa-

tion of Canada, heard of the Centre via the email the founding 

members had sent out, and was the very first member to move into 

CSI; he also wound up joining the board of directors. Before CSI, 

he says, “we were located in a little cubbyhole of an office up in a 

building on College Street.” When the email landed in his inbox, 

therefore, he was intrigued enough to attend one of the informa-

tion sessions and take a tour of the facilities.

“Facilities,” of course, was something of a loose term — the Centre 

at that point consisted of a gutted, completely raw space. There 

were exposed brick walls, some fantastic wooden floors, and pretty 

much nothing else. Of course, this is a great improvement over 

what had been there previously: Tonya recalls the “horrible” drop-

ceilings and the “awful, disgusting drywall disaster” with a shud-

der. Folding chairs were set up amidst the construction debris and 

Tonya and Margie spoke to prospective members at two meetings 

in February and March. The information at the meeting, like the 

space itself, was bare bones but effective at conveying the key 

ideas: Tonya distributed a one-sheet rundown of the rental costs, 

and a copy of the floor plan Margie had drawn up. 

One-third in favour of 
emerging organizations

Two-thirds in favour of more 
established, sustaining organizations.

“Trust me,” paul remembers her saying at the 
meeting, “it’ll look like this in three months.”

download our member 
selection criteria:
socialinnovation.ca/sssi

download our member 
selection criteria:
socialinnovation.ca/sssi
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S andy had never encountered terms like “clustering” before, 

but got hooked on the idea and, like Paul and Chris, decided 

that he wanted to take one of the spaces. Flashing back to that 

early meeting, the message Sandy took away was that: 

The Documentary Organisation of Canada moved in June 1, 

2004 — just a year after the conferences in New York and Toronto 

which sparked the idea of building CSI in the first place. (This isn’t 

to say that there was a direct causal link between the conferences 

and the foundation of CSI — innovations are never born out of such 

simple connections. But there was something in the air, a shift in the 

gestalt, which helped CSI along and which CSI itself then helped 

strengthen in turn.) The founders had met their first major goal, and 

had members coming in to CSI right on the six-month schedule 

they had set themselves.

“They weren’t ready,” laughs Sandy, “but we moved in anyways. 

The phones didn’t work for a month on and off…there was a table 

saw outside the office — it was a quite a go.” Plastic sheets cur-

tained off the Documentary Organization’s office, and sawdust was 

flying as Sandy settled into his new desk. 

it could be social enterprise, it could be  
not-for-profit, but the thing was — you  
had to want to change the world.



“Are we 
expected 
to run this 
place  
as well?”
jini sTolk to Tonya surman, asking about governance
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T he fledgling CSI needed organizations that were healthy 

enough to be responsible members — but after that it was 

creating an exciting mix of people that was important. Among the 

organizations that moved in were not just arts-based groups like 

the Documentary Organization, and environmental groups such 

as the Sustainability Network and the Conservation Council, but 

humanitarian organizations like the Stephen Lewis Foundation 

(which developed so successfully that it eventually outgrew CSI 

space and moved into its own office down the street).

Jini Stolk had just started the Creative Trust (a collaborative group 

whose membership includes dance, music, and theatre companies) 

when CSI was putting out feelers for members. “I had moved from 

my home to a desk in someone else’s office,” she says, when she 

heard about the new space. Pat Tobin put her in touch, and like 

Sandy at the Documentary Organisation of Canada, Jini came in for 

an information session and a tour.  The meeting, she remembers, 

was held in CSI itself, which at the time was “absolutely raw, unfin-

ished warehouse space.” Tonya’s presentation was “about a vision 

for a space where people from the various nonprofit sectors, and 

social enterprises, might share space and common activities.” 

Though this sounded great, says Jini, “I did have one question, 

which was: “‘I’m really busy running my own organization — are we 

expected to run this place as well?’” Worried about the “horrors 

of co-op or collective, which would have sent me over the edge of 

workload” Jini was essentially concerned that membership in CSI 

would add a whole new layer of responsibility rather than alleviate 

pressure. This was also something Tonya and the other founders 

had been discussing — just what the respective roles of CSI and 

the member organizations should be. “Tonya said that this immedi-

ately clicked with her,” Jini remembers of that meeting, “and that 

[CSI] would need to be professionally managed and facilitated…in 

a friendly and enabling environment.” 

Tonya still recalls this exchange as well, calling it “the defining 

moment of our governance.” CSI would not be a co-op but a com-

munity, in which members could join in as little or as much as they 

individually wanted. 

