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Buyer or Changemaker?

Buyer or Changemaker?
Sandra Hamilton, MBA,  
Strategic Advisor to OPBA, PhD. Research Associate,  
Manchester Institute of Innovation Research

For those unable to attend this year’s Procurement 
Reimagined 61st Annual OPBA Conference, this was 
the question repeatedly raised by Karl Subban, the 
first of many incredible speakers inspiring OPBA 
delegates to find meaning at work; to live with 
passion; reach for your full potential; and to reimagine 
and reinvent the role of public procurement. 

“When you do what you love the passion follows” 
said speaker John Ribeiro. Changemakers are inspiring 
leaders and leaders are continual learners. Be curious, 
be open and practice gratitude. Conference delegates 
heard that everyday leadership starts with changing 
the energy; questioning the validity of rigidly held 
beliefs. Finding meaning involves embracing new ideas 
and continually seeking to improve the lives of others.

Reproduce with acknowledgement: ©Sandra Hamilton 2019,
@MIOIR and Ontario Public Buyers Association www.opba.ca

1. Price-Taker or Market-Mover? Based on the work and PhD research of Sandra Hamilton, 
Manchester Institute for Innovation Research

From Buyers to Changemakers: Across Canada, 
and globally, the role of public procurement is 
increasingly being viewed as an important public 
policy lever; moving from transactional to strategic; 
from ‘Price-Taker to Market-Mover’.1 The key public 
policy areas being addressed through procurement 
are:

• People: Poverty, Inequality, Indigenous 
Reconciliation, the Skills Gap and Shrinking 
Workforce

• Planet: Reduced Waste & GHG Emissions, 
Renewable Energy, Green Technologies and the 
Circular Economy

• Profit: Community Economic Development,  
SME access to Public Contracts, Supplier Diversity 
and Public Procurement a Catalyst for Innovation
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Buyer or Changemaker?

PROCUREMENT AS A 
POVERTY REDUCTION 
TOOL
After this year’s OPBA Conference there 
can be no doubt that effective public 
procurement today involves considering 
the social and environmental impact of 
all purchases. It means being a difference 
maker. In this issue we focus our attention 
on how to leverage public procurement to 
reduce poverty and increase social value. 

As the graphs show, the number of jobs 
created in Ontario’s service sector is 
growing. Jobs related to goods production 
remains flat and manufacturing jobs 
continue to decline. Low prices in the goods 
category are often a result of improved 
technologies and increased productivity, 
however, service contracts that are awarded 
primarily on low-price, can result in more 
and more Canadians being driven into part-
time, often precarious work contracts. 

Today, most sub-national public agencies 
typically spend higher proportions of the 
total budget in the service category than 
they do on the goods. Despite this many 
public agencies continue to use outdated 
templated language and processes 
that were originally used to source very 
standardized goods.

To improve SME access and to foster 
increased competition, we need to 
redesign public procurement to ensure 
that social and environmental responsibility 
is rewarded. To expand the bidding 
pool, we need to restructure contracts. 
By unbundling goods from services and 
by designing simplified highly visible 
E-procurement processes, we can make the 
process much more accessible for Canada’s 
small businesses. 

Reproduce with acknowledgement: ©Sandra Hamilton 2019,
@MIOIR and Ontario Public Buyers Association www.opba.ca

2. Financial Accountability Office of Ontario www.fao-on.org/web/default/files/publications/
Income%20Jan%202019/Income%20Report%20Technical%20Presentation.pdf

2
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SOCIAL PROCUREMENT - MUNICIPAL 
LEADERSHIP IN CANADA
In 2014/15, I worked with the Village of Cumberland, 
B.C., which became the first municipality in Canada to 
adopt a Social Procurement Framework. By 2016 my work 
had expanded to Alberta, where the RMWB – Regional 
Municipality of Wood Buffalo (RMWB), became the first 
municipality to develop a Social Procurement Framework 
in that province. The RMWB (Fort McMurray) also became 
the first municipality to proceed to market with a Social RFP 
that placed a 33-point equal weighting on Price, Capability 
and Social Value, the highest Social Value weighting I have 
recommended in my public-sector work to date.

Unrelated to my work, in 2015 the City of Toronto 
became the first municipality in Ontario to adopt Social 
Procurement.

