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Who we are 

Momentum is a change-making organization based in Calgary that combines social and 

economic strategies to reduce poverty. We use a holistic approach that covers everything from 

financial literacy and entrepreneurship and skills training, to developing communication skills, 

building self-confidence, and establishing positive social networks. At Momentum, everything we 

do is grounded in a community economic development model, which means we work with 

individuals, businesses, and systems to build a more inclusive local economy. To us, it is more 

than just creating jobs and starting businesses—it is about inspiring vibrant communities where 

everyone plays a role. Our work is focused in the following three areas: 

• Programs and services for people living on a low income to increase their ability to manage 
and save money, develop new skills, or to start a business (i.e., business development, 
financial literacy, and skills training programs for individuals living in poverty); 

• Support to communities and businesses to build and sustain the local economy from the 
ground up; and  

• Leadership and advocacy for systems-level changes, including policies and practices that 
remove barriers and allow people to be more financially stable. 

How can we improve economic participation in the west of under-

represented groups? 

Momentum welcomes the opportunity to provide input and feedback on a Western Canada 
Growth Strategy. As a community economic development organization focused on poverty 
reduction, we believe that an effective growth strategy is one that recognizes that we all have a 
role to play in creating a prosperous future. For this reason, we were encouraged to see 
highlighted in the engagement paper the importance of inclusion and skill development as 
drivers of economic growth.  
 
It is common understanding that a well-functioning labour market–one that enables all 
individuals to work toward their full potential–is a key condition for achieving inclusive growth 
and ensuring the well-being of all. At the same time, the underutilization of part of the workforce 
can hinder such growth: inequality of opportunity, particularly in terms of access to education 
and employment, can result in significantly lower levels of growth. In this way economic growth, 
workforce development, and poverty reduction are closely intertwined.  

Access to employment is key for poverty reduction. For many, securing dignified, living wage 

work provides a pathway out of poverty, and having a decent job is a key contributor to financial 

security and well-being. According to the OECD, paid employment is more important for 

avoiding poverty in Canada than in other OECD countries, as Canada spends less on cash 

benefits than most OECD counties.1  

                                                
1 OECD (2008). Growing Unequal?: Income Distribution and Poverty in OECD Countries – Country Note: CANADA. 
http://www.oecd.org/canada/41525292.pdf. 

http://www.oecd.org/canada/41525292.pdf


 
When looking at economic outcomes in the West, inclusion remains an issue. In Alberta, we 

know that even during boom times, the percentage of people living in poverty remains virtually 

unchanged.2 Alberta also has the third highest level of income inequality in Canada. The 

engagement paper makes clear the need for targeted engagement of demographic groups 

traditionally excluded from or under-represented in the labour market, including Indigenous 

persons, immigrants, women, and youth. Interventions are necessary to remove systemic 

barriers to accessing and succeeding in educational and training opportunities, and in securing 

and maintaining meaningful employment. Such interventions can include targeted initiatives that 

provide individuals access to skills and employment training for living wage jobs, as well as 

better connection points to the labour market to support integration, enable participation, and 

deliberately and directly address systemic inequalities and biases. 

Recommendations 

1. Increase integrated training opportunities for target groups to develop the skills they 
need to access and maintain living wage work 

Integrated Training programs help individuals with barriers to employment develop the skills 
they need to gain employment or start their own small business. For many learners who 
begin a program unemployed, working a survival job, or experiencing employment barriers, 
these programs create a pathway to meaningful, living wage work, allowing participants to 
move beyond social assistance and become long-term taxpayers. 

Momentum has offered a Trades Training program since 1991 and a Self-Employment 
program since 1998. These programs target individuals with specific barriers to employment, 
and use a comprehensive, integrated training approach that includes the provision of wrap-
around supports. We developed these programs with the understanding that a 
comprehensive, integrated approach to training is a better fit for individuals with employment 
barriers, particularly when compared to other training methods that focus on rapid re-
employment (which are better suited for individuals with stronger labour market ties).  

It is worth mentioning that program outcomes are strong for integrated training that is geared 
toward vulnerable individuals. Momentum’s Trades Training program, for example, delivers 
an economic return to society, as graduates of the program earn substantially higher wages, 
and thus pay higher taxes. A Return on Investment evaluation conducted by University of 
Calgary economist Ron Kneebone indicated that the provincial government’s investment in 
the Trades Training program was returned to the provincial treasury in just three years 
through higher taxes paid by graduates.3 After ten years, the treasury received almost five 
times its investment.4  

Such training programs are successfully addressing skills gaps, connecting labour supply 
with labour demand, and meaningfully reducing poverty and unemployment among 
vulnerable groups.  Federal funds directed to provincial skills and employment training 
budgets through the Labour Market Transfer Agreements contribute substantially to 
supporting these programs. This investment from the Government of Canada is welcome. 

