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Executive Summary
Manitoba offers a clear window into how demographic shifts, sector transformation, northern infrastructure 
gaps, and accelerating technologies are reshaping Canada’s workforce future. The province faces familiar 
pressures: youth outmigration; persistent productivity challenges; underutilized immigrant talent; and uneven 
access to education and training. At the same time, however, proximity, collaboration, and a strong clean-
energy advantage can position Manitoba to move faster than many larger jurisdictions.

At Magnet Network Live – Spotlight Manitoba (MNLSpotlight MB), leaders from across the country 
gathered to navigate these issues together, including:

•	 Provincial and municipal government decision-makers
•	 Post-secondary institutions: Red River College Polytechnic, the Manitoba Institute of Trades and 

Technology, University College of the North, University of Winnipeg, and Assiniboine College
•	 Experts from aviation, manufacturing, agri-food, transportation, biosciences, technology, and tourism
•	 Indigenous and northern economic development organizations
•	 Newcomer-serving agencies
•	 Economic development bodies, including MNLSpotlight MB’s regional partner Winnipeg Economic 

Development and Tourism 
•	 National workforce partners, including Palette Skills, Venture for Canada, ECO Canada, Electricity Human 

Resources Canada, BioTalent Canada, and Excellence in Manufacturing Consortium 

Magnet designed the Manitoba Spotlight as a continuation of its multi-region engagement process, 
grounding early interviews and pre-event conversations in a day-long gathering in Winnipeg. The agenda 
was intentionally designed to incorporate provincial and business perspectives, sectoral and northern 
realities, and  conversations on culture, place, creativity, and competitiveness. MNLSpotlight MB also aligned 
with work underway on digital adoption, SME productivity, and clean energy transition, ensuring Manitoba’s 
insights informed broader national conversations on the future of work.

Several themes stood out across sessions, collaboration cafes, anchor remarks, and post-event reflections:

•	 Youth attraction and retention, including Indigenous youth, shape Manitoba’s long-term labour outlook 
more than any single policy lever.

•	 Indigenous workforce participation (particularly in northern communities) depends on closing 
foundational infrastructure gaps, especially broadband and access to local training.

•	 Newcomers are essential to Manitoba’s growth but face systemic barriers to skill recognition and career 
progression.

•	 SMEs adopt technology when it resolves operational pressures and improves productivity, not when 
framed as abstract transformation.

•	 Manitoba’s clean hydroelectric system is a strategic asset at a time when stable, renewable energy drives 
investment decisions.

•	 Rural, urban, and northern labour markets require tailored approaches supported by shared digital 
infrastructure.

•	 Backbone organizations, sector councils, economic development agencies, and intermediaries like Magnet 
are essential for coordination and system alignment.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Context & Purpose of the Report
Magnet Network Live is a platform for shared learning, cross-sector intelligence, and systems design. 
Following the success of MNL24 in Toronto’s Distillery District, the 2025 MNLSpotlight Series expanded to 
Atlantic Canada, Manitoba, and Alberta to illuminate how regional dynamics shape workforce development, 
innovation, and economic growth.

The Manitoba Spotlight had four primary goals:

1.	 Build a shared understanding of the province’s talent landscape, youth mobility, Indigenous workforce 
participation, newcomer integration, and labour-market transitions.

2.	 Highlight structural pressures and emerging strengths across Manitoba’s key sectors, including 
manufacturing, aviation, agri-food, logistics, clean energy, biosciences, and digital media.

3.	 Explore how technology adoption, productivity demands, and regional infrastructure, especially in rural 
and northern communities, interact with employer needs.

4.	 Connect Manitoba’s insights to a national systems lens and identify opportunities for collaboration, 
prototypes, and demonstration projects.

Magnet structured the event to encourage candid dialogue rather than formal presentations. Collaboration 
cafes created space for cross-sector exchanges. Curated sessions highlighted perspectives from business 
leaders, Indigenous economic development organizations, employers, training institutions, sector councils, 
community organizations, and newcomers. Opening remarks from Winnipeg Economic Development & 
Tourism and the Province of Manitoba, followed by a national context keynote, grounded the conversation in 
both place and purpose. A closing dialogue on creativity, competitiveness, and culture reinforced a central 
truth about Manitoba: collaboration is one of the province’s most powerful assets.

