
Understanding the Impacts of and Finding 
Community Solutions to Poverty in 
Lethbridge, Alberta

Vibrant Lethbridge

Community and Social Development, City of Lethbridge

October 2013

“YOU’RE TRYING TO GO    
  UP A WATERFALL…”



“YOU’RE TRYING TO GO UP A WATERFALL…”
Understanding the Impacts of and Finding Community Solutions to
Poverty in Lethbridge, Alberta

Authors:
Trina Filan, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, University of Lethbridge, Department of Women and Gender Studies
John Usher, Ph.D., Professor, University of Lethbridge, Faculty of Management
Hoda Ghadirian, B. Ed. , Sub-committee leader and volunteer

Niche Focus Group Sub-Committee:
Hoda Ghadirian, B.Ed., Sub-committee leader and volunteer
Trina Filan, Ph.D., University of Lethbridge
Arlene Moore, Public Health Dietitian, Nutrition Services, Alberta Health Services
Nicholas Townsend B.H.Sc., John Howard Society
Roy Weasel Fat, Red Crow College and University of Lethbridge
Rachel Hardcastle, student assistant, University of Lethbridge
Sara Ketchmark, student assistant, University of Lethbridge

Data Analysis and Paper Review Team:
Trina Filan, Ph.D., Team leader, University of Lethbridge
Amrita Deshpande, Family Centre Society of Southern Alberta
Hoda Ghadirian, B.Ed., Sub-committee leader and volunteer
Lyndia Peters, Southern Alberta Ethnic Association
Rev’d Canon Erin Phillips, Chaplain, Ecumenical Campus Ministry
Arlene Moore, Public Health Dietitian, Nutrition Services, Alberta Health Services
Nicholas Townsend B.H.Sc., John Howard Society
John Usher, Ph.D., University of Lethbridge
Roy Weasel Fat, Red Crow College and University of Lethbridge



3

CONTENTS
Message From The Chair ........................................................................................ 4

Abstract ...................................................................................................................................................... 5
Introduction  ................................................................................................................................................ 5
Methods  ...................................................................................................................................................... 6

General Impressions of the Data .................................................................................... 9

The cyclical and intergenerational nature of poverty  ....................................................................... 9
Self-esteem and connection to people, community  ....................................................................... 11
Interconnections of fear, stress, depression, health (mental and physical) and addictions  .... 11
Inadequate, non-standard work  ......................................................................................................... 13
Emotional poverty  ................................................................................................................................... 13
Structural support and systemic failures  .......................................................................................... 14

Respondent Recommendations for Follow-up  ................................................ 16

Conclusions  ....................................................................................................... 18

References  .......................................................................................................... 19

“[P]overty is when you’ve got the weight of society pushing you down and 
you’re way down there, and it’s kind of hard to go back up because you’re 
trying to go up a waterfall, right? …[O]nce you are impoverished, it is very 

had to get out. It’s like the mafia…you never get out, right?”
- Focus Group Participant
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MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR
The mandate of Vibrant Lethbridge, an initiative of the City of Lethbridge Community and Social 
Development Committee, is to elevate the profile of poverty in Lethbridge, engage multi-sectoral 
partners and identify community assets and systemic/programmatic interventions that could strengthen 
the community’s response to poverty related issues. 

Vibrant Lethbridge actively engages with people in our community who has lived experience and may 
be affected by the strategies we recommend. This serves to ensure we are building support within the 
community based on the needs and assets. Vibrant Lethbridge has ready access to an advisory group 
that can facilitate and support future proposed strategies and provide opportunities for collaborative 
approaches to reducing the effects of poverty in Lethbridge. 

Vibrant Lethbridge engages a broad and diverse group of organizations; business sector and community 
leaders promoting a collaborative planning process to help integrate community efforts to address 
poverty in Lethbridge.

 The development of this report “You’re Trying To Go Up A Waterfall....” was one of Vibrant Lethbridge’s 
strategic goals for 2013. The purpose of this research was to glean an understanding of community and 
individual experiences of poverty in Lethbridge from people who have lived experience with the effects 
of poverty. This community based research took over six months and a considerable number of volunteer 
hours to coordinate and execute and we are grateful for their dedication and perseverance to complete. 
We are most grateful to the people who participated in the focus groups; for their trust, openness, 
courage and willingness to tell their stories. This research along with input from community agencies, will 
inform the development of bold new steps to reduce the impact of poverty experienced by more than 
thirteen percent of Lethbridge citizens. 

 When people live in persistent financial distress, the whole community pays in increased costs to the 
health care, education, social services and criminal justice systems as well as impacting our local economy 
in lower spending on goods and services. Sustained poverty reduction will improve the quality of life for 
all members of our community and provide for a healthy and sustainable future. 

I look forward to the next phases of this important work together. 

Sincerely, 
Renae Barlow
Chair, Vibrant Lethbridge Sub-committee
Chair, Community and Social Development Committee

For more information about our committee, please visit our website at 
www.vibrantlethbridge.com
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Understanding the Impacts of and 
Finding Community Solutions to Poverty 
in Lethbridge, Alberta

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this research was to glean an 
understanding of community and individual experiences 
of poverty in Lethbridge, Alberta, from people who 
have lived experience with the effects of poverty, rather 
than from organizations that serve these individuals. 
This information was acquired using focus group 
methodology, as well as individual interviews. The 
research team sought input from a variety of groups 
considered to be particularly at-risk to struggle with 
poverty, including: single parents, First Nations people, 
people with disabilities, young adults (18+ years old), 
senior citizens, immigrants, and women. Ultimately, this 
research will add to collective knowledge about poverty 
in Lethbridge in order to appropriately focus poverty-
alleviation efforts by the City of Lethbridge and local 
non-governmental organizations.