                                                
2 Hudson, C.A. (2014). Poverty Costs 2.5: Investing in Albertans. Calgary: Vibrant Communities Calgary and Action 
to End Poverty in Alberta. http://vibrantcalgary.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Poverty-Costs-2.5.compressed.pdf  
3 Kneebone, R. (2004). Provincial Budgetary Implications of the Trades Training Program. Calgary: Momentum. 
https://momentum.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Trades-Training-ROI-update.pdf  
4 Ibid 

http://vibrantcalgary.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Poverty-Costs-2.5.compressed.pdf
https://momentum.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Trades-Training-ROI-update.pdf


 
Momentum is particularly encouraged to see the latest Workforce Development Agreements 
reflect an increased focus on supporting training for under-represented groups. That said, 
further investment in training is required. Key areas of opportunity are in the technology-
focused sector (i.e., network technology, systems administration, cloud computing, software 
development, etc.) and child and elder care sectors. Governments should consider how such 
jobs might fit within a training model similar to the existing pre-apprenticeship and 
apprenticeship systems. Another example of an emerging sector is the “green” trades (i.e., 
renewable energy installation, energy efficiency retrofitting, etc.).  

 
2. Remove barriers to innovation, and encourage testing of new approaches by funding 

pilot projects 
 
Supporting innovation in government-funded programming is forward-thinking, particularly 
given the changing nature of work, the emergence of new jobs (particularly tech-based jobs), 
and the rise of automation. Western Canadians must be given the opportunity to train for jobs 
of the future, and our program models must adjust to changing realities. Currently, 
government-funded skills and employment training programs, including Momentum’s, face 
the following barriers to innovation:  

 
Financial risk: Many government-funded skills training contracts include 15 per cent of the 
total contract price attached to successful 90-day or 180-day employment outcomes. 
While there are some benefits associated with this contract structure, one of the 
drawbacks is that there is financial risk attached to innovation. Innovation requires 
opportunity to try out untested approaches, some of which may work, and others not. 
When payments are attached to solely to successful outcomes, it limits innovation; rather 
than helping organizations learn to adapt and improve, unsuccessful innovations result in 
financial loss on the contract. 
 
Lengthy approvals process: The lengthy government approvals process for changes to 
program design hinders Momentum’s ability to remain responsive to labour market 
requirements. Through close partnerships with employers, many training providers seek to 
stay current to changing employer demand for specific skills, which frequently involves 
making changes to program components or design. However, current processes require 
service providers to obtain government approval prior to implementing these changes, and 
often produce long delays. 

 
3. Better involve employers, training providers, and other key stakeholders in both 

systems planning, as well as job creation and training in support of labour market 
inclusivity 
 
This could be achieved through: 

• An enabling policy framework that would support the creation of capacity building of 
local workforce development initiatives that involve sectoral players  

• The introduction of several labour market intermediaries in key economic regions to 
help link lower-skilled workers and target groups with employers  

• Initiatives that nudge employers to increase the extent to which they support the hiring 
and training of target groups  



 
 

4. Bolster current and emerging government initiatives to advance social procurement  
 
Social procurement leverages existing purchasing power to increase community benefits, which 
can include targeted employment or training of marginalized people, local economic 
development, and environmental benefits. Social procurement is not an added cost, but an 
innovative adaptation of current procurement processes to achieve broader public policy goals. 
Goods and services are still purchased through a competitive and transparent bidding process, 
while added value is sought by including social impact criteria as part of the bid evaluation 
process. Social procurement can be an integral element of infrastructure and other major 
development projects, as we see in the Community Employment Benefits Initiative (CEBI) linked 
to the Investing in Canada Infrastructure Program. 
 
We encourage the Government of Canada to include a common set of basic benchmarks, 
targets, and/or metrics in the bilateral agreements with provinces and territories associated with 
the CEBI. This would enable the government to make comparisons across jurisdictions and to 
measure and track progress.  
 
In addition, we suggest that the federal government review the outcomes of the CEBI in 2022 
and apply best practices to projects with total estimated eligible expenditures in excess of $10 
million. 
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