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National Welfare Grants (NWG) is a
national research and development

program within the Department of Hu-
man Resources Development. It devel-
ops and promotes knowledge and
resources about Canada’s social devel-
opment. NWG commissions policy-
driven research projects of national
significance, on selected priorities.
Products range from applied research of
a strategic nature to more immediate,
practical information pieces directed at
specific target groups and communities.
Our mission is to:

1. Develop, in selected areas, an ap-
plied cumulative knowledge base on
“what works."

2. Promote the use of this knowledge
base in everyday preoccupations of
policy, program, and service deliv-
ery decision-makers.

THE CONTEXT OF NWG’S ROLE

Community Economic Develop-
ment is a priority of NWG. It has existed
for years in a variety of forms as a com-
munity-driven approach. CED is a
unique participatory-based strategy for
dealing with problems facing the poor,
the powerless, and underdeveloped
communities. In seeking to change the
structure of the community and its rela-
tions with the outside world, residents
become more active in the control of
their resources. CED is a strategy that is
aimed both at creating sustainable com-
munity-based employment and respond-
ing to social problems. Disadvantaged
populations and communities partici-
pate in terms of the governance of a CED
organization or initiative and in terms of
human resource development.

CED has remained on the fringe of
the mainstream service system; it has
received limited recognition as a legiti-
mate and effective response to creating
jobs. This is due, in part, to the lack of
documentation and research regarding
CED and limited awareness about its
potential. The lack of a solid information
base has been especially evident in un-

derstanding the interrelationship be-
tween the social and economic develop-
ment objectives of CED. As well, little
has been done to evaluate this strategy.
This is beginning to change but more
needs to be done. Further evaluative re-
search would help policy-makers, pro-
gram developers, and practitioners.
Knowledge acquired would enable them
to determine, for example, the condi-
tions under which CED is most likely to
succeed or when its implementation is
preferable to a more traditional interven-
tion model.

CED is about community and collec-
tive organization, both in structure and
in process. Instead of traditional, frag-
mented,  top-down,  individual  client-
based programs and policies, CED
offers an integrated, holistic, collective,
and timely approach to the mix of pro-
grams and services aimed at creating
jobs and responding to community
needs.

Two fundamental objectives govern
our CED work:

1. The development of an information
and knowledge base in Canada about
CED as a social and economic strat-
egy.

2. The promotion of CED as a main-
stream strategy in Canada respond-
ing to both social and economic
goals.

After extensive discussion with re-
searchers and decision-makers, NWG
identified the scope of its initial endeav-
our in the CED priority area. In late
1990, NWG marked its entry into CED
research  by announcing  a special re-

search competition. After a comprehen-
sive review process, we funded four ma-
jor projects. Their aim was to identify
and analyze  the critical  elements for
CED initiatives to effectively meet both
social and economic objectives of com-
munities, under a variety of different
settings and  conditions. Three of the
approved projects dealt with this aim
from a geographic perspective (Atlantic
Canada and Eastern Ontario, Quebec,
Urban Canada). The fourth examined
the subject matter from a woman’s per-
spective. (Summaries and a synthesis of
this research were published in Making
Waves, Vol. 4, No. 4, November 1993).

PRODUCTS

The results of these and a series of
subsequent  projects have  contributed
nationally relevant policy and service-
related knowledge of CED. The follow-
ing are a few examples of final products
of work commissioned:

1. Final reports on each of the projects
mentioned previously.

2. A research paper entitled, “A Syn-
thesis of Knowledge on Community
Economic Development." This pa-
per provides a brief summary of cur-
rent knowledge on CED’s capacity
to improve the social and economic
health of communities. It also lists
factors that contribute to its success-
ful implementation.

3. A book entitled, Community Eco-
nomic  Development:  Perspectives
on Research and Policy. The book
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provides a comprehensive state of
the art overview of CED in Canada.
It consists of papers prepared for a
national Research and Policy Sym-
posium on CED held at Kananaskis,
Alberta, in 1993, sponsored by
NWG. The symposium was aimed at
promoting CED among senior deci-
sion-makers in Canada.

4. A summary of proceedings from a
conference entitled, “Building  on
Strengths: Community Economic
Development in the Atlantic Prov-
inces,” held in March 1994 in
Wolfville, Nova Scotia. This confer-
ence raised awareness about CED by
identifying and promoting best prac-
tice models in the Atlantic provinces.
The  conference was  initiated  and
funded by NWG and undertaken in
partnership with the Atlantic Prov-
inces Economic Council and the
New Economy Development Group.
The proceedings include conclu-
sions reached during the conference.

5. A Report entitled, “The Role of the
Private Sector in Community Eco-
nomic Development," undertaken in
collaboration with  the Conference
Board of Canada. The report as-
sesses the current level and nature of
private sector involvement in CED
in Canada.

Knowledge Development &
Conclusions

It’s  the  community that makes it
work!

CED is a community-based ap-
proach to create jobs and improve the
social circumstances of communities. It
has proven to be especially effective in
responding to the needs of disadvan-
taged populations and marginalized
communities.

Devolution  of  decision-making  to
communities is key to effective CED.
One of the practical advantages of real
community control is the use of local
knowledge, which is so often ignored by
“outside” initiatives. Also important is
the enthusiasm of effort that comes from
ownership of the decisions; local ener-
gies can be mobilized for local decisions
when they cannot be for outsiders’ deci-
sions. Devolution of decisions to the lo-
cal community helps to break the
all-too-frequent pattern of dependency

on the outside, a dependency that is often
symbolized by reliance on transfer pay-
ments. Finally, as communities become
more diverse, it is more and more impor-
tant that responses to their needs become
community driven.

