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Assumption 1.1 
HGFs are important but not that common

• For the period from 2021 to 2023, 8.2% of SME's 
(i.e., under 500 employees) recorded an average 
annual sales growth of 20% or more

• In Alberta the sector with the highest prevalence 
of high growth firms is mining, quarrying and oil 
and gas extraction (19.7%), followed by utilities 
(16.7%), transportation and warehousing 
(12.6%), agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting 
(12.5%), and manufacturing (12%). 



Assumption 1.2 
There is an agreed definition of HGFs

• Absolute definitions set a minimum rate and duration of 
growth. 

• According to the OECD-Eurostat Manual on Business 
Demography Statistics (2007), an HGF is a firm that 
– (1) initially possesses 10 or more employees or that has at least 

four times national per capita income in annual revenues, and 
– (2) experiences average annualized employment or revenue 

growth of greater than 20 percent over a three-year period. 

• HGFs employ more than 10 workers (including owners 
but excluding unpaid workers) and whose employment 
grows at an average annual rate of 20 percent or more 
over a period of three consecutive years. 



• Relative definitions classify HGFs as those in 
the top percentiles of firms in the distribution 
of employment or revenue growth 

• The Birch Index is an economic indicator that 
measures a company's job creation power by 
multiplying its absolute job growth by its 
relative job growth. 



Assumption 1.3 
HGFs are the same as scale-ups

• Scale-ups are a particular type of HGFs that grow 
by investing in up-front costs, intangible assets, 
marketing, and a growth that involves near-zero 
marginal costs, as well as a growth style that 
corresponds to a shift from iteration and pivoting 
to a standardized product prototype and business 
model that is ready to be scaled up 

• Scale up tends to be intentional, while growth 
can be accidental. 

• R&D, human capital, geographic, extra demand



Assumption 1.4 
HGFs create the majority of new jobs

• HGFs account for disproportionately large 
share of the gross jobs gained 

• The net change in employment and output 
would have been negative without the 
positive contribution of HGFs



Assumption 1.5 
HGFs drive productivity, diversification, & innovation 

• HGFs have been documented to bring wider 
economic and social benefits, including 
facilitating the growth of other firms in the 
same locality 

• The primacy of R&D in policy is often at the 
expense of efforts to adopt existing 
knowledge and technologies and more 
generally increase innovation capabilities in a 
sector or region 



Assumption 1.6 
HGF are young firms

• Firms are more likely to grow as they 
approach an estimated size of 23 employees, 
and then the probability that the firm 
becomes a HGF lowers as the firm becomes 
larger.

• In aggregate the vast majority of HGFs are 
older than 5 years. 



Assumption 1.7 
HGFs are sector or region specific

• High-growth firms exist in all industries, but 
they are relatively more frequent in 
knowledge-intensive service industries 



Assumption 1.8 
HGFs continue to grow

• Achieving high growth in one period does not 
mean that firms are more likely to grow rapidly in 
subsequent periods.   

• High growth is short-lived and episodic in nature
• 50 percent of firms experiencing a high-growth 

event in the previous three years being likely to 
exit the market altogether in the following three 
to six years, 

• Whereas fewer than 15 percent are likely to 
repeat a high-growth episode 



Assumption 1.9 
HGFs are funded by venture capital

• Innovative start-ups backed by venture capital 
(VC) investments and “unicorns” play an 
important role in aggregate growth, but they 
account for a tiny share of all HGFs.

• Thus, the large majority of HGFs are not relying 
on VCs to support growth.  

• At the same time, funding plays a critical role in 
fueling growth, but most firms are funding that 
growth organically from sales or through other 
financial instruments.  



Assumption 1.10
HGFs can be identified in advance of rapid growth

• High-growth episodes are often transient
• High-growth episodes are much more 

common than high-growth firms 
• Thus, picking winners is challenging compared 

with creating the conditions to enable a wide 
range of firms to experience faster growth 



Assumption 1.11 
Government support can foster more or better HGFs

• Governments can play a role in fostering HGFs 
by creating favorable conditions such as 
access to funding, infrastructure, skilled labor, 
and regulatory support 

• However, entrepreneurial success often 
depends on market forces, individual talent, 
and timing, which governments cannot 
control. 



HGF Target Areas

• Market Access
• Talent
• Access to Capital
• Incentives and Supports
– High degree of selectiveness by staging support 

according to milestone achievement to focus on 
retaining winners.



Research Questions

• Do HGFs have different needs for government 
support than other firms?

• At what stage of their life cycle is support 
most beneficial?

• Are the needs of HGFs being met in Alberta 
today?

• In what ways can supports be made more 
effective for HGFs? That is, is there a rationale 
for treating HGFs differently from other firms?



