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Research Overview

For years, private sector companies have invested millions of dollars in building and maintaining both 
their product/service and corporate brand in order to influence the purchase of their goods and services. 
In government, however, the provision of programs and services is generally done in a non-competitive 
environment and for some, the need to integrate brand stewardship into the day-to-day mechanics of 
their public sector organization is seen as a secondary priority. At Ipsos, our research continues to show 
that Canadians and Calgarians alike demand more from their governments. We find ourselves in an age 
of instant information, a growing appetite for details, and evolving expectations that are often impacted by 
things outside of government control. In an environment like The City of Calgary, with over 34 Business 
Units delivering a wide array of services through multiple channels, brands, and messaging, creating a 
unified vision and brand identity can be a challenging task.   

One of the largest engagement initiatives at The City is the Business Plan and Budget Coordination 
(BPBC) process. It involves a wide-variety of internal and external stakeholders; the analysis of trends at 
a global, national, provincial, and local level; and, priorities set by citizens, Administration and Council, in 
addition to a number of other processes that will ultimately yield the 4-year strategic plan for The 
Corporation.  The number of inputs is vast and the need to increase citizen input/involvement is even 
more important today than in previous iterations of this process. This year’s program is referred to as 
Action Plan 2015-2018.

Prepared by Ipsos Reid for The City of Calgary
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Research Overview

The Action Plan 2015-2018 process, considers a multi-phased approach as outlined below (Five 
Phases: 1. Prepare & Understand 2. Explore, Discover, & Arrive 3. Develop Goals, Actions, 
Budgets, & Targets 4. Consolidate, Inform, Debate, Approve 5. Deliver, Measure & Adjust):

The City of Calgary’s Action Plan 2015-2018 team embarked on a multi-pronged engagement 
approach to solicit a wide array of feedback from stakeholders throughout Calgary.  As part of this 
process, Ipsos and The City of Calgary partnered to conduct a series of four focus groups with two 
key audiences; social agencies and the business community. This report presents the findings 
from the focus groups with the social and community agencies.  A separate report 
summarizes the findings from the focus groups with the business community.” 

Prepared by Ipsos Reid for The City of Calgary
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Research Objectives

The core underlying objectives of this research initiative included:

• To engage stakeholders in an open dialogue about their views, perceptions, and aspirations for 
the City of Calgary moving forward; specifically;

• To assess stakeholder views and perceptions about Calgary as a place to live and the impacts 
to quality of life past, present, and future;

• To explore views about the role that The City of Calgary plays in supporting social 
communities, the strengths/opportunities of these interactions, and opportunities moving 
forward;

• To explore areas of program/service delivery that are seen as both strengths and opportunities 
for The City moving forward; and,

• To engage stakeholders in conversations about key priority areas for the 2015-2018 Action 
Plan business period.

Prepared by Ipsos Reid for The City of Calgary
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Methodology

In March 2014, a series of focus groups 
were conducted with a diverse cross-
section of social agencies. The recruitment 
specifications were as follows:

• A mix of social agency sectors;

• A mix of agency sizes, both in terms of total 
employees and funding revenue;

• A mix of participant roles (though most participants 
were senior members of their organization);

A total of 10 participants were recruited for 
each of the focus groups, which lasted 
ninety minutes in length. While typical focus 
groups include a financial incentive 
participation, participants shared their views 
without compensation for this project.

Focus Group Session Breakdown
Social Agencies

Thursday, March 13th, 2014 
Group #1 – 3:00pm
Group #2 – 5:30pm
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Methodology

Focus Group Session Breakdown
Social Agencies

Thursday, March 13th, 2014 
Group #1 – 3:00pm

Your role within the  organization
Agency's gross annual revenues 

over the past 12 months Type of Agency Number of Employees

Conservation Specialist $500-1M Education. Environment 5

Executive Director $5 million or more Clothing 140

Community Engagement Coordinator $500-1M Women's Services 11

Executive Director $50K & under Mental Health 70

Executive Director less than $50K Legal Information 8

Executive Director $50K Aboriginal Services 12

Executive Director over 5 million Family 136

Director 1-5 million

Clothing, Community 
Support,Education,Employment 

training,Family,Food,Health 
clinics,Housing,Immigrant 

serving,Youth Full time 45, Part time 50

Executive Director $1-5million Community Support Agency 30

Community Mobilization Officer $50K & under Abuse/Assault 40
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Methodology