This report reflects four commitments:

•	 To synthesize insights from interviews, discussion notes, survey responses, and real-time observations.

•	 To offer analysis that identifies prototypes, demonstrations, and policy considerations ready for 
exploration.

•	 To position Manitoba’s contributions within a coherent national narrative about workforce innovation and 
system design.

•	 Contribute to a national body of insight, alongside reports on MNLSpotlight Atlantic Canada and 
MNLSpotlight Alberta, that strengthens the emerging picture of what a connected, Made-in-Canada 
workforce system requires.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Insights & Signals From Manitoba
The conversations across Winnipeg, rural communities, and northern Manitoba revealed a province that 
understands both its constraints and its potential, and continues to build solutions from within. What 
emerged was not a single storyline but a constellation of interconnected signals that explain how Manitoba’s 
labour-market ecosystem is adapting under demographic pressure, technological acceleration, and sector 
transition. These signals surfaced across curated sessions, collaboration cafes, keynote remarks, and the 
reflections shared before and after the Spotlight convening, and were reinforced by the institutions and 
partners Magnet engaged in advance of the event.

Proximity an asset to collaboration

Collaboration appeared as one of the province’s defining characteristics. Leaders from Red River College 
Polytechnic, Assiniboine College, the Manitoba Institute of Trades and Technology, University College of 
the North, and the University of Winnipeg described a post-secondary system that is increasingly linked to 
industry, northern and rural communities, and Indigenous economic development efforts. 

Employers across manufacturing, aviation, biosciences, transportation, and digital media emphasized that 
Manitoba’s small scale creates unusually short paths between sectors, relationships form quickly, decisions 
move with less friction, and shared agendas can take shape without the bureaucracy found in larger 
jurisdictions. 

Winnipeg Economic Development & Tourism highlighted how this proximity functions as an economic asset, 
enabling alignment between investment attraction, employer needs, talent pathways, and community 
priorities. Taken together, these patterns reveal a provincial ecosystem that behaves not as discrete 
institutions, but as a connected network capable of coordinated action.

Workforce development must be integrated with work

Training emerged as another defining signal. Manitoba’s colleges and training partners described how 
learning is moving closer to the flow of work, with students applying skills directly within industry settings and 
employers acting as co-designers of curriculum. Leaders noted that students,particularly in the trades, health 
care, transportation, manufacturing, and hospitality, cannot easily step out of employment for extended 
periods, and employers cannot afford to lose capacity during high-demand seasons. 

Work-integrated learning, short-cycle upskilling, and community-based training models are reshaping how 
Manitobans access learning. University College of the North and northern community partners stressed that 
training must be available where people live, especially in First Nations communities where infrastructure 
gaps and long travel distances limit participation. These insights point toward a broader shift: workforce 
development is no longer separate from work itself; it increasingly lives within it.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Demographic pressures underscore importance of retention

Demographic and geographic pressures underscored this shift. Youth retention surfaced as one of the 
province’s most urgent challenges. Manitoba attracts students from across Canada and internationally, yet 
many leave after graduation,even when early career experiences are strong. Young people need to see a 
long-term future for themselves in Manitoba: a sense of belonging, a pathway to housing, and a clear line of 
sight into career mobility. 

Newcomers, meanwhile, play a critical role in Manitoba’s population and workforce growth, but continue 
to face barriers to credential recognition and progression beyond survival jobs. Indigenous economic 
development organizations emphasized that Manitoba’s fastest-growing demographic, the Indigenous 
population, represents the province’s future, but northern and remote communities continue to grapple with 
limited broadband access, transportation barriers, and training systems that do not reach where people live. 
These demographic realities are structural forces that Manitoba’s future workforce system must be designed 
around.

