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This report was produced as part of a project funded by the Future 
Skills Centre (FSC), with financial support from the Government of 
Canada’s Future Skills Program.  

FSC is a forward-thinking centre for research and collaboration 
dedicated to preparing Canadians for employment success. We 
believe Canadians should feel confident about the skills they have to 
succeed in a changing workforce. As a pan-Canadian community, 
we are collaborating to rigorously identify, test, measure, and share 
innovative approaches to assessing and developing the skills 
Canadians need to thrive in the days and years ahead.  The Future 
Skills Centre was founded by a consortium whose members are 
Toronto Metropolitan University, Blueprint ADE, and The Conference 
Board of Canada

The opinions and interpretations in this publication are those of the 
author(s) and do not necessarily reflect those of the Future Skills 
Centre or the Government of Canada. 
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The Reskilling Displaced Retail Workers Project is 
a project funded by the Government of Canada’s 
Future Skills Centre. The project supports the 
design of a reskilling program focusing on 
racialized and Indigenous youth in Ontario. 

In the first half of 2020, 1.3 million Canadian retail 
jobs were lost due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
retail was among the top three sectors with the 
largest drop in labour demand. It is also an industry 
where 21% of jobs are at high risk of automation 
with few or no options to transition into lower-risk 
occupations without significant retraining, according 
to a 2019 McKinsey study. In Canada, gaps exist 
in foundational skills development and training 
opportunities for youth looking to bridge their 
post-secondary education to work experience. The 
pandemic and automation have widened these 
gaps, and displacement factors disproportionately 
affect women, Indigenous, and racialized 
communities, with data showing that the most 
vulnerable (core-aged women in low-wage jobs, 
marginalized populations and youth) were not only 
the hardest hit but are also expected to experience 
the longest recovery. 

While the unemployment rate in Canada has 
gradually improved, at the time of publication of 
this report below 9%, the pandemic has caused 
dramatic changes in the career paths of Canadian 
workers, many of whom do not have a job to return 
to. In response to the pandemic, many employers 
accelerated their use of automation and moved 
services online, eliminating jobs in the process. As 
the economic and social realities of the ongoing 
pandemic evolve, so has the labour market. VFC’s 
approach to this project reflects this reality. We’ve 

remained agile with responsive ways of working so 
that we can consider and utilize new and relevant 
data as it becomes available. 

In a recent report, Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 
in Responsive Career Pathways, The Future 
Skills Centre and Blueprint assert, “as we chart 
toward economic and workforce recovery, special 
attention will be needed to support at-risk workers 
in accessing training, upskilling opportunities and 
career transition guidance to prevent increasing 
workforce inequity.”

The Reskilling Displaced Retail Workers (RRW) is a 
four-phase project designed by Una Lounder and 
Juanita Lee-Garcia, the project team at Venture for 
Canada, supported by Scott Stirrett, Founder and 
CEO. The project models Blueprint’s framework that 
aligns evidence generation to the innovation cycle. 

This is the third report in a series of four and 
outlines the project’s third phase: Design. We 
provide insights and learnings from the co-
creation process and design principles that the 
Reskilling Retail Workers Project has applied. In 
the previous reports, we provide insights into how 
we established a Collaboration Framework with 
a consortium of cross-sector leaders, collected 
data for inclusive design, completed an extensive 
literature review and collected relevant Canadian 
data to validate our problem statement and guide 
these subsequent phases. Our hope is that this 
report serves a guide for projects looking to build 
re-skilling program designs through a lens of equity 
and inclusion.

