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Preface
Dene Nahjo has, for many years now, been considering the 
possibilities of a physical place to house programming, activities, 
and events. From several visioning and planning sessions over the 
years grew the concept of an innovation centre. The envisioned 
centre would be a space for and by Dene people, reflecting 
and growing Dene culture, language, and traditions. The centre 
would serve as an innovative urban gathering place and support 
Indigenous Northerners to connect and reconnect to land and 
culture.

Part of my role as Strategic Engagement Catalyst at Dene Nahjo 
over the past year has been to explore how to move forward with 
the idea of the centre. This responsability started with some desk 
research. The unnamed centre project was originally subtitled 
the “Dene Nahjo Social and Cultural Innovation Centre.” We 
wanted to start by taking a closer look at some of those terms to 
understand if they were terms we wanted to continue to use. We 
also looked to other centres for inspiration, building a database of 
hubs and interviewing eight other organizations about their centre 
projects to develop a better understanding of their processes. This 
report outlines the high level findings from this research as well as 
some proposed next steps.

The position that I’ve had the privilege to hold over the past year 
was originally intended to be all about engaging a variety of folks 
and organizations to generate momentum for the centre. After a 
gathering with the Dene Nahjo founding members in November 
2019 and further reflections with the crew, we decided we weren’t 
ready to move forward with the engagement side of the strategy. 
Discussions about the centre turned into discussions about the 
future of Dene Nahjo, and ultimately we felt that Dene Nahjo’s 
future needed to be explored, clarified, and focused before we 
jumped boldly into advancing a physical centre.

For now, while we work through this, the Dene Nahjo Centre, or 
House, as it was warmly deemed during our gathering together 
last year, will reside in hide camps, Women’s gatherings, 
workshops, artist markets, in all the spaces Dene Nahjo inhabits.

Tara Campbell
Strategic Engagement Catalyst

November 2020
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What is social innovation?
Social innovation is a term that feels omnipresent in social change 
spaces. It has been taken up by major institutions; it headlines federal 
policy initiatives and it is the focus of several significant granting 
organizations. The social innovation sector is constantly growing and 
evolving and you hear a huge range of definitions:

SOME DEFINITIONS
• social innovations are “new ideas for a better world”1

• social innovations are “addressing social and environmental 
challenges in new ways”2

• social innovation “refers to the creation, development, 
adoption, and integration of new and renewed concepts, 
systems, and practices that put people and planet first”3

• social innovations are “innovations that are both social in their 
ends and in their means”4

• social innovation “can be procedural and concern practices, 
processes and services. It can be organizational and refer to 
the social organization of activities … On the institutional 
level, social innovation refers primarily to laws, policies, 
standards and rules”5

• a social innovation is “a new program, policy, procedure, 
product, process and/or design that seeks to address a social 
problem and to ultimately shift resource and authority flows, 
social routines and cultural values of the social system that 
created the problem in the first place”6

• social innovation is “about systems thinking, complexity, and 
large scale transformative change”7

DIMENSIONS
There are many dimensions to consider when understanding social 
innovation. Do we think about it as deliberate or emergent? As a 
process or an outcome? What is the scale? What form does it take?

1 Centre for Social Innovation. (2018). Report here. 
2 Hubcap BC. (2016). Website archived here.
3 Centre for Social Innovation. (2015). Website here.
4 Social Innovation eXchange. (2010). Report here.
5 Cloutier, J. (2003). Paper here.
6 Waterloo Institute for Social Innovation. Guide here.
7 Goodchild, M. (2019). Video here.

https://socialinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Unlocking-Canadian-Social-Innovation-.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20200105192956/http://www.hubcapbc.ca/What-is-Social-Innovation/What-is-Social-Innovation.aspx
https://socialinnovation.org/who-we-are/
https://youngfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Study-on-Social-Innovation-for-the-Bureau-of-European-Policy-Advisors-March-2010.pdf
https://crises.uqam.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/ET0314.pdf
https://uwaterloo.ca/waterloo-institute-for-social-innovation-and-resilience/sites/ca.waterloo-institute-for-social-innovation-and-resilience/files/uploads/files/10_silabguide_final.pdf
https://vimeo.com/356934590
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Evaluating the term
We considered the pros and cons of Dene Nahjo and the centre 
publicly using the label of ‘social innovation.’