Leveraging Manitoba’s natural advantages toward technology adoption

Technology adoption and productivity revealed a more complex signal. Employers across sectors 
acknowledged productivity pressures and the need for digital tools that solve operational challenges. 
Manitoba’s clean hydroelectric system provides an advantage that few regions in North America can match, 
offering a foundation for energy-intensive technologies like AI, advanced manufacturing, compute, and data 
infrastructure. Yet leaders also described a culture of incrementalism that risks slowing adoption. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises, the backbone of Manitoba’s economy, are open to technology when 
it reduces friction, improves workflow, or increases stability. Several participants noted that technology 
readiness is not about transformation narratives; it is about tools that integrate seamlessly into day-to-day 
operations. The Spotlight discussions on AI literacy, digital confidence, and the role of leadership reinforced 
this point: Manitoba’s opportunity lies in pairing its natural advantages, clean energy, collaborative culture, 
and strong post-secondary institutions, with practical, grounded approaches to technology adoption.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Structural alignment needed to scale regional innovation

Policy conditions shaped the final signal. While Manitoba benefits from strong relationships between 
economic development bodies, education, and industry, funding structures, short-term program cycles, and 
infrastructure gaps continue to limit the province’s ability to scale what works. Indigenous partners stressed 
that culturally grounded workforce strategies cannot thrive within rigid program templates. Rural leaders 
emphasized how broadband constraints shape economic participation, particularly in the North. 

Employers noted how immigration pathways and recognition processes limit access to the talent already in 
the province. Several workforce organizations described how fragmented or incomplete data systems make 
it difficult to understand talent flows, employer needs, and the relationship between training and labour-
market outcomes. These policy conditions do not diminish Manitoba’s capacity to innovate; but clarify where 
structural alignment is required for regional experimentation to scale.

Across these insights, a pattern becomes clear: Manitoba is developing solutions that respond directly to lived 
conditions. The province is not simply navigating constraints; it is building models with national relevance. 
These signals offer early indicators of what a future-ready workforce system will require: collaboration as 
operating infrastructure; training embedded in the rhythm of work; demographic strategies built around 
belonging and place; technology aligned with practical needs; and policy environments that support rather 
than constrain community-led innovation. Manitoba’s story affirms that competitiveness in a fast-changing 
economy depends on systems that move at the speed of trust, and Manitoba has trust in abundance.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Forces Shaping the Region’s Workforce Future
Manitoba’s workforce landscape is shaped by several structural forces that influence how partners design, 
adapt, and collaborate. These forces appear differently across Winnipeg, rural communities, and the North, 
yet together they define the conditions under which innovation must occur. When Manitoba is viewed as 
a system,rather than a set of disconnected sectors and regions, it reveals patterns that explain both its 
constraints and its capacity for transformation.

Proximity and relational 

One of the strongest forces is proximity. Leaders across business, education, Indigenous economic 
development, settlement, and economic development organizations described Manitoba as a place where 
relationships move faster than bureaucracy. Employers noted that they are rarely more than one or two 
introductions away from the partners they need. 

Post-secondary institutions spoke about the ease of aligning with sector councils or municipal partners when 
program shifts are required. Rural leaders emphasized that quick coordination is not a cultural preference 
but an operating necessity. This proximity creates a form of relational infrastructure that reduces friction, 
accelerates alignment, and enables Manitoba to test and refine workforce solutions more rapidly than larger 
jurisdictions. Yet this same closeness can mask structural gaps that require coordinated investment: youth 
leave because they cannot see enough opportunity; newcomers remain underemployed despite available 
roles; and northern communities remain disconnected from the centre of economic activity.

Colleges as workforce integrators

A second force is the integrator role played by Manitoba’s colleges. Red River College Polytechnic (RRC 
Polytech), Assiniboine College, the Manitoba Institute of Trades and Technology (MITT), University College 
of the North (UCN), and the University of Winnipeg all described variations of the same pattern: training 
is moving closer to work, and colleges are becoming connectors between employers, learners, and 
communities. Assiniboine College shared examples of embedding programming within rural and sector-
specific contexts; RRC Polytech emphasized rapid curriculum alignment to employer demand; MITT illustrated 
how short-cycle training supports labour mobility into high-need occupations; and UCN highlighted the 
importance of place-based learning in northern and Indigenous communities. These institutions are filling 
gaps that neither employers nor community agencies can fill alone. They are bridging labour supply and 
demand, extending learning into remote regions, and providing the adaptive capacity required for Manitoba 
to navigate technological disruption. Their integrator role is no longer supplementary; it is central to the 
province’s workforce strategy.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Sector transformation and economic identity