-Juanita Lee-Garcia and Una Lounder  

INTRODUCTION

The Reskilling Retail Workers 
Project 
 

https://ventureforcanada.ca/collabs/reskilling-retail-workers
https://www.ryerson.ca/diversity/reports/Labour_Demand_Trends_in_the_COVID-19_Pandemic.pdf
https://conferenceboard.ca/focus-areas/innovation-technology/future-skills/bracing-for-automation?utm_source=PRESSRELEASE&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=COMMS
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/retraining-and-reskilling-workers-in-the-age-of-automation#
https://fsc-ccf.ca/research/competency-frameworks-and-canadas-essential-skills/
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/SkillForThePostPandemicWord-ScopingPaper-PPF_Dec2020-2.pdf
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/SkillForThePostPandemicWord-ScopingPaper-PPF_Dec2020-2.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541652839dca1bfd45a60_FSC-RCP-Roadmap-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://www.conferenceboard.ca/insights/featured/education-skills/helping-canadians-navigate-a-changing-job-market
https://www.conferenceboard.ca/insights/featured/education-skills/helping-canadians-navigate-a-changing-job-market
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541aa6570b810a0f0e90a_FSC-RCP-DEI-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541aa6570b810a0f0e90a_FSC-RCP-DEI-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/5fd223c14ba79f44051bbe15_FSC%20Evidence%20Report%20FINAL%20DEC10%20EN.pdf
https://ventureforcanada.ca/collabs/reskilling-retail-workers
https://perspectives.ventureforcanada.ca/article/cross-sector-leadership-a-framework-for-collaboration
https://perspectives.ventureforcanada.ca/article/collecting-data-for-inclusive-design-an-update-on-the-research-phase-of-vfcs-reskilling-retail-workers-project
https://perspectives.ventureforcanada.ca/article/collecting-data-for-inclusive-design-an-update-on-the-research-phase-of-vfcs-reskilling-retail-workers-project
https://perspectives.ventureforcanada.ca/article/collecting-data-for-inclusive-design-an-update-on-the-research-phase-of-vfcs-reskilling-retail-workers-project
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RESKILLING DISPLACED RETAIL WORKERS. 
A PARTNERSHIP CONSORTIUM PROJECT BY VENTURE FOR CANADA. 
FURNDED BY THE FUTURE SKILLS CENTRE.
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In the design phase of the project, we expected 
that brainstorming could surface a number of 
individual concepts that would then be use 
to build the program models that would be 
prototyped in the subsequent project phase. 
From experience, VFC is a strong proponent 
of design thinking methodology and leverages 
design thinking principles across its work 
so that emergent ideas surface and diverse 
thinking influences the product outcomes. 
Design thinking sessions allow you to achieve 
a varied, diverse and wide range of user-
centred ideas. In our work, we also encourage 
project managers to engage internal experts, 
at each phase to facilitate, if possible, or in-
kind and paid consultants externally if there is 
a lack of internal experience. If that is the case, 
we value external engagement as it creates 
better outcomes for the sessions and validates 
processes and findings.

Capturing the collective expertise of the project 
collaborators was an essential first step in the 
design phase. To enable an optimized and 
consistent process, we partnered with design 
thinking consultants, AdaptiveX, to advise 
on the structure of the design phase and the 
sessions that would take place to create the 
best brainstorming environment for the project’s 
intended outcomes. 

Based on our unique project needs, the 
AdaptiveX team led a series of Rapid Decision 
Making Sprints. RDMs leverage principles 

from Design Thinking, a human-centred 
approach to innovation that draws from the 
designer’s toolkit to integrate the needs of 
people, the possibilities of technology, and the 
requirements for business success. As a Design 
Sprint derivative, this framework provides a 
structured and focused decision-making 
process that serves as a remarkably effective 
replacement for traditional brainstorms. RDM 
sprints aim to provide participants with a 
platform for collaborative ideation regarding 
design concepts and, secondly, to initiate rapid 
decision-making around the prioritization of the 
design concepts.

Three virtual sessions with 17 participants from 
13 unique organizations for a total of six hours 
of design thinking proved sufficient for the 
amount of information needed to move forward. 
The team at AdaptiveX guided us to the ideal 
session structure and participant number per 
session to have productive discussions. We had 
over 100 ideas about our proposed program 
model by the third session. When suggestions 
became repetitive through reemerging key 
themes, we knew we had a sufficient volume 
of high-quality concepts to move forward 
with. While our list of ideas appeared to be 
exhaustive, we understand that there are 
perspectives we could have missed as the 
sessions were designed for rapid prioritization 
and decision-making over lengthy discussion 
and debate. 

PHASE 1

Design Thinking & Rapid 
Decision Making
 

https://adaptivex.ca/
https://adaptivex.ca/5-ways-rapid-decision-making-sprints-can-transform-team-collaboration/
https://adaptivex.ca/5-ways-rapid-decision-making-sprints-can-transform-team-collaboration/
https://designthinking.ideo.com/
https://designthinking.ideo.com/
https://adaptivex.ca/facilitated-innovation-sprints/design-sprint-program/
https://adaptivex.ca/facilitated-innovation-sprints/design-sprint-program/
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RDM Session Leaders
Hosted by the Project Manager, Una Lounder and facilitated by AdaptiveX, RDM 
sessions also included Carlos Oliveira, Co-Founder and Principal Facilitator and 
Trainer and the following leaders (in alphabetical order on first name basis) who 
participated in the RDM session: 

• Ali Jaffer | Chief Operating Officer, Generation 

• Anna Smith | Training Director, Venture for Canada 

• Chi-Chi Egbo | Director of Outcomes, Juno College of Technology 

• Colleen Tapen | External Collaborator, Subject Matter Expert

• Dana Tessier | Director of Knowledge Management, Shopify 

• Gina Patterson | Chief Programs Officer, Venture for Canada

• Isabelle Cournoyer | Senior Manager, Retail Talent Acquisition - Bell, Virgin & The Source 

• Joanna Mowat | The Herridge Group 

• Juanita Lee-Garcia | Director of Strategic Partnerships and Marketing, Venture for Canada

