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“How does the city invest in the skills and businesses 
required for innovation” 

  

Building the local skills base for digital 
entrepreneurship: Lessons from London 

Access to a skilled workforce is a vital factor for any business 
considering where to locate their operations. City governments 
have different abilities to affect their local talent base, due to 
varying levels of influence over local curriculums, higher 
education options and visa requirements. 



However, cities are increasingly using their convening power to 
shape and develop their local skills base to remain relevant in a 
rapidly changing digital world. 

Building the local skills base for digital entrepreneurship: Lessons from London 

Access to a skilled workforce is a vital factor for any business considering where to 

locate their operations. City governments have different capacities to affect their local 

talent base, due to varying levels of influence over local curriculums, higher education 

options and visa requirements. 

However, cities are increasingly using their convening power to shape and develop their 

local skills base to remain relevant in a rapidly changing digital world. This enables cities 

and employers to invest directly in their citizens’ skills development and provide flexible 

channels to employment. The economic benefits to the city are two-fold: increasing 

employability of citizens and attracting companies who need access to those skills. 

Evidence points to a strong return on investments in apprenticeship schemes. In the 

London region alone organizations saw an aggregate net benefit in 2012/2013 of £202 

million, with the average net benefit per apprentice in London at £2,261. At the national 

level, research has shown that apprenticeships contributed £34 billion to the UK economy 

in 2014. 

London sponsoring technology apprenticeships for local students 

In London, apprenticeships are at the heart of the city’s drive to equip young people with 

the skills that employers need to grow and compete, such as London’s technology 

apprenticeships. 

The Jobs and Growth Plan for London seeks to ensure that Londoners have the STEM 

skills that firms need. To achieve this, the GLA have committed to doubling the number 

of science and tech apprenticeships by 2016, with at least half of this increase coming 

from apprenticeships from SMEs. 

To implement this policy goal, London sponsors designated technology apprenticeship 

schemes for young people between the ages of 16 and 23 who have few qualifications 

and who have not progressed to higher education. 

The apprenticeships provide participants with the business skills and specialist skills in 

web and software development, ICT and networking, or digital marketing. The 

apprentices work with local employers to gain National Vocational Awards, as well as 

invaluable work experience. The schemes are delivered by industry-led bodies such as 

Tech Up Nation and Tech City Stars to give young Londoners the skills and opportunities 

needed to shape the future of London’s technology growth and evolution. 



For example, run by the Mayor’s Fund for London, Tech Up Nation aims to reach 50,000 

young people in disadvantaged communities across all of London. Recognizing that the 

tech industry in is one of the fastest growing, yet relies on imported rather than locally 

grown talent, the program aims to provide local students with digital apprenticeships that 

lead to employment, providing experience and exposure for future tech leaders and a 

locally grown talent pool. The program also aims to source 1,500 jobs over three years 

for unemployed young Londoners. 

Centre for Economics and Business Research, ‘The value of apprentices: A report for the 

Association of Accounting technicians’, (March, 2014), p. 4. 

Centre for Economics and Business Research, ‘Economic Impact of Apprenticeships: A 

Cebr report for the Skills Funding Agency’, (November, 2014), p. 10. 
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An Interview with Chris Rickett from the City of 
Toronto 



Chris Rickett is the Manager for Entrepreneurship 
Services at the City of Toronto. CITIE interviewed Chris to 
understand how Toronto’s thriving incubator network enables 
the City of Toronto place itself at the heart of the ecosystem to 
support innovation and entrepreneurship. 

CITIE: Cities around the world are taking different approaches to supporting 

innovation and entrepreneurship. How does Enterprise Toronto support innovators 

and small businesses in the city? 

Chris Rickett: Enterprise Toronto offers a variety of tools and services to support SME 

businesses in Toronto. We run structured training programs for entrepreneurs, sector 

specific boot camps and support a diverse incubation network that provides infrastructure 

for entrepreneurship within the city. 

Entrepreneurship Services is structured to support SME clients on sector-specific 

business problems. Via our ‘Small Business Services’ department we work directly with 

approximately 30,000 SME clients and entrepreneurs each year. 

The City of Toronto publishes a directory of business support for entrepreneurs that 

includes pre-incubation programs, incubators, accelerators and co-working spaces. There 

are about 90 entries in this database. 

CITIE: Let’s talk about business incubation. What is the history behind Toronto’s 

incubation network? 

Chris Rickett: The City of Toronto has a strong history of starting incubators. The 

Toronto Business Development Centre was founded 25 years ago, and shortly after the 

award winning Toronto Fashion Incubator was founded. Today Toronto has an extensive 

network of 50 incubators which fuel and support SME businesses and start-ups in the 

city. 