BENEFITS
• It might increase funding avenues as foundations, the federal 

government, etc. are supporting it.

• It could connect Dene Nahjo into the broader network of people 
and organizations worldwide who use the label.

• It might draw attention from larger audiences of people who pay 
attention to the social innovation world.

• It comes with a well-developed body of theories, tools, and 
resources to draw from.

DRAWBACKS
• The term might just be a trend. Language in this space is evolving 

and what would it mean to apply the term to a centre that could 
outlive its use?

• It forms an implicit association with the existing social 
innovation ecosystem whom Dene Nahjo might not want to 
include in their extended family.

A report on inclusive innovation found that “many Indigenous 
groups and individuals [they] spoke with shared deep concerns 
regarding an increased role for businesses and philanthropic 
organizations in Indigenous communities, which could result from 
the adoption of social innovation practices.”8

• The language and terminology of social innovation can be 
alienating to those who aren’t familiar with them, potentially 
including some of Dene Nahjo’s program participants.

• The conventional social innovation tools and resources are 
embedded in the worldview from which they were developed 
and may stem from narrow cultural assumptions. Mainstream 
practices were generally developed by western thinkers in colonial 
spaces and institutions.

With these considerations in mind, we moved onto some Indigenous 
lenses on social innovation and innovation more broadly to look at a 
few different perspectives.

8 Employment and Social Development Canada. (2018). Report here.

https://sisfs.ca/wp-content/uploads/SISFS_Recommendations_EN.pdf
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What is Indigenous innovation?
Indigenous innovation is another relevant term with countless 
examples and definitions. While novelty is often stressed when 
thinking about innovation, Senator Murray Sinclair reminds Indigenous 
innovators that “innovation isn’t always about creating new 
things. Innovation sometimes means looking back at our old ways 
and bringing them forward to this new situation.”1 Others, like 
the Waterloo Institute for Social Innovation & Resilience describe 
Indigenous innovation as “a unique type of social innovation.”2

QUALITIES
In the introduction to ‘Indigenous Innovation,’ Wanka and Quechua 
scholar, Elizabeth Sumida Huaman, describes the qualities of 
Indigenous innovation as:3

1. driven by Indigenous people (i.e., who are accountable to local 
community);

2. seeks to restore, reclaim, protect, maintain, and revitalize local 
Indigenous knowledge linked with Indigenous cultural practices 
and languages;

3. draws from local Indigenous knowledge systems;

4. is equipped to conscientiously respond to imperialisms and their 
strategies, including colonization and capitalism;

5. creates spaces where metanarratives [i.e., overarching societal 
narratives] are problematized, approaches evaluated and 
reevaluated, and tensions appropriately addressed;

6. opens, expands, and rebuilds dialogue within and between 
Indigenous communities;

7. explores and builds connections with other knowledge systems 
(i.e., western modern science);

8. is concerned with how Indigenous people are benefited and for 
how long.

1 National Association of Friendship Centres. (2015). Report here.
2 Waterloo Institute for Social Innovation and Resilience. (n.d.). Web page here.
3 These qualities are quoted directly from Huaman, E. S. (2015). Indigenous-minded innovation  
 in shifting ecologies. In Indigenous innovation (pp. 1-9). Brill Sense.

https://mcconnellfoundation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Indigenous-Innovation-Summit-Report-2015-EN.pdf
https://uwaterloo.ca/waterloo-institute-for-social-innovation-and-resilience/research/indigenous-innovation
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What is an innovation hub?
Innovation happens in places and we can think about an 
innovation hub as a place that brings people together and 
supports innovation processes. These sorts of things go by 
many names: hub, centre, lab, incubator, etc., and may make 
no reference to innovation at all. Hubs can be located in many 
different environments: in government, in academic institutions, in 
private organizations (both for-profit and non-profit), as well as in 
more emergent community environments.1

