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Message from Dr. Lucy Miller,  
President and CEO
Our shared work in assisting those who struggle with poverty is critical in creating a city that’s 
great for all.

Like you, we consistently see evidence in the community that not all families are doing well. 
Families with lower incomes are struggling to make ends meet on a day-by-day basis, and 
the corresponding financial strain and feelings of disempowerment often make it difficult for 
them to access the supports they require. As a community, we can assist them to overcome 
barriers so they can maximize their potential and improve their quality of life.

Our research has identified that Calgary has many strengths to draw upon and we are 
confident that we can do something about poverty and low-income in our city. We believe 
this is a situation we can change. 

This report is based on research undertaken through 2011 and 2012 to gain a better 
understanding of the barriers that families with lower incomes face and the assets which 
can support long-term change. We found that in Calgary we have many great strengths to 
build-on. For example, the pride and investment of parents in their children is a key strength. 
We boast an excellent school system, and strong civic and provincial governments that are 
engaged and committed to supporting families in attaining and sustaining wellbeing. Calgary 
also has a range of services already available with staff who are doing incredible work. The 
key to finding solutions for families with lower income to achieve wellbeing is to tap into 
these strengths and leverage them.

We also know that as poverty is a complex and multi-faceted issue, it is not something that 
can be solved by financial support alone, nor can we achieve greater wellbeing for our city’s 
struggling families by addressing the recommendations in isolation. Each of us has a role to 
play and we can only achieve progress by working together. The idea to reduce poverty in 
Calgary is a bold idea. Bold ideas are not new to Calgarians, but bold ideas need committed 
and engaged partners who share responsibility. We know that we have wonderful partners to 
work with and together we can win on this issue. From government, to the school systems, to 
the private sector, agencies, other funders and community members, we know that Calgarians 
genuinely care and are willing to continue working with us to find collaborative strategies that 
will, in the long run, build a truly great city for everyone.

I look forward to working with each of you in this important area.

Lucy Miller, Ed.D
President and CEO, United Way of Calgary and Area
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Glossary

Family – For the purpose of this report, family refers to single or dual-parent households.

Lower income – Statistics Canada’s Low-income Cut-Off (LICO) represent(s) an income threshold where a family 
is likely to spend 20 percentage points or more than the average family on food, shelter and clothing, leaving less 
income available for other expenses such as health, education, transportation and recreation.1 Low-income rates 
presented in the report are based on LICO. However, we know many families above this threshold are struggling 
to make ends meet. Our Survey analysis therefore included households bringing in less than $60,000 per year 
with at least one dependent. Participants in the Discussion Series self-identified as living on a lower income with 
at least one child living at home. By keeping our focus broad, we honor the wide spectrum of financial instability 
associated with risks of poverty. 

Poverty – the condition of a person who does not have sufficient economic and other resources needed to 
live with the dignity, choices and power which support full participation in society. People who live with lower 
incomes, as defined above, are likely to be experiencing such conditions. 

Lever – an area of existing strength that we can leverage for greater impact. 

Greater wellbeing – where families have the resources and opportunities to live with the dignity, choices and 
power that support full participation in society, and as such are not experiencing or at-risk of poverty. 

<$30K, $30 – $60K, and >$60K – Analysis of Survey responses with dependents were split into three income 
groups and are referred to as follows: annual household income less than $30,000 is referred to as <$30K, annual 
household income between $30,000 and $60,000 is referred to as $30 – $60K, and annual household income 
above $60,000 is referred to as >$60K. 

(Asterisk) * – Indicates that the difference between two Survey findings has been tested and proven to be 
statistically significant. Statistically significant means the difference is unlikely to have occurred simply by chance. 

1 Statistics Canada, 2010. For more information, see: www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/75f0002m/2010005/lico-sfr-eng.htm 
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Recommendations

The following recommendation areas emerged from the research as existing strengths that, when leveraged, 
support families to achieve greater wellbeing. Each area includes specific recommendations as to how various 
stakeholders, including United Way, can play a role in leveraging those strengths towards greater wellbeing for 
families with lower incomes. 

Improve Access

Improved access to the existing network of services and supports in Calgary through streamlined processes 
and improved communication will help ensure that all families with lower incomes seeking supports are able to 
benefit from this network.

Funder recommendations:

•  United Way will convene community tables that bring together government services and community 
services to strengthen communication, coordination and feedback loops. 

•  Critically evaluate whether all data collected from clients of funded agencies is necessary, and allow alternative 
reporting options, including narratives, case studies, and focus groups.

•  Increase support for staff positions, programs and tools that are focused on supporting the capacity of 
families to connect with resources and services, build relationships, and navigate systems. 

Government recommendations:

•  Build-on Service Alberta’s positive steps forward in this area and continue working towards 
streamlined application processes through common in-take and assessment systems for 
improved access to programs and services, subsidies, income supports and government 
benefits, regardless of entry point. Automatic enrollment for key income supports is 
another step towards improved access. 

•  All levels of Government to further strengthen feedback loops with 
agencies and recipients and ensure that information regarding 
programs is easy to access and accurate.

•  Increasing investments in key infrastructure, notably 
affordable transportation and child care, is a critical 
action that all levels of Government can take to 
further support access.

service recommendations:

•  Increase access to information and entry 
to services. For example, increase 
community outreach efforts, 
streamlined screening processes, 
navigation supports, place-based supports, 
co-location, and home-based delivery.
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GuArAntee BAsIc needs

Guaranteed access to basic needs through increased financial supports, and more effective policies and practices 
at the government, funder, and community service level is essential to enabling families with lower incomes to 
live with dignity and build stability.

Funder recommendations:

•  United Way will further develop its investment strategy in the area of basic needs, integrating insights 
gained around the essential role of basic needs in building wellbeing. 

•  Increase financial support to agencies for delivering these foundational supports, recognizing the role that 
basic needs play, both in terms of crisis supports and capacity building supports. 

•  Support administrative overhead costs that agencies incur in delivering basic needs supports.

Government recommendations: 

•  The Province should take all reasonable steps to ensure families have strengthened access to these basic 
needs by expanding income supports and identifying a timeline for progressively aligning income support 
levels with before-tax Low-Income Cut-Off rates.

•  All levels of Government can address root causes of poverty and the perpetual demand for basic needs by 
further increasing the stock of affordable or subsidized housing, promoting adequate wages and ensuring 
utility rates are fairly regulated. 

•  The Province to further support women forced to flee from situations of domestic violence by establishing 
alternative financial supports, equivalent to child support agreements, while ensuring the protection of 
themselves and their children. 

empower FAmIlIes

Greater wellbeing can be achieved by enabling families to exercise greater control over resources, build self-
confidence, and pursue opportunities and resources that appropriately meet their needs

Funder recommendations:

•  United Way will prototype a peer-based approach that draws on the Family Independence Initiative2, 
bringing families with lower incomes together to support one another, determine their own priorities 
and goals, work through challenges, and access financial supports. 

•  United Way will work with agencies delivering basic needs funds to strengthen practices so that they 
align more closely with asset-based approaches. 

•  Scale-up asset-based3 programs that take into account and build on families’ full-range of strengths and 
capabilities. 

2  The Family Independence Initiative is an innovative approach out of the United States that provides a positive model for empowering families and 
leading to greater financial stability. More information on this initiative can be found in the Full Report, and on their website: www.fiinet.org/

3  The concept of asset-building, described more fully in Section 4.2.3, goes beyond building financial assets and considers a person’s social 
relationships, skills and education, neighborhood context and personal attributes as assets to build as well .
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Government recommendations

•  The Province to review the Government of Manitoba’s asset exemption policies and consider increasing the 
level of cash assets and earnings a person can maintain while accessing income supports.

•  All levels of Government are encouraged to build-on matched savings initiatives and further develop asset-
building approaches that will contribute to the long-term financial stability of those with lower incomes.

service recommendations:

•  Build-on existing practices in the community that take an asset-building approach and integrate opportunities 
for families to make choices and exercise self-determination throughout the continuum of supports. 

•  Build-on existing practices that develop strong, trusting relationships between families and staff, and families 
and peers.

mAxImIze skIlls & educAtIon

The skills and education of families with lower incomes can be further leveraged by addressing barriers to 
participation in employment and supporting training and skills development, volunteer opportunities, and family 
care giving roles. 

Funder recommendations:

•  United Way will work with major corporate partners to reflect and act on the strategic business imperative, 
responsibility and benefit of investing in on-the-job training and work experience opportunities for 
families with lower incomes.

Government recommendations:

•  The federal and provincial governments can capitalize on current investments in child care and collaboratively 
develop strategies that will address the lack of quality, affordable child care spaces, learning from Quebec’s 
success in supporting families and the economy through child care investments. 

employer recommendations:

•  More employers to take the opportunity to be a corporate leader in working with government and regulatory 
bodies to ensure the skills, education, credentials and talents of newcomers are recognized and leveraged.

•  More employers to take a leadership role in 
ensuring individuals’ skills and education are 
adequately compensated with wages and 
benefits that enable families to meet their needs 
and save for the future. 
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ensure equAl opportunItIes For chIldren

By evaluating practices related to fees, the school system can be further leveraged as a means to ensure every 
child is provided with the opportunities, assets and connections that contribute to long-term wellbeing.

Funder recommendations:

•  United Way will bring forward findings from this research that highlight the perspectives and challenges 
facing families with lower incomes in order to contribute to the school system’s recent consultations 
around school fees. 

school system recommendations:

•  Ensure fees do not limit the educational experiences and opportunities of children, and do not place further 
financial strain on families.

•  Raise awareness and address practices that exclude or discriminate against students of families with lower 
incomes. For example, amend subsidy processes that label and stigmatize children and halt the use of 
collections agencies to pursue unpaid fees. 

reAlIze systems chAnGe

The strengths of systems can be further leveraged through greater collaboration and integration of services, as 
well as a collective commitment and comprehensive strategy to reduce poverty. 

Funder recommendations: 

•  United Way will work with its partners to understand how these research findings specifically relate to 
United Way’s funding strategies and initiatives, and implement priority changes. 

•  United Way will strengthen its voice and investments in systems change.

•  United Way will work with government to leverage this research and address pressing policy issues. 

•  Funders to foster increased collaboration and integration of services through grant and evaluation practices.

Government recommendations:

•  The United Way and City of Calgary’s Calgary Poverty Reduction Initiative can benefit many families with 
lower incomes through a strategy that:
o  Addresses root causes of poverty by increasing accessibility and affordability of municipal services, 

enhancing affordable housing options, building strong neighborhoods and increasing social inclusion, as 
immediate priorities. 

o  Leverages the city’s strengths by drawing on local research and resources, citizen engagement, and insights 
of lived experience throughout design and implementation.

•  The Province to follow through on its commitment to a Provincial poverty reduction strategy and to ensure it:
o  Addresses root causes of poverty by increasing and indexing levels of income support and wages, 

guaranteeing basic needs, enhancing child care affordability and supply, increasing housing affordability, 
as immediate priorities. 

o  Uses a gender lens in addressing specific vulnerabilities experienced by Albertans, aligns with the Social 
Policy Framework, and establishes transparent accountability processes.
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1. Introduction 

Amid a robust economy and the prosperity it brings for many, poverty continues to persist in Calgary. After 
several years of steady levels, Calgary’s low-income rate rose sharply from nine percent in 2008 to 11 percent 
in 2009.4 Approximately 21,000 children under the age of 18 are living in a low-income household in Calgary.5 
Nationally, Canada has one of the highest rates of poverty among the 34 member countries of the Organization 
for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD).6 While these numbers alone are reason enough for 
concern, they do not capture the hunger, the isolation and the stress that families living in poverty experience, 
nor do they demonstrate the harmful consequences poverty has on our communities.7 

Working with a range of partners and communities, United Way of Calgary and Area has firsthand insight into 
the exclusion and lost potential poverty causes. Across the city, it is clear that families experiencing poverty want 
to escape it. Service providers dedicated to improving wellbeing want to see it end. Government systems aim 
to prevent it. Yet, despite these common goals, too many families continue to struggle to get by, let alone move 
out of poverty. In support of our efforts to reduce poverty, United Way is continually working to develop a greater 
understanding of the issues and ways forward in building a great city for everyone. 

Based on primary and secondary research conducted by United Way in 2011 and 2012, this report identifies the 
barriers and challenges confronting Calgary families living with lower incomes.8 In a context of high un- and 
under-employment and low wages coupled with high costs of living, the report highlights how families with lower 
incomes are struggling to meet their basic needs and build their assets. In parallel, the research also explores 
how social services in the city struggle to meet demand and provide a full-spectrum of supports needed to 
change lives. 

Alongside such challenges, there are enormous strengths that Calgary has not fully tapped into among families, 
systems, and existing services and supports. From family resiliency and resourcefulness to the range of services 
available in the community, there are a multitude of assets that can be built upon and leveraged. Based on the 
research, six areas emerged as existing strengths, or ‘levers’, that can lead to greater wellbeing for families with 
lower incomes. Each lever discusses the challenges and possibilities around how such strengths can be amplified 
to further reinforce and contribute to the choice, dignity and empowerment of families, and ultimately reduce 
poverty in our community. 

The report begins with an overview of the research design and methodology (Section 2), a summary of literature 
describing poverty and the influence of social policy on families who are financially strained (Section 3). The 
Research Findings and Discussion (Section 4) is then divided into two parts. The first draws on findings from 
qualitative and quantitative research components to provide an overview of dimensions of lived experiences for 
Calgary families with lower incomes. The second builds on these core contextual components, laying out the six 
levers that were identified through the research process that can lead to greater wellbeing for families. 

4 Statistics Canada, 2009.
5 Statistics Canada, 2008
6 OECD, 2011. 
7  For more information, see the United Way of Calgary and Area, City of Calgary and Vibrant Communities Calgary 2012 Poverty Series: www.

calgaryunitedway.org/main/policy_and_research/research/poverty_initiatives_research
8 See the Glossary on pg. 3 for the definition of ‘lower income’ used in this research. 



9

From
 G

etting By to G
etting A

head 
2012 R

eport

2. Methodology

Purpose 
United Way of Calgary and Area is committed to reducing poverty in our city, supporting and building the 
capacity of agencies to help kids to grow up great, move families from poverty to responsibility, and prepare 
for employment, and create strong and healthy neighborhoods. Yet, we know that many families continue to 
struggle with experiences of poverty. In 2009, United Way conducted a Survey of 3,000 Calgarians in partnership 
with The City of Calgary. The report, Signposts II, showed that vulnerable groups, who are more likely to be 
experiencing poverty, had higher levels of concern in many areas. In addition, in 2011, United Way researched 
and published the report Towards Resiliency for Vulnerable Youth, which identified the importance of family 
supports for youth to successfully transition to adulthood. This research also emphasized that youth are taking 
longer to become independent adults, and our public policies and systems have not kept pace. Consequently, 
greater and prolonged stress is placed on families as youth make the transition to adulthood. The findings from 
Signposts II and Towards Resiliency for Vulnerable Youth prompted United Way to focus its research efforts on 
better understanding how to achieve greater wellbeing among families with lower incomes. 

Mixed Methods Approach
Recognizing the topic’s complexity, and to ensure multiple lines of evidence were drawn out, a mixed methods 
approach was used to undertake this research, integrating the collection and analysis of qualitative and quantitative 
data. Using multiple methods also compensates, in-part, for the limitations associated with each method. 

In September through November 2011, quantitative Survey data collected in 2006 and 2009 from the target 
population were analyzed, while the 2011 Survey was conducted with the target population in October 2011. 
Qualitative data was collected throughout November 2011 to January 2012. The data was subjected to separate 
analytical processes and, subsequently, findings were integrated during the interpretation phase of the research. 

