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INTRODUCTION
SOME BACKGROUND…
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TEN YEARS AGO…

 In a report written in 2011 , we came to the conclusion that the 

reasons that very few Ontario Disability Support Plan recipients have 

earnings were: 

 “… A needlessly onerous system of reporting and reconciliation;

 Negative interactions between ODSP and other programs; and

 Insufficient supports for leaving ODSP.”
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ALMOST NOTHING 

HAS CHANGED 

SINCE THAT REPORT 

WAS WRITTEN…  The purpose of the present paper is to explain why it is so 

difficult. We propose a general theory as to why there is 

such little success. 

 At the end of our report, we restate recommendations 

offered in the 2011 report, appealing for a more 

thorough consideration and, hopefully, implementation of 

most of the proposed recommendations. 

With the relentless push to 

nudge social assistance 

recipients into employment by   

governments, regardless of the 

political party in power, the 

results don’t look all that 

promising. 

So why is it so hard to go to work 

or get back to work once you go 

on social assistance?
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A GENERAL THEORY
WHY IT’S SO DIFFICULT

8



A GENERAL THEORY

Our general theory has several component parts that 

emanate from new and older thinking, some of which 

postdate the 2011 paper.
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A GENERAL THEORY

The component parts of the theory are:

Infrastructural/Systematic Deficits Behavioural Obstacles

1. Destitution-based social programs . 4. The psychology of scarcity.

2. Multiple confiscation machines at 

work.

5.  The sludge theory in behavioral 

economics.

3. Misunderstandings in mainstream 

assumptions concerning work among 

low-income people with disabilities.

6. A Pandora’s Box: what happens to an 

overfull, overhead closet shelf?
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INFRASTRUCTURAL AND SYSTEMATIC DEFICITS
DESTITUTION AND MISUNDERSTANDINGS
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1.DESTITUTION-BASED PROGRAMS
…THAT MITIGATE AGAINST SUCCESS



DESTITUTION MODEL

 Social assistance programs are based on a destitution model where what is designed as a floor income has 

the unintended consequence of acting as a ceiling. 

 Getting back on one’s feet and ‘bootstrapping’ presuppose that once you start to do better (earning money, 

saving money, reducing expenses, getting help from friends and family, getting a better job), you will start to 

be better off.  

 This is often not true in social assistance as the program claws back earnings, has asset limits that reduce 

savings, pays lower rates when shelter costs are reduced, and limits the amounts one can receive from 

friends and family.

13



DESTITUTION MODEL (CONT.)

 These programs also force recipients into bad decisions by：

 making it harder for work to pay off, 

 making it impossible to save significant amounts, 

 punishing decisions to reduce expenses, 

 placing limits on how much friends can help and 

 forcing people to take whatever job is available regardless of its value. 

 In other words, success entails making a leap as opposed to progressing.
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“I had to report income all the time and was audited 

suspiciously… I always had to fight, was afraid of being cut 

off and if within the limits; I was worried if I got more 

income than ODSP, what is going to happen to my ODSP 

cheque, to my dental benefits, MSN (Mandatory Special 

Necessities), special housing, I was living in a state of 

anxiety and fear, in a poverty trap, the system was built to 

keep you there. I was making my calculations and tried to 

figure out what would need to earn to live not on ODSP to 

get off ODSP – $55-65,000 – a huge barrier to re-enter the 

workforce – need to upgrade my skills. Better for OW –

they can get the supplement, supports and training. There 

is no help with finding jobs on ODSP.”

– Anonymous #1 (59)

“The system 

was built to 

keep you 

there.”
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“I think that first $200 income exemption per month and 

deduction at 50% after is not fair. It would be better if we 

people are allowed to keep at least first $500 per month 

with 25% deduction whatever earned after $500. “

– Anonymous #2 (62)

---

“The 50% claw back and $200 exemption is a disincentive to 

work anymore than the bare minimum.” 