CHARACTERISTICS
Tukka Toivonen and Nicolas Friederici put together a description 
of innovation hubs.2 A few of the relevant characteristics include:

1. Hubs build collaborative communities with entrepreneurial 
individuals at the center.

2. Hubs attract diverse members with heterogeneous knowledge.

3. Hubs facilitate creativity and collaboration in physical and 
digital space.

 
HOW HUBS SUPPORT SOCIAL INNOVATION
Innovation hubs support innovation by bringing together 
a diversity of people to learn and share, provide access to 
resources, and create a collaborative environment for collective 
projects and actions. Hubs provide this support through a variety 
of different innovation infrastructures.3 This includes both hard 
innovation infrastructure (e.g. concrete things like office space, 
books, or software) and soft innovation infrastructure (e.g. less 
tangible service-oriented offerings like mentorship programs, peer 
support groups, workshops).

1 Javidiani, M. (2017). Article here.
2 These characteristics are quoted from Toivonen, T., & Friederici, N. (2015). Article here.
3 Minshall, T., Kouris, S., & Mortara, L. (2011).

https://medium.com/@mazi_j/social-innovation-6590d1e2a7ad
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/time_to_define_what_a_hub_really_is


9

Innovation hub forms
Innovation hubs can take on many of different forms (and do 
not necessarily use the “innovation hub” language). Some of the 
relevant forms to Dene Nahjo include:

• Indigenous Cultural Centre: a space to attend to, develop, 
and share an Indigenous culture.

• Social Innovation Lab: a process to collaboratively tackle 
complex social and environmental issues with diverse 
stakeholders.

• Arts Hub: a shared space that brings together a variety of 
arts-related programs, activities, and people.

• Coworking Space: a shared workplace where people can work 
independently or collaboratively.

• Arts Collective: a group of artists working together with a 
shared purpose.

• Educational Program: a program that runs for a period of 
time that facilitates the learning of skills, knowledge, and/or 
culture.

• Makerspace: a shared space with materials, tools, and other 
resources available to make, repair, hack, prototype, and build 
things.

• Event/Gathering: a temporary innovation space created by 
bringing people together around a specific topic or purpose.

• Research Network/Think Tank: a group of experts providing 
research and/or advocacy around a certain topic.

• Living Lab: innovative activities taking place in real life 
environments undertaken by communities to experiment with 
alternative everyday practices.

• Incubator/Accelerator: a program that provides resources 
and connections to help innovations develop and grow.

• Community Arts Program: a program held within/for a 
specific community that facilitates learning and development 
around artistic practices and skills.

• Platform/Network: a digital service or network that provides 
specific tools, resources, or capabilities.

• Campaign/Movement: a group that works to bring awareness 
and people together around certain issues, enacting or 
influencing social change.
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Innovation hub inspiration
We built a database of 131 inspirational innovation hubs. Many of 
the centres and hubs we looked at were based in Canada, but we 
included especially interesting international examples as well. We 
cataloged:

• their innovation hub form (see the previous page);

• their sector;

• their hard and soft innovation infrastructures;

• their revenue streams;

• their qualities that overlapped with the Dene Nahjo Centre 
vision: Indigenous-led or Indigenous-focused, Northern, social 
innovation-focused, arts-focused, tourism-focused, culture-
focused, youth-focused, outdoors-focused, or architecturally 
unique. Screenshot of the 

innovation hub 
database

https://airtable.com/shrTQNevPYfibpt2D
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Interviews
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ILISAQSIVIK
Kanngiqtugaapik | Clyde River, NU

INDIGENOUS CENTRE 
FOR INNOVATION AND 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP
Tkaronto | Toronto, ON