INTRODUCTION

Vibrant Lethbridge is a volunteer-based sub-committee 
of the Community and Social Development Group of 
the City of Lethbridge. It is a local manifestation of 
the Vibrant Communities movement founded by the 
Tamarack Institute for Community Engagement, which 

seeks to reduce poverty throughout Canada by helping 
communities identify and implement locally appropriate 
measures, often through existing governmental and non-
governmental organizations (Tamarack Institute, n.d.).
The goal of Vibrant Lethbridge is to understand the 
impacts of poverty on different groups in Lethbridge, 
to raise the community’s awareness of the effects of 
poverty on the lives of all community members, and 
to determine effective actions that can be taken to 
reduce the impact of poverty in Lethbridge. One of the 
means of achieving this goal has been to conduct focus 
group research with various populations in Lethbridge 
deemed by local service organizations to be particularly 
vulnerable to experiencing poverty either episodically 
or chronically. This focus group research is meant 
to help Vibrant Lethbridge members and the wider 
community more fully appreciate and understand the 
lived experiences of people in poverty. In October 2012, 
Vibrant Lethbridge formed a sub-committee comprised 
of volunteers from the larger committee to organize and 
carry out this research.

The mandate from the Vibrant Lethbridge committee to 
the niche focus group sub-committee follows:

  

“YOU’RE TRYING TO GO  
  UP A WATERFALL…”

“The strategic plan moving forward is to hold niche-
focus groups for groups such as seniors, youth, First 
Nations, parents, immigrants and others to ask about 
their experience of poverty and learn first hand what 
issues/solutions may be presented. Individuals within 
these groups could also be identified to participate 
on the VL committee. The leads on this goal will be 
gathering information about the various groups in 
Lethbridge that will help us gain access to these niche 
groups.”
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Vibrant Lethbridge sees the results of this research 
as fundamental to the creation of viable solutions for 
alleviating poverty in the community. Poverty not only 
adversely impacts the mental and physical well-being 
of the people who live in it. It also is an impediment 
to people’s ability to fully participate in daily and 
community life, thus stunting the ability of individuals, 
families, and communities to fully realize their potential. 
Poverty is both episodic and constant: people might 
move in and out of it due to temporary circumstances, 
or they may find themselves trapped in it for years or 
generations. Poverty also is systemic and a condition 
to which we all are vulnerable, regardless of the 
socioeconomic status we occupy or the social categories 
that comprise our identities.

The cost in purely economic terms of allowing poverty 
to continue to flourish in Alberta have been measured 
and elaborated by Briggs and Lee (2012). Lethbridge 
itself has the third highest poverty rate in Alberta (at 13 
percent), after Calgary and Edmonton. Twenty percent 
of those in poverty in Lethbridge are children under 
the age of 15, 40 percent are single parent families, 
and 42 percent are Aboriginal people (Nash, 2012). The 

economic consequences 
of this systemic issue still 
need to be quantified. 
However, the impacts of 
poverty on individuals 
and communities can be 
measured in much more 
than economic terms. 
It is the experiential 
knowledge – this lived 
experience – of poverty 
that this report seeks to 
make plain.

METHODS

While a fair amount of statistical data on poverty, 
derived from census and other quantitative data 
collection methods, exists in Canada, Alberta, and 
even Lethbridge, very little information exists regarding 
the first-hand lived experiences of people who deal 
episodically or chronically with poverty. This qualitative 
data, these personal stories, are valuable additions 
to knowledge gained using quantitative methods, 

such as the economic-cost information presented in 
“Poverty Costs” (Briggs and Lee, 2012). Both together 
allow researchers to test hypotheses, to bridge macro 
and micro theories, and to access and “give voice” 
to populations that otherwise are invisible and silent 
in society (Leckenby and Hesse-Biber 2007). Mixing 
qualitative and quantitative information also allows 
for triangulation, which can be seen either as a way to 
confirm results gained through different methods or 
as a way to inquire more deeply into inconsistencies in 
knowledge produced by one method alone (Nightingale 
2003). Hodgkin (2008) argues that using both qualitative 
and quantitative methods allows researchers to highlight 
“issues of need,” which can be discovered using 
quantitative methods, along with people’s experiences 
of those needs via qualitative methods (299).

The Vibrant Lethbridge committee, understanding the 
value of combining these two types of information, 
decided to undertake a focus group methodology 
to collect this information on lived experience. Focus 
groups are group interview/conversation scenarios 
centered around a particular topic of common interest 
to or experience of participants (Kidd and Parshall, 
2000). Focus groups have been cited as a way to 
allow cultures to speak for themselves, allowing them 
to give voice to their lived experiences in their own 
words and on their own terms, and as a way for people 
to discover that others share similar life histories and 
circumstances, thereby allowing new interpretations of 
those experiences to arise (Society for Research in Child 
Development, 2012).

As with all research methods, focus groups have both 
strengths and limitations; the latter can be addressed 
using mixed methods, as discussed above. Focus group 
responses are not independent of one another, but 
rather build upon each other as participants share their 

• 20% of those 
in poverty in 
Lethbridge are 
children under the 
age of 15

• 40% are single 
parent families

• 42% are Aboriginal 
people
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insights and uncover the similarities and differences 
in their experiences (Society for Research in Child 
Development, 2012).

Focus group participants cannot be considered as 
representative of their group; instead, as was the case 
for this research, they often are selected based on 
whether they have the time, inclination, and expertise 
to participate (Palys, 2008). None of these facts makes 
the results of focus group research any less valid. As is 
the case with other qualitative methods, the knowledge 
derived from this process allows an exploration of lived 
experiences and their deeper meanings within and 
across cultures, rather than a statistical exploration of 
responses (Society for Research in Child Development, 
2012).