CSI steered away from the co-op route in another respect: it was, 

from the outset, treated as and run like a customer service-oriented 

business. Not only were members free to partake in as little or as 

much of the social and organizational life of the Centre as they 

wished, they were freed from the routine daily duties that could 

hinder their efficiency and hamper their success. The Centre itself, 

rather than any members’ collective, assumed responsibility for 

basic office functions: it would take care of everything from copiers 

to cleaning, phone lines to parties. Yes, the members have to put 

away their own dishes and would be expected to take responsibility 

for their own messes, but the vast majority of mundane, time — and 

money — consuming details would be cleared off their desks. Cru-

cially, this would allow CSI to afford its members the latitude and 

ability to enhance and program the space they shared, since mem-

bers were freed of the need to expend energy on the space’s basic 

maintenance. Members would be encouraged to self-organize 

things like a weekly Salad Club or the occasional meditation ses-

sion.  

The Centre would allow its members to focus on leading health-

ier lives and give them back many of their own internal resources, 

which they could put where they belonged — towards achieving 

their social missions.

Members would be 
encouraged to self-organize 
things like a weekly Salad Club 
or the occasional meditation 
session.  
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Staff and memberS 
brought vitality 
to the Space every 
Single day.
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Of course, running a high quality customer service operation requires 

service providers: CSI needed staff. Annie Hillis was the Centre’s 

very first staff member, hired to assist in the implementation of the 

space — everything from member recruitment to leasing photocopi-

ers. Annie helped with all the nitty-gritty details that are essential to 

getting an organization up and running and took her leave when the 

Centre opened; she was replaced by another key early staff mem-

ber, Audrey Vince. Audrey implemented organizational systems and 

helped the members troubleshoot any problems, creating a sense 

of order and security in the early days. And Audrey, a year or two 

later, was replaced by Maria Pazo, whom members remember for her 

vibrancy and energy — for epitomizing CSI’s sense of fun and com-

munity. “This place wasn’t run by the founders,” Tonya makes a point 

of saying, “it was run by the staff. They, along with the members, 

brought the vitality to the space every single day.”

The organizations which joined csi in 2004 
were of similar staff sizes and at similar stages 
of development, but had different experiences 
to share. and so, says jini, “it was just easy 
to talk to people and ask questions and start 
having lunch together.” The members started 
to take a familial interest in each other’s work, 
she goes on: ”The mail would come and it 
would be just loaded with cheques for the 
stephen lewis Foundation…it was exciting.” 

Once the matters of organization and governance were settled Jini, 

like Sandy, not only signed up her organization with CSI, she joined 

its board of directors. The founders wanted to hear from members 

and made a point of including member voices in the board. (These 

members joined the board as individuals rather than being  nomi-

nated by their peers to officially represent the members as a whole.) 

Jini still smiles when remembering those first couple of months: 

“I loved having the new people move in — that was always really 

fun… They had to be very flexible. If you were too buttoned up, 

then this wasn’t the place for you.”

T hough members began moving into CSI in June 2004 the 

space didn’t host its official launch party until October. Eli 

Malinsky, an acquaintance of Tonya’s husband Mark, came by to 

check out the new space and reconnect with Mark, who he hadn’t 

seen in a while. He remembers being immediately impressed: “I 

came in and I looked around and I said ‘This is it... It’s a smart idea, 

it’s a necessary idea, it’s an idea that should have been done a long 

time ago.’” He was pursuing his Masters degree at the time, and not 

in the market for office space of his own, but CSI stuck in his memory.

In the spring of 2005 CSI, wanting to develop its community and the 

relationships between its members further, put out a job posting for 

a Program Manager. At this point, Tonya freely admits, CSI hadn’t 

yet figured out — beyond establishing the physical space — how to 

bring about the bigger-picture goals of collaboration and innova-

tion. The Centre hadn’t, in other words, landed on quite the right 

strategy for actualizing that part of its vision (“the methodology and 

the practice were virtually non-existent,” says Tonya), and the hope 

was that a new staff member might help with this.
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Eli heard about the opening and asked Tonya to have lunch to dis-

cuss the position. After they met, he laughs, he “insisted on get-

ting the job, basically.” He got it, too, and started in September 

2005. When Eli joined the staff CSI had what he describes as a 

very friendly work environment, “friendlier than most,” in fact, 

“but looking back it wasn’t hyper-dynamic and any formal collabo-

ration was more or less nonexistent.” Eli’s mission was to try and 

boost communal engagement within CSI, and his first attempt was 

to offer some programming around topics in which the members 

expressed interest.

These, as it turns out, didn’t go all that well; though many of the 

members had any number of subjects about which they wanted 

to learn more, only a couple of them showed up for any particular 

event. Says Eli: “People want to learn what they want to learn when 

they need to learn it… Unless it’s really pressing for you you’re not 

going to try to accommodate it, so it’s mostly a matter of schedul-

ing and juggling that amongst other priorities… They were inter-

ested and they were saying they were interested but it wasn’t as 

important as finishing the day-to-day tasks that they had to do.” 