– Anonymous #3 - ODSP Recipient (50)

“I think that first 
$200 income 

exemption per 
month and 

deduction at 50% 
after is not fair.”
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“The reporting process is very stressful and burdensome. 

What is even more stressful is that if the report is even 1 or 

2 days late, they suspend your benefits. 

I get the impression that ODSP does not recognize that they 

are working with people with disabilities. We are slower. 

Whenever I call ODSP I have to prepare myself to battle it 

out like they are the CRA. I feel they should be kinder and 

give us more time to do things. 

ODSP should offer support willingly instead of having 

people beg for it.” 

– AP (39)

“The reporting 

process is very 

stressful and 

burdensome.”
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“I am on ODSP for about 10 years. I worked at Harbourfront, 

cleaning sidewalks and parks in the Harbourfront area...The 

money we earned; they don't deduct first $200, the rest they 

deduct half. When we start working, ODSP gives $500 to buy 

things for our work needs. And they give 100 extra dollars…

Every month before the end of the first week we had to report 

income…If I get another job and stop working and report I have to 

face problems that they hold money even after I stopped working. 

So, I don't want to go to work again when I am in ODSP…They 

didn't give the $100 extra money to me. Even after I left and 

reported they hold money more than once. I tried to get part time 

job, less hours…I have mental health issues.  It's hard to get work 

that suitable to me.”

– SS (64)

“…they hold 

money even 

after I stop 

working.”
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“I don’t think my caseworker understands the work I do as an 

artist - my work is not straightforward, and this has resulted in 

her requiring I re-do a years’ worth of reporting because she 

deems it “too disorganized to process”. 

I truly believe that no matter how I redo my reporting, she will 

still deem it “disorganized”, because my sources of income and 

types of expenses vary so wildly in ways that regularly employed 

people do not understand, and in ways that she does not want to 

work to understand. 

Any honorariums I have received, my caseworker has considered 

as income. The rules indicate that honorariums are to be exempt, 

but given her misunderstanding of my work, any honorariums I 

have ever received I have had to report as income.”

– WJK (26)

“Any honorariums 
I have received, 
my caseworker 

has considered as 
income. ”
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2. THE EFFECTS OF ‘MULTIPLE CONFISCATION 

MACHINES’ AT WORK
…WHERE THEY CANCELLING EACH OTHERS



HOW CAN WE IMPROVE INCOME SECURITY IN A POST-CERB WORLD? 

FIRST POLICY RESPONSE, RYERSON UNIVERSITY, AUGUST 27, 2020

 There are only three income security programs that promote work as part of their 

mandate and allow work as part of general eligibility: 

 social assistance, 

 EI working on claim, and 

 the Canada Workers Benefit.  

 They don’t work together. Each has a different pedigree. EI Working While on 

Claim is a taxable benefit. Social assistance is not taxed. The CWB is a refundable 

tax credit. Together, they resemble the old game of Rock Paper Scissors – they 

like cancelling out each other. 
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HOW CAN WE IMPROVE INCOME SECURITY IN A POST-CERB WORLD? 

FIRST POLICY RESPONSE, RYERSON UNIVERSITY, AUGUST 27, 2020

“We normally think of welfare as a program that confiscates benefits from 

other programs. But EI Working on Claim and the CWB have their own 

‘confiscation machines’ that are fundamental to their design. 

For example, social assistance deducts EI at 100 per cent while exempting 

the CWB. The CWB counts social assistance and EI as income by using these 

forms of income to lower the benefits it pays. EI Working on Claim claws back 

EI benefits of claimants from the first dollar earned. Social assistance 

deducts benefits usually after very low earnings are achieved.”
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All three programs could work together rather than cannibalizing each other but no one has ever asked them to.
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“Every month, income that I make is a self-employment income –

recycling of cans for refund, double taxed, ODSP office takes 

away $100 from self-employment income – I pay tax on income 

that I can’t keep.