• Kimberly Bowman | Senior Projects Manager, Brookfield Institute for Innovation + Entrepreneurship 

• Marcie Wenn | Manager of Education, Retail Council of Canada 

• Midia Shikh Hassan | Strategy Manager, Riipen 

• Shirley Leung | Human Resources Administrator, Retail Council of Canada

• Sonya Meloff | Founding Partner, North America, Sales Talent Agency 

• Steve Higham | Senior Lead, Research and Development, Business + Higher Education Roundtable

• Tanya Chunk-Tiam-Fook | Director of Research, Centre for Indigenous Innovation & Technology
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Rapid Decision-Making Sessions: 
Objectives & Challenge Framing 

 

During the project’s research phase, we 
pivoted to design “intervention” programming 
rather than “impact”’ programming alone. 
Impact programming is a longer-term initiative 
that leverages and continues to build on 
the “intervention” models by collecting and 
analyzing new primary data and insights 
gained from prototyping, testing and iterating 
original design concepts. We were limited in 
our research and data generation phase. We 
did not have an inclusive and intersectional 
data set and therefore pivoted to intervention 
programming, which focuses on near-term 
market readiness and immediate impact for 
participants. 

The primary objective of the RDM sessions 
was to identify key program model concepts, 
in other words, the high-level “ingredients” that 
go into creating a program with the goal of 
prototyping that program structure as part of 
the project’s next phase.  

The program concept brainstorming needed 
to develop intervention models leaned on the 
experience, knowledge, and insights of the 
project Steering Committee, subcommittees, 
external consultants, and session contributors 
through the design thinking process facilitated 
by AdaptiveX. We leveraged existing industry 
data and primary data collected through 
surveys and interviews to support concept 
generation. 

A secondary objective was to create a 
unique environment for true co-creation 
and community building. The sessions were 
another opportunity for the project team to 
engage external stakeholders in the process, 
make connections amongst the participants 
through their common investment in the 
project, and host a space where everyone 
could have their voices heard and ideas 
valued. As part of the design process, active 
engagement in inclusive environments was a 
top priority.

Collaborators included a diverse group of 
people representing various communities, lived 
experiences, and interests in the outcomes 
of this project. Members of the Steering 
Committee, Venture for Canada non-project 
staff, community leaders, Steering Committee 
colleagues, and previous VFC consultants 
joined the discussions in one of the three 
virtual sessions. Due to budget constraints and 
the time limitations to complete this phase, we 
did not carry out an open call for participation. 
While this extra step requires vetting, we 
understand that open calls for participation 
provide transparency and access to the 
opportunity for anyone who will be directly 
involved with the program. 
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Before the RDM sprints, session briefs and 
key insights documents were shared with 
participants to give context and adequate data 
to frame the challenge and consider solutions. 
These pre-read documents gave context 
to project progress and decisions, outlined 
parameters and constraints, highlighted the 
target participant, provided design concept 
examples, recommended best practices found 
through our research and proposed a problem 
statement. 

Defining the problem, or “challenge framing,” is 
the first step in an RDM. Before brainstorming 
and idea generation can begin, a shared 
understanding of the challenge and design 
parameters is critical. Challenge framing invites 
participants to review the data, empathize, 
create a shared experience, align with other 
participants, and define a strategy for the 
future. To frame the challenge, we worked 
closely with AdaptiveX to develop a clear 
vision for the sessions through our problem 
statement: 

This question is formatted to generate a wide 
range of ideas unrestrictedly while prioritizing 
our project’s outcomes. The question included 
the project’s target participant so that all 
ideas would consider the user/participant. 
Highly gendered and racialized industries like 
retail, food services, education, healthcare 
and social assistance saw the job loss of 1.5 
million women, many of whom were women 
of colour.  With our original project proposal 
and emerging evidence in mind, the target 
participants for the Rapid Decision Making 
Sprints were described as:

Before the session, we provided context on the 
program concepts, or high-level “ingredients,”  
that go into program design that we hoped 
to generate within the collaborator group. 
Design concepts are the ideas we intended to 
prototype, test, and refine in future phases of 
the project. We anticipated that two categories 
of program design concepts would likely 
surface:

RAPID DECISION-MAKING SESSIONS: KEY ELEMENTS FOR SUCCESSFUL SESSIONS 

“How might we provide 
career development 
programs for displaced* 
Indigenous, racialized, and equity-
deserving youth with experience in 
retail that leads to career pathway 
opportunities in in-demand roles in 
the tech/startup sector or tech roles 
in the retail industry?”

*”displaced”: folks who lost jobs, left jobs, 
or were otherwise displaced from stable 
work during the Covid-19 pandemic.

• Racialized, Indigenous, 
women, and equity-deserving 
youth (ages 18 - 29) in Ontario.