The broad participation of all com-
munity members is an important pre-req-
uisite for effective CED. From the initial
planning stage to its culmination, the
CED process should be driven by those
for whom it is designed. Planning
springs from the perspective and inter-
ests of the community, as expressed by
community members. Ownership of the
project always remains in the hands of
the members of the community. (See the
profiles of New Dawn, p. 16, and
CODA, p. 25.)

The nature and variety of partners in
a CED initiative are critical to its long-
term success. Partners involved in suc-
cessful CED initiatives include both
those from within the community and
external to it. The CED organizations
and initiatives that are most effective are
those creating bridges that cross old di-
vides, aligning poor people with busi-
ness people, unemployed trade unionists
with those who are being cast off by
structural changes in the economy, fi-
nancial institutions with those who have
no assets. While external partners are
important to the success of a CED enter-
prise, it is critical that authority for deci-
sion-making be retained by the
Community itself. (See the profile of
RÉSO, p. 35.)

Leadership is crucial. The success of
an initiative is often dependent on the
personal leadership capacity and style of
those leading it. Successful CED organi-
zations are led by social entrepreneurs
who combine social vision, organizing
skills, and political acumen with the te-
nacity and business management skills
needed to perform in this very difficult
arena, and through very difficult times.

The community development process
in CED, that is the “CD” aspect of CED,
frequently involves the identification of
community leaders and capacity-build-
ing. The importance of community de-
velopment in  CED  is recognized by
CED practitioners and researchers. The
participatory process inherent to com-
munity organizing and development is
ultimately aimed at empowerment and
confidence building. Knowledge, skills
and experience gained by community

members through this process are trans-
ferable to other life situations.

CED initiatives frequently emerge
from crisis situations that affect the live-
lihood  of community  members. Situ-
ations such as plant closures can serve
as a motivating force for communities to
consider innovative job creation models
such as CED. In general, however, CED
initiatives will not work best under con-
ditions of extreme crisis. This is because
acute crises usually first requires more
immediate, short term solutions.

CED organizations and enterprises
are locally driven rather than top-down
strategies, and virtually all develop
through independent, not-for-profit en-
tities. Research has shown that commu-
nity-based organizations and initiatives
are well suited to creating sustainable
jobs while dealing with poverty, social
exclusion and marginality.

CED is not a short-term fix, it is a
long-term investment. CED initiatives
are long term in nature in terms of both
the empowerment process and the cycle
of development. In  general, the eco-
nomic and social results of a CED initia-
tive will not be durable nor will the
organizations that create them be able to
accelerate the depth and breadth of those
results, if the overall investment horizon
is short term.

FUTURE DIRECTION

Based  upon  research and  current
knowledge development, CED, as a col-
lective approach, offers an exciting al-
ternative to more tradit ional
mechanisms used in Canada to create
jobs and eradicate poverty.

The practice of CED is still far out-
stripping both research and policy and
program development, however. Con-
sequently, there is a critical need to con-
tinue to develop a sound  knowledge
base and to market that knowledge to
targeted audiences.  We  believe that
NWG has a key role to play in this
process. During the next two to three
years we will concentrate on the follow-
ing three areas:

1. The Promotion of CED

The promotion of CED and the en-
hancement of its visibility are still criti-
cal. We will continue to foster increased
awareness of CED as an integrative ve-
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hicle to create employment and eradi-
cate poverty. We will promote it among
governments and non-government or-
ganizations as a viable alternative for
marginalized communities. While CED
initiatives are increasingly numerous,
sharing of information and cross-fertili-
zation of ideas are still limited. The iden-
tification of best practice models and
sharing lessons learned are key to the
effective promotion of CED.

Earlier this  year,  NWG commis-
sioned the Conference Board of Canada
to examine the extent of involvement by
the corporate sector in CED. The corpo-
rate sector’s participation in and aware-
ness of CED has been limited. However,
in those instances where there was par-
ticipation, it was found to be successful.
NWG and the Conference Board are
consequently collaborating in a second
piece of work aimed at promoting CED
in the private sector. Results of this work
are expected in 1995.

Building on the successful  model
used  for  the  Atlantic  Conference  on
CED, NWG is also examining the pos-
sibility of commissioning other regional

conferences.  The objectives of  these
conferences or workshops will be to pre-
sent and discuss CED case studies from
across  Canada.  Each will  emphasize
successful models from the relevant re-
gion, explore the economic and social
linkages of CED, identify research and
policy implications and facilitate and
strengthen regional networking.

2. Evaluation of CED

Considering the growing interest and
use of CED strategies, a key issue is
evaluation. Decision-makers need to be
informed about those CED initiatives
that work best. Evaluative research will
also compare CED to more traditional
approaches to job creation. It is our in-
tention to announce a special research
competition aimed at CED evaluation in
the near future.

While  CED  initiatives and  enter-
prises are  becoming more numerous,
there is little baseline data on these in-
itiatives. NWG is discussing a project
that will address this need by developing
a national database of CED initiatives.

3. Enhancement of the Practice of CED

A third area of future work will re-
late directly to the practice area of CED
by developing up-to-date tools and in-
formation for practitioners. An example
of work the Program has already under-
taken resulted in a handbook addressed
to women interested in becoming in-
volved in CED initiatives.

In conclusion, we in the Program are
excited about the growing development
of a sound knowledge base and aware-
ness of CED. Research to date indicates
that CED has the potential to become an
integral part of the mix of services, pro-
grams, and policies used in Canada to
create employment and eradicate pov-
erty. It is an area that we intend to con-
tinue to pursue as a research priority.�

Guy Brethour is national consultant for Human
Resource Development Canada’s National
Welfare Grants Program. For more information
regarding NWG’s community economic
development research initiative, telephone (613)
957-0607 or fax (613) 954-1821.
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