Sector dynamics represent a third force shaping Manitoba’s adaptation. While the pressures vary, aviation 
volatility, manufacturing talent shortages, biosciences growth, logistics expansion, agri-food modernization, 
the underlying themes are shared. Employers across these sectors described persistent productivity 
challenges and the need for digital tools that address operational bottlenecks. Manitoba’s clean hydroelectric 
system emerged repeatedly as a competitive advantage, enabling energy-intensive activities like AI, data 
infrastructure, and advanced manufacturing to scale in ways that are not available elsewhere in Canada. 

Northern economic development partners pointed to the potential of clean energy and critical minerals to 
generate new workforce pathways if local training, broadband access, and community participation can 
catch up to sector opportunity. At the same time, the film and digital media sector illustrated how strong local 
capacity can remain under-recognized when the province’s economic identity is not communicated clearly. 
These sector signals show both the limits of existing systems and the natural entry points for pilots that align 
talent development with Manitoba’s economic strengths.

Belonging, mobility, and demographic transition

Another force shaping the provincial landscape is the interplay between belonging, mobility, and 
demographic change. Youth retention surfaced as a defining concern . Manitoba succeeds in attracting 
students but struggles to retain them once they graduate. Employers spoke about the importance of early 
work experiences, community integration, and helping young people see a future in the province. 

Newcomer-serving organizations echoed this theme, noting that employment alone does not secure 
retention. Housing access, family pathways, credential recognition, and cultural belonging determine whether 
newcomers stay long-term. Indigenous leaders emphasized that Manitoba’s fastest-growing demographic, 
Indigenous youth, faces structural barriers that limit participation in the labour market, including broadband 
gaps, transportation constraints, and training programs that do not reach northern or remote communities. 
These demographic realities reveal that workforce strategy cannot be separated from social infrastructure 
and that labour market participation depends on whether people can build lives, not just careers.

Enabling conditions 

Digital, physical, and institutional infrastructure forms another decisive force. Manitoba’s clean energy grid 
provides a foundational advantage, especially as AI and data-intensive industries compete globally for 
renewable power. Transportation assets such as CentrePort and emerging northern corridors shape the 
province’s ability to connect businesses to global markets. Yet infrastructure gaps, particularly in northern and 
remote communities, continue to prevent full participation. Limited broadband access constrains training 
delivery, apprenticeship pathways, and access to remote work. Employers described difficulties leveraging 
digital tools across rural areas where connectivity is uneven. Workforce organizations noted how data fragmentation 
limits the ability to design interventions at system scale. These conditions illustrate a core truth: infrastructure 
determines who participates, how innovation spreads, and whether opportunity is distributed or concentrated.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Values, leadership, and readiness for change

A final force shaping Manitoba’s workforce future is the role of values and leadership. Participants repeatedly 
described the need for a mindset shift from incremental improvement to strategic leaps that match the pace 
of technological change. Employers spoke about the importance of plain-language communication around 
AI, ensuring leaders and frontline workers alike understand what tools can do. 

Indigenous and northern partners emphasized models rooted in community ownership and long-term 
stewardship rather than short-term programming. Sector organizations pointed to the fragility of backbone 
organizations whose work is essential but rarely funded sustainably. These reflections reveal a province with 
the cultural capacity to collaborate, but one that must decide how boldly and how quickly it will adapt. The 
force here is subtle but significant: Manitoba’s readiness to change depends not only on skills or technology, 
but on leadership that can connect economic ambition with social purpose.

Together, these forces reveal a province being reshaped by proximity, demographic transition, sector 
transformation, cultural identity, and infrastructure realities. They also show that Manitoba’s conditions are in 
fact design signals. They point toward the type of workforce system the province is ready to build: one that 
is integrated, community-anchored, employer-aligned, technologically grounded, and responsive to lived 
experience. Understanding these dynamics is essential for designing strategies that strengthen participation, 
support innovation, and contribute to long-term provincial resilience.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Potential Pathways for Regional Action
The conversations across Manitoba revealed a province that is not waiting for new structures or national 
frameworks to advance its workforce agenda. Manitoba is already testing solutions that reflect its lived 
realities: youth outflow, sector-specific labour shortages, rural and northern infrastructure gaps, SME 
productivity pressures, and a collaborative culture that accelerates innovation. What emerged across 
interviews, collaboration cafés, keynote discussions, and post-event reflections is a set of prototypes with 
genuine traction, initiatives that grow from Manitoba’s conditions yet hold national relevance.