• Experience working in retail. 

• Affected by double disruption 
during Covid-19 (been 
displaced during the pandemic 
or are at risk of displacement in 
the next six months.)



9

a) Example Concept: the size of the cohort (assuming it’s a cohort-based 
program)  is directly related to staff capacity to ensure their maximum 1:1 
support per participant (assuming that 1:1 capacity is needed)
b) Example Concept: program activities build upon each other 
sequentially to support participants’ ability to expand skills or gain new 
knowledge (bonus point for framework)  
c) Example Concept: this program is built in partnership with community 
organizations that offer wraparound services for participants (bonus 
points if a specific wraparound service is included in the concept

1. Program Model Concepts: 

2. Program Content Concepts: 

a) Example Concept: curriculum content is developed in partnership/
consultation with Indigenous organizations and community to prioritize 
cultural relevance 
b) Example Concept: program content pathways are customizable 
to individuals, ensuring the program meets people where they are 
addressing their goals 
c) Example Concept: program prioritizes skills directly linked to in-
demand roles and connects participants to job opportunities 

Focus on the content. 

Framework, model, and overall program design. Program delivery 
also falls into this category.





1. Welcome, intention setting, housekeeping, 
and icebreakers (20 minutes) 

The session facilitators provided context, logistical 
and technological guidance and introduced 
the session and its goals. Participants had an 
opportunity to introduce themselves, meet other 
participants and share context for their interest and 
involvement in the project. 

2. Time to review and confirm alignment around 
project research, problem statement, and 
session goals (15 minutes) 

Participants had an opportunity to ask questions to 
gain more clarity or raise concerns before moving 
forward with the session.

3. A focus on (anonymous) ideation activities 
to unearth the best ideas from the group (20 
minutes) 

With the problem statement in mind, participants 
were asked to spend time anonymously 
posting ideas via virtual sticky notes to a shared 
whiteboard. The goal of the ideation was a high 
volume of ideas and rapid brainstorming.

An image from the third RDM session, demonstrating 
concept ideation. 

4. Prioritization activities that allowed the group 
to collaboratively assess the concepts (20 
minutes) 

The ideas were categorized into concept themes 
and merged if duplicated. From here, participants 
could ask clarifying questions or give context 
to one of the ideas they pitched. After a short 
discussion, participants anonymously voted on the 
ideas they considered the strongest and the top-
ranked concepts were moved forward for further 
discussion. The group then assessed the top three 
concepts on an impact/feasibility scale generated 
by anonymous voting.  

An image from the third RDM session, determining 
impact and feasibility of individual concepts. 

5. Concept exploration activity that allowed a 
deeper dive into the top three design concept 
ideas to be brought back to the broader project 
collaborator group (15 minutes) 

A deeper discussion on risks and assumptions for 
the top three concepts, as voted by participants. 
To generate a list of assumptions, we asked, “this 
idea will fail if, ” and to counter those assumptions 
and risks with solutions, we asked,  “how might we 
de-risk this concept?”

RAPID DECISION-MAKING SESSIONS: SESSION PROCESS & OUTCOMES

RDMS followed a format based on the suggestions from the team at AdaptiveX to ensure sufficient time to 
build trust, ask for clarity, and dive deep. Below are the five stages: 
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Results: 
Team collaboration during the sprints was 
excellent. We received positive feedback from 
participants about the tools (Mural platform 
screen shared via zoom) and techniques 
AdaptiveX used. Using technology that 
provided anonymity in ideation helped spark 
dialogue. Kimberly Bowman, Senior Projects 
Manager at Brookfield Institute for Innovation 
+ Entrepreneurship at the time of the project, 
noted, “It’s hard to get online facilitation right – 
this session used digital collaboration tools to 
complement discussions seamlessly.”

At the end of the RDM sessions, we had 108 
total program design concepts from three 
separate groups. The ideas ranged from 
concepts around program content to delivery 
methods, program models, and partnership 
opportunities. We recommend that for a project 
team of four people, 100-120 is sufficient.

We categorized the main themes and found 
that: 

We then assessed and categorized each 
concept into an ‘impact’ category (low, medium, 
high) based on our shared understanding of 
what it could achieve paired with the effort 
it would take to implement. 
We noted that 85% of high-
impact concepts were 
program model ideas (the 
“what”). The next phase of 
our design thinking sessions 
was to dig into the “how” of 
these concepts.

Much like the ideation, the assumptions and 
risks named in the sprint also ranged between 
the three groups. Some groups focused on 
the participant experience noting that low 
engagement could be a risk and a one-
size-fits-all approach may not work for our 
target participant. Some groups named “data 
collection” and “accurate skills assessments” 
top risks, while others focused on the funding 
model and proving “ROI” as a consideration.