Advisory Committee
An external Advisory Committee was established as a check-and-balance to uphold the project’s integrity and 
credibility, and to provide a valuable resource given the unique knowledge, insight, and expertise of its members 
and their positioning outside of United Way. The Advisory Committee was composed of representatives from 
a range of sectors, including experts in the field of poverty, who met regularly over the course of the study. 
Members provided high-level input into the design of the project, discussed the findings at various stages, and 
contributed to the development of recommendations. A list of members is included in the Acknowledgements, 
on pg. 60.
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Research question and assumptions
The following research question and assumptions provided the basis for the design of this study: 
How do we leverage supports and strengths so that families with lower incomes achieve greater wellbeing?

•  Families with lower incomes are faced with multiple challenges and barriers that affect the wellbeing of 
parents and children. 

•  Families with lower incomes draw on a critical and complex range of services, assets and supports (both 
professional and personal) to address key concerns and challenges.

•  These resources and assets can be better leveraged to enable families with lower incomes to achieve greater 
wellbeing. 

Primary and Secondary Research
summary of literature

Key sources of literature relevant to understanding poverty, its prevalence and contributing factors, as well as 
the role of social policy were reviewed and synthesized to build context for this report. This review of secondary 
sources included articles published in academic journals, grey material published by organizations, as well as data 
and analysis published by Statistics Canada and government departments. While the majority of this information 
is provided in Section 3, supporting literature is woven in throughout the report. 

survey

In 2006 and 2009, United Way of Calgary and Area and The City of Calgary conducted a Survey to identify the 
social service needs and concerns of Calgarians. Approximately 3,000 Calgarians distributed across all income 
categories and neighbourhoods were surveyed both years, with the findings published in the reports Signposts 
and Signposts II. The Surveys were conducted by telephone using a systemized random dialing process. In 2011, 
United Way commissioned the Survey with a targeted sample of Calgarians: families with children under the age 
of 20 whose annual household income is less than $60,000. There are approximately 65,000 families who make-up 
the population we were sampling.9 

The 2011 Survey was conducted with 600 Calgary households falling into the target population. The sample 
involved 200 households with an annual household income of less than $30,000 and 400 households with an 
annual household income between $30,000 and $60,000. Respondents were contacted through a systemized 
random dialing process. In addition, the sampling process included contacting respondents with cellular 
telephones in an attempt to access those households that do not have landline telephones. 

2006 and 2009 data from respondents who fell into our 2011 target population was pulled, analyzed, and 
compared to the analyzed 2011 data. 2006 and 2009 data was also used to make comparisons between the lower 
income groups and higher income group, that is, households earning over $60,000 annually with dependents 
under the age of 20. 

Differences were tested for statistical significance using the chi-squared goodness of fit test of statistical 
independence. This test assumes that there is no difference between the groups and tests whether the observed 
differences could have reasonably occurred if the assumption were true. Differences described as significantly 
significant (denoted by an asterisk*) are those where the difference is large enough that it is unlikely to have 
occurred simply by chance. 

9 Statistics Canada, 2006a. 
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discussion series 

The approach used for the Discussion Series was based on a participatory action paradigm of research. The 
research groups were created through an open recruitment process, connecting with local agencies, community 
facilities and businesses across the city that families with lower incomes may access. The first 12 people who 
contacted United Way of Calgary were accepted into the groups, provided they met the following screening 
criteria: you have a dependent under the age of 24 currently living with you, you have struggled in the recent past 
or are currently struggling to meet basic needs and save for the future, you can commit to four two-hour sessions, 
you can comfortably reflect on experiences of living on a lower income within a group setting, and are open to 
listening to the experiences of others . 

Participants self-selected into two research groups: a morning group and an evening group, based on their 
preferred schedules. A total of twelve participants, six people in each group met once a week for four weeks 
for a two hour session. The groups were coordinated by the Principal Researchers who supported an external 
Research Consultant, Dr. Debb Hurlock, who facilitated the discussions and conducted a preliminary analysis of 
the transcripts. Participants were provided with a light meal, a comfortable environment, and a $50 honorarium 
for each session. During the four weeks, conversations deepened and participants were active in directing the 
conversational topics and recommendations for the research.

At the end of the four weeks, the two research groups were brought together for a three-hour collaborative 
planning session with the Research Consultant and Principal Researchers. To prepare for the session, participants 
were provided with a summary document of key learnings from the discussions. The collaborative planning 
session provided the participants with an opportunity to evolve their ideas into individual, programmatic and 
systems level recommendations that helped shape the final recommendations included in this report. All 
discussions were recorded and transcribed. The Research Consultant used this data set to develop a report 
summarizing key learnings. 

key Informant Interviews 

The purpose of this research component was to better understand the contributions and limitations of existing 
services and supports for families with lower incomes to achieve greater wellbeing. Specifically, the objectives 
were to identify contributions of government and non-government supports for families with lower incomes 
in Calgary, as well as limitations of such supports. An external Research Consultant, Dr. Christine Walsh, was 
commissioned to assist the Principal Researchers in conducting seven semi-structured interviews with Key 
Informants who have insights into existing services and four semi-structured interviews with Key Informants who 
have insights into existing systems. Initial Informants were identified by the Principal Researchers in consultation 
with United Way staff, with room for snowball sampling. 

This research component also involved an in-depth look at the ‘basic needs fund’ (BNF), which is currently 
delivered through three United Way funded agencies in the Calgary community. The research team conducted 
informal qualitative interviews with managers from the three agencies to explain the purpose of the project and 
gather background information about the BNF. In addition, qualitative interviews were conducted with three case 
managers delivering the BNF at each of the three agencies. The research team also attempted to hear from past 
recipients of the BNF through qualitative individual interviews, however, were only able to secure one interview 
with a past recipient. 
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All Key Informant Interviews, which each lasted approximately one hour, were facilitated by a research team 
member using the relevant field guide. An additional research team member took handwritten notes, which were 
subsequently transcribed verbatim. All transcripts contributed to the data set and were reviewed independently 
by two members of the research team who then coded each transcript manually. Codes were integrated, collapsed 
and amalgamated into themes relevant to the research question by consensus. The Research Consultant then 
synthesized successes, promising approaches, barriers and gaps in the network of services and supports for 
families with lower incomes. 

limitations

There are important limitations to note with respect to this study. 

In regards to the secondary literature, most low-income rates are based on 2006 Statistics Canada census data as 
the latest available source. Secondly, given the scope of this study, a comprehensive review of the development 
and influence of all social policies was not possible. 

The Discussion Series with Families involved individuals who self-selected into the process because they heard 
about the project from an agency, or saw a poster hung at a business, recreation facility, or community centre. 

With respect to Survey data, due to challenges of reaching respondents with annual household incomes less 
than $30,000, the sample for this group was smaller: approximately 100 – 200 respondents fall into the less than 
$30,000 annual household income group in each Survey year, and approximately 300 – 400 respondents fall into 
the $30,000 to $60,000 annual household income group in each Survey year. In 2006 and 2009, approximately 650 
respondents fell into the greater than $60,000 annual household income group. As the sample was not made-
up of the same individuals in each Survey year, it is important not to treat the data as three different snapshots .

Furthermore, the sample is not representative of the entire population of families with lower incomes in Calgary. 
The following limitations are acknowledged: 

•  The Survey excluded those who do not speak English. 
•  Certain sub-populations were represented to a greater or lesser extent in the 2011, 2009 and 2006 Surveys in 

comparison to the 2006 Census of Canada, reflecting possible methodological limitations as well as variations 
in the population due to the different time periods of data collection. 

Finally, slight changes to the questionnaire format from 2006 to 2009 and in 2011 limited comparison analysis on 
variables that were changed. 
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3. Context:  Understanding Poverty and  
the Role of Social Policy 

3.1 understanding poverty in canada

Statistics Canada’s Low-income Cut Off (LICO) is the predominant measure used by government and researchers 
to identify the approximate incidence, depth and persistence of poverty across the country.10 According to LICO, 
between 1976 and 2009, low-income rates in Canada have ranged between a high of 16 percent and a low of  
9 percent. It is estimated that more than 20 percent of Canadians experience low-income at some point in a 
given six-year period.11 In a positive development, according to the after-tax LICO measure, the population  
on a low-income in Canada fell by more than 500,000 people between 2000 and 2007. However, this downward 
trend among rates began to plateau and subsequently reverse in 2008 and 2009, reflecting the impact of the 
economic downturn.12

The LICO measure also assists in understanding which demographic groups and regions have an increased 
likelihood of experiencing low-income. Across Canada, seniors, children, lone parent families, recent immigrants, 
off-reserve Aboriginal persons, persons with activity limitations, and non-elderly unattached individuals have 
been shown to have higher rates of low-income compared to other groups.13 Such demographic groups are also 
less likely to move out of poverty over the long-term compared to the general population.14 Women have higher 
rates of low-income across all of these groups compared to men, and most notably among lone-parent families.15

While LICO is a useful tool for measuring and comparing low-income rates, there are many other characteristics 
aside from income that are central to the difficult experience of poverty, including stress, poor health and 
exclusion. Often, such characteristics are entwined in a vicious cycle, as symptoms of poverty that also perpetuate 
and deepen it.

Indeed, poverty is a complex phenomenon created and reinforced by many compounding factors. To varying 
degrees, these factors operate at multiple levels, including societal, systems, community, and personal levels.16 
At the personal level, vulnerability is often tied to factors such as the amount and nature of financial assets, 
skills and education, and social relationships an individual can draw on. However, access to the resources and 
opportunities that enable individuals to develop such assets is essential. It is therefore critical to look at how 
societal, systems, community and personal-level factors are closely intertwined with each other, influencing 
a person or household’s ability to access such assets.17 For example, some neighborhoods may have limited 
amenities and services that support the development of social relationships or facilitate access to affordable 
transportation or child care. The lack of international credential recognition prevents some individuals from 
securing paid employment, regardless of their skills and education. Other variables such as labour market 
characteristics, government policies, institutional practices and access to affordable housing and health care 
contribute to the opportunities and barriers individuals face as they build their assets. Assets, in turn, support 

10 Kunz and Frank, 2004.
11 Murphy, et al, 2012.
12 Statistics Canada, 2011.
13 Murphy et al, 2012.
14 Murphy et al, 2012.
15 Murphy et al, 2012.
16  For more discussion, please see the United Way of Calgary and Area, City of Calgary and Vibrant Communities Calgary 2012 Poverty Series: www.

calgaryunitedway.org/main/policy_and_research/research/poverty_initiatives_research
17 Krantz, 2001.
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individuals to cope with stresses and unexpected situations while laying the foundation for positive outcomes 
and further opportunities, protecting against poverty and ultimately supporting greater wellbeing.18 However, 
each barrier and challenge encountered along the way can compound the affects of other barriers, decreasing 
opportunities to build assets, while increasing vulnerability and the likelihood of experiencing poverty. 

Several different models exist that attempt to define and categorize factors contributing to vulnerability or resiliency.19 
Figure 1 synthesizes some of the most prominent factors highlighted in the literature on poverty. 

Figure 1 – Factors contributing to vulnerability and resiliency 
As noted, while such factors operate at different levels, they are also closely interconnected. Economic conditions 
and related government policies, for example, play an over-arching role in shaping other factors, and as such 
can be a significant influence on the risk of experiencing poverty. Government social policies contribute greatly 
to forming Canada’s social safety net, and have the power to protect against, or create a springboard out of, 
poverty. And yet, while Canada’s social safety net ensures the wellbeing of many, it also has limitations and gaps.20 

3.2 the role of social policy 

Social policy in Canada plays an important role in smoothing the affects of economic fluctuations and in 
contributing to Canadians’ wellbeing. Over the past decades, for example, social policy has played a critical role 
in protecting seniors against poverty, through measures such as the Canada Pension Plan and the Guaranteed 
Income Supplement.21 However, social policy in Canada also has gaps and limitations that can perpetuate or 
reinforce low-income. Indeed, according to the OECD’s 2011 social indicators for its 34 member countries, 
Canada ranks below average on income inequality, poverty, tax benefits, and social spending, indicating 
significant shortcomings in the social safety net.22 Based on a review of prominent literature, the following is a 
synthesis of key areas of social policy, and related limitations, which have particular relevance for the wellbeing 
of families with lower incomes.

18 Krantz, 2001. 
19 Loewen, 2009. 
20 Williams, 2006.
21 Murphy et al, 2012.
22 OECD, 2011.
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developments in canada’s social policy Framework Alongside socio-economic changes

As Williams (2006) argues, Canada’s social policies remain rooted in the underlying principles and context that 
informed their creation in the post-war era. Canada’s social policy architecture was primarily developed in the 
1940s and 50s, with the introduction of supports such as Unemployment Insurance, Family Allowances and Old 
Age Security, continuing to expand and mature into the 1960s and 1970s.23 The Marsh report of 1943 introduced 
the idea of a system of income security premised on addressing the immediate needs of those experiencing 
unemployment and support for families raising children.24 As Williams (2006) notes, income support was 
considered to be a ‘last resort’ measure, intended to help meet the more immediate needs of those experiencing 
periodic unemployment, rather than an active investment in the assets of Canadians. The major social policies 
developed during this post-war era also reflected the socio-economic context at the time, characterized by a 
strong, full-employment economy: one full-time income was often sufficient to meet household expenses and, 
with families primarily based on a two-parent structure, most women took on full-time care giving roles, raising 
their children and caring for elderly parents and other family members. 

Despite a dramatically changing socio-economic context in Canada, 
many of the policies developed during this period, including 
Workers Compensation, Guaranteed Income Supplement and 
the Canada Pension Plan, remain the country’s major social policy 
commitments. Such changes include the dramatic increase in 
women’s participation in the paid labour market, with 58 percent of 
women in Canada employed outside the home in 2009, representing 
more than double the number of women employed in 1976 and 
having significant implications on the availability of care giving 
supports.The past decades have also been marked by dramatic 
increases in costs of living, particularly with regards to housing 
prices, while family incomes have remained relatively stagnant.25 In 
1976, average housing costs were three times the average household income for couples aged 25 – 34 in Alberta 
while today it is closer to five times as much.26 Thus, while many of the social policies developed in the post-war 
era remain the foundational elements of our national social safety net, what is less evident is whether this social 
policy regime is adequate and appropriate in meeting the challenges citizens and the country face today.27 

While such profound socio-economic changes have occurred, incremental reforms and innovations have dotted 
the social policy system, such as the Social Security Review of 1994, the Canada Social Transfer (2004) and the 
Universal Child Care Benefit (2006). However, they have failed to keep up with the magnitude of the shifts in 
our socio-economic structures.28 According to several authors, the past decades have also seen an over-arching 
erosion of social policy in Canada, with economic policies and decisions having had a significant influence on 
this.29 After the continued expansion of social programs into the 1970s, the 1980s and 1990s saw the retrenchment 
of several important programs, including cutbacks to child benefits, federal social transfers to the provinces, 
which included funds for health, post-secondary education, social assistance and social services, and the Canada 
Pension Plan.30 More specifically, beginning in the 1980s, the federal government not only reduced funds, but 
restructured social programs, resulting in social policies that reduced benefits and tightened eligibility criteria.31 
Federal spending as a share of the economy declined during the 1990s, going from 16 percent of GDP in 1994 

23 Battle, 2001.
24 Williams, 2006.
25 Kershaw, 2011.
26 Kershaw, 2011.
27 Battle, 2001; Brodie and Bakker, 2007; Torjman, 2008.
28 Battle, 2001; Williams, 2006
29 Battle, 2001; Brodie and Bakker, 2007.
30 Battle, 2001.
31 Brodie and Bakker, 2007.