Focus Group Session Breakdown
Social Agencies

Thursday, March 13th, 2014 
Group #2 – 5:30pm

Your role within the  organization
Agency's gross annual revenues 

over the past 12 months Type of Agency Number of Employees

Director more than 5 million Community Support Agency 200

Assistant Principal n\a Education n/a

Executive Director $100-500K Employment/Training 3

Executive Director $100-500K Aboriginal 59

CEO $50K & under Disabilities 120

Director of Operations $1-5million Seniors 80

Director of Programs $500-1miliion Youth 6

CEO over 5 million Food Bank 54

Community Projects Coordinator $1-5million Education/Institutional 10,000

Executive Director $500-1miliion Addictions 12
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Qualitative Research Caveat

The following findings are qualitative in nature.  The work is exploratory as a 
result of the size of the groups and the method by which the sample was 

drawn.  The results should be regarded as directional and may not 
necessarily be projected to the larger population without further quantitative 

research.

Prepared by Ipsos Reid for The City of Calgary
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Detailed Research Findings
Views about Life in Calgary
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Views about Life in Calgary: Positive Perspectives

• Participants were asked to discuss both the positive and negative aspects of 
Calgary, as a place to live.

• Top positive mentions related to a number of broad categories;
– Spaces & infrastructure – participants spoke very positively about a number of City-

operated/built assets including parks, recreation facilities/services,  bike paths, and 
libraries among others.

– Opportunities – both from a broader economic and personal success stand-point, 
stakeholders believe that Calgary is a place of opportunity for many.

– A Caring Community – Participants were very positive about Calgary’s overall social 
heart; that as a community, Calgarians care about a diverse group of individuals, are 
prepared to support agencies and those who are vulnerable through generous 
donations and volunteer time.  Tied to this discussion, as a sense that support for the 
arts community is growing, a sector that was briefly discussed as being very important 
to the long-term social fabric of the city.

• Three areas that participants spoke passionately about included:
– Calgary’s diversity

– Calgary’s citizens

– Calgary’s collaborative atmosphere

• Each of these areas are expanded upon in the subsequent slides.
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Views about Life in Calgary: Positive Perspectives
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Views about Life in Calgary: Positive Perspectives continued

• Diversity – Conversations about Calgary’s diversity were varied and while 
participants believe that we are making strides in this area, there are 
opportunities to continue making gains moving forward.

– “Different people of different cultures brings richness and depth to our communities, 
especially when we’re looking at the world as trying to be a global leader. The diversity 
really gives us an advantage.”

– “Our diversity allows you to lose that fear of the ‘other’ and gives you the potential to be 
more aware of other cultures and parts of the world. It enriches you personally and makes 
you a better person. But we’re not always inclusive about bringing other people into 
opportunities.”

– “We have a lack of diversity in decision making bodies, including City Council. If we don’t 
take advantage of our diversity then we could potentially lose it as an advantage.”

– “If you look at it from what makes Calgary great – Calgary does a good job – or at least tries 
to do a good job – in recognizing First Nations groups within the province, but at the same 
time, there are an incredible number of issues that challenge first nations, not only in an 
urban environment, but in their home communities that surround Calgary as well. We have 
socioeconomic gaps between first nations and non-first nations.”

– “At the same time that you mention there are challenges with women in leadership roles, I 
would argue that there are an incredible number of women that run social agencies in 
Calgary, fewer men in that role. But then when we look at the political structure, it’s still the 
same euro-centric way of thinking, it’s the man who’s driving the bus – we have to find an 
equilibrium to bring both sides to it.”
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Views about Life in Calgary: Positive Perspectives

• People – Discussions about the people in Calgary focused on the good nature 
of citizens across the board.