Over the last year, I have worked with the City of 
Hamilton and community stakeholders to develop a Social 
Procurement framework, designed specifically to address 
poverty. The Hamilton approach is open to all bidders 
willing to work with the city to strengthen existing taxpayer 
funded workforce development pathways. This is an 
approach that does not screen for type of ownership or 
require ongoing vendor certification. A full City of Hamilton 
case study is currently being developed.

Reproduce with acknowledgement: ©Sandra Hamilton 2019,
@MIOIR and Ontario Public Buyers Association www.opba.ca

THE SOCIAL PRICE OF 
BEST PRICE

Inequality, poverty, precarious work 
and stagnant wages are amongst the 
biggest problems facing Ontario, and 
governments globally, today.

A 2019 report published by the 
Financial Accountability Office of 
Ontario (FAO), reveals that Income 
growth for Ontario’s median family 
has been the slowest of all provinces, 
with Ontario’s lower-income families 
experiencing the very slowest growth. 
The number of full-time permanent 
jobs in Ontario is declining, just as the 
part-time temporary labour market is 
increasing rapidly. More than 75 percent 
of Canadians work in the service sector 
and this number rises as high as   
85 percent in Canada’s metropolitan 
areas. As a percentage of GDP, the 
service sector doubled in size between 
2001 to 2013.

How we buy services matters. Public 
procurement typically represents  
14 percent of the Canadian economy, 
with 87 percent occurring sub-
nationally. At 87 percent, this is 
the highest percentage among all 
OECD countries. It is therefore the 
responsibility of all public servants to 
ensure that service contracts are not 
being delivered at the cost of driving 
more Ontario workers into precarious 
work and poverty; thus, increasing 
the social costs for all taxpayers. 
Implementing socially responsible public 
procurement, involves moving beyond 
“do no harm, to working proactively 
and intentionally to do some good” 

Sandra Hamilton 

Rewarding Social Impact, Local or 
Ownership?

When it comes to Social Procurement, there is no one-
size-fits-all and a number of approaches are being 
advanced. 

Rather than focussing on vendor location or ownership, 
both of which are either prohibited and, or limited under 
the trade agreements, I recommend an impact-based 
sustainable, triple-bottom-line approach which transforms 
how value is defined.

By weighting social and, or environmental criteria at 10 
to 30 percent all proponents, irrespective of ownership or 
location, can proceed to bid equally.
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Buyer or Changemaker?

 � BPC: More Predictable Work Schedules 
Include one-months advance notice of work schedules as a 
mandatory contractual requirement in part-time contracts. Consider if 
there is anything else in the contract that can be changed to improve 
lives in your community?  
Eg. Home-based work for people living with physical disabilities; 
apprenticeships; job shadowing and training programs;  
mentorship and buddy programs; cultural training and diversity 
training requirements. 

 � BPC: Family Friendly Service Delivery - Question Early Start 
Times  
Early, before-school, start times pose significant childcare and 
transportation barriers for low-income families living without a car. 
A much wider variety of family-friendly childcare options exist after-
school than before-school. If the only reason an early start time exists, 
is that ‘we have always done it that way’, then it is almost certainly 
time for a change to better reflect the realities of todays families.

 � BPC: Transportation: Requirement for Contracted Employees 
to Use a Personal Vehicle  
Contractual requirements demanding employee-use-of-own-vehicle 
have inappropriately started to appear in ongoing public sector 
service contracts. This is an unethical practice, which prevents low-
income Canadians living without a reliable vehicle, from applying for 
jobs on publicly funded job contracts. Screen for this language and 
carefully consider if the requirement is absolutely required. 

 � Buy from Non-Profit Social Enterprises  
Identify and seek to buy from non-profit Social Enterprises. Social 
Enterprises are non-profit, mission-first businesses, that most often 
exist to improve the lives of multi-barriered, equity seeking groups.

Canada’s Shrinking Workforce: As the baby boomers retire, Canada’s 
workforce is declining. In March 2019, Canada’s national workforce 
participation rate was only 65 percent and declining. Across Europe, a 75 
percent participation rate is considered to be the optimal rate. Canada 
must do more to re-engage as many Canadians as possible in the 
workforce.

For many people childcare and transportation are the only barriers to full 
participation in the workforce. By fostering more flexible start times and 
by stimulating the market to reduce these barriers, public procurement 
professionals can play a significant role in expanding the workforce and 
improving the lives of families living in poverty in Ontario.