“many have had to turn to 
social safety net programs 
like (employment Insurance) 
and social assistance for 
support at the very time 
that governments have 
been cutting back on those 
programs.” 

– Battle, 2001
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to 11 percent in 2001. While levels have since risen, reaching 16.9 percent in 2007, Canada ranks 23rd out of 34 
OECD member countries in terms of public social expenditures as a percentage of GDP, where the average is 
19.3 percent.32 

social policy’s role in child care

Accessible, affordable and quality child care provides children with equitable early learning opportunities and 
enables parents to (re)enter the labour force while retaining a 
greater portion of their earnings.33 Indeed, child care services are 
widely recognized as critical public infrastructure for supporting 
childhood development, reducing child poverty and addressing 
the feminisation of poverty.34 Yet, there are only regulated child care 
and kindergarten spaces for an estimated 32 percent of Alberta 
children under six years of age.35 The national context is no better: 
UNICEF ranks Canada among the worst industrialized countries 
when it comes to investing in families with pre-school age children.36

Over the past several decades, federal and provincial social policies have made efforts to invest in children. At 
a time when many social programs were being rationalized, the National Child Benefit (NCB), introduced in 
1998 by the Federal Government, was the first new social expenditure in several years.37 This Federal-Provincial-
Territorial agreement established the National Child Benefit (NCB) system, with the federal component known 
as the Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB). This benefit represents the most substantial income supplementation 
program in the country. It takes into account and recognizes the importance of ongoing supports for families 
raising children, by remaining in place even as parents transition from social assistance to paid employment.38 
The introduction of the CCTB was followed by other child-focused initiatives, including the Early Childhood 
Development Agreement in 2000 and the Universal Child Care Benefit in 2006. An important step forward with 
respect to child care came with the 2007 Federal Budget when it was announced that the federal government 
would direct $250 million a year to the provinces and territories through the Canada Social Transfer to support 
child care spaces.39 

While the heightened attention to children’s wellbeing is promising, there remain critical limitations to current 
policies, particularly in terms of the ongoing inadequate supply of child care spaces and subsidies levels. For 
example, the Universal Childcare Benefit (UCCB), designed to off-set the costs of child care by offering $100 a 
month per child under the age of six, faces criticisms on several fronts. As the support falls far short of the actual 
costs of quality regulated child care, fails to directly invest in the supply of child care,40 and is subject to provincial 
and federal income taxation, 41 it is considered to have a limited impact on families with lower incomes.42 As 
Brodie and Bakker (2007) argue, “…inadequate child care subsidies are more likely to underwrite part-time and 
precarious employment for women, as families struggle to make ends meet and care for their children.” The 
development of an overarching federal plan to ensure access to affordable childcare services is seen as essential 
to move beyond the current “inadequate patchwork” of supports.43 

32 OECD, 2011.
33 Torjman, 2008.
34 Brodie and Bakker, 2007.
35 Kershaw, 2011.
36  Kershaw, 2011.
37 Battle, 2001.
38 Torjman, 2008; Battle, 2001.
39 Torjman, 2008.
40 Torjman, 2008.
41 Battle, 2001.
42 Torjman, 2008.
43 Decter, 2011.

“unIceF ranks canada 
the lowest when it comes 
to industrialized countries 
investing in families with 
preschool age children.”

– Kershaw, 2011
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In a positive step forward, the Alberta Government recently announced it will provide the maximum child care 
subsidy to families making $50,000 or less per year, thereby expanding the Province’s support in off-setting costs 
for families with lower incomes.44 However, research indicates that efforts to increase the number of licensed and 
approved child care spaces would further improve access to child care for families with lower incomes.45 

social policy’s role in Income supplementation and replacement

The underlying premise of the post-war social policy framework is 
that full-time employment is the most effective way out of poverty.46 
Employment, supported by education and relevant training, 
remains a key pathway to greater social inclusion and economic 
wellbeing, increasing resiliency against stress and anxiety while 
contributing to other asset areas, such as social relationships and 
identity.47 Yet, in today’s economy, several issues are limiting the 
ability of employment to protect against poverty. First, systemic 
and structural barriers affect many vulnerable Canadians ability to 
participate fully in the paid labour force. Such barriers may include 
mental and physical health conditions, discrimination, violence, 
international credential recognition, family circumstances and limited education or training.48 Secondly, the 
particular skill-sets and experience sought by employers fluctuates as do life circumstances and responsibilities. 
Furthermore, for those who are participating in the labour force, low wages mean that even full-time work does 
not necessarily equate with a life out of poverty: an estimated one out of eight employed Albertans earn less 
than $12 per hour, 68 percent of whom are over the age of 20.49 Among households under LICO, one in three 
children live in families where at least one parent works full-time, full-year.50 As Faid (2009) notes, many low wage 
workers do not receive benefits, such as medical and dental insurance plans, through their employer and these 
individuals are more likely to experience poverty.

Social policy has intervened in various respects to address some of the issues related to low paid, insecure 
and fluctuating employment. Income supplementation policies, such as the federal Working Income Tax Benefit 
(WITB) and Alberta’s Family Employment Tax Credit, are focused on enhancing incentives to employment and 
bolstering low earnings of those in the work force.51 Such supports represent critical additional sources of income 
for many families. However, eligibility for the WITB, for example, remains restrictive, requiring the incomes of 
beneficiaries to be significantly lower than LICO, thus limiting its impact on many families with lower incomes.52 
To help smooth the impact of fluctuations in the labour market, and ensure that workers can access a form of 
partial income replacement during periods of unemployment, Employment Insurance (EI) has become a critical 
policy tool.53 EI, formerly known as Unemployment Insurance, and first introduced in 1940, was designed to 
provide temporary financial assistance to unemployed Canadians and those who are caring for a new baby 
or an ill family member.54 Since the mid-1990s however, when a series of significant reforms to the policy were 
introduced, fewer unemployed individuals have been able to access this support.55 This reflects several factors, 

44 Gov’t of Alberta, 2012. 
45 Lefebvre, 2009.
46 Williams, 2006.
47 Sharpe, 2011.
48  For more discussion, please see the United Way of Calgary and Area, City of Calgary and Vibrant Communities Calgary 2012 Poverty Series: www.

calgaryunitedway.org/main/policy_and_research/research/poverty_initiatives_research
49 Based on 2011 Statistics Canada data pulled and compiled by Public Interest Alberta, 2011.
50 Kolkman and Ahorro, 2011.
51 Torjman, 2008.
52 Battle and Mendelson, 2005.
53 Torjman, 2008.
54 Service Canada, 2012.
55 Battle and Torjman, 2009.

“the incidence of low-income 
was much higher for Alberta 
families where the primary 
income earner did not receive 
employer sponsored benefits, 
such as medical and dental 
insurance plans.”

– Faid, 2009
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including tightened eligibility criteria alongside a reduction in benefit levels and decreased maximum duration 
of benefits.56 An estimated 83 percent of unemployed Canadians qualified for support in 1990 while only 43 
percent of unemployed Canadians qualified for EI benefits in 2008.57 Low wage workers and those working non-
standard or part-time jobs are most likely to be excluded from this support,58 consequently affecting women, 
recent immigrants, new workers and people living with a disability more than other groups.59 

For those who face significant barriers and challenges to participating in paid employment, social assistance rates 
across the country remain several thousand dollars below LICO and have not kept pace with inflation, as indicated 
in Figure 2. In Alberta in 2009, a single parent with a young child would have received $15,749 as their annual 
income from social assistance, which translates into 70 percent of LICO.60 Income support policies also limit the 
amount of assets recipients can hold and earnings they can accrue. In Alberta income support recipients are able 
to maintain one to two months of Care Benefits, along with other assets, such as a home, a vehicle worth less 
than $10,000 and RRSPs.61 For example, a Social Assistance recipient living in private housing, with one child and 
who is categorized as ‘Expected to Work’ can hold onto the equivalent of one month’s total Core Benefits for the 
household unit, which in 2011 was approximately $900.62 The low levels of support alongside related asset limits 
can place recipients in the precarious position of not having significant income nor sufficient savings to draw on, 
limiting the ability to handle unexpected or increasing expenses.63 Further, this affects a family’s ability to exercise 
self-determination and build financial stability over the long-term. As described by Cabaj (2011), “most families 
receiving social assistance across Canada experience the Catch-22 of typical welfare systems: They are forced to 
give up their financial assets before they go on social assistance and then are limited in how much they may earn 
once they find work if they’re going to stay on assistance.” 

Figure 2 – Income support Amounts in 2009 constant dollars – 2009 and 198664

1986 2009

Lone Parent, one child aged two $17,196 $15,749

Couple, two children aged 10 and 15 $26,886 $22,101

social policy’s role in protecting vulnerable demographic Groups

Part of the complexity of poverty is reflected in the reality that not all groups and individuals face the same risk or 
likelihood of being affected by poverty, nor do efforts to address poverty benefit all citizens in the same way. In 
Canada, low-income rates vary across demographic groups, particularly affecting seniors, children, lone parents, 
recent immigrants, off reserve Aboriginal persons, persons with activity limitations, and non-elderly unattached 
individuals at higher rates.65 Poverty rates among women are higher across almost all over-represented groups, 
as indicated in the Figure 3.66 Considering that such groups are more likely to face structural and systemic 
barriers, such as discrimination and exclusion, social policies can have a direct influence on the persistence of 
high poverty rates among these groups. 

56 Mowat Centre for Policy Innovation, 2011.
57 Battle and Torjman, 2009.
58 Mowat Centre for Policy Innovation, 2011.
59 Battle and Torjman, 2009.
60  National Council of Welfare, 2010. In a more recent development, the Alberta Government’s March 2012 Budget announced a 5% increase to income 

support rates.
61 For a complete list of asset exemptions, please visit the Alberta Works website: www.employment.alberta.ca/awonline/is/4917.html
62 Alberta Works, 2012; Alberta Works, 2011.
63 Stapleton, 2009.
64 Adapted from National Council of Welfare’s Welfare Incomes 2009 report. National Council of Welfare, 2009.
65 Murphy et al, 2012.
66 Brodie and Bakker, 2007.
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Figure 3 – low-income rate – men compared to women 

Percentage of men and women below LICO across various demographic groups67

Lone-parent families have been one of the most economically-disadvantaged groups in Canada. While rates of 
low-income for the group have declined significantly over the past several decades, they remain high, and almost 
double that of the general population, at approximately 20 percent.68 Further, female lone-parent families, who 
represent the majority of lone-parent families and have an average net worth of approximately $17,000, are 
more likely to experience poverty than male lone-parent families, who have an approximate average net worth 
of $80,000.69 

Reflecting such trends tied to the feminization of poverty, despite dramatic increases in employment rates among 
women over the past several decades, women in Canada continue to earn, on average, an estimated 71 percent 
of men’s average earnings.70 Such figures partly reflect the fact that women continue to be over-represented in 
lower paid, part-time and precarious work: 70 percent of part-time workers and 66 percent of minimum wage 
workers are female.71 Unequal earnings are still present when the number of hours worked is equal and when 
education levels are similar.72 The lower earnings of women can be further compounded over time by various 
social policies, particularly in how they determine benefit levels. For example, tax-based social policies, such as 
the Caregiver Tax Credit, will not benefit those who do not have enough taxable income to claim deductions, 
exemptions or credits.73 Similarly, parental leave benefits and pensions, which are based on a percentage of 
earned income, will be much less for women with lower incomes.74 Such examples point to how current social 
policies have significant limitations and differential impact in the supports they offer certain demographic groups.

67 Statistics Canada, 2006b.
68 Murphy et al, 2012.
69 Canadian Women’s Foundation, 2011. 
70 Williams, 2010.
71 Decter, 2011.
72  When similar education levels are compared, female university graduates earn an average of $62,800, compared to male graduates who earn $91,800. 

Williams, 2010.
73 Brodie and Bakker, 2007.
74 Brodie and Bakker, 2007.
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4. Research Findings and Discussion

The following summarizes and discusses the research findings gained from all methodology components. The 
first section, building on the social policy context outlined above, explores dimensions of the lived experiences 
of families with lower incomes in Calgary. It draws on several sources to provide such an overview, including 
highlights from the Survey conducted in 2006, 2009 and 2011, which identify concerns frequently experienced by 
families with lower incomes. Combined with relevant literature, findings from the Discussion Series contextualize 
the Survey responses and highlight the factors that provoke, affect and perpetuate experiences with poverty, as 
well as areas of strength and resilience that enable families to persevere. 

These findings set the foundation for the second component of the following section, in which six levers that can 
support greater wellbeing for families with lower incomes are laid out. Each lever, identified through the research 
process as an existing strength, discusses associated challenges, opportunities and possibilities for further building 
upon the resiliency of families, and strengthening the systems and networks of supports they are accessing.

the Flux of living with a lower Income – Insights from the discussion series

The financial and emotional flux of living with a lower income was evident throughout the 
Discussion Series with Families, with participants experiencing a range of challenges, stresses 
and triumphs. Leah75 sat through many discussions with anxiety and anticipation for her 
unemployed husband who had several interviews lined up. By the end of the Series, he had 
secured a well-paying job that would set them on the path to greater financial stability. The 
sense of relief and possibility for the family was immediate. Another participant, diagnosed 
with a chronic illness during the course of the Series, struggled to come to terms with the 
consequences of her health condition for herself, her child, and their financial situation. The 
impact of unexpected expenses often came to bear, with a sudden C-train ticket straining 
one mom’s carefully calculated monthly budget and another weighing the trade-offs of 
replacing her broken washing machine or buying Christmas presents for her children. Others 
went from making daily trade-offs to near-crisis situations. Brenda, for example, received an 
eviction notice prior to one discussion and, not knowing where to turn, her quietly held fears 
were palpable. The group was able to direct her to services she had no idea were available, 
and soon she was on her way to receiving supports with a renewed sense of hope.

Even in a short timeframe, the intersection of financial and emotional wellbeing was strikingly 
demonstrated as these families moved through life and responded to continuous fluctuations 
in their income, expenses, employment and health.

73 Names of participants have been changed to uphold anonymity.
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4.1 calgary Families with lower Incomes: dimensions of lived experiences

employment 

Research indicates that families with lower incomes are more likely to experience precarious employment, often 
represented by part-time, temporary or contract work and low wages. Coupled with rising food, utility and housing 
costs, this contributes greatly to the financial strain experienced by lower income households.76 According to the 
Survey results, concern for being unemployed is much higher among the lower income groups than the higher 
income groups.*77 Noting that the respondent’s concern could refer to anyone in their household, for those with 
an income of <30K,78 about 60 percent of those surveyed in all three years were concerned about unemployment. 
For those with an income of $30 – 60K, concern about unemployment was lower, ranging from 39 percent in 
2006 to 49 percent in 2009. The data suggests that for many with lower incomes, concern about unemployment 
persists even when economic conditions are strong. Based on data from the 2011 Survey, among respondents 
in the <$30K group, nearly one-fifth did not have anyone employed in the household, compared to 4 percent of 
the $30 – $60K group.* It is notable however, that the vast majority of both lower income groups had one or more 
family members employed in the household in 2011. 

Figure 4 – 2011 survey responses on household employment

Percentage of each lower income group who expressed concern for unemployment compared to the percentage 
with ‘zero employed in the household’ and ‘one or more employed in the household’. 