Methodology

• Interviews and document review
• Recruitment from published lists, referrals and 

research team networks
• Interviews were recorded, transcribed and 

coded for key themes



4.1 Factors Enabling High-Growth Firms in Alberta

• Intentional Growth Culture: Many firms undertake deliberate 
planning and investment to achieve high growth. Growth is treated 
as a strategic focus and often built into long-term business plans.

• Pivotal Events: HGFs commonly identify a transformative event—
like the COVID-19 pandemic, technological advancements (e.g., AI 
tools), or leadership changes—as a turning point for growth.

• Talent Pools: While talent gaps exist, Alberta benefits from high-
quality post-secondary institutions, particularly in sectors like AI.

• Entrepreneurial Ecosystem: Cities like Calgary are viewed as 
increasingly supportive of innovation and entrepreneurship.

• Organic Capital Strategies: Many Alberta HGFs grow without 
external funding, bootstrapping their way through early phases and 
leveraging a diversity of financial instruments.



4.2 Factors Constraining High-Growth Ventures in Alberta

• Market Scale Limitations: Local and national markets are 
often insufficient to support sustained growth. Domestic 
procurement is seen as slow and bureaucratic.

• Talent and Workforce Gaps: There is a critical shortage 
of experienced management, sales, and senior technical 
staff.

• Access to Capital: Alberta lacks a robust late-stage 
funding ecosystem, increasing reliance on U.S. investors.

• Regulatory Complexity and Uncertainty: Inconsistent or 
unclear policies between jurisdictions create uncertainty.

• Lack of Tailored Support: Available government support 
does not always align with HGFs’ unique needs.



5.1 Access to Capital: 
Expand government-backed funding 

and attract institutional investors
• Expansion of provincial venture capital initiatives and 

Aimco investments.
• Incentives for local angel investors and private sector 

funding.
• Introduce provincial scaling grants for high-growth firms in 

emerging sectors.
• Partner with private investors to improve the funding 

ecosystem, especially as it related to closing the differential 
treatment across sectors.

• Provide a mentorship program drawing upon experiences 
from other HGFs on creative ways to fund growth with an 
annual symposium (e.g., specialized track at Inventures). 



5.2 Talent Development and Retention: 
Align post-secondary education with industry 

needs and simplify immigration.
• Industry driven program to enhancing STEM and 

entrepreneurship leadership education focused on 
business development and sales.

• Immigration policies to attract and retain global talent.
• Invest in upskilling initiatives aligned with industry 

needs.
• Incentives for hiring and retaining home grown talent 

by HGFs.
• Create an advisory panel of HGF leadership to inform 

changing talent requirements and to foster the 
development of home-grown talent.



5.3 Market Expansion Support: 
Improve trade assistance and procurement access.

• Strengthening trade support programs for 
international expansion.

• Encouraging cross-sector innovation and 
diversification.

• Provide export assistance programs for firms 
entering new markets.

• Facilitate industry diversification beyond 
traditional oil and gas supports.

• Improve provincial procurement for HGF offerings
• Provide interprovincial trade support 



5.4 Regulatory and Tax Reform: 
Create consistent, growth-friendly policies.

• Streamlining business regulations and reducing 
red tape.

• Tax incentives for reinvestment by high-growth 
firms.

• Establish consistent regulatory policies to reduce 
uncertainty.

• Incentivize compliance-driven innovation through 
tax credits.

• Work towards interprovincial alignment of 
regulations in strategic areas



5.5 Innovation Infrastructure: 
Fund sector-specific innovation hubs and partnerships.

• Increased funding for R&D (more emphasis on D) 
and commercialization support.

• Industry led grants to strengthen university-
industry collaboration.

• Support the expansion of manufacturing facilities 
and logistical hubs.

• Prioritize tech infrastructure to support growing 
industries.

• Look for low-tech high growth industries for new 
infrastructure investments



5.6 Growth Episode Monitoring System: 
Track emerging HGFs for timely, tailored support.

• Establish a database of firms from which early indicators of 
episodes of high growth can be identified (e.g., increased sales, 
marketing, or revenue) so they can be contacted to be offered 
bespoke support. Their plans for growth are usually deliberate.

• Supplement this database with Alberta firms that have experienced 
a high growth episode and follow them longitudinally so 
subsequent growth episodes can be detected.

• Track the support received by firms that experienced a high growth 
episode and those that experienced high growth without such 
support so efficacy of the support can be determined

• Establish of network of high growth firms in Alberta so best 
practices and challenges can be shared across firms and industries 
and new supports can be designed based upon collective input 
from across a diversity of high growth firms.



Conclusion
• High-growth firms are key drivers of Alberta’s 

economic diversification, job creation, and 
innovation. 

• Yet their episodic nature and specific needs often 
fall outside traditional support structures. 

• By focusing on scalable policy interventions—
particularly around capital, talent, market access, 
and innovation—the province can create a more 
supportive environment for these firms to thrive, 
remain rooted in Alberta, and compete globally.