– “I think there’s a positive atmosphere in this city, with people who’re willing to talk 
and work on issues and see what they can do about it.”

– “Positive peer pressure in this city, not only for personal achievement but civic 
achievement.”

– “The support we receive from individuals in Calgary is amazing; the number of 
volunteer hours that we’ve received from the community is massive!” “Calgary is a 
great city for volunteering.”

– “It goes beyond money. The people that do have it share it. And, the people who 
don’t contribute how and where they can.”
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Views about Life in Calgary: Positive Perspectives

• Collaborative atmosphere – Building on experiences from the June 2013 
flood, some participants felt that this is a theme that was simply 
strengthened due to the circumstances, others however believe that there 
are opportunities to strengthen this moving forward.

– “Calgarians like to problem solve and work together – it’s very positive.”

– “I think that there are groups and organizations and school boards working closely 
together to make things better for our youth. Also, agencies around the city that I 
know, when we have youth in trouble, we can phone each other. It’s a very 
collaborative as opposed to competitive social atmosphere.”

– “In my experience, it depends where you are at. As an aboriginal organization, we 
have some really great partnerships. However, there has been sort of a shift lately 
where non-aboriginal organizations are collaborating to do work to serve 
aboriginal clients from the fundamental perspective of being non-aboriginal 
agencies.”
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Views about Life in Calgary: Positive Perspectives

• Participants were asked to discuss both the positive and negative aspects of 
Calgary, as a place to live.

• Top negative mentions related to a number of broad categories;
– Lack of affordable housing– Participants spoke consistently about the impact of a rental 

and housing market that is not attainable to those in the community who are vulnerable 
and/or lower income. More specifically, some participants spoke to a continued need to 
support affordable housing initiatives, to ensure that we address and improve 
opportunities for Calgarians moving forward.

– Cost – Quality of Life – While participants spoke about many of the great opportunities 
to engage and participate in a diverse set of activities in Calgary, they believe there is 
more that can be done to ensure that those activities are accessible and affordable to 
all citizens .

– Impacts on People – Participants also spoke about the impacts that a strong economy, 
lack of affordable housing, and a high cost of living has on some individuals in Calgary. 
Impacts briefly discussed included the working poor, mental illness, and addictions 
among other items.

• Three areas that participants spoke passionately about included:
– Cost of living

– The gap between rich and poor

– Social isolation

• Each of these areas are expanded upon in the subsequent slides.
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Views about Life in Calgary: Negative Perspectives
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Views about Life in Calgary: Negative Perspectives

• Cost of Living – Participants said that this can be a significant barrier for 
those who are looking to improve their own personal situations.

– “Quality of life here really depends on who you are and what your situation is. 
Some people find it easy to come to a place like Calgary and enjoy a great quality 
of life, and I think there are a lot of other people who would say that this is one of 
the toughest places to do it.”

– “I put wealth on both sides because it’s very much there, it permeates Calgary; but 
at the same time, for a lot of people, that’s our curse. That’s their barrier.”

• Gap between rich and poor – Participants shared perspectives about how 
this can impact on many Calgarians and is not something that we speak 
about often enough as a community.

– “It’s very difficult to find a middle class here in Calgary. Most of us are either on 
the brink of poverty and homelessness – and one paycheck away from that 
yourself – or you’re one of that 1%, the elite. You’re either up here or you’re down 
there, and there’s not a lot of middle ground there.”

– “Calgary is a city where poverty is hidden – you don’t see it.”

– “We can’t expect that philanthropy and corporate social responsibility will 
adequately address the growing problem of inequality.”
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Views about Life in Calgary: Negative Perspectives continued

• Social Isolation – One of the more unique perspectives shared across the 
focus group sessions, participants provided valuable context about this 
important issue.

– “Homelessness is often misunderstood – for a lot of people who become 
chronically homeless, the primary issue is social isolation. They don’t have contact 
with their family. They don’t have people who could help them. They have 
absolutely no one they can call.”