For those who are not employed, attaining adequately paid employment is not always straightforward, as discussed 
in Section 3. Research shows that prior to securing employment, multiple factors must be in place, including access to 
appropriate infrastructure such as transportation and child care, and supports related to job preparation, education 
and training, as well as physical and mental health.79 Indeed, Discussion Series participants described how caring for 
family members at-times prevented them from securing or maintaining employment. One woman’s two children with 

76 Cook, 2012.
77 * indicates difference is statistically significant, see Glossary on pg. 3 for more information.
78  Analysis of Survey responses with dependents were split into three income groups and will be referred to as follows: annual household income less 

than $30,000 is referred to as <$30K, annual household income between $30,000 and $60,000 is referred to as $30 – $60K, and annual household 
income above $60,000 will be referred to as >$60K or the higher income group.

79 APA Taskforce, 1998.
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“As soon as I go to work 
something is lacking at 
home. you know, health 
issues get worse if mom is 
not at home. we paid for 
child care but they are not 
qualified to take care of 
these medical issues. . .so we 
are kind of stuck, you know? 
– Discussion Series participant, 2011

severe disabilities require her full-time care, while another participant 
described how, upon finally securing employment in his field, his 
wife’s Chrohn’s Disease flared up, requiring him to leave his job in 
order to care for her and his children. 

training & skills 

A much greater percentage of families with lower incomes reported 
concern for getting more education or training compared to higher 
income families, particularly among the <30K group.* This may 
reflect that, in 2011, almost half of the <$30K group had a high school 
diploma or less, compared to one quarter of the $30 – $60K group. 
Barriers to education or training can include the lack of affordable 
and accessible opportunities, and the added financial strain of 

pursuing available opportunities is also a deterrent.80 For example, Discussion Series participants pursuing further 
education described a situation of increased financial stress for their families throughout the duration of their 
studies, given more limited household income.

Despite such barriers, 46 percent of respondents in the <$30K group had at least a post secondary certificate or 
diploma and 61 percent of respondents in the $30 – $60K group had at least that. seven percent of both income 
categories reported having above a bachelor’s degree.81 

Figure 5 – 2011 survey responses on household education & training concerns 

Percentage of each lower income group who expressed concern for getting more education & training in 2011 
compared to the percentage with a high school diploma or less and the percentage with at least some post-
secondary education. 

80 Williams, 2006.
81  This question did not account for the highest level of education achieved in the household, but referred to the characteristics of the individual 

responding to the Survey. The highest level of education in the household might therefore be higher. 
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“like right now I’m sitting 
at home, I have an eviction 
notice, disconnection notice 
from my power, my gas; I 
have an appointment for the 
food bank. you know, I just go 
day-by-day.” 
– Discussion Series participant, 2011

“It’s like you’re planning 
a future three months, six 
months, five years, 10 years. 
you can’t even have that 
scope of vision because 
you’re just trying to deal with 
one minute at a time.” 
– Discussion Series participant, 2011

saving for the Future

The ability to maintain personal savings is critical to being able 
to handle unexpected expenses and changes in circumstances, 
protecting a household against financial crises and potentially 
deeper poverty. Families with lower incomes face multiple barriers 
to building and maintaining income and savings, reflected in the 
vast majority of Survey respondents reporting concern for not 
saving enough money for the future in all three Survey years. 
Particularly notable is the fact that the percentage concerned 
for this issue among the <$30K group jumped to 83 percent in 
2011 from 70 percent in both 2009 and 2006.* This was the most 
frequently reported concern among families with lower incomes, as 
captured by the Survey. 

Figure 6 –2006 – 2011 concern for not saving for the Future 

The percentage of each lower income group concerned about not saving for the future, in each Survey year. 

Families participating in the discussions described a spectrum 
of financial insecurity, including times of severe financial crisis, 
where each meal is in question. One mother described how she 
managed to get by with limited dollars by prioritizing her family’s 
most immediate needs, or by making trade-offs, such as paying 
the electricity bill one month and the gas bill the next. In better 
times, participants described how creating a budget becomes a 
possibility, while long-term saving remains a struggle. The budget 
depicted in Figure 7 demonstrates the great difficulty facing lower 
income Calgarians in affording basic needs and managing to save. 
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Figure 7 – sample of monthly Income and expenses 
The following is an example of monthly income and expenses for a lone mother employed full-time for minimum 
wage, with one child, age eight82

Monthly Income  Dollars Per Month ($)
Net Income 83  1,363 
Income support supplemental benefits84 – 
National Child Benefit Supplement85 177
Alberta Family Employment Tax Credit86 59 
GST Credit87 53 
Income Subtotal 1,652 
  
Monthly Income  Dollars Per Month ($)
Rent – 2 bedroom apartment88 1,087 
Transportation (City of Calgary Low-Income Monthly Transit Pass)89 40 
School Fees90 40 
Food91 324 
Utilities92 157
Other living expenses93 293 
Expenses Subtotal 1,941
Total Income Minus Expenses (289)
Annual Shortfall (3,468)

health & security

The social determinants of health describe the primary factors that shape the health of Canadians, and 
demonstrate that living conditions, not medical treatments or lifestyle choices, are key.94 Living on a lower income 
deprives families of the material and social resources that are necessary for maintaining health, such as food 
and shelter, and cultural, educational and recreational activities.95 As stated by leading researchers in this area, 
“income is perhaps the most important social determinant of health.”96 The relationship between health and 

82  Income and expenses primarily based on 2011 – 2012 income tax year. However, 2009 and 2010 amounts were used for food, utilities, and ‘other living 
expenses’, as up-to-date sources were limited. Recreation, education, reading and other expenses are not included.

83 Monthly after-tax income determined using various provincial and federal government income tax calculators for 2011 – 2012 tax year. 
84  This woman may qualify for additional provincial government benefits and supports. However, the amount varies from person-to -person and would 

be difficult to determine the amount she qualified for.
85  National Child Benefit Supplement calculated for 2011-2012 tax year using Canada Revenue Agency’s online calculator, here: www.cra-arc.gc.ca/ebci/

icbc/simnet/SimnController
86  GST Credit calculated for 2011-2012 tax year using Canada Revenue Agency’s online calculator, here: www.cra-arc.gc.ca/ebci/icbc/simnet/

SimnController
87  Alberta Family Employment Tax Credit calculated for 2011-2012 tax year using Canada Revenue Agency’s online calculator, here: www.cra-arc.gc.ca/

ebci/icbc/simnet/SimnController
88 City of Calgary, Community & Neighborhood Services, 2012. 
89 City of Calgary Transit, 2012.
90  Fees listed represent 2011 – 2012 allowable maximum fees per student for mandatory fees, and are taken from the Calgary Board of Education 

website: www.cbe.ab.ca/Parents/fees.asp#waivers
91  Based on 2009 average expenditure of the lowest income quintile. Statistics Canada Income Statistics Division, 2010. Note: this amounts to less than 

guidelines provided by Dietician of Canada for a Nutritious Diet for this family size in 2009. Dieticians of Canada et al, 2009.
92 City of Edmonton Planning and Development Department. 2011. 
93  Based on 2009 average expenditure of lowest income quintile on clothing, health, personal care, insurance and home furnishing and equipment. 

Statistics Canada Income Statistics Division, 2010. 
94 Mikkonen and Raphael, 2010
95 Mikkonen and Raphael, 2010. 
96 Mikkonen and Raphael, 2010, p. 12. 
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income emerged strongly in the Survey findings as well. Compared to higher income respondents, families 
with lower incomes were more likely to access mental health services or counseling and to report depression 
as a concern. In 2009, nearly half of the <$30K group were concerned about being depressed and more than a 
third of the $30 – $60K group were concerned compared to 26 percent of respondents from the higher income 
group.* Families participating in the Discussion Series highlighted how their poverty impacted their health and 
how health conditions contributed to their poverty, with several participants struggling with chronic health issues 
themselves or in their families, thereby limiting their ability to earn a regular income and engage in activities in 
their communities.

Figure 8 – 2009 survey responses on household mental health concerns

Percentage of each income group concerned about issues related to mental wellbeing and that accessed mental 
health services or counseling.

Furthermore, Survey findings showed that a large percentage of lower income households are concerned about 
domestic violence. Additionally, there appears to be greater concern for domestic violence among the <$30K 
group when responses from all three Survey years are compared to the other income groups. Many of the distinct 
emotional, psychological and financial challenges were discussed during the Discussion Series, as close to half of 
the participants had experienced domestic violence in their lifetime, and for some it was cited as the main reason 
they were experiencing poverty. These discussions echoed literature showing survivors of domestic violence who 
struggle with lower incomes are more likely to face a catch-22 situation: tolerate violence in order to maintain 
food and shelter, or risk losing financial security by fleeing.97 

97 Gurr et al, 2008. 
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Figure 9 – concern for Being a victim of domestic violence in each survey year

Percentage of each lower income group concerned about being a victim of domestic violence in each Survey year. 

personal values – volunteering, parenting & hope for the Future

There is no question that the values of families with lower incomes are diverse, complex and broad-ranging. 
However, there are some commonalities that can be identified through the Survey responses and Discussion 
Series, and make-up an important aspect of lived experiences.

Despite the many challenges faced by families with lower incomes, 
the percentage reporting they volunteer on a monthly basis was 
similar across income groups in 2009 Survey results, where 42 
percent of the <$30K group volunteered monthly, 34 percent of the 
$30 – $60K group volunteered, and 48 percent of the >$60K group 
volunteered. Volunteering was described by Discussion Series 
participants as an opportunity to give back to the community, 
overcome isolation, and maintain a sense of belonging. 

Many participants became emotional as they described their 
desire to ensure their children have every opportunity to achieve 
and enjoy wellbeing now and in the future. Tied to this desire and 
commitment to parenting are deep concerns that their children 
may not escape poverty as an adult. In fact, the majority of families 
responding to the Survey in 201198 reported concern for all seven 

questions related to their children’s future wellbeing. The most common concern among both income groups 
was around their children’s future employment prospects: 75 percent of the <$30K group and 73 percent of the 
$30 – $60K group reported concern for this issue. A similarly high proportion of respondents were concerned 
about their children’s ability to afford basic needs once they leave home, where 75 percent of the <$30K group 
and 68 percent of the $30 – $60K group were concerned about this issue. 

98 Questions surrounding children’s future wellbeing were unique to 2011 and therefore cannot be compared to previous Survey years. 
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“[volunteering] makes me 
feel like a human being, like 
a real citizen. people think 
that people that are on a 
low-income, that they’re just 
receiving benefits you know, 
and that’s not true. there’s so 
many people in low-income 
that are giving back and are 
not recognized”

 – Research participant,  
Discussion Series 2011
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“I find that hope and 
possibility keep me going. 
I would describe it as 
sometimes all I have is hope 
and possibility.”

– Discussion Series Participant, 2011

Figure 10 – 2011 concern for children’s Future wellbeing

Percentage of each income group concerned about their children’s future wellbeing. 

The challenges of isolation, financial stress, lack of well-paying and meaningful employment, among others, 
can greatly impact an individual’s ability to maintain dignity and hope. Yet the ability to do so was described by 
Discussion Series participants as critical to their wellbeing. Many described their children as an incredible source 
of hope, motivation and richness in their lives, demonstrating a deep commitment to ensuring that their children 
would move out of poverty. This may explain why the vast majority of respondents (87 – 94 percent) agreed with 
the statement ‘I am satisfied with my life as a whole’ in all three Survey years. Discussion Series participants also 
agreed when asked about their overall satisfaction with life. One lone-mother on the verge of homelessness 
agreed saying she sees her life through her children, and not through her material possessions. 

Food Insecurity

A strong indicator of the degree of strain many Calgarian families 
are facing, is the fact that approximately half of the <$30K group is 
concerned about not having enough money for food and 
approximately one-third of the $30 – $60K group is concerned 
about this issue. In all three years, the concern among the <30K 
group is greater than the $30 – $60K group, who nevertheless 
showed substantial concern.*
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Figure 11 – concern for not having enough money for Food in each survey year

Percentage of each income group concerned about not having enough money for food in each Survey year. 
Concern among the lowest income group increased each year. 

The four domains of household food insecurity describe the effects of this experience:99

1. Psychological – worry and anxiety about whether the food will last and where it will come from; 
2. Qualitative – compromises in quality of food choice; 
3. Quantitative – insufficient amount of foods; 
4. Social – obtaining foods from socially unacceptable means, such as food banks. 

These four domains lead to multiple, compounding health consequences, including on physical, mental and 
social wellbeing, monotony of diet, lack of control over food situation, feelings of powerlessness, and reliance on 
energy dense food over nutrient dense food.100 Not surprisingly, food insecurity is considered a social determinant 
of health, as dietary deficiencies are associated with greater likelihood of chronic disease, and the stress and 
anxiety it creates also has health-threatening effects.101 

lack of Affordable housing

The lack of appropriate and affordable housing is another major issue facing families with lower incomes in 
Calgary. Based on Canada Mortgage Housing Company’s definition of housing affordability, 2006 census data 
shows that 19 percent of all Calgary households (72,195) were living in unaffordable housing.102 A survey conducted 
by The City of Calgary shows there are only 11,759 subsidized units available in Calgary as of August 2011.103  
In the 2011 and 2009 Survey data, housing affordability was the third most commonly held concern among the 
<$30K group. Families participating in the Discussion Series described how the high cost of rent inhibited them 
from saving and getting ahead. One single mom spoke of the pervasive anxiety she felt for the day her term in 
subsidized housing for domestic violence victims would end, knowing independent housing would be beyond 
her financial reach.

99 Mikkonen and Raphael, 2010.
100 ibid
101 Mikkonen and Raphael, 2010.
102  Canada Mortgage Housing Company’s defines unaffordable housing as spending more than 30% of gross income on rental housing, or more than 

32% of gross income on home ownership. City of Calgary, Community and Neighborhood Services, 2012b.
103 City of Calgary, Community and Neighborhood Services et al. 2012.
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Figure 12 – concern for housing Affordability

Percentage of lower income groups concerned about being able to afford housing in each Survey year. 

lack of Accessible transportation

Affordable and accessible transportation is essential for accessing employment, services and supports. Yet, many 
families with lower incomes reported concern for not having easy access to transportation in all three Survey 
years, with the <$30K group more likely to be concerned about this issue in 2009 and 2011 compared to the $30 
– $60K group.* While The City of Calgary provides a Low-Income Transit Pass, accessibility is currently limited to 
those earning 75 percent of the Low-income Cut-Off (LICO) or less.104 

Figure 13 – concern for easy Access to transportation

Percentage of lower income groups concerned about access to transportation in 2011. 

104 City of Calgary Transit, 2012.
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lack of Affordable child care

2011 Survey responses show that 46 percent of the <$30K group and 34 percent of the $30 – $60K group were 
concerned about not being able to access child care services, suggesting that many families among both income 
groups are concerned about this issue, especially among the <$30K group.* The lack of affordable child care was 
often raised by families during the Discussion Series, along with the impact this has on their ability to maintain 
employment and cover the costs of their basic needs. Next to Ontario, child care in Alberta is the second most 
expensive province in Canada: the average monthly cost of child care for a child between Grade one and Grade 
six in Calgary is $640.105 While subsidies for child care are available provincially and federally, they fail to cover the 
full costs associated with regulated quality child care.

community services & supports 

Survey data shows that, across all three Survey years, the majority of both lower income groups reported using 
medical doctor services (90 percent), public transit (71 percent), public library programs and services (72 percent), 
and recreation or leisure facilities, programs and services (70 percent). Beyond these four service areas however, 
the percentage of each income group that reported using each service drops considerably.* That is, the next 
most frequently used service was job search or training programs, which was used by 38 percent of the <$30K 
group and 23 percent of the $30 – $60K group in 2011.

