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Background and Purpose 

Over the past decade, Edmonton’s innovation ecosystem has made significant progress, 
contributing to diversifying Edmonton’s economy and helping to shift the perception of 
Edmonton’s brand from an industrial brand to an entrepreneurial one.  
 
However, in early 2017, Edmonton Economic Development began to observe that the economic 
impact of our programs and services were plateauing.  While we were producing a number of 
early-stage startups, the growth and scale of these new technology companies was not at the 
same pace of other cities in North America. 
 
Accordingly, in June 2017, EEDC initiated a series of community-led dialogues and discoveries to 
assess the value and relevance of the innovation system, the root causes of the plateauing, the 
needs of technology-based companies, and the recommended changes proposed by those 
community members that both use the system and are responsible for much of the innovation 
system growth. 
 
Additionally, in late 2017, EEDC, through its innovation communities at Startup Edmonton, TEC 
Edmonton and the Edmonton Research Park, decided to participate for the first time in a global 
survey and report on startup ecosystems to gain insights and actionable recommendations to 
improve the performance of the Edmonton ecosystem. Coordinated by Startup Genome, the 
Global Startup Ecosystem Report 2018 features strategic startup, investment and policy insights 
from more than 10,000 founders in 45 cities across 30 countries, including specific actions 
needed to produce more scale-ups, jobs and economic growth. 
 
This document provides a high-level summary of the community feedback and a vision for the 
evolution of the ecosystem. It is designed as an engagement document for key stakeholders that 
mandate, fund and operate much of the local innovation system and a catalyst for conversation 
with partners and stakeholders. Although published by EEDC, this document is intentionally 
designed to be unbiased, and reflective of the needs of the community for greater technology-
based company growth and economic prosperity for the Edmonton Metro Region.  
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System Overview   

The “Edmonton innovation ecosystem” is an agglomeration of programs, service providers, 
educational institutions and research agencies that enable innovation and serve companies that 
utilize innovative technology as a competitive advantage. 

The ecosystem has experienced significant growth over the past decade. Funding and support 
programs have been established and a wide array of companies are filling the funnel from 
incubation and startup through to scale-up and maturity. Annual surveys show that employment 
in technologies companies has grown by about 20% each year for the last seven years, making 
tech one of the fastest growing sectors in the region. 

Among the organizations playing key roles in this journey in Edmonton:  
 Alberta Centre for Advanced MNT Products (ACAMP) 
 Alberta Enterprise 
 Alberta Innovates 
 Alberta Machine Intelligence Institute (Amii) 
 Alberta Women Entrepreneurs 
 ATB Entrepreneur Centre 
 Business Link 
 Edmonton Economic Development (EEDC), through its work via 

o Startup Edmonton 
o TEC Edmonton 
o Advanced Technology Centre at the Edmonton Research Park 
o Enterprise Edmonton 

 Entrepreneurs’ Organization (Edmonton) 
 Health City 
 InnoTech Alberta 
 Northern Alberta Business Incubator (NABI) 
 Rainforest Alberta 

A number of promising technology companies are growing in Edmonton – raising funds, hiring 
employees, and expanding their operations and global reach – including Clinisys, Drivewyze, 
Exciton, Fedora, Granify, Gfycat, Jobber, Metabolomic Technologies, SAM, Scope AR, Showbie, 
Tevosol and Yardstick. They are striving to join Intuit, BioWare, Investopedia, CompuVision and 
traditional industry companies as the city’s anchor business tenants. 

At the same time, the city’s six post-secondary institutions – the University of Alberta, MacEwan 
University, NAIT, NorQuest College, Concordia University and King’s University – and their 
related research organizations and innovation centres are generating intellectual property and 
future employees for the next generation of startups locating in the region.  

Edmonton is also developing three key subsectors of strength and differentiation in artificial 
intelligence, health and life sciences, and big data and analytics – differentiators that were 
highlighted in the initial findings of Startup Genome’s Global Startup Ecosystem Report 2018, 
released in April, which analyzes the performance of startup ecosystems across more than 45 
cities in 30 countries. (A detailed report on Edmonton’s data will be available later in 2018). 
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Artificial Intelligence: The Alberta Machine Intelligence Institute (Amii) is a research lab at the 
University of Alberta, which performs advanced research and development in the field and is 
one of three institutes that were granted a combined $125 million as part of the federal 
government’s Pan-Canadian Artificial Intelligence Strategy in 2017. Borealis AI, a Royal Bank of 
Canada Institute for research, and Concordia University’s Interdisciplinary Research Cluster on 
Machine Learning and Artificial Intelligence, are also contributing to this sector. Additionally, 
DeepMind, owned by Google parent company Alphabet, established its first international 
subsidiary in Edmonton in 2017. This recognition of Edmonton as a global leader in AI has 
resulted in an exciting new cohort of AI-based startups being created here.   