Toronto’s incubator network plays a key role in our ecosystem: not only is this a 

continued investment, but it’s a continued return. The success of SME businesses in 

Toronto within key sectors helps to support new job growth. 

CITIE: Within this network of incubators what type of businesses does Toronto 

work with? 

Chris Rickett: This is something we’re proud of. The diversity of Toronto’s incubator 

network is representative of the diversity businesses in the city. In our incubation network 

we help businesses with a range of interests and ambitions from pop up restaurants, 

fashion businesses and fast growth digital startups. 



Our research and experience has shown that businesses started within an incubator are 

more likely to succeed than those without one. It’s therefore important to maintain a 

healthy and vibrant network of incubators in Toronto. 

As an example, the highly acclaimed Digital Media Zone at Ryerson University is one of 

Toronto’s largest incubators, helping startups succeed by connecting them with 

customers, advisors, influencers and other entrepreneurs. Ryerson’s Digital Media Zone 

opened in April 2010 and since then it has incubated more than 130 start-ups that have 

risen over $40 million in funding and fostered the creation of more than 1,200 jobs. 

CITIE: That is a substantial impact from just one incubator. Could you describe in 

more detail the key benefits for the entrepreneur of starting a business in one of 

Toronto’s incubators? 

Chris Rickett: I would say there are a number of benefits. Our incubator network offers 

innovators access to tools, infrastructure and support when nurturing a start-up. 

Incubators are uniquely collaborative: as a source of shared office space and resources 

the close proximity within which entrepreneurs work has an increased likelihood of 

serendipity, healthy collaboration and improved ideas. 

We consistently see entrepreneurs leveraging the practical support and infrastructure 

offered by our incubators, and a great example of this is the ‘Retail Restaurant Incubator’ 

we run in the city. 

The ‘Retail Restaurant Incubator’ offers entrepreneurs with ambitions of starting a retail 

restaurant the unique opportunity to set up pop-up restaurants in shipping containers. In a 

short time frame and with limited start-up costs the feasibility of the business model can 

be tested, and if successful, the idea and model can be scaled. This concept is very 

exciting. 

CITIE: Fifty incubators must be a lot to manage, how do you achieve this? 

Chris Rickett: Great question. This is especially true given that it is only a team of two 

people directly working on this agenda. 

Entrepreneurship Services Toronto collaborates with a number of organizations to 

support the network of entrepreneurs and start-up businesses in the city. We have formal 

funding partnerships with 18 of them. 

As an example, we work hand in hand with MaRS, a world-renowned organization that 

promotes and supports innovation. MaRS focuses on supporting high-growth, 

technology-based businesses within the work and learning, health and energy sector. We 

collaborate to ensure innovators are directed to the appropriate incubators and support 

they need. 

http://digitalmediazone.ryerson.ca/
http://www.marsdd.com/


Individual incubators are not managed by the city directly. We identify opportunities for 

growth and innovation, and then act as matchmaker, identifying suitable businesses and 

not-for-profits organizations equipped to partner with us and manage the incubators. 

CITIE: Within this large ecosystem, how would you summarize the role of the City 

of Toronto? 

Chris Rickett: Well, within our ecosystem, the City plays a number of roles. I allude to 

the City acting as a ‘matchmaker’, but in reality we play three roles: 

 Funder: we fund the infrastructure and invite investors and organizations to 

assist. 

 Catalyst: we identify gaps and challenges in the ecosystem and try to put together 

relevant people and parts to address these. 

 Collaborator: we work with SME clients and partners to provide practical 

support and establish new businesses in the city. 

CITIE: How do you identify opportunities for collaboration? 

Chris Rickett: We are always on the lookout for how we can create collaborations 

between clients and businesses. By working closely with industry sector groups and our 

partners, we are well placed to identify opportunities for growth and collaboration. 

Twice a year we bring together all of Toronto’s incubators and accelerators. During the 

meeting we identify opportunities for collaboration and go away with action points to be 

worked on during the course of the year. 

There are currently 10 collaborative projects underway. Some examples of what we are 

working on include: branding the ecosystem to tell the Toronto entrepreneurship story, 

and establishing incubators in new sectors such as FinTech, advanced manufacturing and 

green building. 

Finally, as previously mentioned Toronto’s incubators are highly collaborative, the close 

proximity within which entrepreneurs work yields healthy collaboration and improved 

ideas, but on a larger scale this is achieved in Innovation Districts such as the Discovery 

District in downtown Toronto which has a high concentration of hospitals and research 

institutions. 

CITIE: What are the next steps for the Toronto? 

Chris Rickett: We would like to expand the roles played by the city in the ecosystem. 

We’re exploring opportunities that enable us to be more open to innovation internally 

within city hall. We’re questioning how can we be innovators and purchase and leverage 

some of the new and exciting technology produced by our city’s talented entrepreneurs. 
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