Figure 14 – percentage using services

The percentage of each lower income group who used various services within the 12 months prior to the Survey. 

105 Baccari, 2010.
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Looking at responses from all three income groups in 2009 and 2006, there were no significant differences in 
the percentage using most of the services included in the Survey. Public library programs and services, seniors 
centres, family or marriage counseling, addictions counseling or treatment programs, and women’s shelters, 
among others, were all utilized to a similar degree by all income groups.* However, it is notable that the lower 
income groups were less likely to use recreation or leisure services.* The implications of these findings are 
discussed further in Section 4.2.1.

Among the programs and services that were more likely to be used by lower income groups compared to the 
higher income group were self-help or support groups and programs, financial counseling or education and job 
search or training programs*. The <$30K group was also more likely than the $30 – $60K group and >$60K group 
to use immigrant programs and services, pregnancy counseling or education services, and subsidized housing 
and food bank services.* 

Subsidized housing and the food bank, services indicative of serious financial crisis, were most likely to be used 
by the <$30K group.* In 2011, only three percent of the $30 – $60K group used subsidized housing compared 
to 22 percent of the <$30K group.* While three percent of the $30 – $60K group and eight percent of the <$30K 
group accessed the Food Bank in 2011, it is estimated that only one-third of those who are food insecure access 
sources of emergency food assistance.106 Additionally, across 2006, 2009 and 2011, the percentage of the <30K 
group who used the food bank increased each year. While the increase each year is not statistically significant, 
the upward trend is notable and consistent with the rise in global food prices since 2006.107 

Figure 15 – percentage using Food Bank services and subsidized housing

The percentage of each lower income group who used the food bank and subsidized housing within the 12 
months prior to the Survey. 

106 City of Calgary, Community & Neighborhood Services, 2010.
107 Wiggins and Levy, 2008.
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4.2 six levers for wellbeing: strengths, challenges & possibilities

The following section draws primarily on the Key Informant Interviews, the Discussion Series with Families, as 
well as relevant literature. It is categorized into six ‘levers’ that were identified through the research as existing 
strengths that, when leveraged, have the ability to support greater wellbeing of families with lower incomes. 
Each area discusses associated challenges and possibilities for building on the strengths of families with lower 
incomes, the network of supports and services they are accessing, and of systems. 

4.2.1 Access
Calgary has an array of services and supports that are making a difference in the lives of families with lower 
incomes on a daily basis. Accessing services and supports help families get by each day, through food hampers, 
rent supplements, or simply through instilling hope. They also support people to get ahead through asset-
building initiatives, increasing social ties, and skills training, among other supports. However, the very conditions 
and circumstances contributing to a family’s experience of poverty, such as chronic health conditions, language 
ability, or domestic violence, create barriers to accessing critical services that would support them to move out 
of poverty.108 Other barriers are tied to the way in which services are delivered and networked. This research 
highlighted several of the specific challenges associated with accessing services and supports. 

most families with lower incomes are using common public services 

In Calgary, as indicated by the 2006, 2009 and 2011 Surveys, many families with lower incomes are indeed 
accessing services in the community. However, between the lower income and higher income groups, there were 
no significant differences in the percentage using most of the services included in the Survey.* Furthermore, 
beyond the four most commonly used services, the percentage using a service drops considerably*. For example, 
the difference between the fourth most commonly used service and the fifth goes from 62 percent to 38 percent 
among the <$30K group* and 74 percent to 28 percent among the $30 – $60K group.* Even so, there were higher 
patterns of service use among the lower income groups compared to >$60K group with respect to self-help or 
support groups and programs, financial counseling or education, and job search or training programs.* The 
<$30K group was also more likely than the $30 – $60K group and >$60K group to use immigrant programs and 
services, pregnancy counseling or education services, subsidized housing, and food bank services.* While the 
Survey data indicates higher service use patterns among those with lower incomes in a few areas, the percentage 
having reported using such services is considerably lower than services common to the general public, such as 
doctors and libraries as shown in Figure 14 in Secion 4.1.* This information is consistent with the fact that many 
issues tied to access emerged in the research. 

logistical barriers affecting access to critical supports

The ability to locate information about available supports and navigate through systems in order to receive 
those supports was frequently raised. Families participating in the Discussion Series expressed that, “information 
is power”.109 Yet, searching for information is time consuming, and the fragmented nature of the information 
they receive only adds to the complexity of navigation. As another participant described, “we don’t have all 
the information because it’s not in one place… you have to go here, then another community, then another 
place because one community centre doesn’t have all this information.”110 Service providers also struggle to 
stay up-to-date as programs evolve, end, and begin again. This was clearly expemplified during interviews, as 
Informants from community service agencies gave information about income supports that was very different 
from information given by government service agency Informants, and pointed to the need to increase feedback 
loops and communication between these groups.

108 Gurr et al, 2008.
109 Discussion Series participant, 2011.
110 Discussion Series participant, 2011.
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Beyond information and navigation challenges, other logistical barriers raised included child care and 
transportation. Services are located throughout city, for instance, with a high concentration in the downtown 
core.111 Those who are not living in close proximity to a given service can be constrained by lack of affordable 
transportation. For example, during the course of the Discussion Series, one young mother needing to travel 
to reach a service was forced to make a choice: risk further financial strain by taking the train without paying, or 
ensure her child was fed by accessing a service. She took the risk and was issued a C-train ticket. Similarly, those 
juggling employment, child care responsibilities, household duties, and other responsibilities struggle to find 
the time to access services during operating hours. One agency Informant suggested that more evening services 
could address challenges individuals face in trying to access services during day-time work hours. 

Administrative barriers affecting access to critical supports

Administrative processes tied to accessing supports can create further challenges. Such processes are often time 
consuming, circuitous and burdensome in requiring families to fill-out multiple pages of personal information 
about issues such as mental health, debt loads and household 
spending, in addition to providing supporting documentation. 
Discussion Series participants described this process as ‘proving 
your poverty’. The continuous re-telling of their struggles to 
different agencies and services was described as a shameful process 
that erodes dignity and sense of worth. Participants admitted that 
at-times they chose not to access a support in order to avoid feeling ashamed. When individuals encounter these 
experiences, the very strengths and assets that are so critical to wellbeing can inadvertently be eroded. 

Yet, the role of administrative processes was seen by many systems and agency Informants to be important on 
a number of levels. First, the data collected from clients before and after using a service is used anonymously 
so that agencies can be held accountable to funders. It is also used to evaluate impact and build-on practices, 
gauge gaps, and identify needs in the community. As one Informant noted, systematic data collection is a 
powerful social planning tool and can also be useful in advocacy efforts. For example, they purported, “by 
having a conversation that’s evidence-based, using research and referencing measurable results, we can speak 
with a unified and strong voice and have a greater influence as a result.”112 Thus, an apparent tension emerged 
between the need for streamlined processes that require minimal personal information, and the need for rigorous 
data collection to build understandings of needs, gaps and impacts. Resolving this tension between protecting 
clients’ wellbeing and the benefits of data collection would need to involve critically reflecting on what data 
is absolutely necessary to collect based on how the data is going to be used, weighed against the impact on 
families. Ultimately, upholding the dignity and wellbeing of families must be the foremost priority. 

decreasing capacity among services 

Many Informants claimed to be seeing a trend towards increasingly 
strict eligibility criteria across the sector. They indicated that this trend 
has been emerging in response to declining budgets. This finding 
aligns with the literature suggesting many provincial and federal 
social programs are tightening their eligibility criteria as a means 
of controlling costs and caseloads.113 Consequently, further strain is 
placed on non-profit service providers as they try to fill-in the gaps. 

111 Gilmour and Classens, 2011.
112 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
113 Please refer back to Section 3 for more discussion. 

“you feel like you are 
begging”

 – Discussion Series participant, 2011

“there’s not enough money 
to handle everyone that’s 
coming in the front doors.”

 – Key Informant Interview, 2011
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This issue might be tied to another highlighted in the Discussion Series and literature: receiving one support 
can prevent access to another. This was most commonly discussed in reference to government supports, where 
one income support can be deducted from the other. Such limitations and contradictions can create traps of 
dependency and limit a family’s ability to invest in their future as they struggle to get by on a day-to-day basis. 

The limited capacity of service providers to address complex needs was also cited. As one service agency 
representative highlighted in an Interview, “there is little long-term, sustainable assistance for people who have 
extremely low IQ, learning disabilities, trauma victims, addictions, and so on. Their financial crisis is merely the 
tip of the iceberg”.114 Longer-term, more comprehensive and tailored interventions are commonly subject to 
narrow eligibility criteria and demand a high degree of compliance.115 As wrap-around approaches have higher 
costs, strict eligibility criteria for these interventions also reflect the need to limit in-take in order to save on costs. 
Yet, such approaches are often essential for clients with limited developmental and underlying issues of severe 
mental health problems. 

promising practices and ways forward 

There is significant recognition among systems and service providers that enabling better access to supports 
is critical to ensuring families with lower incomes are supported to achieve greater wellbeing. Particularly 
noteworthy are efforts to simplify and streamline application processes. The City of Calgary, for instance, is 
currently considering the adoption of a single-entry system that would enable Calgarians with lower incomes to 
access City subsidies by completing a single application form. Agencies in the community are also considering 
ways of minimizing the paper work required by staff and clients, facilitating referrals and limiting the number 
of times clients are asked to answer personal questions. Others are moving towards more centralized data 
collection mechanisms that multiple service providers can access, while some service providers, have almost 
entirely removed eligibility criteria and personal data collection.116 

Other promising approaches in the community designed to strengthen access to services and support include 
outreach and engagement efforts. A pre-natal program is employing street-level workers to deliver outreach 
services to higher-risk expectant and new mothers, for instance.117 Such an approach minimizes constraints related 
to information and knowledge, transportation, time and self-advocacy. Other outreach services incorporate a 
strong element of relationship building and engagement with beneficiaries.118 Based on principles of engagement 
and trusting relationships, such approaches can play a critical role in ensuring that families are able to access a 
more fulsome range of services.

While many incredible services and supports exist in Calgary to support families, this strength can be further 
leveraged so that all who are in need of supports can access them. Important steps are already being taken 
in terms of streamlining administrative processes, assisting families with navigation, and building social ties. 
Agencies’ capacity to evaluate and build-on program effectiveness, maintain accountability to funders, need not 
compromise the privacy and dignity of clients as we move towards this goal. 

114 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
115 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
116 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
117 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
118 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
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4.2.2 Basic needs 

Basic needs, such as food, shelter, and clothing, are critical to survival. They are also foundational for building 
wellbeing and living with a sense of dignity. While most Calgarians have ready access, even these basics can be out of 
reach for those with lower incomes. As the cost of housing, utilities and food have increased dramatically in Alberta, 
wages and income supports have remained relatively stagnant meaning its purchasing power has declined.119 

Supports for basic needs for families with lower incomes are delivered through both the provincial government, 
which carries a significant mandate in this area, as well as the non-profit service sector. Community agencies 
disburse goods, such as food hampers and clothing, while others disburse funds by making third-party payments 
on utility arrears or rent, for instance. The provincial government’s key mechanism for supporting access to 
basic needs is income support programs delivered through Alberta Works. Income supports provide eligible 
applicants with a set amount of money every month, or one-time emergency funds for specific items. Recipients 
must qualify by meeting base criteria and providing required documents for such supports. 

Increasing demand, declining supports are creating untenable choices

Many voices in the social services sector are indicating increased demand for basic needs. Several informants 
expressed similar sentiments as one who stated, “basic needs is the biggest issue in Calgary.”120 Informants 
working directly with clients all pointed to the overwhelming need among individuals and families for basic needs 
supports. Survey findings also suggest that concern for not being able to afford food is on an upward trend. In 
Calgary, agency funding for basic needs has declined over the past several years, with a major community funder 
and government fund pulling out of this area in recent years. One informant noted that, “when this [government 
fund] was in place, the agencies didn’t see such elevated levels of demand.” Several other Informants noted 
that, while the demand for basic needs supports seems to be on the rise over the past few years, the availability 
of such supports remains limited, and seemingly in decline. As one Informant stated, “the number of clients we 
see that are struggling with financial issues is significant and growing. However, in the community, the pots of 
money that people can access are small and limited.”121 Most Informants representing service agencies feel they 
are able to do little more than crisis management, keeping people from starvation, sometimes postponing the 
point at which they reach crisis. 

The overwhelming demand for basic needs coupled with limited 
community supports has created a situation of untenable choices 
for families, service providers, and funders. Families, for example, 
are making impossible trade-offs, foregoing adequate and 
nutritious meals or cutting back on other areas critical to their 
health and wellbeing. For those who are able to receive basic 
needs supports, it does not often buy more than a few days of 
groceries or cover the costs of a damage deposit. Discussion Series 
participants consistently referenced their struggles in securing 
basic needs, relating how they often managed to get by day-to-day by making impossible choices and trade-offs. 
One example referred to by several participants who had experiences with domestic violence, was tied to child 
support payments: they are often faced pursuing child support payments from their ex-spouse, thereby risking 
violence, or going without and further straining their ability to meet their basic needs.

119 Cook, 2012.
120 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
121 Key Informant Interview, 2011.

“As an agency it’s very easy 
to spend all your time on 
service delivery because 
the levels of demand are so 
constant and overwhelming.”

 – Key Informant Interview, 2011
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Similarly, service providers are making difficult decisions between 
helping and turning someone in need away. As one Informant 
representing a service agency admitted, she turns down 
approximately half of the clients seeking basic needs supports 
because of the scarcity of agency funds. Another Informant whose 
agency provides basic needs items attested they have, “started to 
cut the service off and tell people they’re oversubscribed in their 
emergency food hamper and regular food hamper programs”.122 
Others have placed caps on the number of times a recipient can 
access a support within a certain timeframe. While these restrictions 
are reasonable responses to the elevated levels of demand, it 
results in more administrative tape and stress as staff try to collect 

greater amounts of client data to help them prioritize cases. Such processes can also be experienced by clients 
as exclusionary and invasive, at times contributing to further despair by constantly proving their level of need. 
It can also decrease the impact a support has on a client. For instance, as described by one Informant, a client 
may need to access a basic needs fund several times to become stabilized over the course of a few months. 
However, if access to the fund is limited to once every two years, a one-time infusion of financial support will 
not be enough for them to become stable. The client will likely remain in crisis, potentially entering the shelter 
system or accessing other, more costly emergency supports. For funders, the demand for basic needs is so large 
that they also need to make challenging decisions around the amount of funds to devote to this area. 

Agencies and families have a limited ability to address the factors driving demand

Basic needs supports may be playing a truly critical role in preventing further crisis for recipients, but these 
supports are not enabling them to make the transition out of lower income. In the words of one Informant, their 
basic needs supports“provide short-term relief but do not move clients out of poverty”.123 Without adequate 
resources and capacity to address underlying issues and challenges, staff and families are often responding to 
crises as they arise.

One contributing factor raised is the lack of affordable, quality child care. Service providers believe this heavily 
impacts their clients’ ability to make gains, particularly single mothers. While lack of affordable housing was 
also highlighted by Informants as a critical contributing factor, the complex and compounding factors leading 
individuals into poverty, which are deeply tied to systemic and structural issues, were pointed to as underlying the 

demand for basic needs. For example, several systems and agency 
Informants raised the need for low-cost, thorough assessments of 
clients who may be struggling with undiagnosed learning disabilities 
or cognitive limitations, including Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder. 
Without such assessments, individuals may not be able to access 
the appropriate supports that will comprehensively meet their 
needs and set them on a path towards greater wellbeing. Low 
wages and inadequate social assistance policies also perpetuate 
demand, however, given the amount of time and energy agencies 

must put towards meeting demand for basic services, their capacity to address these systems level issues, among 
others, is extremely limited. Thus, for the sake of preventing crises among clients, prevention is deprioritized and 
the cycle continues. 