What all of these early programming experience pointed to was that, 

while CSI had fulfilled its first appointed goal — to create a shared 

space that would lighten the load of its member organizations — there 

was still a lot of room to grow, and lots of untapped potential in terms 

of developing networks to connect those members.

This prompted a seemingly small change of course, but one that 

would prove profoundly significant, towards what CSI calls “com-

munity animation.”
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animation,  
aS oppoSed to 
programming,  
iS all about 
enabling 
community  
rather than 
directly trying  
to create it.
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“animatorS  
are the people 
who build  
the culture,” 
addS tonya, 
“and the 
culture  
iS the point.”

Animation, as opposed to programming, is all about enabling com-

munity rather than directly trying to create it: it’s a philosophy of sup-

porting and fostering an environment in which collaboration emerges 

naturally rather than intervening to try to instigate collaboration by 

sheer force of will.

Rather than working directly to form new relationships between 

members the Centre decided it would act as a facilitator, clearing 

logistical questions (like those pesky phones and fax machines and 

internet connections) off small organizations’ desks, thereby freeing 

them up to pursue their goals as creatively as possible.

Animation, explains Eli, “is the idea that we are curators of an envi-

ronment — a physical environment, a social environment, a psy-

chological environment — and that the magic is taking serious your 

responsibility to curate those three things.” The goal is to “spark 

instigation” among CSI members rather than for CSI to be that insti-

gating force itself.  

in short, csi shifted gears and decided to focus 
on creating the conditions for innovation — to 
provide the atmosphere and the infrastructure 
and the opportunity — and let member 
organizations take it from there.



“Why write a 
plan when 
you should 
just open 
the doors?”  
mary rowe, exuding entrepreneurial confidence

mary rown urging Tonya surman
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o ne of the catchwords at CSI is “learnings.” Like all sensible 

people, its staff and members knew from the beginning that 

there would be some unexpected realizations along the way, and 

also some false starts, and that paying attention to these and inte-

grating the insights garnered along the way would be essential to 

CSI’s continual growth and development. 

In fact, the learnings go back to before CSI even opened its doors. 

Mary Rowe, reflecting on CSI’s establishment, says: “I remember 

Jane Jacobs saying that you can accomplish anything if you don’t 

care who gets the credit…and I think that’s really critical here.” She, 

and many others involved in founding the Centre, are convinced 

that without this collaborative approach, in which the core group 

avoided ego-driven battles, didn’t pursue media attention, and 

didn’t compete for rank in CSI’s hierarchy, not only typifies CSI but 

is essential to its having gotten off the ground. 

Mary herself is responsible for one of the most important learn-

ings of all — one which is built into the very DNA of CSI. “She was 

the complexity guru,” Tonya emphasizes, “she was the one who 

planted the seeds of complexity theory from the get-go. She was 

amazing.” 

She was also, by all accounts, the no-nonsense voice who could 

cut through organizational Gordian knots fearlessly. One of the key 

learnings at CSI, after all, is that traditional models for organizing 

work needn’t necessarily be followed: that collaboration rather than 

hierarchy, flow rather than regimentation, can be both more effec-

tive and provide a healthier working life. Tonya goes on: “[Mary]’s 

the person who, when I walked in and I said, in one of our meet-

ings, ‘should we do a business plan?’ — thinking that that’s what a 

consultant does, a consultant writes a plan — said ‘well, who are 

you selling what to, and why in God’s name would you write a plan 

when you should just open the doors?’. She was right.”

The process of canvassing for and selecting members was also a 

very valuable learning opportunity. “First contact matters,” Tonya 

points out, “that was one of the most important learnings. How you 

define a culture happens in the first moment of contact.” Related to 

that is the significance of what might be called mythology: the way 

in which an organization figures in the minds of its founders, mem-

bers, and the surrounding neighbourhood, communities, and city 

in which it is embedded. “The story of the beginning is the story 

you will tell for years to come,” Tonya goes on to say.

And once the doors were open, the learnings continued in earnest. 

Eli Malinsky, reflecting on CSI’s initial programming, says that sev-

eral key insights emerged from those early efforts. One was that 

“given our small numbers, what we had to do was open up learn-

ing opportunities beyond the doors of CSI — we couldn’t expect 

fourteen members to pack the room.” This pointed to and rein-

forced CSI’s ambitions to both expand its membership and physical 

space, as well as to have some greater interaction between CSI 

members and the social mission sector at large. And the other, as 

we’ve already seen, is that you can’t force people into community, 

much less do so on a schedule. Providing avenues by which people 

can start talking to one another — be it via an informal and sponta-

neous lunch gathering or an internal listserv on which members can 

ask each other for advice or put out calls for bits of work that other 

member organizations might be able to do — is far more congenial, 

and far more effective, than relying on a steady stream of work-

shops to build community.
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Jini Stolk highlights the significance of these informal means of 

communication, and the kind of learning-by-osmosis which started 

happening once the members had spent a bit of time together 

in the space: “For me personally and for our members it’s been I 

think a real benefit — an unexpected benefit — to be able to see 

my organization…in the context of the nonprofit world and of the 

social innovation and social change world. [Before moving in] it was 

relatively easy to avoid having a lot of interaction with people in 

other sectors — your sense of yourself in relation to the landscape 

at large was really hard to see. It’s helped me to verbalize and ana-

lyze things that I had not really thought much about before but just 

accepted.”