One of the strongest signals came from Manitoba’s evolving work-integrated and employer-embedded 
learning models. Red River College Polytechnic (RRCPolytech), Assiniboine College, the Manitoba Institute 
of Trades and Technology (MITT), University College of the North (UCN), and the University of Winnipeg each 
described variations of the same shift: training is increasingly moving inside the workplace. RRC Polytech 
outlined how employer-designed modules in manufacturing, transportation, and health programs are 
shortening the distance between learning and application. 

Assiniboine College shared how rural delivery models place training directly within agri-food operations or 
community-based hubs. UCN emphasized that northern learners require training delivered in their home 
communities, not in institutions hundreds of kilometres away, and described the success of on-location 
micro-training aligned with local industries. These examples reveal a prototype already in motion: a 
provincial ecosystem where learning is short, stackable, employer-shaped, and integrated into the rhythm 
of work. A coordinated Manitoba micro-credential and work-integrated learning infrastructure could reduce 
duplication, smooth transitions from college to employment, and provide an evidence base to inform 
national competency-based approaches.

Demographic realities surfaced a second prototype: a Manitoba-specific retention model focused on 
youth, newcomers, and Indigenous learners. In discussions, post-secondary and settlement partners 
emphasized that Manitoba attracts people but struggles to retain them. Youth noted that they often leave 
after graduation “because they can’t see the next chapter here.” Newcomer-serving organizations described 
the fragility of retention when housing, childcare, and recognition pathways remain uneven. Indigenous 
partners highlighted the need for community-led training and the structural barriers faced by northern 
youth seeking stable employment. These insights point toward a multi-population retention architecture, 
one that integrates belonging, mentorship, early career experience, housing access, and culturally grounded 
pathways. This is not a single program and requires aa coordinated strategy that treats retention as a 
workforce asset. Given Manitoba’s demographic urgency, the province is well-positioned to design a national 
demonstration of what retention infrastructure looks like in smaller and mid-sized regions.

SME productivity and technology adoption emerged as a third prototype: one defined not by digital 
transformation narratives but by practical, friction-reducing solutions. Employers across manufacturing, 
aviation, bioscience, transportation, and hospitality shared the same refrain: “We adopt technology when it 
makes the work easier.” SMEs described adopting digital inventory tools, workflow automation, scheduling 
systems, and basic AI-enabled supports, not as innovation projects, but as operational necessities. 

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Winnipeg Economic Development & Tourism, North Forge, and sector partners highlighted that productivity 
is not an abstract issue but a daily operational challenge. These examples suggest a province ready for a 
coordinated SME productivity cluster, one that documents adoption paths, tests low-barrier digital tools, and 
builds a shared understanding of what “applied AI” actually looks like for small businesses. Manitoba’s clean 
energy advantage positions it uniquely to pilot energy-intensive digital tools that other provinces cannot as 
easily support.

Rural, northern, and Indigenous training gaps revealed another pathway: a community-anchored 
workforce model where training, employment, and infrastructure co-develop. Conversations with northern 
partners emphasized that broadband, transportation, and housing shape who can participate in the labour 
market. Employers described the difficulty of recruiting workers into communities that lack basic services and 
learners noted how travel distances and training disruptions break career momentum. Several organizations 
argued that northern workforce development should be treated as an economic strategy, not a social add-
on. These insights point toward a prototype focused on northern delivery hubs, community-owned training 
sites supported by colleges, employers, and Indigenous partners that braid funding, expand access, and 
embed technological capacity in place.