The “how might we de-risk this?” question 
invited participants to think about solutions 
to assumptions that surfaced and supported 
our planning and further understanding of the 
impact to effort assessment. Collaborators’ 
solutions and risk mitigation strategies 
have become part of our best practices 
recommendations, overall program model 
designs, or critical areas to prototype and test. 
It also demonstrated a critical need to explore 
assumptions and risk mitigation further before 
prototyping with potential participants.

RAPID DECISION-MAKING SESSIONS: SESSION PROCESS & OUTCOMES 

• 13% of the idea fit in the “Career and 
Skills Counseling/Coaching (Pathways)” 
theme;

• 11% were in the “Courses and 
Education” theme; 

• 10% fell into the “Practical Hands-On 
Learning (WIL)” theme;



13

Outcomes: 
RDMs accelerated our project’s design phase 
by providing the platform and forum for co-
creation and collaborative ideation among 
cross-sector leaders. The sessions generated 
108 unique design concepts assessed through 
an impact evaluation framework. The impact 
assessment resulted in developing two high-
level program models, each consisting of six 
to eight concepts, explored further through 
assumptions mapping and prototyping. The 
process also generated a robust list of program 
design best practices. 

Impact Assessment Method: 
To assess impact, all concepts were ranked on 
a scale of high impact/high effort, high impact/
medium effort, or high impact/low effort and 
any concepts that did not have an impact 
ranking of “high” were removed from the 
process. 

Following the impact assessment, we grouped 
concepts into “intervention” (high impact low 
effort) “intermediate” (high impact medium 
effort) and “impact” (high impact high effort) 
clusters. This technique has influenced 
subsequent phases of our project by 
determining three distinct program models to 
explore in prototyping and testing. 

Approaching program design without 
considering the short-term vs. long-term 
needs of participants may miss the mark on 
critical intervention opportunities, especially 
during a crisis (like Covid-19) where folks 
need support and services immediately. 
Our focus remains on intervention and 
intermediate programming, an approach 
that acknowledges that building, launching, 
and executing a fully sustainable and high-
impact program takes time, resources, 
multiple iterations, deep data collection, and 
evaluation.

RAPID DECISION-MAKING SESSIONS: SESSION PROCESS & OUTCOMES

“As a participant, you 
could see clearly how 
the session could link 
into important decisions. It felt like 
a thoughtfully designed session 
that made good use of people’s 
time – not simply consultation for 
consultation’s sake.”

- Kimberly Bowman, Senior Projects 
Manager, Brookfield Institute for 
Innovation + Entrepreneurship

An image demonstrating the impact assessment of all 
concepts generated during the RDM Sprints.  
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Best Practices Hosting RDMs

• The objectives of design thinking sessions will drive the outcomes. Clearly 
define the goal of RDM sessions to stay within the project’s scope.

• If time and resources allow, hold open calls for participation in a true co-
creation process. 

• Expectations and ground rules for participation are based on shared values 
and community guidelines set by the core project group. While it may feel 
repetitive in the process, trust amongst the participants influences what they 
share. Alignment is critical to the success of the design.

• Keep the concepts high-level to allow for deeper discussion and 
assumptions mapping

• Provide clarity on what participants should be focusing on in the session 
(ex: we explicitly asked for concepts to be high-level vs specific curriculum 
ideas). 

• Provide high-quality pre-reads regardless of participants’ existing 
engagement with the materials before the session. 

An image from the third RDM session, demonstrating a deeper discussion on 
risks and assumptions for the top three concepts generated. 
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The Rapid Decision Making Sprints were 
generative from a program design perspective 
and also affirmed that cross-sector collaboration 
and co-creation are critical components to the 
success of the Reskilling Retail Workers Project. 
While our project focus shifted to intervention 
and intermediate programming, design thinking 
sessions support a mindset and framework that 
emphasize...

...solutions that are scalable, 
sustainable, and create immediate 
impact while also considering a 
systems change approach. 

Following the Rapid Decision Making Sprints 
and concept analysis, we engaged AdaptiveX 
again to facilitate two Assumption Mapping 
sessions. 

Objectives and Collaborators: 
Programs stand a better chance of creating 
meaningful impact if they are well researched, 
tested, and continually evaluated. Before 
prototyping with potential participants, 
evidence shows that  program prototypes 
need to be evaluated to identify critical risks 
and assumptions. In this process of design, we 
can develop proactive methods for effectively 
testing strategies for risk mitigation.

The goal of the Assumptions Mapping sessions 
was not to design a fully formed program but to 
focus on the testing aspect of program design. 
The two main goals for the sessions were to:

1. Explore the relationship between concepts 
in various models and consider how each 
program model may look in practice, 
through the lens of an end-user persona 
(in short: walking through a hypothetical 
program and discussing how it might look 
in real life)

2. Name risks and assumptions associated 
with program models, prioritize the risks 
and discuss strategies for testing (in short: 
identifying and then de-risking most 
critical threats).