There have been, fortunately, relatively few challenges from CSI’s 

point of view in terms of managing its members. Eli says, grate-

fully, that the “CSI is blessed with the least imaginable amount of 

office politics. I don’t know how it happens. All things considered 

we spend relatively little of our time dealing with emotional and 

interpersonal problems. We deal with them, but given the nature 

of this it’s shocking how little.” The snags that do arise tend to be 

practical rather than cultural or interpersonal, and thus, while some-

times difficult, have clear solutions. 

w hen CSI was founded there were, as there are in any new 

venture, lots of questions to which the founders had no 

easy answers. Perhaps the most significant, says Eric, was that “we 

didn’t know going into this was the level of interaction that could 

be expected from the members.”

As Eli points out, some of the earlier thoughts on how to make this 

happen didn’t entirely pan out, but over time a consensus emerged 

that laying the groundwork for collaboration, innovation, and sys-

temic change was far more effective than trying to create it via 

direct intervention. 

One day, several years after the Centre opened, Tonya and Eric sat 

down to try and refine and condense this learning into a readily 

comprehensible form. “Tonya and I literally did this on a napkin in 

[local bistro] Peter Pan,” Eric recalls. On the napkin in question was 

a diagram in the shape of a pyramid. The CSI pyramid has three 

levels, with space at the base, community above it, and innovation 

at the peak. What this pyramid captured was that shared space 

is the essential foundation for building community, and commu-

nity the foundation for creating innovation. The CSI is the pyramid 

as a whole: not aiming at innovation itself, but a holistic ecosys-

tem in which innovation was supported and from which it naturally 

emerged.

Tonya and Eric called this CSI’s Theory of Change, and though 

seemingly simple, it represented the distillation of four years’ worth 

of experience, experimentation, successes and failures, and con-

tinual fine-tuning.

Creating a shared space to foster a community of 
social mission organizations was all well and good  
in theory, but what would it look like in practice?



“We needed 
to become 
something 
more.”
eli malinsky musing on the expansion
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T he Centre for Social Innovation has been a restless organiza-

tion from the outset. Though it started in a relatively small 

space, some of the founders hoped from the beginning that it 

would soon outgrow those five or six thousand square feet, both 

literally and metaphorically, and take on new members and new 

projects. More importantly, it became clear that growth was a busi-

ness imperative. Scaling up was necessary if CSI was to generate 

enough income to be self-sustaining: at full capacity the Centre 

was only bringing in about 60% of the revenue it needed. By 2006, 

says Eli, “we knew we wanted to expand. We had a waiting list of 

forty organizations, and we knew that in order for us to achieve our 

vision — which was being much more than shared space to fourteen 

organizations — we needed to become something more.”And, 

when the time came, the perfect opportunity presented itself.

CSI considered buying or leasing a building externally, and began 

looking at some candidate spaces. Almost immediately they ran 

up against the problem any relatively new venture does: though 

appealing, these real estate opportunities would be challenging for 

an organization that didn’t have much by way of an accumulated 

surplus. Right as they were wrestling with this question, says Eli, 

“we received word that the fourth floor [of the Robertson Building; 

CSI was located on the ground floor] had opened up, and it was just 

fortuitous magical timing.” Much bigger than the first floor space 

CSI already inhabited, taking over that new terrain gave CSI the 

opportunity to really come into its own. Once again, Urbanspace 

stepped up to underwrite the entire build-out to CSI’s specifica-

tions.

Eli, the detailed-oriented pragmatist of CSI family (Tonya, by con-

trast, is its fearless visionary), explains the expansion in the mat-

ter-of-fact terms anyone running an enterprise needs to respect: 

“I think it was clear that there was more market demand than we 

could satisfy, and so just like in a typical entrepreneurial business 

case you’ve got to be a complete idiot if the market’s asking you 

for something that’s going to be profitable and you’re not finding 

a way to respond.” 