The niche focus group sub-committee, consisting of 
volunteers from the Vibrant Lethbridge committee, 
recognized early on that the groups identified as 
vulnerable to the impacts of poverty also are considered 
particularly at-risk of manipulation and abuse by 
people in positions of power, such as researchers and 
government officials. Therefore, the sub-committee 
took extra precautions to guard against violations of 
these groups’ and individuals’ rights and freedoms. 
In particular, the sub-committee abided not only by 
guidelines for ethical human subjects research set forth 
by the University of Lethbridge, but also by those ethical 
practices particular to communities that were the focus 
of the project, such as local First Nations populations. 
All members of each focus group research team, the 
transcriptionist, all individual interviewees, and all 
members of the focus groups signed confidentiality 
statements; all focus group members and individual 
interviewees signed letters of consent.

Vibrant Lethbridge sought 
the experiences of people 
considered especially 
vulnerable to falling 
into and remaining in 
poverty, including single 
parents, First Nations 
people, people with 
disabilities, young adults 
(18+ years old), senior 

citizens, immigrants, and women. These populations 
were identified as vulnerable to poverty by the various 
members of the Vibrant Lethbridge committee who 

provide services to these communities. Focus group 
members were recruited through non-governmental 
community organizations that serve the populations in 
question. Interview participants were recruited through 
acquaintance with research team members.

Research teams 
conducted eight 
focus groups and two 
interviews. Focus groups 
and interviews were 
held in locations that 
facilitated maintaining 
the confidentiality of 
participants but that 
also were comfortable 
and easily accessible to 
them. All participants 
were compensated for 
their time with a healthy 
meal, a gift card to a 
local grocery store, free 

childcare, if they required it, and a round-trip bus ticket 
for them and each of the children they had to bring with 
them to the meeting. Each focus group meeting lasted 
between 30 and 90 minutes and were digitally and 
manually recorded for later transcription.

Focus groups consisted of between five and nine 
participants plus a research team, consisting of a 
facilitator, a note taker, and a resource person from the 
Vibrant Lethbridge committee. The niche focus group 
sub-committee felt it was important that each research 
team have sub-committee member on it; the other 
members were volunteers from the Vibrant Lethbridge 
committee. The facilitator led the meeting, including 
asking questions and gently guiding the discussion 
without inserting any of her or his own opinions on what 
was being said. The note-taker was a silent participant 
who served as a back-up to the digital recorder, making 
extensive notes all verbal interactions. The resource 
person, another silent participant (unless required 
not to be), was present to offer emotional support to 
any participant requiring it and to assist the facilitator 
with logistical issues, such as moderating the room 
temperature and making sure everyone had access to 
pens and paper.

The niche focus group sub-committee invested many 
hours in determining the appropriate questions to ask 

Vibrant Lethbridge 
sought the experiences 
of people considered 
especially vulnerable 
to falling into and 
remaining in poverty...

All participants were 
compensated for their 
time with a healthy 
meal, a gift card to a 
local grocery store, 
free childcare, if they 
required it, and a round-
trip bus ticket for them 
and each of the children 
they had to bring with 
them to the meeting.
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the research participants. Sub-committee members 
consulted academic experts on poverty at the University 
of Lethbridge, as well as the Vibrant Lethbridge 
committee, a group with a large amount of practical 
expertise in dealing with the daily impacts of poverty 
on people’s lives. The sub-committee determined 
that fewer questions with a broad scope would allow 
a deeper and more meaningful exploration of poverty 
in Lethbridge than a greater number of more specific 
questions. We settled upon four guiding questions that 
could be clarified with prompts, if necessary:

All research participants – both focus group members 
and individual interviewees – were asked these four 
questions. As mentioned previously, each focus group 
and interview was digitally and manually recorded; 
manual notes assisted during data analysis when the 
digital recording failed to catch the conversation. 
All focus groups and individual interviews were 
professionally and confidentially transcribed then 
analyzed by a team of social scientists and NGO staff 
with experience assessing this type of data.

After each focus group, the research team held a 
debriefing session wherein they discussed what went 
well and what could have gone better during the 
session (in order to inform future research teams of 

pitfalls to avoid and strategies that worked well in the 
management of the group), overarching themes that 
emerged from the group discussion, and individual 
stories that were particularly interesting or stirring. Notes 
from each debriefing session were typed up and added 
to the materials to be analyzed.

The data analysis team, consisting of a slightly different 
sub-set of participants from the Vibrant Lethbridge 
committee, examined all data both for overarching 
themes that all focus groups touched upon and for 
themes unique to individual communities. In this report, 
we present the overarching themes that have begun to 
emerge from our analysis. We expect that subsequent 
analyses will reveal even richer and more profound 
insights that will assist Vibrant Lethbridge in its efforts to 
alleviate poverty.

1. What does poverty mean to you?

2. What are some obstacles or barriers that hold a 
person back from coming out of poverty? (Prompt/
clarifying comment: What do you think causes 
poverty?)

3. How do you think living in poverty affects a person’s 
life?

4. What things could help a person come out of poverty? 
What could this community do to help more people 
have a better life? better opportunities? participate 
in society more fully? (Prompt/clarifying comment: 
Maybe there are things the community is already doing 
to help people have a better life that you think are 
useful/important… those ideas are good to share too.)
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“…poverty is you’ve got the weight of society pushing 
you down, and you’re way down there, and it’s kind 
of hard to go back up because you’re trying to go up 
a waterfall, right? So it’s very difficult, and once you 
are impoverished, it is very hard to get out. It’s like the 
mafia…you never get out, right?”

[W]hen in poverty “you feel trapped, insignificant, like... 
your opinion isn’t worth anything”

Furthermore, people may be vulnerable to poverty 
to a greater or lesser degree depending upon which 
social categories they occupy. Table A offers an array 
of sociocultural and socioeconomic identities that 
put people at more or less risk of falling into poverty, 
even briefly. In the center column is the aspect of a 
category that is least vulnerable. In the left and right 
columns are the marginal identities from which people 
are susceptible to falling into poverty. Some of these 
identities are inevitable: almost all of us will eventually 
become elderly, and many will become infirm. Some 
of these identities are fixed: for the most part, men 
will remain men and women will remain women. All of 
these identities overlap and often are simultaneous, 
making it difficult to pin-point which part of a person’s 
identity is the key to their susceptibility to poverty. For 
example, is Person X poor because she is a woman, 
mentally disabled, an addict, poorly educated, or some 
combination of these traits?