I was so cognizant of being afraid to lose the benefits – I cut down 

my contract hours so as not to face losing ODSP benefits; I 

needed to cut down my hours to be on ODSP – the system is not 

built to facilitate the re-entry to workforce. “

– Anonymous #1 (59)

“I pay tax on 

income that [I] 

can’t keep.”
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“I was always scared to ask my ODSP worker about employment 

opportunities as I didn’t want to lose my disability benefits. My 

understanding is that if I do work while receiving ODSP, I may 

lose my benefits.”

– Anonymous #2 (62)

“My understanding 
is that if I do work 

while receiving 
ODSP, I may lose my 

benefits.”
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3. MAINSTREAM ASSUMPTIONS
… CONCERNING HOW THE WORLD WORKS APPLY TO LOW-INCOME PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES



MAINSTREAM ASSUMPTIONS

 The short answer is that the accommodations that work for 

middle class people simply do not work for people who are 

poor and especially those who are on social assistance with 

disabilities.
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BEE LEE SOH & JOHN STAPLETON, VOICE OF EXPERIENCE, METCALF 

FOUNDATION, 2019, P.24

“Governments are notorious for implementing policies that work in theory but not in 

practice. There is no situation where this is truer than with people living in poverty. 

Government members and their staff who devise and implement policies for the poor are 

almost never poor themselves. 

They do not live and work in the same world as those in poverty. It is only when 

governments are prepared to listen to people with lived experiences of poverty that they can 

come to understand whether new policies will work “on the ground.” It is an interesting 

dilemma as most people in government know and appreciate the cost of a smartphone and 

a data plan, and realize that someone who is homeless or receiving social assistance 

cannot afford these costs.”
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BEE LEE SOH & JOHN STAPLETON, VOICE OF EXPERIENCE, METCALF 

FOUNDATION, 2019, P.24 (CONT.)

“But they may not know the minimum cost of secure accommodation and they may 

not know that libraries and community hubs restrict access to … online computer 

equipment. They may not realize that a low-income person may not have … a bank 

account or access to retail credit through a credit card. 

The everyday items and conveniences that most of us take for granted as part of 

our daily lives, like smart phones and credit cards, are accoutrements that we would 

never dream of doing without. We also have little idea of the problems we would 

face if we did not have them. For example, few would contemplate that not having a 

credit card could result in us having no place to stay on a winter’s night. ”
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“[I have] no supports, medical issues- I need eye vision correction –

contact lenses, prescription for too heavy, frame and glasses, I 

can’t see properly, my vision getting worse – ODSP only pays for 

frames – I need custom made as I haves a small face – and I am a 

small framed person. 

[I have] visual impairments (eye glass policy), employment supports 

don’t exist (no printer, computer or training provided), medical 

conditions, can’t commit to stable schedule, outdated skills and no 

opportunity to update skills and knowledge. 

Not going to fit, the environment is not for you, you don’t have the 

necessary technology to be able to work in the current job market. “

– Anonymous #1 (59)

“The 

environment 

is not for you.”
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“There is no help and support from ODSP to find a job. I have a 

limited skill set which makes it hard for me to find a suitable 

workplace. I would need help with preparing my résumé, 

connect with employers and assist during the initial period of 

employment due to my disability. Since I can only work part-

time with limited hours, I would really need someone to help 

me finding a suitable employment with trainings on site and to 

accommodate my disability. 

I didn’t know where to go for help finding a job or how and 

where to apply. I tried applying for part-time jobs at Tim 

Hortons and McDonalds but I never heard back from them. I 

can only do part-time job due to my disability.”

– Anonymous #2 (62)

“I didn’t know 
where to go for 

help finding a job 
or how and where 

to apply.”
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“In general all the employment support programs do is help 

you write resumes and complete mock interviews. They don’t 

actually help you find work. A lot of people who are poor are 

socially isolated and do not have connections to employers or 

the social network needed in order to find work. You can write 

a great résumé, but if you don’t know where to send it then it 

isn’t worth much.

