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Introduction 
 
• I’m pleased to be part of this lunchtime plenary.  I want to congratulate the 

organizers of the conference and, in particular, Social and Enterprise Development 
Innovations (SEDI) for the leadership they are bringing to the discussion of asset-
based approaches in Canada. 

 
- I was very attracted to the title for this panel: “Poverty is not just about income – 

it’s also about assets.”  . 
 
- The truth is, we DO think of poverty almost entirely in terms of income – 

disposable income, point-in-time income, income in the here-and-now.   
 
- The premise that poverty is about present income has truly infiltrated our policy 

thinking on the topic. 
 
 ○ Our poverty measures reflect this: the Low-Income-Cut-Off measures 

money into a family household; the Market Basket Measure measures 
money in and out and what’s left after the basics have been bought and 
paid for. 
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 ○ And most of our policy responses reflect this as well: It’s appropriate that 
a major piece of poverty policy is income support, but surely we know that 
income support alone, even if it meets or exceeds low income cutoffs, isn’t 
a poverty strategy that works for everyone. 

 
• There’s something inadequate about the income support approach by itself. 
 
• The asset-based approach, as a compliment to the income focus, offers a richer way 

of thinking about, and acting on, poverty. 
 
• Let me expand on three ways that I think this is so. 
 
• First, there is an educational value in the asset-based approach – it brings all 

Canadians to a deeper understanding of what keeps some individuals, and some 
groups, in persistent poverty; while others in the same income category, have more 
resilience. 

 
• Second, the notion of building assets over time encourages a life-course perspective 

in social policy.  We know that poverty is something that is frequently associated 
with key transition points and an assets approach helps us to both understand this and 
to plan for it. 

 
• Third, the assets approach is a powerful tool in tackling one of the most invidious and 

self-fulfilling poverty traps, namely by the loss of hope and optimism for a brighter 
future. 

 
• Let me expand briefly on each of these benefits. 
 
 
1.  Tackling Persistent Poverty in At-risk Groups
 
• The assets focus encourages us to consider how the lack of assets traps people in 

poverty.  This enables an important breakthrough in policy to combat poverty.  
 
• It’s not just about financial assets.  We need to think of human capital, social capital, 

housing, and other forms of physical capital all as assets that can be accumulated, 
stored, and cash-out at appropriate times. 

 
• This perspective is particularly useful when we are considering those at risk of 

persistent poverty – those for whom point-in-time cash support simply doesn’t 
address all of the key barriers to participation and sometimes isn’t the key barrier to 
wealth.  Statistics Canada has identified five groups at risk of persistent poverty: 
recent immigrants, Aboriginal Canadians, persons with disabilities, lone parents, and 
unattached individuals over age 45.   
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• We know that relying on point-in-time income-support policies – even if the level of 

support is adequate to meet daily needs – simply won’t get members of these groups 
out of the risk of poverty.  It is the lack of other assets and resources that’s the 
problem. 

 
• An asset-based approach brings policy makers to consider investments in the social 

and human capital assets that are so essential to breaking this vicious cycle – life 
skills, participation skills, a sense of  cultural belonging, the resource of personal 
resilience. 

 
• To do this, we need to ensure that those of us advocating an asset-based approach, 

don’t limit our own notion of assets to the financial ones like savings.  If we can 
agree to do this, we will be building a doubly effective tool in the assault on poverty. 

 
 
2.    The Life-Course Perspective
 
• A second important contribution of an asset-based approach to thinking on poverty is 

that it leads us to consider the individual over their life course – accumulating assets 
during some phases of their lives and expending them in others.    

 
• Economists refer to this as the “smoothing” effect that assets can have, and it’s 

especially valuable at the transition points in an individual’s life, like beginning post-
secondary studies, setting up house for the first time, the birth of a child, or the loss 
of a partner. 

 
      ○ The asset-based approach is premised on a life-course perspective and this, I 

think, opens new horizons in social policy thinking. 
 
• Think of the progress that’s been made on children’s issues:  After a decade or more 

of unrelenting advocacy by its champions, Canadians understand and endorse 
investments in early childhood development as exactly that – “investments” that 
children and society can draw down in later years. 

 
• An asset-based approach to fighting poverty is about much the same thing – enabling 

vulnerable individuals to accumulate assets to be used at appropriate times to reduce 
their vulnerability and enable them to be stronger contributing members of the 
community. 

 
3.   Tackling the Culture of Poverty
 
• The third opportunity that the asset-based approach opens in our fight against poverty 

is one that many commentators have already remarked upon – namely, the increased 
sense of self-worth, self-reliance, and confidence that comes with building and 
holding assets. 
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• In our market-based society, this is especially true for financial assets.  But it’s 

equally true for the other kinds of human-, social-, and physical-capital assets that I 
referenced earlier such as language for the new immigrant, cultural belonging for the 
urban Aboriginal, and the wheelchair for the physically disabled individual. 

 
• Where’s the evidence that there is something real to breaking a culture of poverty??  
 
• We have some hard evidence – for example, from the Registered Home Ownership 

Programs that enabled many young people to buy their first home; and from the early 
findings of SEDI’s learn-save experiment that is resulting in greater savings among 
welfare recipients, among others. 

 
• But, for me, even more satisfying is the evidence found in the last few pages of 

SEDI’s spring newsletter.  It’s the evidence from Sheryl and James, Caroline, Julie 
and Archana – all success stories, sharing their experience on how participating in 
SEDI’s asset-based projects has helped put them on a new course in life. 

 
• What better evidence do we need?   
 
• Let me give the last word to Julie – a learnsave participant from Fredericton: 

“LearnSave will help me teach my son that you can follow your dreams....This 
program is helping me to change my life for the better and for always.” 

 
• Thank you for inviting me to share my perspective on these issues. 
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