122 Key informant interview, 2011.
123 Key informant interview, 2011.

“It’s not so much a budget…
it’s one month I manage to 
pay my rent and budget again 
for food the next month. I pay 
my power and gas bill and I 
get the eviction notice. It just 
goes back and forth, so that’s 
how I do it.”

 – Discussion Series participant, 2011

“the greatest weakness of 
the network of services and 
supports is that we are not 
doing enough systems-level 
change”

– Key Informant Interview, 2011
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promising practices and ways forward 

While the evaluation of basic needs supports is often considered impossible given the short-term nature of 
the intervention, the reality is that too often evaluation is focused solely on outputs, such as how many 
families accessed the fund and demographic characteristics. However, recent United Way research has shown 
that evaluation methods that draw on client stories alongside output data can demonstrate impact without 
requiring clients to complete burdensome forms.124 Narrative-based approaches can more fully demonstrate the 
outcomes, while providing a more fulsome and nuanced understanding of who is accessing the supports and 
what conditions have led to the need. By taking on such approaches, the impact of basic needs supports will 
be better understood, and allow the systemic and structural issues driving demand to emerge, so that the data 
can ultimately be used to address these challenges.125 The impact of such supports can also be leveraged by 
guaranteeing access and improving the way in which they are delivered. Basic needs supports that are sufficient to 
cover costs, offer flexibility, empower families, and connect them to others can support stability and, potentially, 
build their overall capacity and resiliency.

The overwhelming demand that exists in Calgary, amid stagnant and possibly declining funding for such supports 
shows basic needs remains a critical area to address, as equitable and adequate access to basic needs supports 
the dignity and self-determination of families across the spectrum of financial instability, while positioning them 
to focus on building their strengths and moving towards greater self-sufficiency. Guaranteeing all families have 
their basic needs met will enable families to move beyond day-to-day survival and enable our community as a 
whole to spend more time and energy on long-term change efforts.

4.2.3 empowerment 
A significant amount of literature has been published around the role and importance of empowerment in poverty 
reduction, 126 defined here as gaining greater control over one’s life. The deprivation that accompanies poverty 
often denies the ability to exercise meaningful choice, limiting a sense of control and self-determination.127 Lack 
of choice was in fact one of the most frequent themes that emerged during the Discussion Series. Participants 
described how, beyond the physical and material impacts, not being able to make choices leads to a sense of 
hopelessness and defeat. 

control over material resources is disempowering

A sense of dignity and choice was described by Discussion Series participants as a critical factor in their ability 
to persevere. However, this can be challenging to uphold, as the choices a family can make on a daily basis 
are limited by their income. One participant recalled bursting into 
tears in the cereal aisle at a grocery store: despite being faced with 
so many options, she could afford none. These experiences that 
diminish a sense of dignity and control are not resolved by handouts; 
as one participant remarked, “charity doesn’t give you choice, you 
get what other people give you”.128 Despite the best of intentions, 
services and supports that do not allow families to make their own 
choices can be ineffective in addressing their unique circumstances and further erode a sense of control and 
dignity. Without being able to make choices related to the support being offered, the support can end up being 

124 Hurlock, 2012.
125 Hurlock, 2012.
126 For example: Friedman, 1996; Galab and Chandrasekhara, 2003; Kabeer, 1999; Mayoux, 2002; Thorp, et al, 2005.
127 Kabeer, 1999.
128 Discussion Series participant, 2011.

“It’s hard to empower 
yourself and advocate for 
yourself [through] these 
band aid solutions”

 – Discussion Series participant, 2011
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inappropriate. A participant described a recent example where her 
friend, struggling to secure nutritious food for her baby, received 
junk food in her hamper because the provider had assumed it 
would be an enjoyable treat. On the other hand, participants spoke 
highly of a program that offered a range of Christmas toy options 
for them to select for their children that would appropriately suit 
their children’s interests. These and other services that empower 
families to make decisions directly tied to their wellbeing and the 
wellbeing of their family are highly valued.

self-confidence is critical to increasing capacity

Greater control of material resources is empowering for families, and has been shown to have an impact on 
poverty reduction.129 However, without self-confidence people may not develop the motivation, self-efficacy and 
awareness to retain or build on that control.130 Confidence levels are often eroded when individuals are unable to 
satisfy their expectations of themselves or when they do not see examples of success in the people surrounding 
them.131 Recognizing this, several service provider Informants spoke of peer-groups being a positive approach 
to empowering clients. One informant, for example, believes women working with other women, building on 
their individual and collective strengths, seeing each woman as a complete person with multiple strengths, roles 
and experiences, enables “each woman to work from where she is at and follow a self-determined path”.132 
This informant attributed successes with clients to “connections formed, sharing resources, building support 
networks; we aren’t trying to fix anyone”.133 Throughout the Discussion Series, many participants attested that 
attending the discussion sessions not only benefited them by connecting them to new information, but also – 
through sharing experiences, goals and future plans – strengthened their belief that they have the capacity to 
move forward. 

promising practices and ways forward 

Research has shown that peer groups are in fact an important 
avenue for achieving empowerment among those experiencing 
poverty.134 However, as living on a lower income can often entail a 
greater degree of isolation, this, in addition to the amount of time 
required in trying to meet basic needs, limits activity and interaction 
with social networks.135 

The Family Independence Initiative (FII), operating out of the United 
States, is based on peer-to-peer support that is seeing families with 
lower incomes make incredible gains. The FII is structured around 

the belief that, “what families need most is a sense of control over daily lives, awareness of options, and a 
diverse and active social network that provides support, expands those options”.136 Families self-organize into 
peer support groups, set personal goals for their families, and meet monthly to report on their progress and 
discuss challenges and successes. Staff is instructed not to lead or direct families. Instead, families determine for 
themselves the steps needed to improve their lives, thus instilling a sense of confidence and self-determination.137 

129 Sen, 1997.
130 Sen, 1997.
131 Galab and Chandrasekhara, 2003; Sen, 1997.
132 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
133 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
134 Galab and Chandrasekhara, 2003.
135 Thorp, etal, 2005.
136 Kubo, 2011.
137 Stuhldreher and O’Brien, 2011.

“the ability to make choices, 
determine our plan of 
action, and be in control 
are essential to achieving 
mobility and stability in our 
society”

– Maurice Lim Miller, 
FII Founder, 2012

“charity doesn’t give you 
choice, you get what other 
people give you.”

 – Discussion Series participant, 2011
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The FII recognizes that without increasing families’ control of material resources, families will feel frustrated and 
hopeless.138 Therefore, the FII rewards successes, strengths, and actions that move families forward with financial 
payments.139 When combined with greater control over resources, research shows that setting goals and acting 
upon them enables individuals to reach their potential for living the lives they want.140 FII evaluation data shows 
that this approach is having an impact. Among 344 individuals and 86 households, at the end of two years 
incomes rose by 23 percent, savings increased by 240 percent, and 17 percent bought homes.141 While peer 
models were found to be operating in Calgary, the financial payments, lack of Staff facilitation, and specific goal-
setting techniques used by the FII are unique. Its success factors and relevance to the Calgary context should be 
explored more deeply. 

A promising approach also discovered to be operating – to varying degrees –at a few agencies in Calgary is an 
asset-building approach, which goes beyond building finances and considers a person’s social relationships, 
skills and education, neighborhood context and personal attributes as assets to build as well. This approach is 
typically based on three main premises that support an empowerment approach: investment, individual choice, 
and mix of responsibilities. The first premise emphasizes investing in future needs, while the second emphasizes 
the role of the individual in choosing their participation level and goals. The third premise emphasizes the 
interdependent responsibilities of individuals, community, private sector, and government in how assets are 
accumulated and used.142

One agency employing this approach assesses the assets of their clients in each area mentioned above. Clients 
are then recommended to programs within and outside of the agency that will help them to build assets in areas 
where deficits are identified. Such an approach also shifts away from quick fixes and takes into account the whole-
person, including the importance of investing in social, emotional, and physical health, to achieve self-sufficiency. 
For example, women who have left domestic violence need time and supports to heal and re-build self-esteem 
before being able to secure employment and pursue independence.143 Other agencies employing this approach 
noted the importance of social supports as an asset families can draw on when needed. They organize group 
activities and outings that are not necessarily focused on solving issues but are simply focused on relationship-
building, for instance. Although such an approach often requires a greater investment of time and resources, 
agencies employing this approach in Calgary are seeing families achieve independence and self-sufficiency. 
Informants representing service agencies that utilize this approach and experts in the field of poverty attest that 
by scaling up asset-based approaches, more families will be in a position to achieve greater wellbeing and move 
out of poverty.

However, relating back to the third premise of asset-building approaches – mixed responsibilities in asset 
accumulation – social assistance policies that strip people of their financial assets and deny them from saving can 
trap people into dependency.144 The Government of Alberta is among few provinces setting a promising example 
by allowing families to access social assistance and retain up to $5000 per adult of their Registered Retirement 
Savings Plan and exempting the Registered Education Savings Plan and Registered Disability Savings Plan, 
among other items.145 However, Tax Free Savings Accounts are not exempt in any Province across Canada, and 

138 Stuhldreher, and O’Brien, 2011.
139 Kubo, 2011.
140 Kabeer, 1999.
141 Family Independence Initiative, 2012.
142 Williams, 2006.
143 APA Taskforce, 1998.
144 Williams, 2006; Stapleton, 2010; Stapleton, 2009.
145 A complete list of asset exemptions can be found on the Alberta Works website: www.employment.alberta.ca/awonline/is/4917.html
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the amount of cash assets a family can retain is very limited. For example, a lone-parent with a child in Alberta 
cannot retain any more than $1,062 to be eligible, and remain eligible, for social assistance. Under this model, 
families are forced to erode their savings, and their ability to hold onto income from other sources is limited, 
ultimately compounding their vulnerability to poverty. On the other hand, when recipients are enabled to obtain 
and retain assets, “their time horizon lengthens and they become better citizens who are better able to withstand 
the ravages of poverty”.146 Allowing families to save would help shift our social assistance system towards an 
asset-building approach that can ensure families move towards independence and long-term stability. 

The strengths of families can be leveraged by supports that empower families through increasing control of 
material resources, increasing self-confidence, and focusing on the whole person. Increased control of material 
resources is more likely to ensure supports are appropriate for meeting families needs, and brings a sense of 
choice and self-determination. Supports that work with families to increase their self-confidence are also critical, 
as without self-confidence families can lose the self-efficacy necessary to persevere through challenging times. 
Services and supports that take into account the full person, focus on their strengths, and build their capacity 
are no doubt more resource-intensive and time-consuming. However, they can also often achieve greater impact 
by acknowledging the complexity of each family’s needs, assets, and challenges and developing their long-
term resiliency by building their assets. While examples of services that focus on empowering families exist 
throughout the city, their impact can be strengthened by ensuring empowerment is a key aspect integrated 
throughout the support continuum. 

4.2.4 skills & education
The Survey, Interviews and Discussion Series all highlighted the range of skills and education many families 
with lower incomes possess. Several socio-economic trends occurring over the last several decades have had 
consequences on families however, diminishing the capacity of skills and education to guarantee a life free from 
poverty. As noted in Section 3, the increasing participation of women in the paid labour force without paralleled 
public investments in child care, stagnant incomes, and the rising costs of living have had profound impacts on 
the wellbeing of Canadian families. Additionally, despite the increasing reliance on immigration for meeting 
labour market demands, many newcomers struggle to find meaningful employment that does not relegate their 
family to poverty.147 

employment income & training is not keeping up with economic & labour market circumstances

Prevalence of employment income that allows families to subsist and maintain a quality of life where they can 
fully support their families, contribute to their communities, and enjoy recreation and culture was found to be a 
critical gap in this research. 2011 Survey findings complemented by Statistics Canada data for Alberta suggest 
the majority of families with lower incomes have at least one full-time wage earner, pointing to the inadequacy 
of policies and practices regulating wages.148 Over the past 10 years, housing prices have increased by 156 
percent, yet incomes have increased by only 34 percent over the same period.149 As the purchasing power of low, 
non-indexed wages decreases each year as inflation rises, those earning such wages are likely to face increasing 
financial challenges. To afford a two – three bedroom apartment in Calgary, an individual would need to earn 
$22.56 per hour.150 However, one out of eight employed Albertans earn less than $12 per hour, 68 percent of 
whom are over the age of 20.151

146 Stapleton, 2009. P.9.
147 Williams, 2006.
148 Public Interest Alberta. 2011.
149 City of Calgary, 2012a.
150 City of Calgary, 2012b. 
151 Public Interest Alberta, 2011. Note: $12 per hour amounts to less than LICO for a single-person working full-time of any household size.
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Furthermore, the ongoing shift towards a knowledge-based economy means that post-secondary education is 
becoming more of a necessity. In fact, it is estimated that 70 percent of all new jobs created in Canada require 
some form of post-secondary education.152 Yet in Calgary in 2010, the high school graduation rate, three years 
after starting grade 10, was 73 percent.153 Among 2011 Survey respondents, 25 percent of the <$30k group and 
45 percent of the $30 – $60K group have a high school diploma or less, while 56 percent and 68 percent are 
concerned about furthering their education and training, respectively. Many Key Informants and participants in 
the Discussion Series pointed to the financial challenges tied to pursuing post-secondary education and training. 
On top of tuition and fees, lost income while being a student also places considerable strain on their families. 
Other research in Canada has noted that, among students with lower incomes, financial barriers are significant 
deterrents to the pursuit of further education.154 Without it, chances for career advancement and higher earnings 
are limited.155

care giving supports have not advanced alongside changes in labour force participation

A number of changes, including advances in gender equality and economic circumstances necessitating a 
dual income, have contributed to the fact that the percentage of women employed in the labour market has 
nearly doubled since 1976. In fact, Alberta has the highest percentage of women employed in the country at 64 
percent.156 However, this means that most women are no longer able to be full-time caregivers for the young, 
disabled and elderly.157 For example, in 1976 the employment rate of women with infants and toddlers was 28 
percent and by 2009 the rate increased to 64 percent.158 Unfortunately, our social infrastructure has not kept pace 
with these advancements. In a 2008 United Nations report card on early childhood care and education, Canada 
ranks 24th out of 25 OECD countries for meeting only one of 10 benchmarks.159 Only two other countries achieve 
less than three benchmarks.160 Our research supports the literature in suggesting that leveraging the skills and 
education of families with lower incomes will be a challenge without adequate infrastructure supporting care 
giving responsibilities.161

Care giving, particularly for single parents who are most often women, was noted as a major issue by most 
Key Informants and Discussion Series Participants. Informants representing service agencies argued that lack of 
accessible child care and disability supports hinders their ability to provide meaningful supports to clients with 
lower incomes that lead to movement out of poverty. Participants in the Discussion Series described how illogical 
it is to secure employment if it barely covers the cost of child care. 