That wasn’t, however, the only reason to grow. The other “was a 

sense that whatever collaboration and dynamism we had with four-

teen would be multiplied and magnified with more.” 
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The fourth floor space gave CSI the chance to offer not just more 

but more kinds of workspaces: in addition to full-sized offices there 

were spaces for permanent desks, including lockable storage, that 

were ideally suited for one- or two-person organizations. There was 

also — and this became key to the development of the atmosphere 

and culture of the fourth floor — an area set aside for a robust “Hot 

Desk” program, in which individuals can buy access to workspace 

for a set number of hours per month. And the heart of the fourth 

floor is the huge, open-concept reception, lounge, and kitchen 

area which hums with activity at pretty much any hour of the day. 

In fact, CSI’s Noise Policy describes it as “ the place to talk, laugh, 

meet, connect, ramble, introduce, hula hoop, party and engage.” 

(Yes, there actually is a hula hoop hanging there, ready for anyone 

to use.)

The fourth floor opened in March 2007 and reached full occupancy 

within four months. It became clear soon after that CSI was not 

just expanding its physical footprint — its culture was evolving too. 

Because it contained organizations that were, as a rule, smaller and 

less established than those on the first floor, and because a sig-

nificant percentage of the members were Hot Desk members who 

came and went according to the demands of their schedules, the 

fourth floor was from its beginning a much more fluid and fast-

paced environment than the first. Founding first floor member Jini 

Stolk puts it this way: “I kind of tend to think of the fourth floor as 

the kids…there seems to be just a lot of wacky, slightly untamed 

energy up there — it just seemed to me to be a bit more like the 

Wild West.” Eli Malinsky echoes this sentiment, though in slightly 

different terms: “The fourth floor is a dynamic community of a wide 

variety of people and sectors coming in and out of the space in a 

very fluid way, with lots of programming and excitement, and lots 

of energy and public-ness about all of it.” 

The way that many members describe the cultural differences 

between the two floors is that the first floor is like the grown-up 

and the fourth floor the teenager of the CSI community. “Teenag-

ers” isn’t meant pejoratively here: it’s rather a way of capturing the 

fourth floor’s tendency to attract more of the brash experimentalists, 

the ones willing to throw something at the wall and see if it sticks. 

It’s louder and more rambunctious. The first floor, by contrast, is 

calmer, and its members more tightly-knit. The pace is slower and 

the atmosphere more placid. As Tonya puts it: “There’s a steadi-

ness that exists down here [on the first floor]. Upstairs there’s a 

diversity and a vibrancy and a life, but a lack of stability. Way more 

emerging [organizations] upstairs, way more transition, way more  

noise — but life.”

T he opening of the fourth floor ushered in another major shift: 

with so much more physical space, and so many more mem-

bers, it became clear that one support staff person wasn’t going 

to be enough. The increased revenue brought in by the additional 

rental space was enough to cover the cost of some additional staff 

members, and gradually, over the next couple of years, the Centre 

hired several community animators. Each community animator had 

specific areas of activity (communications, administration, etc.), but 

all were responsible for enlivening and activating the space. It can 

sound kind of ephemeral, but it’s really rather simple when you 

put it in concrete terms — and, fortunately, one of CSI’s animators 

has done just that. Yumi Hotta has been an animator based on 

the fourth floor of CSI for quite some time now, and she recently 

described that experience in Rabble.ca, a Canadian online magazine:

download our noise 
policies:
socialinnovation.ca/sssi
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Community can’t be reduced to a formula, but if it could it would 

look something like what she’s describing. Or perhaps like some-

thing Mike Brcic describes when he explains why, after a life of 

choosing not to work in offices, he made an exception to take a 

position at CSI: “The main thing for me was being involved in a 

community of people who share similar values, who are inspiring 

and inspire me and inspire each other.”

a further sub-group within CSI was created in the summer of 

2009, when the Centre opened a third space in the Robert-

son Building. The 3,000 square foot area (referred to by its location 

in the building, Suite 160) has nine offices, two meeting rooms, 

and five permanent desks. Plus, of course, the essential ingredi-

ents for a vital and happy group of members: a common space, 

an open-concept kitchen, lots of natural light, and an aesthetically 

appealing design. 

The majority of the members in Suite 160 have relocated from CSI’s 

fourth floor, and are now occupying offices that are bigger and qui-

eter than the spaces they had there. Colleen Diamond, Executive 

Assistant and Project Coordinator at CSI, was given the fun, and the 

responsibility, of managing the renovation of Suite 160 in prepara-

tion for its new members — a sign of just how much trust the found-

ers now put in the Centre’s staff. 

Interestingly, the opening of Suite 160 has helped change the 

dynamic of CSI as a whole, and recalibrated the relationship 

between the floors. “Now that we’ve got this new space on the 

first floor, there’s this new energy [in the original first floor space],” 

says Tonya gladly, a kind of redistribution of collective engagement 

across the spaces. 