People with disabilities need workers who can advocate for 

them in the employment sector. There is a push to move 

people off assistance and into a job, but that is not doable for 

many people with disabilities. And the job market what it is, 

employment will not alleviate poverty for most people. “

– Anonymous #3 - ODSP Recipient (50)

“You can write a 
great résumé, but if 

you don’t know 
where to send it 

then it isn’t worth 
much.”
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“People with disabilities have other stresses when it comes to 

working. For instance, we are most likely to only work part-

time but this puts us at a disadvantage in other ways. For 

example, because I am part-time the employer can schedule 

me however he sees fit, including whether to schedule me at 

all. This means I may not get shifts. This rule likely impacts 

people with disabilities more than other people because most 

of us can only part time. It is hard to plan our life around 

inconsistent employment, schedules and pay.”

– AP (39)

“[W]e are most 
likely to only work 
part-time but this 

puts us at a 
disadvantage in 

other ways”
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[Cont.]

“Since I’ve been on ODSP I’ve been with an employment agency 

(I was connected through ODSP) but it has not been of any 

help. For a few years they told me there are very few part-time 

jobs and I never understood it because most people with 

disabilities cannot work full time. They told me it was rare and 

generally not something they can offer. And I could not 

understand it because I have a disability and cannot work 

fulltime, that is why I am on ODSP. This employment agency 

has not been helpful and I am not sure why ODSP connected 

me to this agency if they cannot help with part time 

employment. In the last week I got a letter to say they closed 

my file but I am not sure why. When someone closes my file, I 

would normally ask them why, but I am so tired right now and I 

am not sure I want to return to work while on ODSP.”

– AP (39)

“I am not sure why 
ODSP connected me 

to this agency if 
they cannot help 
with part-time 
employment.”

34



BEHAVIOURAL OBSTACLES
SCARCITY, SLUDGE, AND A PANDORA’S BOX
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4. THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SCARCITY
WHY HAVING SO LITTLE MEANS SO MUCH



ALOK JHA, POVERTY SAPS MENTAL CAPACITY TO DEAL WITH COMPLEX 

TASKS, SAY SCIENTISTS, THE GUARDIAN, AUGUST 29, 2013 

 “Being poor requires so much mental energy that those with limited means — be they sugarcane farmers in 

India or New Jersey mall-goers — are more likely to make mistakes and bad decisions than those with bigger 

financial cushions.

 This is the psychology of scarcity, says Princeton University psychology and public affairs professor Eldar 

Shafir, PhD, who with Harvard University economist Sendhil Mullainathan, PhD, explores how people's minds 

are less efficient when they feel they lack something — whether it is money, time, calories or even 

companionship. 

 This scarcity mindset consumes what Shafir calls "mental bandwidth" — brainpower that would otherwise go 

to less pressing concerns, planning ahead and problem-solving. This deprivation can lead to a life absorbed 

by preoccupations that impose ongoing cognitive deficits and reinforce self-defeating actions”

37



AMY NOVOTNEY, THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SCARCITY, AMERICAN 

PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION, FEBRUARY 2014, VOL 45, NO.2

 “One of the classic errors that poor Americans are criticized for is taking "payday 

loans," those very high-interest loans that at the moment seem like a good 

solution but two weeks later cause them to owe high interest. 

 We found that when people were rich with time they were very judicious, needed 

it less, and only very occasionally took a loan. 

 But when they were time-poor … sophisticated Princeton students grabbed these 

available loans to try and do well in the game and ended up making less money 

than the time-poor students who weren't given the option to borrow. These 

students made the same mistakes that we observed among poor people.”
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“My worst experience of being cut off was after I lost a job due 

to being laid off. I filed my paperwork, including my Record of 

Employment to show I was no longer working, but I still 

received a letter just days before the end of the month saying I 

was cut off. I would not have been able to pay my rent or my 

Metro pass, both of which were automatically taken from my 

bank account at the beginning of the month. 