Care giving infrastructure, on the other hand, benefits families as well as the economy in both the short and the 
long-term.162 The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives 2012 – 2013 Alternative Federal Budget claims, “an 
accessible, well-designed, high quality child care system can more than pay for itself; it creates jobs, promotes 
health, advances women’s equality, addresses poverty, and grows the economy”.163 Importantly, such a child care 

152 Human Resources and Skills Development. 2002.
153  This is a weighted approximate average based on the Calgary Board of Education’s graduation rate (70.8%) and the Calgary Catholic School District’s 

(78.6%). CBE, 2011; CCSD, 2011.
154 Rounce, 2004.
155 Rounce, 2004.
156 Ferrao, 2011.
157 Williams, 2006.
158 Ferrao, 2011. 
159  The sole benchmark Canada did meet is: 50% of staff in accredited early education services tertiary are educated with relevant qualifications. Key 

benchmarks unattained are a national plan with a priority for disadvantaged children, subsidized and regulated child care services for 25% of children 
under 3, 1.0% of GDP spent on early childhood services, and child poverty rate less than 10%. Adamson, 2008.

160 Adamson, 2008.
161 APA Taskforce, 1998.
162 Dector, 2011.
163 CCPA, 2012. 
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system must address both affordability and supply. In 2008, Alberta had regulated child care spaces for only 
32 percent of children under age six, and they do not all provide full employment-day options for parents.164 In 
2007, a Ministerial Advisory Committee on the Government of Canada’s Child Care Spaces Initiative pointed out  
several social and economic outcomes that can occur when demand for high quality child care is greater than 
supply, including:165

•  Reliance on social programs as families involuntarily leave labour force, decreasing labour force attachment 
and increasing dependence on social assistance

• Reliance on precarious, unregulated child care
• Absenteeism, distraction, guilt and anxiety increase as a result of utilizing unregulated child care services

Experience across Canada has shown that providing child care subsidies to families will not in and of itself 
improve the availability of child care spaces. Increasing fiscal transfers to parents without increasing direct 
funding to child care services means those fees often increase, negating the impact of increased subsidies.166 
In 1997, the Provincial Government of Quebec instituted a policy that made licensed and regulated child care 
services available at the subsidized rate of $7 per day for children under the age of four, and subsequently age 
five, and dramatically increased the number of subsidized facilities and spaces from 74, 000 in 1997 to 201,166 in 
2008.167 Importantly, and in contrast to the Government of Canada’s Child Care Spaces Initiative, the Government 
of Quebec subsidizes operating expenses including rent, utilities, and educational expenses.168 Among other 
reasons discussed by Tougas (2001), the Quebec Government was able to make these financial investments by 
introducing full-day kindergarten, which freed up existing spaces, and justified them by the short-term savings 
in social assistance, early intervention programs and remedial services. Indeed, peer-reviewed research on the 
impact of these investments has shown long-term labour supply effects on mothers who benefited from the 
program, and particularly less educated mothers.169 

International credential recognition a major barrier for newcomers

Historically, Canada has heavily depended upon immigration to meet its labour force needs. However, an 
important shift occurred in the mid-1980s when the source countries of immigrants became primarily Asian nations 
in contrast to English and French speaking nations and European nations.170 While this shift has significantly 
benefited Canada both economically and culturally, it also brought many challenges with respect to the assessment 
of international work experience and credentials, as well as greater diversity in languages.171 Reflecting these 
challenges, immigrants coming to Canada tend to be more highly educated than the Canadian-born population 
and yet have higher unemployment rates and lower wages than Canadian-born workers.172 A recent RBC report 
analyzed how immigrant earnings and unemployment rates would differ if the skills of immigrants were rewarded 
similarly to Canadian-born workers, and suggests that even small improvements in immigrant outcomes could 
contribute positively to the Canadian economy and wellbeing of immigrant households.173

164 Kershaw, 2011.
165 Ministerial Advisory Committee, 2007.
166 Doherty, 1995. 
167 Lefebvre, et al, 2009.
168 Tougas, 2001.
169 Lefebvre, et al, 2009.
170 Alexander, 2012.
171 Alexander, 2012.
172 Gilmore and Le Petit, 2008. 
173 Desjardins and Cornelson, 2011.
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While there are many avenues to explore in addressing the un- and under-employment of newcomers, one that 
came through strongly in the Discussion Series and Key Informant Interviews was that of credential recognition. 
The federal and provincial governments have made enormous strides over the last few years to address this issue 
head on. In 2008, the Province of Alberta launched the Foreign Qualification Recognition Plan for Alberta and, 
in 2009, the federal government launched the Pan-Canadian Framework for the Assessment and Recognition of 
Foreign Qualifications. Both frameworks complement the other, and aim to work with key stakeholders to increase 
the recognition of qualifications obtained outside of Canada. Employers are recognized as a crucial player, and 
various resources have been developed to assist them in assessing the qualifications of internationally trained 
immigrants. For example, the Alberta Government’s International Qualifications Assessment Service (IQAS) 
provides clear, accurate, and reliable assessment certificates for potential candidates who have international 
credentials, and can be issued directly to employers and their human resource departments.174 

Yet, the Discussion Series and Interviews also highlighted how lack of Canadian work experience continues to 
be cited by employers as the reason immigrants are not hired. When Discussion Series participants were asked 
to bring a symbol that represents their experience with poverty, one recent immigrant from Nepal brought 
his resume. Bringing in less than $1,500 per month by working at a coffee chain while trying to support his 
young family, his resume perfectly captures the dilemma face by many newcomers. It presents both his current 
qualifications in Nepal and the lack of Canadian experience he is told he needs in order to secure a position. 

promising practices and ways forward 

In some cases, it is understandable that employers are unsure how international work experience applies to a 
Canadian context. Fortunately, many resources are available to assist employers in clarifying these uncertainties, 
and can be further utilized, as described in the Canadian Council on Learning’s Valorizing Immigrants’ Non-
Canadian Work Experience.175 The Alberta Chambers of Commerce also outline several areas where the Provincial 
Government, employers and regulatory bodies can work collaboratively to ensure these resources are used to 
their full capacity.176

The strengths of families’ skills and education can be leveraged by ensuring that compensation aligns more 
closely with Calgary’s standards of living, ultimately ensuring a family can meet their basic needs and save for 
the future. Supports for care giving are necessary to address the fact that two incomes are often necessary to 
afford the cost of living. Finally, while the increasing diversity of newcomers to Calgary is a major strength to be 
celebrated, this cannot be fully realized without meaningful employment opportunities aligned with skills and 
education, internationally attained or otherwise. Taking steps to address these gaps will leverage the skills and 
education of families for the benefit of all. 

4.2.5 equal opportunities for children
As highlighted earlier, parents with lower incomes are deeply 
committed to the wellbeing of their children. The majority of Survey 
respondents reported concern for each question that related to 
their children’s future wellbeing. Participants in the Discussion 
Series contextualized these concerns, describing how their children 
are their greatest asset in life. Parents’ motivation for a better life is 
intimately linked with their desire to better the lives of their children 
and protect them from the impacts of poverty. While investment in parenting is an important strength and source 
of resiliency for many families, this commitment is also linked to some of their most acute struggles. 

174 For more information, please see the Alberta Human Service’s IQAS webpage: www.employment.alberta.ca/immigration/4512.html
175 Larose and Tillman, 2009.
176 Alberta Chambers of Commerce Resolution. 2011. 

“. . .the only thing I can do 
right now is be an advocate 
for my children”

 – Discussion Series participant, 2011
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Given the value parents place on their children and the seminal role education plays in development and breaking 
cycles of poverty, the school system was a natural focal point when considering the wellbeing of children during the 
Discussion Series and Interviews. As such, the following section focuses on the school system and how its role can 
be strengthened with respect to improving the lives of families with lower incomes. 

parenting is tied to wellbeing

Parenting with little income is extremely challenging. Participants in the Discussion Series described the heartbreak 
they felt when they could not provide the most basic of necessities for their children, such as adequate winter 
clothing. As one participant stated, “When you’re poor, you are always identified. You can’t stay anonymous 
and it’s a hard thing for the kids, you know, to see other people getting all sorts of stuff, but they can’t because 
you just can’t afford it.”177 Yet, Discussion Series participants also attached a deep sense of reward to parenting. 
They described how their children fill them with a great sense of hope and motivation to keep going. As one 
participant put it, “the only thing that I have hope for is my child…it’s not for me that I am fighting now. I’m 
fighting for them.”178 Reflecting this sense of commitment and hope, parents also experience strong feelings of 
despair and injustice when their children are not able to access the same opportunities as other children, or when 
they are treated differently from other children. 

school fees present barriers and challenges

As the school system is a key point of connection for all children, it embodies a critical avenue for ensuring access 
to positive and equal opportunities, regardless of income level and family circumstance. However, when children 
from families with lower incomes are unable to participate in certain school-based activities because of financial 
barriers, they experience exclusion. The fees associated with elementary, junior high and high school, can add 
up to hundreds of dollars for each student, per year, depending on the school board and school. Aside from 
leading to feelings of exclusion, missing out on such opportunities can set students behind with respect to their 
learning and development.179 Discussion series participants described how this contradicted their perspective of 
the school system as one that is founded on principles of access and equity. 

The costs incurred by families to have a child enrolled in the school system vary in Calgary, depending on the 
school board, age of the child, transportation needs, and participation in various courses and extra-curricular 
activities. For example, in the 2011-2012 school year, a Calgary Board of Education student in grade 11 would 
have been expected to pay $132 for instructional supplies and materials, a refundable $50 lock deposit and, if 
transportation was required, $54.25 per month for a transportation pass. Elective courses such as music, which 
costs up to $85 per year, or Phys Ed 20, approximately $120 per year, would also be added to the total if the child 
wanted to pursue these areas. 180

Waivers are available for some fees, but not all: elective fees and lunchroom supervision fees, for example, are 
not eligible to be waived. Further, access to waivers and subsidies varies as information about their availability, 
eligibility criteria, application forms and supporting documentation is often determined by the school.181 Thus, 
while costs can, in and of themselves, represent a source of exclusion for families and children, so too can 
the processes related to accessing waivers and subsidies. For those fees that can be waived, once a family is 

177 Discussion series participant, 2011.
178 Discussion Series participant, 2011.
179 Upstart, 2012.
180  All required fees listed are from the CBE website (www.cbe.ab.ca/Parents/fees.asp#waivers) and represent allowable maximum fees, while elective 

fees are samples taken from Forest Lawn High School’s 2011-2012 fee schedule (www.schools.cbe.ab.ca/b813/admin/pdfs/Fee%20Agreement%20
2011-12%20Rev1.pdf).

181 Informal conversations with two former CBE high school Principals, 2012.
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aware that such a waiver exists, they must prove they meet established criteria, for example by providing a 
letter confirming that they are currently receiving assistance the province or submitting proof that they are a 
Government Assisted Refugee.182 If a family is eligible for a fee waiver, it can take up to six weeks to process, and, 
with the introduction of recent policies, waivers cannot be back dated.183 

Participants in the Discussion Series spoke about the frustration they feel surrounding such fees and waiver 
processes. One mother described her perspective based on her experiences, “education is one of these things 
that’s supposed to be available to everyone, but for us, it means you have fewer options… you don’t want to 
always be constantly going, cap in hand to beg for a subsidy for this and subsidy for that, for something that 
should be universally available.”184

If fees are not waived and remain unpaid, the individual schools were previously able to use their discretion as 
to how to collect such fees. As a result, there are many examples of principals using creative ways to ensure 
the inability to pay fees did not limit a child’s ability to fully participate in school activities. Fee collection is 
now centralized through the Calgary Board of Education’s central office, however, leaving schools with limited 
discretion to engage in discussions with families, or establish individualized payment plans. This centralized 
approach can lead to negative relationships between schools and families.185 Many schools use fundraisers to 
help off-set fee costs, enabling them to cover field trips or subsidize fees associated with sports teams and 
electives. While such an approach can offer important financial supports for students, the ability of schools to 
bolster their budget through donations and fundraisers varies greatly across the city.186 

The fee system, including additional costs for educational opportunities as well as waiver processes themselves, 
can impact a child’s sense of belonging and attachment to school. Not only can it deter their participation in 
school-based activities, it can visibly set children from lower income households apart from the others, effectively 
leading to stigma and labeling. Staff at a foundation in Calgary provided a particularly stark example as to 
how this can occur.187 A school basketball team was travelling to a tournament and each player was required 
to pay approximately $300 for associated costs. The coach announced that, “if we all can’t afford to go, none 
of us go.” While the Coach likely had good intentions, it placed enormous pressure on a team member who 
could not afford to pay. Fortunately, the boy received financial support from the foundation and avoided the 
consequence of causing his whole team to miss out on the tournament. This example also serves to highlight 
how full participation in the school system and related activities is too often dependent on access to a subsidy 
or grant. 

promising practices and ways forward 

Examples of how certain schools in Calgary are managing the administration of fees and subsidies by taking into 
account the specific barriers that students with lower incomes face are important models for other schools. The 
current consultation process being undertaken by the Calgary Board of Education regarding fees represents a 
critical opportunity to review current practices and ensure truly universal access to education opportunities in 
our schools.188 Additionally, schools that have taken a leadership role by becoming welcoming community hubs, 

182  Must be currently receiving assistance from Provincial Social Services (letter must be included ); Low-income but not currently receiving provincial 
Social Services Assistance ( a copy of an AB Works child health benefit card, or letter showing you are currently receiving child health benefits should 
be attached as proof of low-income status); Government Assisted Refugee (copy of card or proper documentation attached); Proof of Treaty Status

183  Based on information provided in the Calgary Board of Education’s online waiver found at: www.cbe.ab.ca/parents/Forms/FeeWaiverApplication11-12.pdf
184 Discussion Series participant, 2011.
185 Informal conversations with two former CBE high school Principals, 2012.
186 Informal conversations with two former CBE high school Principals, 2012.
187 Informal conversations with an anonymous foundation in Calgary, 2012.
188  More information on the consultation can be found on the Calgary Board of Education’s website: www.cbe.ab.ca/new/spotlights11-12/120601-2012-

13-school-fees-update.asp 
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engaging with parents and children in ways that position the school and staff as an ally and asset to the family, 
are making positive strides. As one Informant noted, such initiatives focus on developing relationships with the 
whole family, fostering positive connections between schools, families and the broader community.189 

Schools are a critical resource in our communities and, in many cases, equalize differences so that children are 
not discriminated against based on economic status or otherwise. As such, schools play a critical role in breaking 
inter-generational cycles of poverty by providing all children with the same opportunities for learning and 
development. The use of fees, and many of the processes associated with waivers and subsidies, can, however, 
limit the opportunities children have access to and the sense of connection that children and parents feel to 
the education system. This has clear implications for a child’s development, self-confidence, success in school 
and, ultimately, high school completion. Furthermore, by requiring families to seek out information, complete 
time consuming applications and procedures, provide documentation and so on, families with lower incomes 
are faced with additional hurdles simply to access the same opportunities as other families. Fortunately, the 
examples above show how schools can take positive approaches to handling the fee system so that students 
are not excluded from opportunities or stigmatized through waiver and subsidy processes. By having schools 
consistently positioned as spaces of equal opportunity and positive connections, schools can be leveraged to 
support families with lower incomes achieve greater wellbeing. 