“To me it’s not so much what you can’t buy it’s the 
necessities that you can’t get. I mean all the other stuff 
aside, I mean if you can’t get your medication, if you can’t 
get this to help yourself get up the ladder…that’s where…
people give up, you know, they’re anti social because I 
mean, who’s going to want someone like that hanging 
around them, and you know, all the stigma and such that 
goes along with that in society.”

GENERAL IMPRESSIONS 
OF THE DATA
During data analysis, a number of themes common 
among all focus groups emerged, as did themes unique 
to specific populations. These themes suggest that 
while poverty has ubiquitous community consequences, 
it also touches the lives of individuals in unique ways. 
Therefore, addressing poverty in ways that offer long-
term solutions to help people emerge from and remain 
out of poverty requires community-wide as well as 
individually tailored responses.

THE CYCLICAL & INTERGENERATIONAL 
NATURE OF POVERTY

Most focus groups discussed the ways in which poverty 
is perpetuated within and across generations. Many 
commented that when poverty is all a person knows, 
then it is difficult to imagine that life might be different.

[What causes poverty?] “Background. If you come from 
poor, like my family’s poor, then you’ll be poor.”

“You grow up that way feeling very, you know, like you 
don’t deserve certain things. You grow up poor you tend 
to grow up thinking that you’re going to be poor for the 
rest of your life.”

Importantly, though, some viewed this generational 
burden as not quite impossible to escape, perhaps 
indicating that with the right supports, it is possible to 
imagine and attain a different life:

“Once you’re in that box and you don’t understand why 
you’re so dysfunctional you stay in that box, but if you 
step out of the box, you start learning.”

In addition to generational issues, there are seemingly 
innumerable ways to fall off the path out of poverty, and 
there are not enough comprehensive ways to support 
people who are trying very hard to remain on that path. 
In some ways, poverty seems inescapable, especially 
because it is tied to other personal difficulties and social 
stigmas.

“I got so used to living on next to nothing 
that I feel like I am next to nothing.”
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TABLE A: Sociocultural and socioeconomic causes and consequences of poverty
Created by Dr. John Usher

MARGINAL IDEAL MARGINAL 
Immigrant  Canadian   

Youth  Middle - aged Seniors  
 Able  Disabled  

FNMI  Not FNMI   
 Married  Single  

Parent  Without children   
 Male  Female  

Addicted  Clean   
 No criminal record  Criminal record  

Limited education  Educated   
 Possessing ID  No ID  

Limited skills  Skilled   
 No generational experience 

with poverty  
Generational experience 

with poverty  
Homeless/shelter living  Housed   

 Financially Literate  Not able to budget, save, 
plan  

Not resilient (job, health, 
legal issues)

Visible minority

Visible minority

 
Resilient   

 Community/family 
connections  

Socially isolated  

Loss of status, stigmatized  Respected   
 Useful  A burden to family, society  

Dependent  Independent   
 Job (standard) + benefits  Non -standard work  

Ignored  Consulted   
 Positive future outlook  “Climbing the waterfall”  

Poor nutritional choices  Eats properly (healthy food 
and enough to eat)  

 

 Intact  Natural disaster  
 Caucasian
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SELF-ESTEEM AND CONNECTION 
TO PEOPLE, COMMUNITY 

Yet another common theme was the link between 
poverty and feeling useless to society, a sense that lends 
itself to low self-esteem, depression, and other factors 
discussed above.

“Self-esteem is the number one – if you don’t think highly 
of yourself, how could you get up in the morning and get 
ready and try and go look for work? How could you even 
begin…?”

Many of the participants in this study mentioned 
their desire to be useful members of society, to be 
visible and valuable, to contribute in some meaningful 
way, even if they are not able to hold down a steady 
job and contribute economically. Although many 
respondents were at a loss for how they might begin to 
contribute, others offered solutions to their dilemma, 
including volunteering with community organizations, 
participating in public art projects, and offering their 
knowledge to people in greater need than themselves.

“Volunteerism. That is something that can be used as a 
job. Now if you take people that were once homeless 
that were helped by volunteers and volunteered to help 
someone else then they’re not only gaining skills at an 
aspect but they’re helping someone else. … It doesn’t 
necessarily have to be money right off the bat but it could 
end up that way.”

Also related to the desire to contribute is the need to 
be connected to people other than themselves, to see 
and talk and interact with others. Loneliness, the scarcity 
of human contact, is in fact another form of poverty, 
one that plays upon emotional and mental health and 
contributes to the cycle of poverty.

“[P]eople are usually lonely. They don’t have people to 
open up to, you know? Back home in Africa you have the 
extended relations, uncles, aunties, cousins, you know, 
and people have a way of socially getting together.”

“I’ve only lived here maybe a year in August and I maybe 
can say in a year that I’ve lived here I’m meeting, oh, 
maybe 40 people. The rest are just kind of locked up 
in their rooms and that’s a scary thing. Shuffleboard 
disappeared…”

INTERCONNECTIONS OF FEAR, 
STRESS, DEPRESSION, HEALTH 
(MENTAL AND PHYSICAL) AND 
ADDICTIONS

Another theme common across focus groups was the 
constant stress and fear they experience regarding their 
financial situation. There is fear of not being able to meet 
all their basic expenses, such as food, shelter, medical 
requirements, child care, transportation, and utilities. 
There is the fear of being kicked out of their living spaces 
or of having to settle on living in dangerous, violent, or 
otherwise inadequate housing situations. There is fear 
of not being able to help the people who rely on you, 
whether family or friends, and also of alienating the 
people you must rely on to meet basic needs.