I scrambled and sent an email to the Regional Director and his 

assistant and thankfully they sorted it out immediately so my 

rent and TTC payments did not bounce. But a lot of people do 

not have the internet at home or have the time or knowledge to 

advocate for themselves in the same way.”

– Anonymous #3 - ODSP Recipient (50)

“A lot of people 
do not have the 
internet at home 
or have the time 
or knowledge to 

advocate for 
themselves in the 

same way.”
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“ODSP is complicated and I need simple instructions in order 

to complete tasks. They unnecessarily complicated so people 

who already have disabilities do not want to deal with the 

complexities of ODSP… I had to complete a form once a month 

to be reimbursed for disability-related work expenses. While 

working, I had to use additional money for transportation and 

for meals that were not reimbursed as a work expense. OW 

Worker said only child care was eligible for reimbursement. 

I was not working for the money; I was working just to have a 

job. The $400 I made a month did not have a significant impact 

on my life. 

– AP (39)

“I was 

working just 

to have a 

job.”
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[Cont.]

It would be great if people with disabilities did not have to 

stress about money the way we do now. Costs to us have 

increased during Covid.

I live in a rooming house and have had to pay for disinfectant 

to help ensure I do not get Covid. I buy this to protect my 

health, but ODSP does not provide enough money to help me 

take care of myself. 

At the end of the day ‘employment supports’ are supposed to 

be positive, not negative. It’s in the name. Those of us with 

disabilities already have so much stress just to work, because 

we need that money for food or transportation. I feel that ODSP 

should not be adding to our struggle. ”

– AP (39)

“Those of us 
with 

disabilities 
already have 
so much stress 
just to work.”
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“The amount of documents required from me for income and 

expense reporting are overwhelming. I thought it would be 

similar to the process I undertake when doing my taxes, but it 

feels like being audited. I understand that ODSP can audit you, 

so I don’t understand why my caseworker essentially does this 

to me every single month herself. ”

– WJK (26)

“It feels like 

being 

audited.”
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5. THE SLUDGE THEORY IN BEHAVIORAL ECONOMICS 
MAKING IT DIFFICULT



SLUDGE: RICHARD THALER

 Sludge theory is the opposite of the ‘nudge’ theory in behavioural 

economics. Sludge is the opposite of nudge where actions towards 

achieving a certain goal are made more difficult through barriers to 

participation being put in place. Going back to work while on social 

assistance is notoriously difficult and unrewarding. 
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HTTPS://WWW.BEHAVIORALECONOMICS.COM/RESOURCES/MINI-

ENCYCLOPEDIA-OF-BE/SLUDGE/

“This practice (sludge-making) has two defining characteristics: “Friction and bad 

intentions.” Instead of making choices easier, as nudge does, sludge often makes 

them hard. And, crucially, sludge is not in the best interests of those being nudged 

(sludged?).  

Corporations are notorious practitioners of sludge—just think of every newsletter 

and subscription that’s oh-so-easy to sign up for but incredibly difficult to cancel. 

But governments, too, increasingly show signs of sludge. ”
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SLUDGE (CONT.)

 With social assistance, it starts with conditionality where one is asked to have a 

plan leading to work. 

 Once work begins, a complex, difficult and unresponsive system of monthly 

reporting and reconciliation begins with failure to meet all requirements routinely 

resulting in ineligibility where all benefits are suspended or cancelled. 

 In behavioural economics, ‘loss aversion’ is much more important than ‘gain 

attraction’. The administration of social assistance emphasizes loss of benefits 

much more than earning or gaining independence. It is replete with sludge.
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“At one time I had a worker that cut me off nearly every 

month because he did not input my earnings correctly. Once 

he entered my earnings as $1,000 instead of $100. I went to 

his office and met him in person but we were not able to 

resolve the issue at that time, even though it was his mistake. 

It took a couple of weeks to resolve. 