– “A lot of the problems I see are still in the First Nations communities. I don’t think 
we’ve made great strides in assisting them. We’re, what, the third corporate 
headquarter capital here in Canada, and we’re pulling resources off first nation 
lands. They do give back to the communities, but they also have to remember that 
over 50% are living in our cities. And we have a responsibility to provide. I mean I 
look around and you have different ethnic groups with resource centres and things 
like that – we don’t have, you know, a first nation resource centre one-stop-shop 
type of thing. But we do for immigrants.”
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Detailed Research Findings
Key Trends



20
Key Trends

Participants were asked to identify key trends impacting their work and 
organizations for The City’s consideration in the 2015-2018 Action Plan process.
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• “Our aging population. Fewer people will be able to do manual labour. The nature of 
volunteering is also changing as a result. People are doing less long-term volunteer 
work and more short-term volunteer work.”

• “Decrease in number of people willing to do general labour type work, like bus 
drivers, cleaners, caretakers; these are jobs that we need to fill, and we’re finding it 
more and more difficult.”

– “This is also an outcome of the wealth affect – if you’re a bus driver and you’re 
trying to pay a mortgage, it doesn’t work.”

• “Land clearance – or gentrification. The City is very supportive of new developments. 
But there’s no consideration of who is living there right now and where they’re going to 
go. So we’re very happy to blast down Victoria Park and turn it into a huge parking lot, 
but there are a lot of people that used to live there, and from our point of view, every 
one of those people has moved into the shelter.”

• Technological change in communications. “The effects of us communicating 
differently. We’re working longer and harder. I saw a commercial and it just hit me as 
being so true, they showed a family sitting around having dinner and the parents were 
sitting there playing with their phones instead of talking to the kids. Go into any bar, 
restaurant or public place and you see that. I think that’ll have a long-term effect.

• “This is a sustainability one, about climate change changing our snow pack, which is 
our water tower. Overall watershed management is just going to get more and more 
important to make sure we’ve got secure a water supply.”

Key Trends
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• “Both parents working – we don’t have the same support for our children in the 
home environment.”

• “There used to be a lull in domestic violence cases during certain times of the year, 
and we don’t have that anymore. We’re at full capacity all year round now.”

• “I think we’re seeing a lot more youth involved in kind of quasi pre-gang behaviour
than we were 5 years ago. We see that with our kids in the group homes. They’re being 
sought out by some of these gangs and pulled into some of that pre-gang behavior.”

• “I think there’s going to be a lot more youth issues in the future looking at the fact 
that less money seems to be put into education. That will get pushed down onto the 
community.”

• “Increasing youth homelessness. Much larger waiting list for our program than in 
the past. And this is directly related to dropout rates. “

• “We’re feeding this huge, huge number of people everyday. And we’re doing that on 
the generosity of people who’re helping us. First of all, why are the drop-in centre 
and food banks growth industries? That in itself should be an alarm bell going off 
in Calgary.”

• “People with disabilities are living longer due to advances in medical technology. 
And they’re having a bigger and bigger say.”

Key Trends continued
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Detailed Research Findings
Opportunities for The City of Calgary Moving Forward
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City Performance – Opportunities

• And while time did not allow the group to debrief their responses,  participants were 
asked to provide their views on areas for improvement, that will have the greatest 
impact on Calgary as a city moving forward.

– Tied to their earlier discussions, the most frequently shared perspective included focusing on affordability; 
specifically housing, but also for transportation , recreation opportunities and overall cost of living.

– Other mentions included supporting better walkability throughout Calgary, planning and development 
improvements, and greater support for social agencies moving forward.
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Detailed Research Findings
Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities – Top Priorities
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• In an effort to provide each participant with the opportunity to share their 
views and perspectives about key priorities for The City of Calgary, time was 
given to allow each respondent to complete a series of workbook questions 
about Action Plan 2015-2018.

– Each participant was asked to provide their individual priorities within selected 
buckets from online priority tool; and,

– Each participant was asked to provide their top priority for consideration moving 
forward.

• The top priorities provided by participants in this sessions included:
– Focusing on affordability (with a focus on housing);

– Continued/increased support for Calgary’s social agencies;

– Continuing to enhance Calgary’s natural areas;

– A focus on addressing mental health issues; and, 

– Poverty reduction & prevention.

Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities
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• Affordability
– “Affordable housing for lower income families.”

– “Increasing the size of the affordable rental market.”

– “Public services need to be accessible to all Calgarians. Somebody working at a 
mall or fast food place should be able to take swimming lessons, etc. A lot of the 
people getting ticketed on the train are people who can’t afford to pay fare, and 
the ticket is just another huge setback.”

• Supporting Social Providers
– “I really believe the City should be participating and setting aside land for social 

health care so you don’t have to go through such a tenuous process.”

– “Just the fiscal responsibility of supporting social providers – so increasing funds 
available but at the same time reducing the amount of assessment and 
measurement tools that need to be in place. You can’t measure qualitative 
change overnight.”

– “There are so many simple things that we want to do, but because we’re dealing 
with the homeless, any practical moves will be opposed.”

• Continuing to Enhance Natural Areas
– “There’s big iconic ones, but I’d like them to look for other opportunities 

wherever they can.”

Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities: Top Priorities
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• Addressing Mental Health
– “Nobody seems to know what to do with the mentally ill. Eventually they end up 

in the dropout centre. And it’s unbelievable the amount of red tape you have to 
go through to get permits to build things to support them.”

• Poverty Reduction and Prevention
– “Supports need to be in place – there’s specific reasons why people are homeless 

and these need to be addressed.”

– “Research has shown that aboriginal youth are the fastest growing population in 
Canada, and in Calgary. If we don’t invest in these youth now, in authentic ways, 
through aboriginal specific organizations, we’ll continue to see the cycle of 
intergenerational trauma and homelessness. Aboriginal specific land use for 
ceremony and healing is vital, to support the growing aboriginal population, to 
help them become productive members of society. If we don’t invest in 
prevention for aboriginal youth and families, we’re not going to be able to stop 
this cycle.”

– “The growing gap between rich and poor, we need to make sure that’s 
addressed.”

Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities: Top Priorities continued
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Detailed Research Findings
Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities
Calgary’s Communities



30

• Calgary is a vibrant, safe, healthy and socially inclusive city.
– “Yes, and this should continue.”

– “No, it needs to be more inclusive.” “Diversity (gender, ethno-cultural, 
socioeconomic, etc.) needs to be included in all decision making bodies in order for 
this objective to be achieved.”

– “Lower income earners do not have the capacity to experience the vibrancy of our 
city; they are not safe, healthy or socially included – they are socially isolated.”

– “Transportation for the disabled – make the ‘handibus’ more flexible.”

• Communities are resilient, complete and connected – built with strong social, 
community, recreation, arts and culture, parks and natural spaces, and public 
safety infrastructure.

– “More support for mandated community associations in new neighborhoods.”

• Programs, services and amenities are accessible, affordable and high quality.
– “Continue to invest in transit, and make it more affordable for low-income earners. 

In an ‘un-walkable’ city like Calgary, transit should be much more affordable, if not 
free.”

– “Services should be citizen-centric vs. developer based.”

– “Social supports are easily accessible, available and visible – easy to find.”

– “The City promotes walking/biking/transit to schools in local neighborhoods.”

– “Access is particularly challenging in the winter for people with mobility issues. 
Calgary seems to be designed for the young.”

Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities: Calgary’s Communities
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Detailed Research Findings
Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities
How The City of Calgary Works



32

• The City of Calgary continues to serve the needs of citizens by achieving a 
sustainable financial position. The City serves citizens through engagement, 
transparency, resiliency and innovation.

– “Our financial position should not be a barrier to addressing poverty, homelessness and 
affordable accommodation and transportation. We need financial resources to address 
these issues.”

– “The City prevents innovation for the poor through regulations, zoning, business licenses, 
and access to land/resources.”

– “City needs to work at removing obstructive barriers to workforce participation.”

– “I think transparency is lacking, and City bureaucrats very self-serving. Every sector needs 
transparency – problems continue to manifest themselves when ‘people’ become ‘profit’.”

– “The City has done well by continuing to provide recycling services and starting to provide 
compost services.”