Health and Life Sciences: Alberta Health Services, Canada’s first and largest province-wide, fully 
integrated health system, delivers health services to more than four million Albertans, providing 
the ideal opportunity for researchers to innovate. That work is supported by the Edmonton 
Health City Initiative, sponsored by the City of Edmonton, which since its launch in 2017, has 
supported more than 340 companies, helping to eliminate the systemic barriers faced by 
entrepreneurs in this complicated and competitive space, and providing a supportive policy 
environment for development. In addition, TEC Edmonton has opened a new accelerator in 
partnership with the pharmaceutical company Merck Canada to connect emerging Alberta-
based health-focused companies with the health research expertise of Merck, and TEC also will 
be partnering with diagnostics company Dynalife to create a diagnostics technology accelerator. 

Big Data and Analytics: Edmonton’s Open City initiative is a testament to the city’s recognized 
culture of analytics. Edmonton is the first city in Canada and the U.S. to adopt the International 
Open Data Charter, a commitment to implement global best practice standards to achieve the 
full potential of the open data movement. As part of the Open City initiative, the Analytics 
Centre of Excellence (ACE) was launched to provide best practices, research and training for 
analytics across the city.  

Outside these three key sectors, the Edmonton region remains a hub for technological advances 
in industries including energy and utilities, engineering and construction, agriculture and 
agrifood, and financial services. To remain competitive and continue to grow, companies in 
these industries need to be surrounded by a productive innovation system that allows them to 
adapt to new technologies and talent requirements and evolve their business models to drive 
growth and prosperity. 
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Community-Driven Feedback 

This paper reflects interviews with entrepreneurs, senior executives of local technology 
companies, partners and investors, who highlighted the current state of the ecosystem, its 
biggest challenges and gaps, and offered perspectives on how to bolster it and make it more 
competitive on a global scale. Their insights are presented in six common themes, forming the 
framework for achievable change within Edmonton’s innovation ecosystem. 

1. Simplify the System 
The current system is convoluted, with an abundance of service providers and no clear path 
for navigation. Instead of more programs, offer fewer, higher-quality programs with broader 
reach and application across technology domains. Avoid duplication and create new 
programs only after reviewing existing programs. Reduce the application burdens associated 
with government-funded programs through a simplified and more integrated system. 

2. Expand and Focus High-Grade Programs 
Increase resourcing for startups and introduce new resources for scale-up stage companies. 
Provide specific programming and support that focuses on and accelerates the development 
of high potential and fast-growth companies, to increase the probability of their growth 
from 10 to 100 employees, the foundation for creating home-grown anchor tenants.  

3. Develop a Talent Strategy  
Due to a lack of anchor technology tenants, senior level experience is scarce in product 
management, sales and strategic leadership. Additionally, scale-up companies need a steady 
stream of junior and mid-level employees. We need to quantify the supply chain for both 
talent levels and develop programs specific to growing, importing and outsourcing key skills. 
It’s also critical that develop our new tech founders and invest in mentorship programs.   

4. Maximize Collision Opportunities 
Like-minded people interacting in close proximity and networking organically helps to 
nurture ideas, deals and partnerships, regardless of stage of development, industry or 
profession. A downtown innovation district would build critical mass and infrastructure 
density, as well as encourage these interactions, knowledge spillover and linkages.  

5. Govern the Gaps  
With the fast pace of technological change, new ecosystem gaps will continue to emerge as 
Edmonton works to support fast-growth technology companies. Identifying and filling gaps – 
current and future, local and global – takes ownership. Although fiduciary ownership may be 
from the funders, system oversight should be provided by the wider entrepreneur 
community who best understand relevance and performance.  