Reproduce with acknowledgement: ©Sandra Hamilton 2019,
@MIOIR and Ontario Public Buyers Association www.opba.ca

TRANSFORMING 
FROM BUYER TO 
CHANGEMAKER  
Public Procurement as a 
Poverty Reduction Tool 

Four Ways to Start

Childcare, Transportation, 
Precarious Work Schedules and 
a lack of self-esteem are some 
of the most common barriers 
to employment for people 
living in poverty. By reviewing 
bid documents with an anti-
poverty lens, OPBA members 
can immediately identify, seek 
to remove and, or reduce such 
barriers prior to proceeding to 
market.

By adding socially responsible 
terms and conditions or 
evaluation weightings (10 to 30 
percent), public procurement 
can nudge the marketplace 
and reward vendors willing 
to embrace a more inclusive 
and family friendly workplace. 
By educating internal client 
departments and inspiring 
more socially responsible 
Business Practice Changes 
(BPC) in the marketplace, you 
can use these easy first steps 
to start the transformation 
from Price-Taker to Market-
Mover; from Buyer to 
Changemaker. 
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Social Impact is most often achieved by 
adding evaluative Social Value weightings to 
RFP’s particularly within the high-impact service 
categories. In public works tenders increased 
social value can be achieved through training and 
apprenticeship requirements; through changes to 
terms and conditions and, or by using a Social Value 
Menu.*

Local: Firstly, it is important to distinguish Social 
from Local Procurement. While local preference 
based on geographic location is prohibited under 
the terms of Canada’s free trade agreements, social 
value and environmental criteria can, and now 
absolutely should be included, as long as all vendors 
can bid equally, and the evaluation process is clearly 
defined.

Social Enterprises: For some Social Procurement is 
about creating a supportive eco-system to stimulate 
and sustain the growth of Social Enterprises. This is 
a valuable way to engage directly with local non-
profit organizations who are working primarily to 
provide supportive employment to individuals facing 
multiple employment barriers.

As non-profit organizations are exempt from 
trade agreements, subject to reviewing your own 
procurement policies, public authorities are free to 
engage with non-profit Social Enterprises directly, or 
on a limited procurement basis. If your procurement 
policy does not yet contain the word ‘Social’ or fails 
to outline a distinct approach for directly engaging 
with mission-based, local non-profit organisations, it 
is time for a policy review.

Ownership: For some public agencies, supply chain 
diversity is an important strategic goal. Ownership 
based approaches require companies to certify, 
sometimes annually, that they are majority-owned 
by targeted groups; women, indigenous people, gay 
and lesbian ownership, a certified non-profit Social 
Enterprise, or minority owned supply chain partner.

Ownership based certification is a USA centric 
approach. While I am absolutely supportive of 
simplification and increased visibility to improve SME 
access to public sector contracts, for the most part, 
I am not supportive of screening or limiting bidders 
by type of business ownership. An exception to this 
would be Indigenous owned businesses where to 
foster reconciliation, trade agreement exemptions 
understandably exist.

Buyer or Changemaker?

Poverty: Ontario Trade Agreement Exception  
Page 65 of CFTA – the Canadian Free Trade 
Agreement, outlines an Ontario specific trade 
agreement exception which allows for contracts 
under $200,000 to proceed to market in a way 
that specifically targets poverty reduction. This 
is separate and distinct from the non-profit 
exemptions which exist in both CFTA and CETA.3

Social Public Procurement is especially relevant 
in the Province of Ontario, which operates an 
integrated municipal system. This means that 
delivery of the Provincial Employment and Social 
Assistance Programs occurs at the city and regional 
government level. Consequently, staff working in 
local government in Ontario are optimally positioned 
to design social procurement strategies to align 
and support existing taxpayer funded workforce 
development programs.

 On Twitter @ontpublicbuyer

Reproduce with acknowledgement: ©Sandra Hamilton 2019,
@MIOIR and Ontario Public Buyers Association www.opba.ca

3. CETA – Comprehensive Economic Trade Agreement  
CFTA – Canadian Free Trade Agreement

*   If you would like to see the OPBA offering Social Procurement education via webinars or online 
courses please send an email to education@opba.ca with Social Procurement in the subject line.
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