As a Community Animator, I work with hundreds of members every day. They 
are activists, artists, social entrepreneurs and nonprofits. And very few of them 
know what I actually do. I think most people see me as a regular office manager or 
receptionist. Not completely unjustified, as a good portion of my job goes to fixing 
everything from grumpy printers to scraped up biking knees to clogged toilets. But 
here’s the kicker -- that’s just part of my job. There’s more, it’s just harder to see.

So what’s the more that makes me a Community Animator? The more is facilitating 
the space to create and expand a strong community.  The daily tasks (the printer, the 
toilet, the knees) are really a way for the Community Animator to have conversations 
with community members. And the real magic is in the conversations themselves. 
These unstructured, day-to-day interactions allow me to gather information to 
connect people, create events & programs to engage the community, and maintain an 
incredible workplace experience for everyone.

I’ve connected people to everything from volunteers to graphic designers to grant 
databases; we’ve had events & programs on everything from conversations on the 
impact of current politics on social innovation to yoga to accounting for self-employed 
persons.



“These  
projects,  
by nature,  
work under  
the surface.”
A familiar refrain from the sTaFF and Founders
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T hough CSI is thought of first and foremost as a physical site, 

the Centre does not just create an environment in which orga-

nizations can flourish. It spends a considerable amount of its time, 

energy, and resources on trying to better understand the principles 

it exemplifies in the physical space—like collaboration, network-

building, systems change—and putting this understanding to work 

in helping to get some new projects off the ground.

Since its very inception people have often described CSI as an incu-

bator, but in its earliest days this wasn’t actually the case. After a 

little while though, the Centre decided to take this felt sense of 

nurturing to heart and begin experimenting, to see what an incuba-

tor for social change might really look like.  Its first experiment was 

to support the work of green entrepreneur Chris Lowry by fostering 

the creation of Green Enterprise Toronto (GET), an initiative that 

helps strengthen the community of sustainably-minded indepen-

dent businesses and customers in Toronto. Playing things by ear 

and learning as it went, CSI offered GET trusteeship, bookkeeping 

services, coaching, and management support. Once GET was up, 

running, and on stable footing, CSI repeated the success, work-

ing to help build projects like TechSoup Canada (which provides 

technological assistance to nonprofit organizations), Frontline Part-

ners with Youth Network (which connects frontline youth workers so 

that they can support and learn from one another), and the Ontario 

Nonprofit Network (which facilitates the sharing of knowledge and 

development of coordinated policy initiatives amongst nonprofits 

in all sectors across Ontario). 

In all cases, these projects met the Centre’s increasingly strict incu-

bation criteria: they are based on networks, focussed on systems 

change, and embody an entrepreneurial, bootstrapping spirit.

CSI’s distinctive kind of incubation is perhaps best thought of as 

something like venture capitalism for social change: the Centre 

tends to play a more active role than a typical incubator. It sits on 

projects’ advisory committees, provides management oversight, 

leverages its networks and relationships, and ultimately brings 

whatever it can to the table to ensure success. And it’s working. 

The incubated projects have attracted constituencies, funding, and 

momentum, and CSI has already seen a number of these initiatives 

leave the nest—a sure sign of success.

The Centre also has a natural attraction to policy advocacy, due to 

its essentially systems-changing nature. Through Tonya’s consult-

ing, CSI led a multi-stakeholder policy consultation on toxics and 

children’s health in 2007, one which ultimately helped produce a 

ban on Bisphenol A in baby bottles in Canada, triggering a market 

transformation. Meanwhile, CSI’s work on the Social Entrepreneur-

ship Summits of 2007 and 2008, and on the Social Enterprise Coun-

cil of Canada, has been instrumental in building a movement of 

practitioners and decision-makers who are beginning to create the 

conditions that will enable social enterprise to thrive. 

Since one of the defining and distinctive characteristics of CSI is 

the way in which it fosters networks and collaboration, these sub-

jects have been central to its research and theoretical work as well. 

The Centre has explored questions around the impact of networks 

with a year-long Think Tank on network evaluation, releasing a 

book entitled Network Evaluation: Cultivating Healthy Networks 

for Social Change. It has also been a leader in investigating how 

open source thinking is changing our landscape with its pivotal 

“Open Everything” event in 2006, which was later replicated in a 

half-dozen places from Singapore to Berlin. And then, a little closer 
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Networks are increasingly prevalent in the social change 
sector. Many of us have invested time and resources in 
network development on the assumption that networks 
are important vehicles to advance our goals. But how do 
we know if our networks are really working? And what can 
we do to improve their performance?

In 2007 and 2008, the Canada Millennium Scholarship 
Foundation and the Centre for Social Innovation con-
vened a diverse group of social change practitioners for 
a series of meetings on network evaluation. Together, we 
explored the unique character of networks and devel-
oped a Framework for evaluating their health and impact. 
This book contains the results of our exploration.