– “City continues to fund and host Imagine Calgary secretariat; continues to be an active 
partner in Imagine Calgary initiative.”

– “City needs to understand that many people are only ready to become meaningfully 
engaged in learning & developing a career path when they’re beyond their normal 
interpretation of youth.”

– “Pushing online access doesn’t work for many older adults and many of the disadvantaged.”

– “De-compartmentalization of services needed.”

– “We are very fortunate to have the natural resources to draw on to help provide our level of 
services.

Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities: How The City of Calgary Works
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Detailed Research Findings
Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities
A Growing Calgary
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• Urban growth occurs in a way that fosters a more compact and efficient use 
of land.

– “Growth is money driven – short-term profits prioritized over long-term focus.

– “Decrease barriers to innovation in building design.”

• Plans feature a healthy mix of land uses and creates complete communities.
– “City lacks diversity in land use.”

– “Walkability is a problem, especially in new communities. They’re often not 
designed for older adults.”

– “Neighborhoods should be mixed with both affordable and high-end housing.”

– “Developers don’t bulldoze land as soon as they receive it – old growth and 
natural aspects of land are retained among new development.”

– “Promote inner city living and concept of local community schools.”

• Allow for greater mobility choices, and enhance vitality and character in 
local neighborhoods.

– “Equal access to attainable housing, and affordable housing; this needs to be 
addressed.”

– “Centrally located affordable housing is very hard to find.”

– “Planners do not like complexity, which is a major barrier for ‘outsiders‘.”

– “Grow in a way that doesn’t widen the socio-economic gap. Also, create 
systems/tools to address and reduce these gaps.”

Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities: Growing Calgary
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Detailed Research Findings
Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities
Calgary’s Environment
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• The protection of air, land and water is recognized as critical for achieving 
healthy ecosystems within Calgary and this understanding is applied to the 
way we grow and operate as a city.

– “Set measurable biodiversity, wetlands and riparian health targets, and measure 
performance.”

– “Sprawl is bad for the environment and we are sprawling everywhere.”

– “Support for organizations such as the Good Life Community Bike Shop, which 
provides bikes to homeless and at risk individuals.”

– “Gentrification pushing the poor out to the edges of the city. For example, there 
are homeless camps in Nose Hill park.”

– “The air in Calgary has been improved greatly over the past 20 years, and I think 
the City should be commended.”

– “Reduce GHG emissions by promoting local food production and local 
businesses.”

– “More affordable and easier access to mass transportation for those who need 
it.”

– “We need environmental considerations to protect all species and waterways. “

– “Urban agriculture is lacking.” “Foster more community gardens.”

– “Need for more safe bike paths.”

– “Emphasize more naturalizing space opportunities with native vegetation in 
underused land, especially in areas where current access is limited.”

Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities: Calgary’s Environment
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Detailed Research Findings
Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities
Additional Comments
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• “FCSS funding needs to recognize the need to provide for cost of living and operational 
cost increases.”

• “Pay attention to the social fabric of the community and view all supporters as 
important partners.”

• “Increase community safety in regards to domestic violence. As much police time and 
energy that goes into gangs should go into prevention and response to domestic 
violence.”

• “Expand the incredible after-school program. Include before school, and more options 
in all communities for all age groups.”

• “Increase funding and commitment to the implementation of the Calgary Poverty 
Reduction Initiative.”

• “There needs to be advocacy at a provincial level for livable incomes, increased wages, 
increased social assistance, etc.”

• “Construct a tiered system of transit costs and police transit less harshly. Those ticketed 
for not having a ticket usually don’t have the means to buy one.”

• “Focus and plan on narrowing the divide between the ‘have’s’ and ‘have-nots’. Scale 
City services to be affordable to the poor: working class, single parents, etc.”

• “The City of Calgary is not transparent in the area of funding. Every citizen should be 
able to go directly to the City of Calgary website to see the finances of each 
service/department.”

• “Calgary should be a leader in ensuring that all citizens can participate in all facets of 
community living.” 

Action Plan 2015-2018 Priorities: Additional Comments
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