“Sometimes you’ve got to decide between going, alright, 
do I pay my full electric bill or do I make sure I have 
enough food for the month for my family?”
“Cause you’ve got six kids you’re going to need a big 
house, you’re going to need a big rent. You’ve really got 
nothing leftover.”

“If kid’s got bad teeth and you’ve got to watch them suffer 
because there’s nothing else you can do; you can’t afford 
to go and get the teeth looked at in order to get the teeth 
fixed.”

“You know, parents are used to suffering but they don’t 
like to see their children suffer.”

“It’s quite dangerous because it will 
lead to depression, it could lead 
to mental problems, it could lead 
to incurable health situation you 
know, because of it, we face it…the 
developed world is such a busy place 
so that people are usually lonely.”
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This type of preoccupation makes it difficult to navigate 
already complicated systems and to find ways to address 
immediate and long-term needs. Recent research 
published Science (Mani et al., 2013) suggests that 
poverty – considered to be a form of scarcity –diminishes 
people’s cognitive abilities, including their ability to 
make critical decisions about daily life. Someone dealing 
with scarcity subconsciously is devoting much of their 
mental capacity to thinking about that scarcity, leaving 
less mental “bandwidth” available to consider other 
parts of life. This diminished capacity to address multiple 
problems manifests in people’s lives as, among other 
characteristics, diminished impulse control and the 
inability to plan and problem-solve.

Thus, the need to deal with scarcity makes it harder 
for people to engage in daily decision-making and 
planning, for example the requirement to understand 
and navigate the complicated bureaucratic systems that 
exist to manage individual and community poverty. This 
diminished cognitive bandwidth also has a direct impact 
on whether people are able to make decisions that might 
extricate them from poverty.

“I remember staying up at night before I left my ex, you 
know, and we were behind in rent and bills were unpaid, 
they were shutting off my electricity every week, and 
I would go back in and beg them to turn it on ‘cause I 
had a brand new baby at the house, and I would just 
lay in bed at night and just, what am I going to do? Like, 
what am I supposed to do? There’s nothing I can do. My 
parents won’t help me, friends won’t help me anymore, 
Social Services won’t help me. Like, I had nothing. I had 
absolutely nothing....to live like that for so long…it was 
terrifying.”

The fear experienced by people in poverty is 
compounded by the stress of working daily to meet 
basic needs in a system that is sometimes irrational and 
often biased against the people it is meant to serve. 
Stress and fear combine and lead to depression, which 
can lead to both physical and mental health problems.

“It would be – that’s a lot of anxiety for immigrants and the 
anxiety leads to depression and depression is probably 
the entry to mental ill health. And the system would be 
bearing the cost.”

These problems often require medication that becomes 
an extra expense that cannot be paid – even $50 for 
diabetes medication can push a tight budget over 
the tipping point – or can even lead to addictions that 
exacerbate the other symptoms of this complicated 
puzzle. Trying to break free from addiction often 
becomes an inadvertent path back into poverty, as 
systems are set up to help those with addictions, not 
those who have emerged from them:

“[Y]ou could be a crack head and because you’re on 
crack you’ll get paid to pay for your addiction. You can’t 
work, you can’t do anything; you’ll get paid to have 
your place in all this but all your money’s going to crack. 
I’m not going to start doing crack to get help from the 
government because I can’t afford to have my own place. 
I don’t understand why they can’t help. That’s what they’re 
supposed to be there for is to help the citizens when they 
need the help.”

“I haven’t had any [positive, affirming] experiences 
in a really long time and I’m starting to feel, like the 
full effect of them. I’m getting physical pain, I can’t 
sleep, I can’t function and it’s exhausting.”
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INADEQUATE, NON-STANDARD 
WORK

Of course, lack of access to adequate work – meaning 
full-time work with benefits and a living wage – was a 
priority for every group. This set of problems is integrally 
linked with lack of education and job-relevant skills, 
which will be addressed later in the report.

“[The] minimum wage is too low.”

“It’s hard to get a full time job.”

“One of my shocks, you know, one of the shocks I 
encountered is why should people be doing three 
jobs, two jobs to make the good living standard that we 
see on TV or we see from abroad? Why? I think that is 
fundamental poverty.”

“I think companies should give people at least a chance 
to – you know, even 30 days, two weeks to four weeks just 
to see – you know if they don’t have experience just give 
them a chance to prove themselves and see, you know, if 
I were the guy hiring you know, I’d say, ok I’ ll give you a 
couple of weeks see how you do.”

“Not going to school and getting a high paying job so 
you’re working down lower where everybody else is 
trying to fight with that, right, and get into a good career 
or whatever they want experience. Well, how do you get 
experience if they’re not going to hire you so you can 
gain experience, right ?”

EMOTIONAL POVERTY

While it is a ubiquitous symptom of poverty, emotional 
poverty seems particularly impactful on two groups, 
primarily due to compounding factors of the inability 
to speak English (immigrants) and societal prejudice 
(First Nations people). Many immigrant respondents 
discussed how the process of becoming a refugee and 
moving to a new land with new customs meant a loss 
of their traditional measures of status, independence, 
and importance in their society. Because they no longer 
own land and grow crops to feed their families, elder 
immigrants are the least important members of their 
households, often having to rely on their grandchildren 
to be wage earners. These people then lose their 
personal autonomy and their sense that they are 
contributing to their families, thereby straining essential 
social and emotional relationships.

“Poverty is like he was independent from the age of 
13, like, but when he comes to Canada from the day he 
arrived he is not able to get any kind of-to get into the 
work or make himself independent so he has to depend 
on the government support from the day he arrived here 
in Canada.”

The multiple adverse impacts on First Nations people of 
racism and poverty have been studied and documented 
(Currie et al., 2011). Stories of daily dealings with disdain 
and prejudice and the knowledge that whatever one 
does, one cannot escape one’s indigeneity and the 
implications for it on one’s circumstances, underscore 
the necessity of addressing societal ill-will toward the 
First Nations population in Lethbridge – and everywhere.