The Canada Millennium Scholarship Founda-
tion was created by an Act of Parliament in 
1998 with a 10-year mandate (2000-2010) to 

improve access to post-secondary education and recog-
nize exceptional merit, as defined by academic excel-
lence and community leadership. In this time, the Foun-
dation disbursed more than $3.2 billion to students across 
Canada.

The Centre for Social Innovation catalyzes 
and supports social innovation in Toronto 
and around the world. We create community 

workspaces, incubate emerging enterprises, and develop 
new models and methods with world-changing potential.  
For more information visit: www.socialinnovation.ca
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to home, CSI co-hosted “Sharing for Social Change” in 2007, con-

vening 230 practitioners to explore how collaboration might build 

more resilient social mission groups. 

More recently, CSI has found itself playing a leadership role in con-

vincing funders and policy makers to see the potential of social 

enterprise with its replication of the highly successful Enterprising 

Nonprofits (ENP) program. Based in Vancouver, the original ENP 

supports the ongoing growth and success of selected nonprofits by 

providing them with grants to help underwrite their business devel-

opment. CSI brought this innovative micro-granting program to 

Toronto, and convened twelve funders to support social enterprise 

in Toronto. Crucially, ENP doesn’t just hand over a cheque and leave 

nonprofits to their own devices: it offers skills training, programming, 

and networking opportunities to help the nonprofits along the way, 

and screens applicants thoroughly to ensure they have the best pos-

sible chance of success.

Like its incubation activities, all these initiatives hold a few things in 

common: they all rely on networks, work across sectors, and demon-

strate entrepreneurship in action. 

These projects are at once integral to CSI and incredibly easy for the 

casual observer to miss. They are integral because they exemplify 

the spirit with which the Centre was created, and are instances of its 

social innovation principles in action. But if you don’t have reason to 

be directly engaged in one of them you might never know they were 

there. 

CSI is continually refining its social innovation programming and 

clarifying its social innovation work. It has made the most of oppor-

tunities as they presented themselves, experimented, and tried 

things out along the way to separate the truly effective ideas, tools, 

projects, and methodologies from the ones that are merely good in 

theory. Because in the end, it’s the practice of social innovation that 

makes a difference – and it’s the practice of social innovation that CSI 

is dedicating itself to.

all theSe 
initiativeS hold  
a few thingS  
in common: 
they all rely on 
networkS, work 
acroSS SectorS, 
and demonStrate 
entrepreneurShip 
in action. 



“Our calling  
is pulling  
us into  
the broader  
community.”
eli malinsky sees a need for CSI to extend its reach

what’s 
NExt 
100
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T hough CSI, like all healthy organizations, is continually honing 

its practices and fine-tuning its operations, it is also looking 

into the future. By its nature an organization that embraces uncer-

tainty and emergence, there is never perfect clarity about what the 

coming years will bring. But CSI also knows when a framework or 

plan has landed. And recently, a new framework for understanding 

the Centre’s trajectory has landed.

“We’ve really always prided ourselves on this idea of local knowl-

edge and the importance of understanding context—we’ve always 

rejected the idea of franchising,” explains Eli. CSI knows Toronto, 

and knows that the city isn’t satiated—there is a great deal of pent-

up demand for shared workspace in the social mission sector. CSI 

has had a members’ waiting list for as long as it has existed, a wait-

ing list that now numbers several dozen organizations. 

What was at one time a vague intention became suddenly clear 

in December 2009 as CSI came face to face with an opportunity 

to purchase a building in the Annex neighbourhood of downtown 

Toronto. Having explored the market and rejected a few potential 

spaces, it became clear that 720 Bathurst Street had all of the ingre-

dients for success: size, character, condition and location. The next 

part – the hard part – would be structuring and closing a deal on a 

super tight timeframe. 

But once again, CSI proved its mettle. Within four short months, the 

Centre for Social Innovation secured a City of Toronto Loan guaran-

tee, a mortgage for 75% of the building’s projected value, and $1.7 

million in private debt financing. On May 18, 2010, the Centre for 

Social Innovation took possession of its newest project: the Centre 

for Social Innovation Annex.  

This morning we removed the conditions on the 
building and handed over the non-refundable deposit 
of $150,000... Closing date will be May 18th. Brian, 
Alex, Dean, Janna, Karine — a special thank you...

There will be champagne here at CSI at 4:30 today 
if you can join us...

This is me screaming a giant OH MY GOD!!!!!!