A final potential prototype emerged from Manitoba’s unique combination of advantages: clean 
hydroelectric energy, a strategic transportation corridor, diverse sector strengths, and a collaborative 
civic culture. Partners across sectors described the opportunity to position Manitoba as a testbed for 
responsible AI integration, lightweight models in manufacturing, predictive tools in logistics, AI-enabled 
support in care and health settings, and practical automation for SMEs. This is about designing AI adoption 
models for regions where businesses are small, margins are tight, and digital confidence varies widely. With 
its renewable energy base and compact ecosystem, Manitoba is in a strong position to pilot applied AI 
strategies that other provinces can scale.

Across these pathways, it’s clear that Manitoba already holds the ingredients of a high-functioning workforce 
design lab. The work ahead is not inventing new models, but aligning, amplifying, and connecting the ones 
already taking shape. Manitoba’s opportunity is to turn its living prototypes into demonstrations, build 
enabling infrastructure to support them, and create feedback loops that allow insights from Winnipeg, 
Brandon, Thompson, and Indigenous communities to inform one another. What emerges from these 
conversations is a province that is not only responding to its conditions, but shaping approaches that could 
inform Canada’s broader workforce transformation.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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To make these pathways actionable, Manitoba can begin advancing the 
following demonstration-ready prototypes:

•	 Employer-shaped, work-integrated micro-credential infrastructure across colleges

•	 A provincial retention architecture for youth, newcomers, and Indigenous learners

•	 A practical SME productivity and applied-AI readiness cluster

•	 Community-anchored workforce hubs in northern and rural regions

•	 A Manitoba-led demonstration of responsible, renewable-energy-enabled AI adoption

These prototypes reflect what Manitoba is ready for now, not abstract strategies, but grounded models built 
from lived realities. They hold the potential to strengthen provincial resilience and contribute meaningfully to 
a national workforce system that is responsive, connected, and future-ready.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Policy Considerations 
If Manitoba’s emerging prototypes illustrate what the province is ready to build, the policy landscape 
reveals where momentum accelerates and where it stalls. Across interviews, panel discussions, and post-
event reflections, partners repeatedly described a mismatch between Manitoba’s collaborative, pragmatic 
behaviour and the structures that govern training, talent attraction, and participation. These constraints do 
not prevent innovation, but they slow its pace and clarify where policy alignment could have outsized impact.

Immigration surfaced as a primary friction point. Employers, settlement agencies, and post-secondary 
leaders described the same pattern: skilled newcomers who are able to contribute immediately but remain 
stalled by credential recognition processes, occupational categorization, timelines, or program rules that 
do not reflect Manitoba’s labour realities. This was especially visible in health support roles, early childhood 
education, aviation, manufacturing, and IT: sectors that depend heavily on both international talent and 
pathways from temporary to permanent residency. In several interviews, partners summarized the problem 
succinctly: “The workforce is here. The opportunity is here. The system does not allow them to meet.” These 
are not administrative inconveniences; they directly restrict provincial economic capacity. A more flexible, 
Manitoba-tailored immigration and recognition environment that aligns with employer demand would allow 
talent and opportunity to connect with far greater precision.

Funding models also shape what is possible, and what becomes unnecessarily difficult. Colleges described 
the pressure of responding quickly to employer needs while navigating approval processes designed 
for slower, more siloed systems. Red River College Polytechnic and Assiniboine College noted the strain 
caused when institutions attempt to collaborate across regions, especially when program rules limit shared 
resources or joint delivery, even when both partners already operate as interconnected actors in the same 
talent ecosystem. The Manitoba Institute of Trades & Technology highlighted challenges aligning training 
cycles to fast-moving sectors such as IT, digital media, and aviation maintenance, where employer demand 
shifts more rapidly than conventional program frameworks. These structures work against Manitoba’s 
strengths: agility, proximity, and relationship-driven collaboration. A funding environment that enables joint 
programming, flexible delivery, shared placements, and pooled staffing would amplify the province’s natural 
ability to coordinate.