“There’s a lot of things that happen to Native people 
because of just being Native.”

“The non-Native person that’s in front of you will be 
greeted, will be treated so well but when you’re up on 
the next line you’re totally ignored or you encounter a 
lot of people that are right out ignorant. Uh, I was able 
to overcome that by…when I do go out into the city and 
have to encounter I don’t look at them directly anymore 
as I used to. I look above their heads so that I don’t have 
to see how their reaction is to me.”

Poverty is: “Being treated – because of how you’re being 
treated, the poorness that comes along with it. Unable 

“If you’re a single mom and 
you don’t have an education 
you’re working for minimum 
wage how do you even live 
on that? You can’t.”
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to work yourself out of being Native. I can never change 
[into] a White person and be successful.”

“I have to live [in a really unsafe place] ‘cause I have no 
money….My relative was murdered, and I tried to leave 
Lethbridge and another relative was killed…in a car 
accident. A lot of dysfunction. But that caused me poverty 
because of all those poverty stricken dysfunctional 
things that happened to me. My mental state and – that’s 
poverty when you’re not able to work yourself or be able 
to choose a safe place to live and live like, you know, 
those White people down the street and – that’s poverty.”

Unfortunately, there is also a burgeoning mistrust 
between these two vulnerable populations in 
Lethbridge, a mistrust it would behoove both 
communities, as well as the wider public, to address.

STRUCTURAL SUPPORT AND 
SYSTEMIC FAILURES

A final theme, and one which might be fairly readily 
addressed by the City of Lethbridge, is the need for 
more comprehensive, multi-faceted support systems that 
are set up to help people succeed at critical moment in 
their progress out of poverty. At the moment, there are 
gaps and loopholes in existing systems that contribute 
to the sense of uncertainty and fear that already plague 
vulnerable populations. Several people across focus 
groups mentioned that it is easier to get support when 
one is addicted to drugs or alcohol than when one is 
sober.

“I want to find out why there’s more support for people 
with addictions than for somebody who’s trying and 
really stuck in a tight spot. There’s no exceptions to the 
rule. There’s no – there’s just no help. I’ve been dealing 
with social workers for the past three years and I haven’t 
been able to get anything for myself. And I’m the one 
that’s suffering because when I suffer my kids suffer and 
I see that in all my girls….It’s really hard for me. I don’t 
understand why I can’t get this help.”

Several other respondents mentioned that there are 
more supports for people who are in dire need or abject 
poverty than there are for people who are slowing 
making their way out.

“Some families are still lower income but they don’t 
qualify for the food bank”

“I’m still living like this and I still can’t find a job, I still 
can’t find anyone to help me with my daughter, and I 
don’t have a home. And everybody’s okay with it. That’s 
what it feels like to me.…I don’t know what I have to do 
because I’m really stuck. I have no family support right 
now because everyone is as bad off as me, if not worse, 
and they want me to turn to my family and ask my friends 
for help. Everybody is just as bad off as me. How are we 
supposed to help each other? I don’t understand how any 
of this is supposed to work.”

Many respondents had suggestions for making 
the system work better, from offering better and 
more connected transportation services to getting 
organizations to work more closely together to having 
individual support workers with the knowledge to 

“I had a chance to work…and they 
said they’re accommodating people 
from Mexico, bringing them here into 
Lethbridge, finding them accommodation 
and helping them get to work. A lot of them 
are at that [local company]. They’re all 
working there. A lot of these people – you 
could see people that it seems like they get 
more help then the Native people, so again 
we have to look at that situation and give 
our Native people more a priority.”



15

“YOU’RE TRYING TO GO UP A WATERFALL...” — Understanding the Impacts of and Finding Community Solutions to Poverty in Lethbridge, Alberta

connect people to services they might not be aware of.

“There is a lot that this community can do, like again, to 
begin first they have – I think what they have to do is really 
work, like I said, with all the different organizations here. 
Have an in depth look at exactly what they’re doing. Are 
they being effective?”

“[B]ecause a lot of us women, what we go through to 
get to this point, there still needs to be on a continuous 
basis a follow-up worker to make sure that everything that 
they’re told, let’s say for social workers, if they’re telling 
them to do something that that is followed through. 
Like, let’s say you have to go look for work, you know? 
Okay, how can we help you to go and find this work? 
You know, if you have to be up at 6:00 in the morning to 
get somewhere or to get down to a job workforce can 
something be provided for them or – cause the buses – 
we’re encountering with that right now. The busses don’t 
run at 6:00 in the morning. Some of these women have to 
be up at 6:00 too. So there’s a lot of obstacles that – but 
I think the way I see it all these different companies or 
organizations like this employment service here, Home 
Base, they all need to really work close together in order 
to help an individual. And if they have, like let’s say for an 
example if they have problems too, like I’m not going to 
be afraid to say that a lot of these women because of what 
they’re going through, like they turn to addictions so we 
need to have something there to help them too with their 
addictions to overcome their addictions too, you know?”

The desire to be treated as human beings, rather than 
with the disdain reserved for the stigma of poverty, also 
was frequently mentioned.

“Most of the time young women walk out of there crying 
and just will not go back, and they figure, ah, I’ve done my 
job, I’ve saved the government a cheque this month, and 
that is basically their job to save the government money. 
So you really got to get hard and, you know, prepare 
yourself for these kinds of things before you go into these 
places.”

“I’m learning how to hate. I hate the social workers I have 
to deal with, I hate all these people that keep telling me 
go do this, go do that, get this signed, bring it to that 
person. And all the time you go to these people they’re 
never there. They’re in meetings or they’re out of town 
or they’re on vacation. I don’t understand. It’s really 
upsetting for me….It’s very frustrating….They’ll tear you 

down but [they won’t] help you up and they keep on 
doing it. They encourage each other to do it.”