Another time my worker was on vacation and another worker 

entered my earnings, but he entered it twice. I was able to do 

the math and figure out what happened. I explained it to him 

what happened and he resolved the issue. 

When I started submitting my earnings over the phone to the 

Interactive Voice Response system I stopped being cut off but 

I am not sure why. Reporting seems to be better now.

– Anonymous #3 - ODSP Recipient (50)

“Even though 

it was his 

mistake. It 

took a couple 

of weeks to 

resolve.”
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[Cont.]

There is a lot of room for human error. It may be better now that I can 

input my earnings on line. I used to fax them in, but most recipients do 

not have a fax machine or a computer or internet in order to enter 

them in on their own.  Faxing requires a landline as well.”

I now have a $1,500 overpayment because ODSP does not always pay 

me the correct monthly benefits despite me reporting my income on 

time. The overpayment has built up over several years and seemed to 

increase after they stopped cutting me off. They now take $49.80 from 

each monthly cheque. During periods when I am not working the 

overpayment will create a financial hardship for me. 

There is no transparency around how the overpayment was generated 

and whether the overpayment was even calculated correctly. I do not 

understand why ODSP keep overpaying me despite my correct 

reporting. If they can’t pay me correctly, I am unsure whether they are 

calculating the overpayment correctly.”

– Anonymous #3 - ODSP Recipient (50)

“There is a 

lot of room 

for human 

error.”
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“I had to report my earnings monthly and my cognitive deficit made it 

very hard to do monthly. I would forget because it was so 

cumbersome. 

When ODSP changed to online reporting that was a Godsend. But when 

the pandemic started things got more complicated. The agencies that 

helped me with faxing to ODSP closed and contact with ODSP has 

become harder for me again because I do not have a fax or a printer at 

home. 

Sending a last-minute letter to cut us off of ODSP cannot work. I do 

not like when ODSP does that. They should try to give people notice. 

Maybe they just forgot, these are people who are sick and there are 

times when I can`t see much and times when I feel more sick than 

other times. ODSP is expecting reports when people may be at home 

sick in bed.”

– AP (39)

“ODSP is 

expecting 

reports when 

people may 

be at home 

sick in bed.”
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I do love the online reporting option, but it’s not always an option for 

me because of my vision. ODSP should have provided me the option to 

provide details over the phone when needed by client.

I have moved 5-6 times in Toronto and have had at least 5 case 

workers. The problem I have with case workers. All but one case 

worker gave me the $500 maximum for employment. One case worker 

only sent me $100 and when I asked, she said it was at her discretion. 

This was very stressful and I don`t want to ask for this anymore. She 

gave me the $400 later, but only when I found the second job. The 

other workers gave me the money when I was volunteering and job 

searching. 

At the very least, once people ask for it give it to them, don’t make 

them beg for it.”

– AP (39)

“Once 

people 

ask…don’t 

make them 

beg for it.”
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“I worked for 1.5 months in 2018. During those two months I reported 

my earnings on time but both months my money was held back 

because ODSP said I did not report it. I did not receive the letter from 

ODSP in time and found out my cheque was late when I checked my 

bank account the day it was supposed to be deposited. I would then 

have to call or fax the worker to ask her to release my cheque. 

This caused issues for me as I rent and I needed to go into my savings 

to pay for my housing. I told my worker that I stopped working due to 

my disability and still two more times my money was put on hold for 

failing to report my income, even though I had quit months before.”

– SS (64)

“…my money 
was put on hold 

for failing to 
report my 

income, even 
though I had 
quit months 

before.”
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“Extensive income and expense reporting are required from me. I have 

opted to report my income and expenses on an annual basis because 

my monthly income fluctuates wildly (they reference my yearly income 

from the previous year and average it over 12 months and provide my 

monthly support based on that average number - at the end of the year 

we look at numbers to adjust if they owe me more/less, depending on 

how much I made compared to the previous referenced year).