We hosted two virtual sessions with eight 
participants from six unique organizations.  
Attendees included Steering Committee 
members, Venture for Canada staff, and 
external collaborators.

PHASE 2

Assumptions Mapping & De-
Risking Design 

8 Participants 6 Organizations
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Assumptions Mapping 
Participants

• Chi-Chi Egbo | Director of Outcomes, Juno College of Technology

• Gina Patterson | Chief Programs Officer, Venture for Canada

• Jennifer Basso | Director, Operations and Strategic Partnerships at Akawe

• Joanne Mowat | The Herridge Group

• Juanita Lee-Garcia | Director of Strategic Partnerships and Marketing, Venture for Canada

• Midia Shikh Hassan | Strategy Manager, Riipen

• Rhode Thomas | Executive Director, Centre for Indigenous Innovation and Technology

• Tanya Chunk-Tiam-Fook | Director of Research, Centre for Indigenous Innovation and Technology

We hosted two virtual sessions with eight participants from six unique organizations.  
Attendees included Steering Committee members, Venture for Canada staff, and external 
collaborators.
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Assumptions Mapping Sessions: Session 
Process & Outcomes

 

As part of our iterative project evaluation 
process, an important aspect of the Rapid 
Decision Making sessions was to debrief 
the exercise with key participants and 
the AdaptiveX team. Through follow-up 
conversations, we gathered valuable feedback 
that improved the effectiveness of the 
Assumptions Mapping sessions, particularly in 
the preparation stages and challenge framing. 
In order to better prepare for the sessions, we 
adjusted our briefing documents and worked 
collaboratively with participants to create 
user personas from which to imagine the 
programming experience. 

Personas: 
Leaning on Design Thinking principles, we 
worked with project collaborators to develop 
two unique user personas. 

 A persona is a fictionalized profile that 
represents a group of people from a common 
background, lived experience, interests, value 
systems or other traits, and needs to be built 
to ensure that the “how might we” statement 
of the challenge framing is relevant to the 
audience that the solution is meant to serve. 

We considered aggregate, anonymous data 
to create the personas for the exercise and 
were mindful that the use of personas was not 
intended to identify or perpetuate stereotypes, 
but rather to create fictional profiles to help 
us consider different lenses for participants 
interacting with a program. 

We recognize that personas are created 
from assumptions that are based upon past 
interactions and that they do not always 
account for the complex and intersectional 
realities of real people. 

“Personifying the needs and 
requirements of potential 
program participants helped us 
better understand their desires, 
challenges, and expectations. 
They also helped to differentiate 
between types of users (avoid a 
one size fits all solution) and to 
prioritize context and empathy 
so our project team could better 
understand participants’ habits 
and realities while considering 
solutions.”
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Personas: 

ASSUMPTIONS MAPPING SESSIONS: SESSION PROCESS & OUTCOMES
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Best Practices:

RAPID DECISION-MAKING SESSIONS: SESSION PROCESS & OUTCOMES

“The program 
models we used 
were hypothetical, 
leaving room for 
discussion and adaptation from 
a delivery perspective and we 
aimed to dig into the concepts 
that need further testing and data 
to validate the major risks.”

Much like the RDM sessions, prior to the Assumptions 
Mapping sessions, session briefs, personas, and 
program model documents were shared with 
participants. These pre-read documents gave context 
to project progress and the purpose of our sessions, 
outlined objectives and expectations, highlighted the 
personas, reiterated best practices, and outlined what 
participants could expect the day of the sessions. During 
the sessions, we presented two potential reskilling 
program models and participants identified critical risks 
that could jeopardize the impact of a program, and 
started ideation for risk mitigation through prototyping 
and testing. 

The co-created design concepts from the RDM sessions made up the components (ingredients) of the 
program models we used in the Assumptions Mapping sessions. The program models we used were 
hypothetical, leaving room for discussion and adaptation from a delivery perspective and we aimed to dig 
into the concepts that need further testing and data to validate the major risks. We purposefully excluded 
concepts that had clear evidence to support them, rather we included them in our best practices resource. 
For developing and implementing this programming we lead with the assumption that program models in 
the Reskilling Retail Workers Project achieve best practices in the following categories and do not need to 
be tested:

A chart demonstrating best practices for program models across several categories that do not need to be tested for the 
Reskilling Retail Workers Project. 
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Session Process: 
The project is exploring three different 
program models through a short-mid-long term 
implementation lens (intervention-intermediate- 
impact). Collaborators were encouraged to see 
these three models as phases of building a 
building:

Early wins/learnings from model #1 inform the 
future sustainability of program models #2 and #3 
and possibly provide a bridge for participants to 
move from one step to the next.