Many discussed the difficulties of working with an 
inflexible and apparently arbitrary system whose rules 
they do not understand, for example, this respondent 
referring to an interaction with a social services 
employee:

“Well, you have to follow our policies. Well, you don’t 
meet the requirement so we’re not going to – you can’t 
come into our program.”

Not all is dire in the social system, however. There 
were many references to the kindness and compassion 
of service providers, and many local NGOs were 
discussed with great appreciation. It is this kindness, this 
acknowledgement of shared humanity, that can make a 
difference in the daily mental health and stressful lives of 
vulnerable people.

“I remember going to the food 
bank and I just cried the first time 
I went there. I cried and cried. 
And the lady that was behind the 
desk, she came around and she 
said, don’t you ever cry when you 
come here. This is for you; don’t 
feel bad about taking – and that 
really meant a lot to me. And I 
still go the food bank once in a 
while. And I think that if it wasn’t 
for the food bank, I don’t know, 
some of these people would be 
starving to death.”
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RESPONDENT 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR FOLLOW-UP
From the results elaborated above, a number of systemic 
problems can be identified and responses to them 
considered. Unfortunately, poverty reduction strategies 
often are cast not in terms of potential systemic change, 
communities of care, or citizen empowerment but rather 
in terms of the personal failures of the people living in 
poverty, which can lead to the stigmatization of those 
who struggle with poverty. Addressing the stigma 
associated with poverty is crucial to removing barriers 
to accessing services and encouraging alliance-building 
across the multiple communities that could benefit from 
collaborative anti-poverty efforts (Kingfisher, 2002 and 
2007).

Fortunately, the respondents in this research had the 
opportunity to express their opinions on changes that 
can be made to improve their access to services and to 
help lift them out of poverty, The recommendations and 
suggestions that follow derive both from the knowledge 
produced by respondents during focus groups and 
individual interviews and from the discussions among 
the research and data analysis teams about the results.

For example, as one First Nations respondent pointed 
out, “For a lot of our people, our Blackfoot language 
is a more soothing language. Non-Native [the English] 
language is right to the point and sometimes it could 
come in a really blunt, like rude [way].” Providing native 
speakers of local First Nations languages at social 
service points would be one way to ease communication 
with First Nations clients. This also is undoubtedly true 
for the many immigrant populations in the city. A dearth 

of translation services means that many people are not 
fully aware of the services that are available to them.
One of the most common suggestions for making the 
lives of people in poverty better is the provision of more 
educational and vocational training opportunities. Many 
people felt that their inability to be properly trained for 
decent wage-earning positions left them stuck in the 
cycle of poverty. Skilled immigrants were particularly 
incensed that they were not able to contribute their 
existing abilities to their new country:

“Canada is losing a lot of income by allowing 
professionals, trained people, to waste in the country.”

“…we were new in Canada, we have not contributed to 
the Canadian government. Like, we have never worked 
in Canada, we didn’t pay any tax to this government and 
how can we expect [the government to take care of us]?”

One respondent offered a solution to this problem, 
one that the City of Lethbridge, in conjunction with 
Lethbridge College and the University of Lethbridge, 
might consider –assisting immigrants who are already 
skilled in their own countries attain licensure here. The 
respondent offered this solution as a comparison to how 
people are trained to drive in Canada:

“In the place of the driving school, you could have 
[retraining] for jobs. [The government says] that there 
is a lack of labor in Canada, so [it goes] all out to say, 
‘Skilled laborers from other continents, from other places, 
please come.’ How do they get here? They don’t fly here 
just like that. You get your credentials in Nova Scotia, 
you get [them] assessed. [They] say, ‘Oh…this person 
is good, this person is okay.’ [The government] gives 
them the permission to get the process going. They get 
it done, they’re successful, they land into the country, 
[the government says] they are not skilled. Yeah, that’s 
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the meaning because you don’t give them the job that 
they are qualified for. [Skilled people] are all over the 
place in Canada, they come every year, but [there are] 
no jobs for them. Now, if there are standards and things 
that you want to achieve in your country, beautiful, it’s 
perfect, it’s a good thing. Just like the case that I gave as 
an example of the driver’s license let there be institutions 
that could train and adapt [their skills] and a kind of 
internship because Canada is losing a lot of income by 
allowing professionals, trained people, to waste in the 
country. There are a lot of them. They are wasting. They 
don’t have access to the job. They have knowledge; they 
need adaptation. Maximum maybe six months, a year, 
whatever, and you make them to work to pay tax. Then the 
country is more prosperous.”

Many respondents across focus groups felt a keen need 
for learning and practicing life skills that might help 
them exit poverty, such as cooking, smoking cessation, 
shopping, making healthy food and life choices, saving 
money, budgeting, and money management. A number 
of people in each group already possessed these 
skills as well as the knowledge of what it’s like to be in 
poverty and make use of these skills in that context. 
Perhaps making use of these people by employing them 
as experts in their field would be a way to empower, 
to value, and to engage these skilled people with the 
broader community.

A better, more flexible, and more affordable transit 
system that can accommodate irregular work schedules 
was mentioned by several respondents. An improved, 
accessible, lower-cost bus system also would allow 
disconnected people to access activities that might help 
them to be both physically healthy and better integrated 
with the community at large.

One of the strengths of Lethbridge is its value of and 
focus on supporting families with children. Many 
resources already exist that can be harnessed to even 
further support parents and children living in poverty. 
This group is caught in a particular bind: they want 
very badly to be good parents but do not have access 
to the material and financial resources that society has 
deemed necessary to be good parents. Parents must 
simultaneously deal with the expenses of raising children 
and the inability to work/feeling of exclusion from social 
services because they are parents. Lack of affordable 
childcare was of particular concern.

“Always having to be behind on either your bills or food 
or being to get anywhere. Childcare; having to pay 140 
dollars a month for preschool. That just boggles my 
mind.”

“You have to have child care to go to work.”