While it seems that I have the right to choose annual vs monthly 

reporting, my caseworker is adamant that I provide all of my 

documents monthly (and she will calculate it annually) because this 

"makes her work easier for her". She also requires detailed 

explanations for any non-income transactions that show up in my bank 

statements (for example, e-transfers from my roommate for shared 

groceries). ”

– WJK (26)

“Extensive 
income and 

expense 
reporting are 

required 
from me.”
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[Cont.]

“I may stop receiving benefits soon - I have requested to NOT redo a 

years’ worth of reporting because this will honestly send me into 

crisis. The deadline they provided me is nearing and I have not heard 

back, nor can I get a hold of any managers to discuss the issue. I spent 

months putting together a years’ worth of reporting and organized it 

very well, and I will not redo it to be “more organized". It is my 

caseworker's job to do the work of sifting through the immense 

amount of documents she has requested from me.

This has been a point of conflict for us, but I have no interest in doing 

more work to make her job easier… she is being paid much more than 

me to do this work, and I have done everything in my capacity to fulfill 

my reporting requirements adequately. 

The difficulty of the reporting process and discretionary practices of 

my caseworker make me feel like giving up and leaving ODSP. I truly 

believe this is their intention - to make it so hard that we give up and 

leave.”

– WJK (26)

“…[They] 

make it so 

hard that 

we give up 

and leave.”
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6. A PANDORA’S BOX 
WHAT HAPPENS TO AN OVERFULL OVERHEAD SHELF? 



A PANDORA’S BOX

 When we try to explain to people who are not poor what it is like to try to start to 

work when you are receiving social assistance, they ask “Why don’t they work? 

Why don’t they bootstrap themselves up?

 We try to explain the problem in terms of an overstuffed overhead closet shelf. 

 We have all been there. We start with some Knick Knacks, then a scarf, some 

mittens, some gloves, then a box of something and a bag of something else. 

Finally, the closet shelf is jammed full. Then we need something from off the 

shelf.
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A PANDORA’S BOX – THE OVERHEAD SHELF

 When we try to carefully (gingerly) pull something down from 

the shelf, what happens? 

 Most of the contents of the shelf come crashing down on 

your head and you spend the next period of time finding the 

desired item and sorting through the bags, boxes and items 

before you put them back on the shelf.
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THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS TO PEOPLE RECEIVING SOCIAL ASSISTANCE

 Their allowances go down.

 Their rents go up (if they live in subsidized housing) 

 Their reporting requirements become onerous and  many get 

suspended from assistance even when they get the paperwork in on 

time

 They get saddled with recurring overpayments

 They live in a ‘boom and bust’ world as their income goes up and 

down like a yoyo
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THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS TO PEOPLE RECEIVING SOCIAL ASSISTANCE 

(CONT.)

 They are expected to have phones (that they don’t have)

 They are expected to have access to retail credit

 It is assumed they have access to broadband

 It is assumed they can pay for a transit pass; and

 It is assumed that they can pay for other work expenses.
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“[I worked in] clerical work, reception, office admin, call centre work, 

cleaning…[I have] worked on and off while on ODSP… [I] left different 

jobs due to mental health issues, stress and mental health caused her 

to need to take a break. 

Main stress from ODSP was being cut off due to reporting 

requirements, but it never made [me] quit a job… 

The main issue was being cut off frequently, including 7 months in a 

row. The rules didn’t stop me from working, but I don’t want to work 

more than the absolute minimum. Right now, I work 16 hours a week. I 

could work more hours when it’s busy, but it’s a commission job and I 

make $11-12 an hour before the claw back, and after it would be $6 an 

hour so it’s not worth my while.”

– Anonymous #3 - ODSP RECIPIENT (50)

“The main 

issue was 

being cut 

off 

frequently.”
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[Cont.]