The Assumptions Mapping sessions explored 
models #1 (intervention) and #2 (intermediate). 
Participants worked through one program model 
per day so that they were stand-alone sessions 
and collaborators would attend one or both. 

Assumptions Mapping Session 
Format
1. Welcome, intention setting, housekeeping, 
and icebreakers (15 mins) 

Session facilitators provided context, logistical 
and technological guidance, and introduced 
the session and its goals. Participants had an 
opportunity to introduce themselves, meet other 
participants and share context for their interest and 
involvement in the project. 

2. Time to review and confirm alignment around 
project research, problem statement, and 
session goals (10 mins) 

Participants had an opportunity to ask questions to 
gain more clarity or raise concerns before moving 
forward with the session.

3. Alignment around the flow of the program 
model (35 mins) 

Participants had a focused discussion on the 
program model through a participant’s personal 
lens and revisions, updates, and co-created new 
best practices were incorporated. 

4. Assumptions Mapping (35 mins) 

Participants anonymously identified assumptions 
by answering the question, “we will fail if...” via 
virtual sticky notes on a shared whiteboard. 
Individual ideas were then categorized into 
themes and duplicated ideas were merged. From 
here, participants could ask clarifying questions 
or give context to one of the assumptions they 
surfaced. After a short discussion, participants 
prioritized the risks by voting anonymously. The 
“most risky” assumptions were moved forward for 
further discussion around mitigation and testing.

ASSUMPTIONS MAPPING SESSIONS: SESSION PROCESS & OUTCOMES

• Model #1 (short-term/intervention) 
is scaffolding. It’s the first step to 
a longer-term structure and it isn’t 
fully formed, but it’s necessary for 
the next 2 phases. 

• Model #2 (mid-term/intermediate 
intervention) is the framework and 
structure of the building and it is 
built on top of the scaffolding. It’s 
still not fully formed and there may 
need to be adjustments, but it’s a 
more solid structure. 

• Model #3 (long-term/impact) is 
building the actual building. It is 
the ideal version of a sustainable 
high-impact program.
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Focus on the content. 

5. Exploration and de-risking (35 mins)

An opportunity for a deeper discussion on the three 
most risky assumptions, as voted by participants. 
Here we asked,  “what do we believe to be true?”, 
“what question are we trying to answer?”, and “what 
ideas will help us mitigate the risk?” to generate 
solutions and ideas to test with program participants.

Outcomes: 
The outcomes of the session directly informed 
prototyping with participants (interviews and focus 
groups) by identifying key considerations such as: 
what types of examples we should show; what 
questions do we need to ask; what information/
feedback from future participants is critical to the 
success of the program?

The sessions generated 57 key assumptions and 
risks. In analyzing the outcomes of the Assumptions 
Mapping sessions, we assessed every risk through 
two distinct evaluation categories. The first category 
addressed implementation concerns by considering 
aspects of desirability, feasibility, and viability, while 
the second assessed which phase of program 
delivery a risk was likely to occur (curriculum design, 
partnerships, enrollment, etc). Ten key concepts 
were identified for further testing across the user 
journey (from awareness to evaluation).

1. Target population is defined to address critical 
factors better

2. Programming is designed using good data 
(employers clearly know what jobs and skills they 
need going forward)

3. The program ensures employer partners are 
ready to receive talent from diverse experiences 
and works to develop those competencies with 
employers where possible

4. The program offers ‘ wrap-around services’ 
beyond career/skills development

5. Coaches/mentors are the right fit & have an 
understanding of how to work with marginalized 
individuals

6. Delivery platform/format is effective and 
accessible

7. Program proactively addresses low engagement 
from participants

8. The program provides enough opportunities to 
apply and exercise learnings in a practical setting

9. Program proactively and effectively measures/
demonstrates what “ROI” is for employers

10. Clearly define measures of success and impact 
through program and participant outcomes

ASSUMPTIONS MAPPING SESSIONS: SESSION PROCESS & OUTCOMES

An image from the Assumptions Mapping session, 
demonstrating participants’ response to “We will fail 
if...”

An image from the Assumptions Mapping session, 
demonstrating exploration and de-risking the three 
most risky assumptions, as voted by participants. 
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Next Steps: Prototyping & Consultation

 

Continuing to work with the consortium of 
collaborator organizations, the project intends 
to co-create pathways for Ontarian youth from 
racialized and/or Indigenous communities who 
work in and/or have been displaced from the 
retail sector. 

These pathways focus on reskilling 
for sales-adjacent or customer 
success employment at Canadian 
technology companies or upskilling 
for IT/digital-focused jobs at Canadian 
retailers or e-commerce platforms. 

The end goal of our 15-month project is to 
present a well-researched, co-created, and 
thoroughly tested MVP program for pilot 
funding and to share our processes and 
learnings to contribute to the growing body of 
knowledge on reskilling upskilling pathways 
and programs.