“… poverty does cause educational barriers as the choice 
to go back to school is almost selfish as it costs a child 
precious time with their parent or parents. How can this 
be seen in the best interests of the child?”

“My daughter’s suffering a lot. I didn’t think it was fair. 
I went [to work] before she got out of school, after 
lunchtime, and I was there until after she got out of 
school, and I talked with this woman, and she called 
[a support organization]for me, and they spoke on my 
behalf, and that’s how I was able to get there. But I was 
ready to give my daughter up so she wouldn’t have to 
live like that. I want her to have good experiences. It’s 
very heartbreaking, and I have been through a lot of 
experiences in the past year and a half, and it doesn’t 
seem to be over yet. I’m just wondering how long I’ ll be 
able to hold onto my daughter before she does get taken 
‘cause they expressed to me that they felt she was in 
danger because she didn’t have a home, nothing secure.”

As mentioned previously, one of the consequences 
of this loneliness is the feeling of being silenced, of 
being unable to communicate with anyone who will 
commiserate and of becoming stuck in solitude and 
depression as a result: another vicious circle. However, 
some respondents offered solutions to this issue that can 
potentially be operationalized in the context of already 
existing services in Lethbridge. They suggest strongly 
that having an outlet for communication, access to a 
person or a group willing to listen and offer kindness and 
encouragement offers a way to emerge from depression 
and the feelings of inconsequence and invisibility that 
people in poverty often experience.

“[I]f people were allowed to speak…[to have] someplace 
you can go and talk over your situation….[You feel like y)
ou’re not going anywhere; you’re staying dormant, you 
know? And to be able to go out and say I can do this, I 
don’t have that stigma anymore, I can do this. But when 
you get stuck you’re stuck, you know, so to be able to go 
out and talk to somebody that’ll really give you that push 
you need.”
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“It’s very important to be [together] once in a week….[so 
we] can explain [our] feelings to [each] other[. It is] a great 
help to share [our] experiences and it might give some 
relief to [us].”

“I think the one barrier that we all encounter is still the 
prejudice, but again, as an individual I see if we get help 
from our reserve, utilize more people from the positive 
background like Elders to come in and help young 
people [who] are going through self-esteem [issues] and 
helping them out. I think we can overcome that. … I was 
able to overcome that but I went back to the reserve too 
and I started attending, like our [ceremonies] and that 
brought me my strength to understand how to live in a 
society where we encounter prejudice everyday. But it’s 
hard. It really takes a lot of work to be able to overcome 
that.”

Finding ways to assure people have access to 
compassionate community can be a solution to at 
least some of the difficulties experienced by people in 
poverty.

A final suggestion stems from many respondents’ 
satisfaction with the assistance provided to vulnerable 
populations by many non-governmental organizations in 
Lethbridge. A variety of participants in all focus groups 
felt very strongly that these organizations give them 
invaluable support that makes their lives easier. However, 
they also felt that many people who could make use of 
these services are not aware that they exist. 

One recommendation consistently derived from this 
observation was that there should be an effort to find 
ways to build community awareness about and provide 
easier access to these organizations and for there to be 
more funding given to them to enhance their outreach 
and impact.

CONCLUSIONS
As is demonstrated in the knowledge shared above, 
day-to-day living is quite difficult for people living in 
poverty. They must negotiate the daily requirements of 
participating in community life, including going to work 
and caring for their children and extended families, 
but they must do so in the context of limited physical, 

economic, mental, and emotional resources and 
while enduring the community skepticism and 
stigma that adhere unremittingly to people in 
poverty.

This research also has shed light on the 
intersectional nature of poverty: the burden of 
poverty is compounded when a person or group 
not only experiences poverty but also racism, the 
difficulties associated with aging, the challenges of 
managing mental or physical disabilities, the extra 
time, money, and emotional resources required 
to care for children, and/or the constant pressures 
associated with being immersed in or emerging 
from addiction.

We would like to emphasize that this social problem 
is not inescapable. There are any number of viable 
solutions within our reach. Lethbridge, as any 
other city or region, has a unique population with 
unique needs and means of addressing those 
needs. The participants in this research readily 
acknowledged the systems in place that are greatly 
beneficial to them as they maneuver through their 
complicated lives. Many local NGOs provide the 
time, compassionate connection, information, and 
resources that vulnerable individuals and groups 
need in order to navigate the bureaucratic hurdles 
and everyday indignities of a life in poverty. If the 
resources within Lethbridge can be interconnected 
more fluidly, if systems of support can be simplified, 
if loopholes can be closed and tenuous safety nets 
can be secured, people vulnerable to poverty may 
well find themselves in a better position to emerge 
from their circumstances – in full collaboration with a 
wider community of care and mutual responsibility.

Much more analysis of the data collected during 
this project must be done, and further avenues 
for solutions derived from local strengths and 
resources must be explored. Furthermore, other 
vulnerable populations should be included in 
further research, for their experiences will enlighten 
and enhance any future decision making around 
poverty alleviation. For example, Lethbridge is 
home to two institutions of higher education. 
Recent research has shown that students at these 
institutions are particularly vulnerable to issues 
deriving from poverty, such as food insecurity 
(Nugent, 2011). Students, therefore, should be 
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included in further research and outreach endeavors by 
the city.

Ultimately, we recommend that further steps be taken to 
understand the scope and depth of impact of poverty 
on the lives of people in Lethbridge. While the people 
we spoke with feel that there are many positive aspects 
of their lives and many tools available to them to meet 
their immediate needs, the long-term needs they have 
in order to permanently leave poverty still need to be 
addressed and the systems that assist with this goal 
need to be strengthened and made more dynamic and 
responsive. The Vibrant Lethbridge committee is actively 
pursuing immediate and long-term next steps toward 
its ultimate goal of poverty alleviation and is committed 
both to keeping research participants informed about 
existing progressive actions and involved in the planning 
and strategizing of new initiatives.
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