Digital, data, and infrastructure policy emerged as another decisive area where systems have not kept pace 
with demand. Manitoba’s labour market is unified, but its data systems are not. Employers described difficulty 
accessing real-time information about talent availability, training programs, and upskilling pathways. 
Settlement organizations emphasized gaps in outcome tracking that make it difficult to understand long-
term newcomer retention. Northern and rural partners noted that broadband policy directly shapes who 
can participate in training, remote work, and digital upskilling. Sector organizations argued that productivity 
strategies require a coherent data spine linking employer demand, skills availability, and educational 
offerings. Manitoba has the relationships and institutional culture to build such alignment, but policy must 
enable it. Magnet’s infrastructure, designed to connect systems at national scale, provides a practical 
foundation, but integration requires clarity, mandate, and provincial-federal cooperation.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Conversations also highlighted policy environments that must treat Indigenous workforce innovation as 
a central economic strategy, not a peripheral stream. Indigenous partners across Winnipeg, rural regions, 
and the North stressed that community-designed workforce models, rooted in cultural grounding, local 
governance, and long-term planning, require policy frameworks that support, rather than constrain, their 
evolution. Northern leaders noted that rigid templates do not reflect community realities: transportation gaps, 
broadband limitations, childcare shortages, and the need for training to occur where people live. Examples 
shared  reinforce the same lesson: Indigenous workforce strategies are not niche, they are structural. Policies 
that enable community ownership, flexible delivery, and long-term economic planning would unlock models 
with direct relevance to provincial and national system design.

More broadly, partners emphasized the need for policy alignment that recognizes Manitoba’s unique 
competitive advantages. Clean hydroelectric energy positions the province to lead in applied AI, advanced 
manufacturing, and energy-intensive digital tools, but regulatory clarity, investment frameworks, and 
procurement pathways must support responsible experimentation. Employers described the need for 
policies that lower barriers to digital adoption for SMEs, particularly around cost-sharing, training supports, 
and in-house capacity. Transportation and housing policies, especially in northern regions, remain critical 
bottlenecks that shape whether labour-market initiatives can scale beyond major centres.

Taken together, these insights reflect a broader truth: Manitoba is demonstrating readiness for integrated 
workforce solutions, but policy often lags behind the province’s collaborative behaviour. Policy must 
now match the province’s ambition, recognizing that Manitoba already acts like a connected workforce 
ecosystem, and that its progress depends on rules and systems designed to support clarity, speed, 
coordination, and shared purpose.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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What Manitoba Teaches Us About System Design
Manitoba offers a distinct perspective on what future workforce systems must be: relational, grounded in 
lived experience, shaped by proximity, and capable of adapting quickly to technological and demographic 
change. The province’s scale reveals gaps early and amplifies strengths such as trust, collaboration, and 
community connection. Across conversations, partners were describing how a system behaves when 
coordination is the norm and innovation emerges from practical need rather than abstract strategy.

A central insight is that proximity functions as a form of system architecture. Winnipeg Economic 
Development & Tourism, Red River College Polytechnic, the Manitoba Institute of Trades & Technology, 
Assiniboine Community College, and sector organizations all emphasized that solutions move faster because 
relationships are close and partners are accustomed to working across institutional boundaries. Manitoba’s 
size allows for alignment to occur through relationships as much as through formal structures. This shows 
something important for national system design: speed and coordination arise from trust, not complexity.

Another insight is that workforce strategy is inseparable from the conditions of daily life. Manitoba’s youth 
outflow, newcomer settlement patterns, and northern community realities point to the same structural 
truth: participation depends on belonging, stability, and access. Partners described how housing, childcare, 
transportation, credential recognition, and broadband determine whether people can learn, remain in the 
province, or build a future. Workforce development and community development are not parallel streams, 
rather they operate as one system.

Northern and Indigenous partners illuminated a further dimension of system design: the power of 
community-driven approaches. Training delivered in place, long-term planning tied to cultural continuity, 
and governance structures rooted in local authority demonstrate what integrated design looks like from the 
community outward. These approaches represent a model for durable, inclusive economic development. 
They reinforce a principle that should inform provincial and national strategies: communities produce more 
sustainable outcomes when they lead their own workforce pathways.

Manitoba’s SME landscape reveals another important system characteristic: practical innovation drives 
adoption. Employers across manufacturing, aviation, biosciences, transportation, and hospitality described 
how productivity increases and digital tools gain traction when they simplify operations and reduce friction. 
This counters narratives that focus on transformation at the expense of utility. Manitoba’s experience shows 
that readiness grows from tools that work in real conditions, not from ambition alone.