With over twenty years of experience in 
the design, development, delivery, and 
management of learning and performance 
interventions and specialization in eLearning, 
learning object design, and integrated 
performance support systems, Joanne Mowat 
has been a key collaborator and advisor to 
the Reskilling Retail Workers Project. Having 
participated in the research and design 
phases, Joanne’s assessment of the project’s 
approach is: 

“Given: 

• the need to quickly provide 
sustainable short and medium-term 
reskilling support to specific populations 
displaced from the retail sector due to 
COVID, 

• the existing work already done by 
reputable groups and agencies with 
experience with these populations, and 

• the high degree of difficulty and long 
timelines in collecting valid primary data

Venture for Canada’s approach of: 

• mining existing data using a meta-data 
analysis to identify themes, barriers, and 
best practices concerning both reskilling 
in general and reskilling for the affected 
populations 

• seeking input from a representative sample 
of potential employers in employment 
growth industries

• driving collaborative program design with 
up to 17 groups and agencies directly 
involved in reskilling and who have direct 
knowledge of, and engagement with the 
affected populations, and 

• planning to use prototyping and cognitive 
walkthroughs with target program users to 
validate assumptions, test program design, 
and identify any hidden barriers and 
opportunities

has an excellent chance of creating 
an effective, sustainable, defensible, 
program to support reskilling into 
employment growth sectors.”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/joanne-mowat-phd-ctdp-6916b/?originalSubdomain=ca


A visual representation of the design-thinking process.
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We understand that complex social challenges 
require systemic solutions that are grounded in the 
user’s needs. Program designs fail when they don’t 
center on participant needs and realities and when 
they have not been tested to gain insights and 
feedback from those they aim to support. The next 
steps for the project include prototyping and testing 
program models that have been co-created using the 
design concepts generated from RDM  Sprints and 
de-risked through Assumptions Mapping sessions.

Through partnership and in consultation with 
Immiducation, a career and education network 
of immigrants by immigrants, and an Indigenous 
youth employment specialist consultant and Native 
Canadian Centre Board of Director Member, we 
will test program models with input from the retail 
workers the program intended to serve, coaches and 
mentors with experience in similar programs, and 
Canadian employers hiring for in-demand technology 
jobs (e.g., sales- adjacent, IT, development, technical 
support).

Prototyping will uncover risks and gaps in mock 
environments, validate design elements, and 
identify the tools needed to implement the 
program, including technology, services, delivery, 
project tracking, and marketing and engagement 
tools.

As we work toward a solution, we remain 
grounded in our philosophy that cross-sector 
leadership, Collective Impact, and community-
based participation are imperative to the project’s 
success. 

Get in Touch: 
As the Reskilling Displaced Retail Workers Project 
moves through the prototyping and testing phases, 
community-based, participatory engagement 
remains a priority to the initiative’s success. If you 
are a retailer, a tech company seeking ambitious 
talent, or a retail worker in Canada, we want to 
connect with you! Join our recovery community 
to participate in data collection, prototyping, or to 
stay up to date on the project’s progress. If you are 
interested in partnership or collaboration, please 
contact Una Lounder or Juanita Lee-Garcia. 

--

We are a consortium of non-Indigenous and 
Indigenous organizations. In this project, there are 
opportunities to learn and unlearn, and we will 
continue to have those conversations. This is a 
place for mistakes, learning, and understanding. 
Project collaborators respectfully acknowledge 
that the sacred lands upon which we operate, and 
the built communities and cities across the country, 
are the traditional treaty lands, homelands, and 
nunangat of the respective First Nations, Métis 
Nations, and Inuit. They are the long-time stewards 
of these lands. We work on the lands and regions 
still home to diverse Indigenous peoples and are 
grateful to have the opportunity to live and work 
on these lands. We continue to respect, honour 
and value friendship accords between Indigenous 
groups and communities that we work with and 
will continue to expand our agreements as treaty 
peoples.

NEXT STEPS: PROTOTYPING & CONSULTATION

https://ojs.unbc.ca/index.php/design/article/viewFile/1272/1089
https://ojs.unbc.ca/index.php/design/article/viewFile/1272/1089
https://ojs.unbc.ca/index.php/design/article/viewFile/1272/1089
https://www.immiducation.com/
https://www.collectiveimpactforum.org/what-collective-impact
https://share.hsforms.com/1Obth7AqeQsi1U9FheVyFYA563ql?__hstc=178291899.b392bd88d51e6347689c3e07ab45f54a.1622748003875.1626893087303.1628624444540.39&__hssc=178291899.1.1628624444540&__hsfp=3325475149
http://una@ventureforcanada.ca
http://juanita@ventureforcanada.ca
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