KWANLIN DUN CULTURAL CENTRE
Whitehorse, YK

OCICIWAN CONTEMPORARY
ARTS CENTRE
Amiskwaciwaskahikan | Edmonton, AB

QAGGIAVUUT
Iqaluit, NU

QAUJIGIARTIIT HEALTH
RESEARCH CENTRE
Iqaluit, NU

SKILLS SOCIETY’S ACTION LAB
Amiskwaciwaskahikan | Edmonton, AB

SONGHEES INNOVATION CENTRE
Victoria, BC
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We talked to eight innovation hubs:
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Key Takeaways
Tips
Our interviewees were full of advice for the long and challenging 
process of embarking on a large capital project to create a physical 
space. We’ve summarized some of the common themes below:

RE: THE ORGANIZATION’S MODEL

• Bring in your own revenue through a social enterprise.
By far the most common tip we heard was the importance of 
generating revenue to reduce your reliance on grants or other 
external funding that can wax and wane depending on the priorities 
of your funders. A revenue-generating enterprise can be considered 
a social enterprise as it helps fund the social mission of the centre. 
Some of our interviewees operated accommodation or space rental 
businesses, coworking spaces, and event management services.

• Consider how your space and organization might transition or 
grow over time.
Your organization will change and evolve over time, and keep this 
in mind when planning your space and the process of realizing it. 

• Work toward a strong, shared vision up front.
It is important to have a common vision around the building and 
its purpose amongst all the stakeholders. Have these difficult 
conversations to find alignment early on to avoid more intense 
challenges later when it can be difficult to change course.

RE: DEVELOPING THE SPACE

• Emphasize having a network of people and programs 
established before investing too many resources into a space
Our interviewees stressed the importance of prioritizing programs 
and people before a space. Ideally, you have a strong organization 
in place before pursuing a capital intensive facility project. 
You can’t just put together a space and expect things to flow 
from there. It’s better to be experienced with your people and 
programming before investing too much in a physical space.

• Test your model
Test your model on a small scale before diving into a bigger 
project. Perhaps you can rent a space to begin with to experiment 
with a physical space before going down the expensive and time-
consuming renovation/construction route.
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RE: GENERATING SUPPORT

• Get influential/connected individuals to support your vision
Create a network of influential and/or connected individuals who 
support your project - they can be important conduits for bringing 
people to the project and can help spread the word about is and 
advocate for it in spaces where they have power. This might look 
like influential artists, Indigenous leaders, Elders, politicians, etc.

• Build political and community support early on
Bring up your idea for a space at every opportunity, in every 
conversation you have with stakeholders or potential supporters. 
Some of these conversations could be critical for generating 
support and can get a community or politicians behind the idea.

• Have an enticing plan and vision before hitting the political 
circuit
Have a concrete vision and plan in place when talking to potential 
funders or politicians. Beautiful pictures/renderings help! Find 
champions who can attach their reputation to the project and help 
you get the resources you need.

• A feasibility study can help garner political support
A feasibility study can be instrumental in articulating a research-
supported vision to potential supporters and funders.

• Build a strong relationship with the local First Nation
It is important to garner the support of the First Nation on whose 
territory your space will be. If you are considering having staff 
from the local First Nation, consider where they live and how they 
might get to and from work.

• Connect with other cultural spaces in the North and in 
Canada
Reach out to people who have done this type of work before, 
or who are in the process of doing it. They can give you a lot of 
inspiration and advice and help you find ways to keep going.

RE: FUNDING

• Some initial funding can unlock larger funding pots
In discussing capital campaign strategies, one of our interviewees 
felt that an initial, smaller commitment of money from a territorial 
government or some other lead organization can serve as the vote 
of confidence needed to unlock funding from larger organizations 
or the federal government.
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Challenges
Our interviewees highlighted a number of challenges, several of which 
were generalizable to all sorts of creative capital projects, including a 
potential Dene Nahjo Centre.

• Administration requirements are high. It is very administratively 
heavy trying to get a building built and is difficult to do as a side 
project. You have to remain patient and committed.