6. Local Culture, Global Mindset 
A collective local community will motivate individuals, generate buzz, identify new 
opportunities and create a grassroots-driven culture. However, as scale-up companies begin 
to access global markets, the local community – from policy makers and business leaders to 
entrepreneurs and employees – must embrace a global mindset. Given surveys of tech-
sector companies in the region show that exporters grow significantly faster than non-
exporters, we must focus on growing these export-oriented growth-focused companies. 
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Next Steps and Strategic Priorities  

Innovate Edmonton, a division of EEDC that is responsible for stewarding the evolution and 
growth of Edmonton’s innovation and entrepreneur ecosystem, has created a five-point 
strategy to immediately address the identified gaps and opportunities, with the objectives of 
increasing the following outcomes over the long term: 
 

 Number of startup companies 
 Number of high potential, scale-up companies 
 Number of new technology related jobs created 
 Number of student and business connections/engagements 
 Number and value of financings for technology-related businesses 
 Number of local and international industry collaborations and projects 

The five strategic priorities are: 

1. Establish Innovate Edmonton (Complete) 
a. Refine the mandate of EEDC’s Urban Economy division to focus on the innovation 

and entrepreneur ecosystem and rename to Innovate Edmonton. Mission will be to 
create new technology companies, help high potential businesses scale, and inspire 
action to fuel growth in the city’s innovation and tech entrepreneur ecosystem.   

b. Work will be performed primarily through communities at Startup Edmonton, TEC 
Edmonton and the Advanced Technology Centre at the Edmonton Research Park. 

2. Engage and Align the Innovation Ecosystem (May – July 2018) 
a. Align the City of Edmonton and EEDC’s innovation and entrepreneur strategies.   
b. Engage the broader Edmonton innovation and entrepreneurship community 

members and service providers in a review of the recommendations and priorities.  
c. Develop stronger linkages with post-secondary institutions (UofA, MacEwan, NAIT, 

NorQuest, King’s, Concordia) and research areas, including Amii. 
d. Create a new Innovation Advisory Council (Edmonton Innovation Coalition)  
e. Drive for collective community agreement on consistency of measurement, 

definitions and startup development path terminology, and create operating 
mechanisms to allow for community engagement and alignment of outcomes. 

f. Establish quarterly strategic planning and KPI reviews. 
g. Align Edmonton and Calgary’s innovation priorities to create provincial success.   

3. Expand Startup Edmonton programming (TBD – funding dependent) 
a. Triple the Startup Preflight program cohort capacity by hiring two new program 

manager/instructors.     
b. Expand programing outside of the walls of Startup Edmonton and target traditional 

and emerging industries to be disrupted by technology solutions and startup 
methodologies: 

o Examples: construction, cannabis, HR, etc.  
o External partnerships: post-secondaries, private businesses  

c. Expand reach and increase participation in the startup community through new 
marketing campaigns and content. 
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4. Assess current Edmonton scaleup programming (TBD – funding dependent) 

a. Engage the innovation and entrepreneur ecosystem community and the Innovation 
Advisory council to: 

o Determine highest impact scale-up initiatives and programs for 2018 
o Identify existing high-grade programs for additional investment 

b. Assess the detailed Edmonton results from the Startup Genome Global Startup 
Ecosystem Report (available May/June 2018) determine plan to implement key 
recommendations related to scaleup programming gaps. 

5. Create a new downtown Innovation and Entrepreneur Hub (TBD – funding 
dependent) 

a. Frame the area between 103 Street and 104 Street and between Jasper Avenue and 
104 Avenue as the Downtown Innovation District, a key node in the mayor’s 
Innovation Corridor.  

b. Commit to a head lease in a downtown office building to create a central innovation 
hub and co-working space in the core of the Innovation District, that would act as 
the entry point to the innovation ecosystem. It would include: 

o Innovation and entrepreneurship programming (existing and expanded, 
delivered by various ecosystem players, including EEDC and partners) 

o Street-level activations and events, marketing, storytelling and social media 
to inspire, inform and demonstrate 

o Offices for multiple technology partners and innovation ecosystem service 
providers to provide easy navigation through the system 

o Flexible space/short-term leases for high potential scale-up companies to 
increase collaborations and collisions among entrepreneurs 

o Foreign direct investment turnkey strategic attraction space   
c. Aggressively seek to bring new business innovation accelerators to this Edmonton 

hub. 

 