4.2.5 systems
Throughout the research process, the call for expanding services, improving the system of supports, and broad-
scale systems change was re-sounding. Survey findings, corroborated by Discussion Series participants and Key 
Informants, show that many families with lower incomes are making use of these supports, but they are not 
moving them out of poverty. Given the existing limitations of social policy, the high costs of living and persistence 
of low wages, it is no wonder many still struggle. Informants indicated that clients are too often disconnected 
from supports and that such supports are inadequate to address the complexity of the issues many families face. 
Without changing the underlying approach of systems from short-term remedies to long-term solutions, many 
families will continue to struggle and their ability to achieve greater wellbeing will continue to be compromised. 

collaboration and integration of supports can be strengthened

Lack of collaboration among service providers was one of the important issues frequently raised during 
Interviews. In “Collaboration – A Literature Review of Best Practices,” Jo-Anne Gibson describes a continuum 
of inter-organizational relationships which moves from low intensity to high intensity. Coordination is shown 

at the lower end of the spectrum, and is defined as “multiple 
organizations working together to coordinate services, that 
operate independently from each other”.190 As discussed in the 
Access Lever, increased coordination can increase people’s access 
to services and supports. Collaboration, which follows coordination 
on the continuum, refers to the sharing of resources, staff, risk 
and rewards. System integration is at the highest end of the 
spectrum.191 System integration emphasizes comprehensiveness, 

de-centralization, co-location of service components, and the operational integration of services.192 Although 
this model has been promoted since the late 1960s, the human service sector continues to be described in many 
places as “an array of potentially related programs that deliver distinct benefits or services to narrowly defined 

189 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
190 Gibson, 2012.
191 Gibson, 2012.
192 Illback, 1994. 

“collaboration among 
service agencies is getting 
better, but there is still a lot 
of room for improvement”

– Key Informant Interview, 2011
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target populations”.193 Such a description aligns with the data collected through Interviews with service providers 
and the Discussion Series with families. One agency Informant put it frankly: “there is often this sense of territory 
with client, but agencies and staff need to move beyond this”.194 A system of supports where families are the 
focal point and services providing supports for each family member are well-integrated will be more effective in 
holistically supporting families and collectively reducing poverty.195

Key Informants acknowledged that bringing about this kind of comprehensive change would require a 
considerable amount of localized research, consultation and planning. Funders too, would need to play a large 
role in supporting this approach. The Genesis Centre, a new community facility in North-East Calgary, was raised 
as a promising example of how service providers can work together differently, sharing space and engaging 
community to work on broad, systems-level issues. Continuing to integrate services in such a way would address 
multiple issues raised during Interviews, reducing competition for funds, maximizing resources, distributing 
responsibility, and enabling collective advocacy for funding and systems level change. 

comprehensive poverty reduction strategies are necessary

All research components brought front and centre the reality that families on a lower income, and the supports 
and services that assist them, can only do so much to overcome the challenges of poverty. Discussion Series 
participants discussed and expressed gratitude for the various services they have accessed, but remain unable to 
secure long-term financial stability, consistently afford care for their children, food or the cost of rent. In reference 
to accessing financial supports in the community, one woman trapped in a cycle of poverty noted, “it helps, but $50 
can only last for so long”.196 Agency representatives echoed this challenge, describing how they feel powerless to 
move families out of poverty given the complexity of the multiple issues facing families alongside major structural 
challenges, such as the lack of accessible childcare, adequate employment and affordable housing. 

As discussed in Section 3, the factors that contribute to poverty are varied and complex from family to family, 
meaning “there is no single variable that can be altered to help people move away from poverty. If problems 
are interlocking then solutions must also be interlocking”.197 The literature aligns with research findings reflected 
throughout this report, that a one-size fits all approach does not address the intersecting and compounding 
challenges tied to poverty, and particularly those facing vulnerable demographic groups, such as women, 
Aboriginal peoples, immigrants, visible minorities and people with disabilities. Efforts to increase access, empower 
families, adequately compensate skills and education, and meet basic needs therefore require a comprehensive 
government strategy at all levels. In this sense, the Calgary Poverty Reduction Initiative and the Provincial 
Government’s Social Policy Framework and recent announcement of a provincial poverty reduction strategy 
are great leaps forward. By addressing the intersection of systemic challenges and the unique vulnerabilities 
experienced by different demographic groups, particularly women, and commitment to implementation from all 
levels of government, such strategies could truly leverage the strengths of families, communities and supports. 
Poverty reduction strategies can also support and bolster the network of services and supports as they work 
towards increased collaboration and system integration, while keeping families and poverty reduction at the 
centre of all our efforts.

193 Corbett and Noyes, 2007.
194 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
195 Illback, 1994. 
196 Key Informant Interview, 2011.
197 Loewen, 2009.
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5. Conclusion

Families with lower incomes actively contribute diverse and unique strengths to our communities through 
employment, education and skills, caring for family and friends, political advocacy, and more. Some of the 
common values shaping those strengths include hope and optimism, dignity, volunteering, and parenting. Values 
such as these are enabling families to persevere each day in the face of enormous adversity. Yet, families with 
lower incomes in Calgary still struggle to make ends meet and to invest in the building blocks of a stable future, 
such as savings, social relationships and networks, skill development, and physical and mental health. Significant 
barriers to participating in the paid labor market and to securing employment with adequate wages, alongside 
the high costs of living, mean that many families with lower incomes, particularly single-mothers, are struggling 
to meet even their most basic needs. 

Our research has also shown that the network of services and supports in Calgary is critical for many families 
with lower incomes. While access remains a challenge, such services are offering needed supports to families, 
strengthening their capacities and helping them to survive amidst overwhelming circumstances. Services and 
supports that build assets and resiliency over the longer-term are more limited as agencies often need to focus 
their efforts on ensuring families get through another day. In the face of systemic challenges, such as high housing 
costs or barriers to employment, service providers struggle to have a more lasting impact on the wellbeing of 
families. The need for broader systems change – that is change that strengthens the network of services and 
addresses the root causes of poverty – is a clear finding and area for action.

While the challenges are complex, research findings highlight the collective will among families, service providers 
and government partners, to move beyond the status quo. The six levers identified through the research process 
point to possibilities for doing so, with each lever representing an area of existing strength that has enormous 
potential for enhancing impact. By increasing access to services and supports, guaranteeing basic needs, 
maximizing skills and education, further empowering families, ensuring equal opportunities for children, and 
realizing systems change, greater wellbeing for families with lower incomes can be achieved.

Based on the research findings, the report has outlined several recommendations that identify actions United  
Way and our partners can take in order to leverage these six areas of strength and realize their full potential.  
In fact, United Way has already begun to address and work with partners in advancing many of the  
recommendations identified. 

While the proposed actions for realizing systems change make-up a core component of the recommendations, they 
also include ways to shift how services and supports are delivered so that they can have a greater impact in the short 
term. Supports that empower families to exercise choice in their lives, uphold dignity, build-on skills and strengths, 
and enhance positive relationships, would better enable families to move from getting by to getting ahead. 

Indeed, by leveraging the potential of all Calgary’s strengths towards reducing poverty, we can achieve a great 
city for everyone. 
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Appendix I – Key Informants

name organization sector

Carlene Donelly CUPS Service 

Shelley Heartwell & Julie Imbach The Alex Service 

Jeff Loomis Momentum Service 

Shirley Purvis Aspen Service 

Susan Gilles Women’s Centre Service

Carmen Lovas 211 – Distress Centre Service 

Jo-Anne Gibson Calgary Learning Village Service 

Amber Forest Calgary Homeless Foundation Systems 

John Rook National Council of Welfare Systems 

Katie Black Family and Community Support Services, The City of Calgary Systems 

Sharon Blackwell Alberta Works Systems 

Basic needs Funds Interviews:

name organization

Anonymous Basic Needs Fund Recipient

Lynda Gardiner Distress Centre

Paul Bartel Distress Centre 

Adam Melnyk CUPS

Robert Perry CUPS

Luisa Castro and Santuzza Wolff Red Cross

Annette Jorgenson Red Cross



55

From
 G

etting By to G
etting A

head 
2012 R

eport

Appendix II – Field Guides

Field Guide – Systems Informants
Introduction: We would like to better understand the contributions and limitations of services and supports 
currently available for families with lower incomes in Calgary. Specifically, we are interested in supports that are 
helping move families out of poverty.

questions:

1. What has your involvement been with respect to poverty reduction and/or families with lower incomes?

2.  What are the strengths, challenges, or weaknesses of the network of services and supports for families with 
lower incomes in Calgary with respect to meeting basic needs?

3.  What are the strengths, challenges, or weaknesses of the network of services and supports for families with 
lower incomes in Calgary with respect to breaking the cycle of inter-generational poverty (i.e. Supports 
for children and youth from families with lower incomes to move out of poverty)?

4.  What are the strengths, challenges, or weaknesses of the network of services and supports for families with 
lower incomes in Calgary with respect to transitioning to economic wellbeing?

5.  What are the strengths, challenges, or weaknesses of the network of services and supports for families with 
lower incomes in Calgary with respect to systems change and/or community capacity building?

6.  Can you provide examples of promising or innovative initiatives in Calgary that are contributing to 
greater wellbeing for families with lower incomes? What makes these initiatives different from others?

7.  What changes/initiatives do you think it would take within the system of care in Calgary to make a real 
difference for families living on a lower income? 

8. Is there anything else you think it is important for us to know? 

Field Guide – Service Sector Informants
Introduction: We would like to better understand the contributions and limitations of services and supports 
currently available for families with lower incomes in Calgary. Specifically, we are interested in supports that are 
helping move families out of poverty.

questions:

1. What are the strengths of your organization’s overall approach to moving people out of poverty? 

2. What are the limitations/ gaps/ challenges in achieving this aim? 

3.  What are the strengths, challenges, or weaknesses of the network of services and supports for families with 
lower incomes in Calgary with respect to meeting basic needs?
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4.  What are the strengths, challenges, or weaknesses of the network of services and supports for families with 
lower incomes in Calgary with respect to breaking the cycle of inter-generational poverty (i.e. Supports 
for children and youth from families with lower incomes to move out of poverty)?

5.  What are the strengths, challenges, or weaknesses of the network of services and supports for families with 
lower incomes in Calgary with respect to transitioning to economic wellbeing?

6.  What are the strengths, challenges, or weaknesses of the network of services and supports for families with 
lower incomes in Calgary with respect to systems change and/or community capacity building?

7.  Can you provide any examples of promising or innovative initiatives in Calgary that are contributing to 
greater wellbeing for families with lower incomes? What makes these initiatives different from others?

8.  What changes/initiatives do you think it would take within the system of care in Calgary to make a real 
difference for families living on a lower income? 

9. Is there anything else you think it is important for us to know? 

Field Guide – Staff Delivering the Instrumental Needs Fund
Introduction: We would like to better understand the role of the Instrumental Needs fund as part of a larger 
research project on supports and services for families with lower incomes in Calgary. Although the fund can be 
accessed by anyone, please think about clients who are living as a family as you respond to these questions. 

questions:

1.  What are the key reasons that families are accessing the fund for (i.e. Emergency rent, food, health related 
expenses etc.)? 

2.  What underlying situations do you see playing a role in necessitating families to access the Instrumental 
Needs fund? Please provide examples.

3. What role do you see this fund playing for families in the short-term? Please provide examples.

4. H ow do you think access to the fund impacts families in the long-term, say 6 months after and beyond? 
Are you able to collect data on this impact? 

5.  What do you think would happen if families accessing the fund did not have this access? Please provide 
examples of short-term and long-term impacts.

6.  Do families accessing this fund tend to be accessing other supports from service providers in the 
community? Why/why not? How does access to the fund complement (or not complement) these other 
supports? 

7.  How can the fund and its distribution be modified to have a greater impact on the wellbeing of families 
accessing it?

8. Is there anything else you think it is important for us to know? 
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Field Guide – Families of Instrumental Needs Fund
Introduction: We would like to better understand the role of the ‘______’ (name of fund at particular agency) as 
part of a larger research project on supports and services for families with lower incomes. 

questions:

1. Can you tell me about your experience with accessing the ‘________’ (name of fund)

2. What led you to needing the fund?

3. What role did it play in your life for the weeks and months following? 

4. How do you think it impacted you and your family in the long-term, say 6 months after and beyond? 

5. Did you access any other supports from service agencies (including gov’t supports) during that time?

6. What else would have helped you get through that challenging time? 

7. What do you think could have happened if you did not access that fund? (short-term and long-term impacts)

8. Do you have anything else you would like to share around your experience with this fund? 
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Appendix III – Recruitment Poster

0

What Does it Mean to Live on 
a Low Income? 

United Way of Calgary and Area would like to better understand what it means to 
live on a low income.  

We are running a research project with families who are living, or have lived, on 
a low income. The project will run throughout November and December 2011.  

Participating family members will meet 4 times over this 2 month period to share 
experiences, identify challenges and supports, and discuss how they respond to 
these issues.  

At each of the 4 discussion sessions, participants will be provided with a light 
meal, $50 to cover time & transportation, and a stipend for childcare costs if 
necessary. 
  
Do the following points describe you?

• Struggled in the past or currently struggling to meet basic needs and save 
for the future 

• Have at least one child under the age of 24 living at home with you 
• Can commit to 4 sessions, 2 hours in length, between November and 

December (participation of additional family members, including 
children/youth, is optional) 

• Can comfortably reflect on experiences living on a low income within a 
group setting, and open to listening to the experiences of others 

If you are interested in participating or would like further information, please 
contact Charla Vall or Alison Thompson for more information. 

Charla Vall 
Charla.vall@calgaryunitedway.org 

403-410-1848

Alison Thompson 
Alison.thompson@calgaryunitedway.org 

403-231-6289
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Appendix IV – Demographic Profile of 2011 
Survey Respondents

Household Demographic Profile – Individual Characteristics 

Characteristics Descriptors 

% of Survey Respondents 
City of Calgary Census 
Data for Comparative 

Purposes 
$30,000 or 

Less 

Over 
$30,000 to 

$60,000 
Length of 
Residency in 
Calgary 

(n=) 
5 years or less 

6 to 10 years 
11 to 20 years 

More than 20 years 
Total 

(196) 
30 
16 
22 
32 
100 

(396) 
20 
20 
27 
33 

100 

n/a 

Highest Level of 
Education 

(n=) 
Less than grade 9 

Some secondary school 
High school graduate 
Some post secondary 

Post secondary certificate or diploma 
Bachelors degree 

Above bachelors degree 
Total 

(194) 
3 

12 
30 
9 

28 
11 
7 

100 

(390) 
1 
3 
21 
13 
37 
17 
7 

100 

n/a 

Long Term 
Disability* 

(n=) 
Yes 
No 

Total 

(193) 
14 
86 
100 

(396) 
5 
95 

100 

 
20 
80 

100 

Type of Disability (n=) 
Physical disability 

Mental disability 

(193) 
12 
6 

(396) 
4 
1 

n/a 

Born in Canada (n=) 
Yes 
No 

Total 

(194) 
41 
59 
100 

(394) 
54 
46 

100 

n/a 

Immigrated or 
resettled in 
Canada within 
past 5 years 

(n=) 
Yes 
No 

Total 

(114) 
33 
67 
100 

(179) 
27 
73 

100 

n/a 

Visible Minority* (n=) 
Yes 
No 

Total 

(143) 
41 
59 
100 

(359) 
35 
65 

100 

 
25 
75 

100 

Aboriginal 
Heritage* 

(n=) 
Yes 
No 

Total 

(192) 
7 

93 
100 

(392) 
4 
96 

100 

 
3 
97 

100 

Employment 
Situation 

(n=) 
Unemployed 

Full or part-time employed 
Full or part-time student 
Student and employed 

Total 

(192) 
38 
49 
7 
6 

100 

(386) 
18 
72 
4 
6 

100 

n/a 

*Source: Statistics Canada, 2006 Federal Census 
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“All the time you have to 
be positive and even when 
you are in the deepest 
point of your life, the good 
thing is that you are not 
going down because you 
are looking up. . .” 
– Discussion Series participant, 2011