• The vision of the space might have to change in face of 
economic realities. The vision for your space may encounter 
challenges when it comes to financial viability. Buildings, 
particularly those in the North have high operating and 
maintenance costs. You may have to consider alternative revenue-
generation models that you weren’t planning on initially pursuing. 
Necessary changes in vision can generate tension amongst the 
people involved in the project.

• Balancing financial needs with ‘ethical funding’ sources can 
be difficult. A few of our interviewees spoke of difficult choices 
to be made around creating your space as you would like it and 
keeping it open and accessible to others while potentially having 
to accept funding from less that ideal sources (such as corporate 
money).

• Balancing various needs and visions. A long-term and capital-
intensive project generally involves several stakeholders and 
partners, all of whom have their own needs and visions. It can be 
a challenge to address diverse needs and visions, particularly if 
they are in conflict with each other. Make sure that you maintain 
an open dialogue around your purpose and work to achieve a 
common vision as much as is possible.

• Maintaining ownership when others become involved. As 
partners become aware of or involved in your project, you may 
face challenges around ownership of the ideas and the space. 
Talk about ownership, autonomy, and governance up front when 
establishing partnerships.
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Next Steps
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Moving Forward
We held a meeting in November 2019 with the Dene Nahjo 
Founding Members, Stephen Kakfwi, and staff to review some 
initial research on social innovation and innovation centres. The 
goal of the meeting was to align around language and next steps 
for the proposed Dene Nahjo centre. At the meeting, we decided 
to refer to our activities as “Indigenous innovation” instead of 
“social innovation”, although we may use “social innovation” and 
related terms in funding applications, etc.

The immediate next steps that we collectively decided to pursue in 
regards to the centre were:

• Strategy, focus, and messaging The group felt that the 
vision for the centre and Dene Nahjo as an organization 
needed refinement and focus. We need to align on Dene Nahjo 
core mission, competencies, and messaging to discuss the 
organization’s future and a potential future centre in a focused 
and concrete way. We have decided to work on those pieces 
first before pursuing relationships and funding required to 
creating a physical centre. Part of this work involves creating a 
short presentation about Dene Nahjo, redoing our website, and 
planning for a strategic planning meeting with the Founding 
Members Council.

• Learn from and connect with other centres After creating a 
database of centres for inspiration, we decided to learn more 
about a few unique examples through interviews to deepen 
our knowledge of the processes they have gone through to 
get established and sustain themselves. We also want to begin 
building up a community of Indigenous innovation centres so 
we can continue to learn together and support each other.

• Connect with YKDFN While Dene Nahjo has many ties 
with the Yellowknives Dene First Nation, there isn’t a formal 
relationship that can leveraged for discussions of Dene 
Nahjo activities taking place in their territory. We would like 
to establish this relationship more formally before seriously 
moving ahead with the possible Centre.
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Resources
ARTSCAPE’S CREATIVE PLACEMAKING TOOLBOX
www.artscapediy.org/creative-placemaking-toolbox/

“The Artscape DIY Creative Placemaking Toolbox is designed to 
provide you with all of the tools and resources you’ll need to get 
started on your own cultural facility development or to explore 
the practice of creative placemaking. You may be a cultural 
organization looking to develop a space, a student researching 
culture-led regeneration, or an artist looking for tips on how to 
find and lease an affordable studio – whatever your needs, the 
Artscape DIY Creative Placemaking Toolbox has something for 
you.”

ARTSBUILD ONTARIO’S PLAN IT | BUILD IT
www.artsbuildontario.ca/pibi/

“ArtsBuild Ontario designed this web portal to help equip arts 
organizations with the tools to plan and execute capital projects.  
PLAN IT | BUILD IT is coordinated with ArtsBuild’s Resource 
Library to offer access to industry-standard guidelines and best 
practices. [...] Within the kind of project you select, you will 
learn the critical steps in the project, and find references to 
key resources, project examples, and other information we’ve 
gathered from across the cultural sector.”

https://www.artscapediy.org/creative-placemaking-toolbox/
https://www.artsbuildontario.ca/pibi/