Tonya

We are now the proud owners of 720 Bathurst St.

board@socialinnovation.ca; 
staff@socialinnovation.ca

Tonya Surman

The first aspect of growth for csi is physical 
and locally rooted: the creation of more shared 
spaces for social innovation in Toronto.
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And this segues nicely into the second area of growth CSI envi-

sions: working internationally to advance the field of shared spaces 

to support social innovation. Of course, this very book is a step in 

that direction. CSI would like to support a global community of 

shared space practitioners, allowing each one to share its learnings, 

tools, knowledge, and strategy, and stimulating the overall devel-

opment of the sector. A related goal is to network shared spaces, 

building connections between them that will eventually lead to the 

development of shared tools and the free flow of ideas and services 

that are changing the world. 

The third major area of growth involves a deepening of the under-

standing and practice of social innovation. Resting on the knowl-

edge that local, contextualized knowledge is essential, CSI will 

focus on social innovations that are possible and needed at home. 

“We are focusing on prototyping new methods and models that 

are achieving real impact in the world” says Tonya, “and we want to 

start right here at home.”  

In Toronto, there is an increasing focus among urban leaders 

on civic entrepreneurship and on the ways in which citizens can 

actively co-create solutions to the myriad challenges facing our city. 

“This appetite for change speaks volumes about how we can work 

together to fix our future. People are hungry to be a part of the 

solution. We just need to find a way to leverage their passion.” 

And so, CSI is shifting from developing the conditions for change 

to actually going out into the world and creating change using the 

tools of innovation and collaboration to tackle real-world problems.  

“How can we become more intentional about fostering social inno-

vation in our communities?” asks Tonya. “What will it take to gener-
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“How can we create 
a city which creates 
the conditions for 
social innovation 
emergence?” “Who would 

benefit from a 
global platform for 
local action?”

“How can we share our 
models and methods for 
social change?”

“How can we be 
more intentional 
in fostering social 
innovation in 
Toronto?”

“What would a global 
community of shared 
spaces focused social 
innovation look l ike?”

“How can spaces 
benefit from 
working together 
on shared tools and 
knowledge?”

“How can we bring 
more members into 
our community?”

“How can we 
improve the 
operations and 
impact of our 
spaces?”
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all in all, it’S 
a full Slate 
for a growing 
organization 
that’S foStering 
Social change… 
and having Some 
fun along the 
way. 

ate and apply the new ideas that will break the log-jam and achieve 

systems change? The dream is to build a series of innovation labs 

within CSI in which citizens and organizations can proactively col-

laborate, innovate and create models that will change the world.  

“We’ll also be reflecting on and sharing the results of our experi-

ence globally,” explains Eli, with the aim of “creating an interna-

tional dialogue around social innovation.” In partnership with col-

leagues around the world CSI will work toward a global platform 

that empowers local action through an international lens.  

CSI is also beginning to release a series of publications that share 

its own models and methods with an international audience.  After 

six years of working at a local level, it’s now time to reveal its learn-

ings to the broader social innovation community; a coming out 

party for all of the Centre’s great work.  

All in all, it’s a full slate for a growing organization that’s fostering 

social change…and having some fun along the way.  

Quadrant 3: Local social innovation
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The common area on the 
fourth floor is crowded, 
and the crowd is feeling 
rambunctious.  cheering, 
shouting, whoops from 
every corner. and in the 
very centre of the room: 
a battle of wills. Two 
contestants are waging 
battle, each with a steely 
gleam of determination 
in their eyes.

the StakeS? 
honour, 
glory, and 
bragging 
rightS for the 
next year.
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welcome to csi’s annual cookies 
and cocktails smackdown. every 
december, just before the winter 
holidays, csi throws a fabulous 
bash. along with providing the usual 
holiday party entertainment (grateful 
speeches, snacks, and the entertaining 
antics of mildly tipsy colleagues), 
this party offers a special treat: finely 
honed, carefully mixed cocktails, and 
an array of artfully crafted, home-
baked cookies. it’s a friendly rivalry 
writ large, an annual tradition that csi 
members wouldn’t dare miss.
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Tonya explains:

For four years running 
now we have been 
holding the cookies and 
cocktails smackdown. 
now, the cookies and 
cocktails smackdown 
is a holiday celebration 
which is an excuse to 
get everyone to bring 
out their best drinks 
and baked goods and 
compete with one 
another. we collaborate 
all year round and it’s time 
to just hammer each other 
and compete.

“we collaborate 
all year 
round and it’S 
time to juSt  
hammer each 
other and 
compete.”



116 117

more whoopS. a 
winner haS been 
declared!  

juSt another day 
in the life of cSi.

it’s all in good fun, of 
course, and it gives csi 
members and staff an 
opportunity to revel in 
each other’s successes. 





This book was designed by The Movement, as part of 

our effort to work with people and groups who are doing 

better. Working with social entrepreneurs and innova-

tors, we use the power of design thinking & doing to 

give form to complex ideas. We’re a network of com-

mitted people ready to tackle complex problems, and a 

studio dedicated to delivering results. We work openly 

with groups, on challenges that matter.

inFo@ThemovemenT.inFo
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