Early on I lost a job and did not know I needed to submit a ROE. I didn’t 

submit my earnings for that month and I then got a cheque for $2.50 

instead of my regular cheque. I didn’t know the rules at that time and 

the worker did not explain how to wrap up employment if it ends. It 

never occurred to me that I would need to take any specific steps and 

though I tried to reach my worker I was not able to. That often 

happens, that workers aren’t reachable or don’t check their voicemail.”

– Anonymous #3 - ODSP RECIPIENT (50)

“I didn’t know 
the rules at that 

time and the 
worker did not 
explain how to 

wrap up 
employment if 

it ends.”
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“Working while you are on ODSP is a complicated process and I 

have thought, you should not work while you are on ODSP. And I 

do not think that is what they want. I do not think they should 

make it so complicated that we chose to not work when we feel 

like we could work at least part time.”

– AP (39)

---

“I also did not receive the additional $100 while I was working. I 

asked my worker for it but she never gave it to me. After I 

stopped working, I did not bother to follow up. ”

– SS (64)

“I do not 

think they 

should make 

it so 

complicated...”
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
AND PRINCIPLES
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CONCLUSION

 People who live on social assistance are living in a world of destitution, scarcity, sludge, 

confiscation, false assumptions and overstuffed closet shelves. Social assistance and 

work don’t mix well. We can have nothing but admiration for the very distinct minority who 

manage the world of work while in receipt of social assistance.

 It is not difficult to make recommendations that will make a meaningful difference and 

help them work while on assistance. 

 We developed 6 principles in eliminating the barriers to work for people receiving welfare 

benefits.
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6 PRINCIPLES

 1. Stop Destitution.

 2. Stop multiple confiscation among programs.

 3. Stop applying mainstream assumptions about how people live and work to low-

income people and especially those on social assistance.

 4. Increase Client bandwidth while reducing scarcity.

 5. Remove Sludge.

 6. Help reorganize the overhead closet.
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1. STOP DESTITUTION

 Abandon the destitution-based model for social assistance. 

 Allow clients to keep more of the money they earn before their allowances go 

down. 

 Allow family and friends to help out without restrictions. 

 Allow people to save and keep a meaningful cushion of money, allow clients to 

reduce costs without penalty. 
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2. STOP MULTIPLE CONFISCATION AMONG PROGRAMS

Our request is that Employment and Social Development Canada, the federal 

finance department and provincial/territorial ministers mandate their officials to 

work together to get these programs to stop pummeling each other.
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3. STOP APPLYING UNREALISTIC MAINSTREAM ASSUMPTIONS

 Engaging people with lived experience is a new undertaking for 

governments.

 New processes are needed to address both unfactored considerations as 

well as assumptions made about the costs of participation for low-income 

people. 

 It’s important to stop and consider these costs — financial and personal — as 

successful inclusion is dependent on these costs being met.

Bee Lee Soh & John Stapleton, Voice of Experience – op. cit. Metcalf Foundation , 2019, p.24
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4. INCREASE CLIENT BANDWIDTH WHILE REDUCING SCARCITY

 “But when you give them a very complicated form or demand that they be 

somewhere exactly on time three days in a row, you're imposing a massive 

bandwidth tax. Instead of taxing them money, you're taxing them bandwidth, 

which is also something they don't have enough of. So, you are creating a 

situation where they're bound to fail. 

 We propose that policymakers do all that they can to make the world a place 

where when I fail for a moment because of mismanaging my scarcity, there is a 

way to climb out, rather than sink further. ”

Amy Novotney, The Psychology of Scarcity, American Psychological Association, February 2014, Vol 

45, No.2

68



5. REMOVE SLUDGE

 Stop onerous reporting, 

 Remove barriers, 

 Reduce overpayments, and

 Stop cutting people off or suspending them for minor 

infractions.
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6. HELP REORGANIZE THE OVERHEAD CLOSET

Do an inventory of all the real impediments to 

work for people receiving social assistance, and

Work with them to resolve barriers and facilitate 

work re-entry and security of work tenure. 
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THANK YOU!
QUESTION?
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