Finally, Manitoba demonstrates how infrastructure shapes the boundaries of participation. Broadband 
access in the North, transportation and housing gaps, fragmented data systems, and uneven recognition 
frameworks all influence who can contribute to the labour market. At the same time, Manitoba’s clean 
hydroelectric system, strategic transportation corridors, and institutional collaboration offer significant 
advantages for energy-intensive digital applications and applied AI. These dual conditions clarify that 
infrastructure determines the pace at which innovation can spread and whether opportunities reach all parts 
of the province.

http://magnetnetwork.ca
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Taken together, these insights reveal a province with a strong sense of its operating system: collaborative by 
necessity, adaptive in practice, culturally grounded, and positioned for strategic growth. Manitoba is not only 
navigating constraints; it is illustrating how resilience emerges when institutions, employers, and communities 
operate in alignment.

These patterns place Manitoba firmly within the national narrative emerging across the MNLSpotlight series. 
As the companion regional analyses show, systems advance most effectively when strategies reflect lived 
conditions, when training meets the rhythm of work, and when collaboration functions as core infrastructure. 
Manitoba contributes clarity to this picture: regions move faster when they design around proximity, 
community realities, and practical innovation.

The work ahead is to strengthen the initiatives already underway, develop projects that deepen participation, 
expand access, and improve productivity. With aligned policy, shared infrastructure, and continued 
collaboration, Manitoba is well positioned to lead demonstrations that inform national strategy. Magnet 
will continue supporting this momentum by building the connective tissue of Canada’s workforce system: 
platforms that reduce friction, partnerships that anchor coordination, and demonstrations that show how 
integrated, community-rooted, and digitally enabled approaches unlock economic and social potential.

Manitoba shows what becomes possible when innovation grows from lived experience, when partners work 
as a cohesive ecosystem, and when systems are designed with people rather than programs at the centre. 
This perspective will continue shaping the national picture as Magnet works to advance a more connected, 
inclusive, and future-ready labour-market system across Canada.
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Spotlight: North Forge—Practical Innovation, Local Strength
North Forge Technology Exchange offers one of Manitoba’s clearest demonstrations of how practical 
innovation strengthens an entire workforce ecosystem. While global narratives often focus on high-
concept transformation, North Forge has built a model grounded in the realities of Manitoba’s small 
and medium-sized enterprises: tight margins, lean teams, and the need for technology that reduces 
friction rather than introduces complexity.

Across MNLSpotlight Manitoba conversations, North Forge was consistently referenced as an 
example of how businesses gain the support they need to adopt digital tools, test new ideas, and 
build the capacity required for long-term growth. Its approach blends entrepreneurship services, 
rapid prototyping, digital training, and applied technology support in a single environment designed 
around SME needs.

What makes this model distinct is its emphasis on practicality. Tools and technologies are introduced 
as workflows that solve immediate operational issues :scheduling, inventory, automation, customer 
communication, compliance, and quality management. This resonates strongly with the insights 
gathered throughout the MNLSpotlight Manitoba. SMEs adopt technology when it is useful, accessible, 
and aligned to the rhythm of work.

North Forge’s role in Manitoba’s productivity narrative is significant. It helps early-stage and growing 
companies experiment with technology they would not otherwise be able to access, and it supports 
founders through the complex process of turning ideas into viable, competitive products.This hands-
on, applied model is precisely what many SMEs described as necessary to participate in digital 
adoption and emerging AI opportunities.

At the system level, North Forge illustrates the importance of embedded, ecosystem-connected 
innovation infrastructure. It works closely with sector partners, post-secondary institutions, economic 
development organizations, and employers, demonstrating what coordinated support for SMEs looks 
like when it is purpose-built rather than fragmented across programs. Its work reinforces a broader 
principle visible across Manitoba: innovation succeeds when it is grounded in place, supported by 
trusted local institutions, and oriented toward solving problems that matter to businesses.

North Forge’s story offers a replicable blueprint for designing SME-focused innovation systems. 
It shows that regional innovation does not require scale or size—it requires clarity of purpose, 
collaborative infrastructure, and a commitment to meeting employers where they are today while 
preparing them for the opportunities ahead.

http://magnetnetwork.ca

